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PROPHECY & EXEGESIS
And the prophet says a white babe with black eyes shall be born unto a virgin in the winter of the year. The ox in the field, the hound at the hearth, the bear in the cave, the cat in the tree, all, all shall bow before her, singing, “Holy, holy, holiest of sisters, who is both black and white, both dark and light, your coming is the beginning and it is the end.” Three times shall her mother die and three times shall she be orphaned and she shall be set apart that all shall know her. So begins the Garunian prophecy about the magical birth of the White Babe, layering in all kinds of folkloric absurdities and gnomic utterings to explain away the rise of a female warrior queen. These “hero birth” tales emerge long after the fact, and it is no coincidence that one tale resembles another. (Cf., the birth of Alta’s Anna, or the white one, motif #275f in Hyatt’s Folklore Motif Index of the Dales.) This one points to the birth of White Jenna, the Amazonian queen of the Dark Riding, a figure of some staying power in the myth sequences out of the early Garunian period during and after the infamous Gender Wars.



BOOK ONE
THE WHITE BABE



THE MYTH:
Then Great Alta plaited the left side of her hair, the golden side, and let it fall into the sinkhole of night. And there she drew up the queen of shadows and set her upon the earth. Next she plaited the right side of her hair, the dark side, and with it she caught the queen of light. And she set her next to the black queen.
“And you two shall be sisters,” quoth Great Alta. “You shall be as images in a glass, the one reflecting the other. As I have bound you in my hair, so it shall be.”
Then she twined her living braids around and about them and they were as one.
THE LEGEND:
It happened in the town of Slipskin on a day far into the winter’s rind that a strange and wonderful child was born. As her mother, who was but a girl herself, knelt between the piles of skins, straddling the shallow hole in the earth floor, the birth cord descended between her legs like a rope. The child emerged, feet first, climbing down the cord. When her tiny toes touched the ground, she bent down and cut the cord with her teeth, saluted the astonished midwife, and walked out the door.
The midwife fainted dead away, but when she came to and discovered the child gone and the mother dead of blood-loss, she told her eldest daughter what had happened. At first they thought to hide what had occurred. But miracles have a way of announcing themselves. The daughter told a sister who told a friend and, in that way, the story was uncovered.
The tale of that rare birthing is still recounted in Slipskin—now called New Moulting—to this very day. They say the child was the White Babe, Jenna, Sister Light of the Dark Riding, the Anna.
THE STORY:
It was an ordinary birth until the very end and then the child hurtled screaming from the womb, the cord wrapped around her tiny hands. The village midwife echoed the baby’s scream. Although she had attended many births, and some near miraculous with babes born covered with cauls or twins bound together with a mantling of skin, the midwife had never heard anything like this. Quickly she made the sign of the Goddess with her right hand, thumb and forefinger curved and touching, and cried out, “Great Alta, save us.”
At the name, the babe was quiet.
The midwife sighed and picked up the child from the birth hide stretched over the hole scraped in the floor. “She is a girl,” the midwife said, “the Goddess’ own. Blessed be.” She turned to the new mother and only then realized that she spoke to a corpse.
Well, what was the midwife to do then but cut the cord and tend the living first. The dead mother would wait for her washing and the mourning her man would make over her, with the patience of eternity. But so as not to have the haunt follow her down the rest of her days, the midwife spoke a quick prayer as she went about the first lessons of the newborn:
In the name of the cave,


The dark grave,


And all who swing twixt


Light and light,


Great Alta,


Take this woman


Into your sight.


Wrap her in your hair


And, cradled there,


Let her be a babe again,


Forever.


“And that should satisfy her,” the midwife mumbled to herself, knowing that to be a babe again, to be cradled against the breast of the eternal Alta, was the goal of all life. She had faith the quick prayer would shrive the poor dead woman at least until the candles could be lit, one for each year of her life and an extra for her shadow-soul, at the bedfoot. Meanwhile, there was the child, blessedly a girl, and blessedly alive. In these past years of hard living it was not always so. But the man was lucky. He had only to grieve for one.
Once cleansed of the birthblood, the midwife saw the babe was fair-skinned with a fine covering of white hair on her head and tiny arms. Her body was unblemished and her dark eyes looked as if they could already see, following the midwife’s finger left and right, up and down. And if that were not miracle enough, the child’s little hand locked upon the midwife’s finger with a hold that could not be broken, not even when a suck was made for her using a linen cloth twisted about and dipped in goat’s milk. Even then she hung on, though she pulled on the makeshift teat with long, rhythmic sighs.
When the child’s father came back from the fields and could be torn from his dead wife’s side long enough to touch the babe, she was still holding the midwife’s finger.
“She’s a fighter,” said the midwife, offering the bundle to his arms.
He would not take her. It was all he could do to care. The white babe was a poor, mewling exchange for his lusty redheaded wife. He touched the child’s head gently, where beneath the fragile shield of skin the pulse beat, and said, “Then if you think her a fighter, give her to the warrior women in the mountains to foster. I cannot bide her while I grieve for her mother. She is the sole cause of my loss. I cannot love where loss is so great.” He said it quietly and without apparent anger, for he was ever a quiet, gentle man, but the midwife heard the rock beneath the quiet tone. It was the kind of rock against which a child would bruise herself again and again to no avail.
She said then what she thought right. “The mountain tribes will take her and love her as you cannot. They are known for their mothering. And I swear they will bring her to a stranger destiny than her tiny gripping hand and her early sight have already foretold.”
If he remarked her words, the man did not respond, his shoulders already set in the grief he would carry with him to his own grave, and that—though he knew it not—soon enough, for as they said often in Slipskin, The heart is not a knee that can bend.
So the midwife took the child and left. She paused only long enough to cry out the village diggers and two women to bathe and shroud the corpse before it set badly in the rigor of death. She told them of the child’s miraculous birth, the wonder of it still imprinted on her face.
Because she was known to be a stubborn woman with a mind set in a single direction—like a needle in water pointing north—none of them gainsaid her going to the mountain clans. They did not know she was more frightened than even she herself knew, frightened of both the child and the trip. One part of her hoped the villagers would stop her. But the other part, the stubborn part, would have gone whatever they said, and perhaps they guessed it and saved their breath for telling her story afterward. For as it was said in Slipskin, Telling a tale is better than living it.
And so the midwife turned toward the mountains where she had never been before, trusting Great Alta’s guardians to track her before she was gone too far, and clutching the child to her breast like an amulet.
It was luck that an early spring melt had cleared most of the paths to the mountain foot or the midwife would never have gotten even that far. She was a woman of the towns, her duties bringing her from house to house like a scavenger. She knew nothing of the forest perils or the great tan-colored cats that roamed the rockslides. With the babe swaddled and wrapped to her breast, she had started out bravely enough and managed surprisingly well, getting to the mountain foot without a scratch or slip. Many a strong hunting man had not done as well that year. And perhaps it was true, as the villagers said, that Fish are not the best authority on water.
She sheltered the first night among the twisted roots of a blasted tree, giving the child suck from a milk crock with a linen teat dipped in. Herself, she ate cheese and brown bread and stayed warm with half a skin of sweet wine she carried. She ate unsparingly, for she thought she had but a single overnight to go before she reached the holds of the mountain clans. And she was sure the women of the mountains—whom she had long desired to visit, that longing compounded of envy and fear—would give her plenty of food and drink and gold to sustain her when they saw what it was she carried to them. She was a townswoman in her thinking, always trade for trade. She did not understand the mountains or the people who lived there; she did not know that they would feed her independent of all else but her need and that they had little use for gold so never kept it.
The second day was bright and pearly. Clouds lined only the horizon. She chose to walk along the bank of a swift-flowing stream because it seemed easier than breaking a new trail. If she had noticed the scat and could have read it, she would have known this was a favorite run of mountain cats, for trout were plentiful in the stream, and foolish, especially in the evening in the presence of bugs. But she was a woman of the town and she could read print only, a minor learning, and so she never heard the cat on her trail or noticed its scratchy warnings on the trees.
That second night she stashed the babe in a high crotch of a tree, believing it quite safe there, and walked down to the stream to bathe in the moonlight. Being a townswoman and a midwife, she valued cleanliness above all other things.
It was while she was bent over, dipping her hair in the cold water of the stream and muttering aloud about how long the trip was taking, that the cat struck. Swiftly, silently, surely. She never felt more than a moment of pain. But at her death the child cried out, a high, thin wailing. The cat, startled, dropped its prey and looked about uneasily.
An arrow took it in the eye, its death more painful than the midwife’s. It whimpered and trembled for several moments before one of the hunters cut its throat in pity.
The babe in the tree cried out again and the entire wood seemed to still at the sound.
“What was that?” asked the heavier of the two hunters, the one who had cut the cat’s throat. They were both kneeling over the dead woman, seeking in vain for a pulse.
“Perhaps the lion had cubs and they are hungry?”
“Do not be foolish, Marjo; this early in spring?”
The thinner hunter shrugged her shoulders.
The child, uncomfortable in its makeshift cradle, cried out again.
The hunters stood.
“That is no lion cub,” said Marjo.
“But cub nonetheless,” said her companion.
They went to the tree as unerringly as woodsense could lead them and found the babe.
“Alta’s Hairs!” said the first hunter. She took the child from the tree, unwrapped it, and gazed at its smooth, fair-skinned body.
Marjo nodded. “A girl, Selna.”
“Bless you,” whispered Selna, but whether she spoke to Marjo or to the dead midwife or to the ears of Alta, high and far away, was not clear.
They buried the midwife and it was a long and arduous task, for the ground was still part frozen. Then they skinned the cat and wrapped the babe in its warm skin. The child settled into her new wrapping and fell asleep at once.
“She was meant for us,” said Selna. “She does not even wrinkle her nose at the cat smell.”
“She is too young to wrinkle her nose.”
Selna ignored the remark and gazed at the child. “It is true, then, what the villagers say: When a dead tree falls, it carries with it a live one.”
“You speak too often with another’s mouth,” said Marjo. “And a village mouth at that.”
“And you speak with mine.”
They were silent after that, neither saying a word as they trotted along the familiar paths toward the mountains and home.
They expected no grand reception at their return and got none, though their coming had been remarked by many hidden watchers. They signaled their secret names with careful hand signs at every appointed place, and the guardians of each of those turnings melted back into the forest or the seemingly impenetrable rock face without a sound.
What messages, what bits of news were passed to them as they traveled through the night, came to them in the form of birdsong or the howling fall of a wolf’s call, where bird and wolf were not. It told them they were welcome and recognized and one particular cry told them to bring their bundle at once to the Great Hall. They understood, though no words, no human words, were exchanged.
But before they reached the hall, the moon slipped down behind the western mountains and Marjo bade farewell to her companion and disappeared.
Hefting the child in its cat cloak, Selna whispered, “Till evening, then.” But she said it so softly, the child in her arms did not even stir.
THE SONG:
Lullaby to the Cat’s Babe


Hush little mountain cat,


Sleep in your den,


I’ll sing of your mother


Who cradled Fair Jen.


I’ll sing of your mother


Who covered Jen’s skin.


Flesh of your flesh


Did sweet Jenna lay in.


Sleep, little catkin,


Perchance you shall dream


Of rabbit and pheasant


And trout in the stream.


But Jenna will dream


Of the dark and the light.


Your mother will shelter her


From the cold night.


THE STORY:
There were cradles scattered around the Great Hall, some of oak with the grain running like rivers to the sea, and some of white pine, so soft the marks of a baby’s nails could be seen, like runes, on the headboards. But for some reason Selna did not put the child in any of them. She kept it on her breast when she showed it in the Great Hall and all the rest of the day, hoping the steady beat of her heart would comfort it.
It was not unusual for a new fosterling to be kept, swaddled, at one breast or another. The women of Alta’s-hame shared the care of them, though Selna had never before shown any interest in fostering. The stink of the babes and their high, cranky crying had always put her off. But this one was different. She smelled not of sour milk and spittle but of mountain cat, moonshine, and blackthorn, that being the tree she had been wedged in when the cat had struck her mother. She had cried only twice, each time at a death, which Selna thought an omen. Surely the child must be hungry or fearful or cold. Selna was ready to put her away at the first sign of fretting. But the babe had stared at her with eyes the color of a spring night, as if reading her very soul. And so Selna had kept her heart to heart far into the morning. By then everyone had noticed and commented, so that she could not—for fear of being shamed—let her small burden go. Physical abuse had never bothered Selna. Indeed she was proud of her ability to withstand the worst punishments. She was always in the forefront of any battle line, she was the last to the fire, the first into a cold stream. But she never could stand the tauntings of the women in her Hame.
By midmorning, though, the child was hungry and let her know with small pipings, like a chick in the henyard. She fed the babe as best she could with one of the Eastern bottles so prized by the kitcheners. Both she and the babe were thoroughly splattered in the process, and so Selna took the child down to the baths, heated the water well below her usual steaming, and holding the naked child against her own bare shoulder, plunged in.
At the water’s touch, the child cooed contentedly and fell asleep. Selna sat on the third step of the bath, so that only their heads showed above the water. She stayed until her fingers had wrinkled and the water began to grow chill and her hand around the child cramped. Then she got out reluctantly, dried the sleeping babe, and wrapped toweling around herself for the long walk back to her room. This time there were no comments, even though she passed many of her holdmates. Whether she willed it or not, the child was hers.
THE HISTORY:
The women of the mountain warrior clans did not take fostering lightly. Once a child was chosen by her foster mother, the woman had full charge of the child’s care. A kitchener’s child grew up amongst the great pots; took her first steps on the tiled kitchen floor; ate, napped, and slept out her childhood sicknesses in a special children’s nook in the kitchen.
So, too, a child chosen for rearing by one of the warrior/huntresses was carried about in a special pack wherever her foster mother went. Lowentrout finds evidence of this in the famous Baryard Tapestries (his essay “Pack-Children of the Western Holds,” Nature and History, Vol. 39, is especially interesting). There is a leathern pack unearthed from the famous gravemound at Arrundale, and preliminary examination leads to speculation that it may be one of the Amazonian child-carriers. (For more about this dig, see Sigel and Salmon’s video “Graverobbing Among the Dales.”) Such burdens did not hamper the women warriors either in battle or on the hunt, according to Lowentrout, and textual evidence supports his claim. The three scrolls ascribed to the Great Archive of G’run Far Shooter graphically depict the battles in which the mountain clans took part. One in particular speaks of “the double heads of the Amazons” and, in another place, “the precious burden carried by (them).” And most striking, “She fought, all the ways her breast to the foe for as not to expose the one at her back.” Vargo argues that the word “at” simply refers to another fighter, since fighting back-to-back was a familiar style in sword-battle. She further states that if a pack-child had been meant, the word “on” rather than “at” would have been used. However, Doyle, whose seminal work on Alta-linguistics has just been published, points out that in the old tongue on/at/upon and by were used interchangeably.
THE STORY:
“You will have to name her, you know,” Marjo said that night, lying on the far side of the bed. The lantern hanging above them cast shadows on the wall and floor.
Selna looked at the child sleeping between them. She touched the soft cheek with a tentative finger. “If I name her, she really is mine forever.”
“Forever is longer than either one of us shall last,” said Marjo, her finger stroking the child’s other cheek.
“A child is a kind of immortality,” Selna murmured. “A link forged. A bond. Even if she is not of my blood.”
“She will be,” Marjo said. “If you claim her.”
“How can I not—now?” Selna sat up and Marjo followed suit. “She looks to me first, whoever holds her. She trusts me. When I brought her into the kitchen at dinner and everyone wanted to touch her, all the while her tiny head swiveled around to see me.”
“You are being sentimental,” said Marjo with a laugh. “Newborns cannot swivel their heads. They cannot even see.”
“She can. Jenna can.”
“So—you have already named her,” Marjo said. “And without waiting for my approval.”
“You are my sister, not my keeper,” Selna answered testily. At the sharpness in her voice, the child stirred between them. Selna smiled a lopsided apology. “Besides,” she said, “Jenna is just her baby name. I want to name her Jo-an-enna in full.”
“Jo for lover, an for white, enna for tree. That makes sense, for she was found in a tree and her hair—what there is of it—is white. I presume that Jo is because you love her, though I wonder at how quickly such a thing came about. You usually do not love so quickly. It is usually your hatred that is quickly aroused.”
“Do not be an idiot. Jo is for you, Marjo,” Selna said, “and well you know it.” She reached out to touch her companion across the child.
Marjo’s hand met hers halfway and they both smiled.
The child between them cooed.
In the morning Selna took Jenna to the infirmarer, Kadreen, who checked the babe from the crown of her head to the soles of her feet.
“A strong one,” said Kadreen. She did not smile, but then she rarely did. It was said she had stitched too many wounds and set too many bones to find life amusing enough for a smile. But Selna knew that even as a young woman, before she was long in her calling, Kadreen had not found much to smile at. Perhaps, Selna thought, the calling had found her because of that.
“Her fingers grip surprisingly well for a newborn. And she can follow the movement of my hand. That is rare. I clapped my hands to test her hearing and she startled at once. She will be a good companion for you in the woods.”
Selna nodded.
“Make sure you feed her at the same time and she will sleep through the night within the first moon’s change.”
“She slept through the night last night,” Selna said.
“She will not again.”
But despite the infirmarer’s warning, Jenna did sleep soundly through that night and the next. And though Selna tried to feed her on the schedule dictated by Kadreen’s long experience with infants, she was always too busy to do so. Yet the babe seemed to thrive on the erratic meals and, in the woods, strapped to Selna’s breast or back, she was as quiet as any seasoned hunter.
Selna boasted of her fosterling at every opportunity until everyone but Marjo grew weary of it.
“You are in danger of becoming a bore,” said Donya, the head kitchener, when Selna dropped off a fine roebuck and seven rabbits after a two-day hunt. “She is a fine babe, no doubt. Strong and quite pleasant to look upon. But she is not Great Alta. She does not walk across the Lake of Sighs or ride the summer rainbow or leap between the drops of falling rain.”
“I did not say she was the Goddess,” mumbled Selna. The child at her breast laughed delightedly as she tickled it under the chin with one of the rabbit’s feet. Then she looked at the kitchener squarely and roared. “And I am not a bore.”
“I did not say you were. I said you were in danger of becoming one,” said Donya calmly. “Ask anyone.”
Selna glared around the kitchen, but the girls all dropped their eyes and suddenly the room was quiet of voices. All that could be heard was the snick-snack of kitchen knives at work. Donya’s young ones knew better than to tangle with one of the warriors. Selna, especially, was known for her hot temper, though she, unlike some of them, seldom bore a lasting grudge. Still, not a one of them envied her fosterling that temper when it roared.
Selna shook her head, still angry, and turned back to Donya. “I shall want the rabbit skins,” she said. “They will make a soft lining for the pack. Jenna has fine skin.”
“Jenna has a baby’s skin,” said Donya evenly, ignoring Selna’s scowl. “And of course you shall have the fur. I will also save you the deerskin. It should make a fine pair of leggings and many mocs.”
Selna smiled suddenly. “She will need many mocs.”
“But not right away,” Donya said, with a laugh.
There was a titter around the room as her own fosterlings enjoyed the joke.
“What do you mean?” The anger was back in Selna’s voice.
Donya set down the heavy crockery bowl and wooden spoon, wiped her hands on her apron, and held out her arms. Reluctantly Selna recognized the signal and unstrapped the babe, handing her over to Donya.
Donya smiled and rocked the babe in her arms. “This is an infant, Selna. A babe. Look around at my own maids. Seven of them. And once they were each this size. They walked at a year, only one sooner. Do not expect too much from your child and she will grow in your love. When her moon time comes, she will not turn from you. When she reads from the Book of Light and calls her own sister into this world, she will not forsake you. But if you push her too much, you will push her away. A child is not yours to own but yours to raise. She may not be what you will have her be, but she will be what she has to be. Remember what they say, that Wood may remain twenty years in the water, but it is still not a fish.”
“Who is becoming the bore now?” asked Selna in a weary voice. She took Jenna, who was still smiling, back from the kitchener and went from the room.
That night there was a full moon and all the dark sisters were called forth. In the great open amphitheater the circle of women and their children was complete.
Selna stood in the circle’s center below the altar, which was flanked by three rowan trees. Marjo was by her side. For the first time in almost a year there was a new fosterling to celebrate, though two of the gardeners and one warrior had each borne a babe. But those infants had already had their consecration to the Goddess. It was Jenna’s turn now.
The priestess sat silently on the backless throne atop the rock altar, her own dark sister throned beside her. Black hair braided with tiny white flowers, lips stained red with the juice of berries, they waited until the crowd of worshippers quieted. Then they leaned forward, hands on knees, and stared down at Selna and Marjo, but only the priestess herself spoke.
“Who bears the child?”
“Mother, I do,” said Selna, raising Jenna to eye level. For her the word “mother” had a double meaning, for the priestess had been her own foster mother, who had grieved sorely when Selna had chosen to follow the warrior way.
“And I,” said Marjo.
They stepped together up onto the first altar rise.
“And who bore the child?” the priestess asked.
“Mother, a woman of the town,” said Selna.
“She died in the woods,” Marjo added.
They mounted the second step.
“And who now bleeds for the child?” the priestess asked.
“She shall have my blood,” said Selna.
“And mine.” Marjo’s voice was a quiet echo.
They reached the third step and the priestess and her dark sister rose. The priestess took the silent babe from Selna’s hands, turned, and placed the child upon the throne. Marjo and Selna were beside her in one fluid movement.
Then the priestess dropped to her knees before the child. She took her long black braid, and wound it about the child’s waist. Her sister, on the other side of the throne, did the same. As soon as they were done, Selna and Marjo knelt and offered their hands, wrists up.
Taking a silver pin from a box mounted in the arm of the throne, the priestess pierced Selna’s wrist where the blue vein branched. At the same time, her sister with an identical pin did the same for Marjo. They held the warriors’ wrists together so that the blood flowed each to each.
Next the priestess turned and pricked Jenna lightly, above the navel, signaling to Selna and Marjo silently with her free hand. They bent over and placed their wrists side by side on the baby’s belly so that their blood mingled.
Then the priestess and her sister drew their twined braids over the steady hands.
“Blood to blood,” the priestess intoned. “Life to life.”
The entire congregation of Alta’s-hame repeated the words, a rolling echo in the clearing.
“What is the child’s name?”
Selna could not keep from smiling. “Jo-an-enna,” she said.
The priestess spelled out the name and then, in the old tongue, gave the child her secret name that only the four of them—and Jenna in her time—would know. “Annuanna,” she said. “The white birch, the goddess tree, the tree of everlasting light.”
“Annuanna,” they whispered to one another and the child.
Then the priestess and her sister unwrapped their hair and stood. Holding their hands over the two kneelers and the babe, both priestess and sister spoke the final prayer.
She who holds us


in her hand,



She who molds us


in this land,



She who drives


away the night,



She who wrote


the Book of Light,



In her name,


Blessed be.



The assembled women came in perfectly on the responses.
When they were done, Selna and Marjo stood together, Selna holding out the infant so that all could see. At the great cheer that arose below them, Jenna woke up, startled, and began to cry. Selna did not comfort her, though the priestess looked sharply at her. A warrior had to learn young that crying brought no comfort.
Back inside, after the magnificent feast that followed, the baby was handed around the table for all to see. She began in the priestess’ arms and was handed over to the plump arms of Donya, who dandled her expertly but “as routinely as a bit of mutton just off the spit,” Selna commented testily to Marjo. Donya handed the child to the leaner arms of the warriors. They chucked and clucked at Jenna’s chin, and one dark sister threw her up into the air. She screamed with delight, but Selna pushed aside the circle of companions angrily to catch the child on her downward flight.
“What kind of a misbegotten son-of-a-son are you?” she cried out. “What if the light had failed? Whose arms would have caught her then?”
The dark sister Sammor shrugged her shoulders and laughed. “This late mothering has made mush of your brains, Selna. We are inside. There are no clouds to hide the moon. The lights of Alta’s-hame never fail.”
Selna tucked Jenna under one arm and raised the other to strike Sammor, but her hand was caught from behind.
“Selna, she is right and you are wrong in this. The babe is safe,” Marjo said. “Come. Drink a toast with us all to forget and forgive, and then we will play at the Wands.” They brought their arms down together.
But Selna’s anger did not abate, which was unusual, and she sat outside the circle of sisters when they threw the wands around the ring in the complicated patterns that trained them for sword-handling.
With Selna out, Marjo could not play either, and she sat across from her sister and sulked as the game went on. It became more and more complex as a second, then a third, and finally a fourth set of wands was introduced into the circle. The flexible willows flipped end over end in the air, passing from woman to woman, from hand to hand, and soon the dining hall was quiet except for the slip-slap of the wands as they hit palm after palm after palm.
“The lights!” someone shouted, and a cheer went up from the watchers around the ring. Sammor’s sister Amalda nodded and two of the kitcheners, new enough to the sisterhood that they stuck together as close as shadows, rose to stand by the torches that illuminated the circle.
The game went on without stopping, the wands slipping even more quickly through the air. Not a hand had missed since the throws began. The whizzing of the wands as they passed one another was punctuated by the slapping of palms.
Then without warning both torches were doused in the water buckets and the dark sisters in the circle disappeared. The circle was halved and there was a clatter of wands hitting the floor. Only Marjo, who sat beyond the range of the two doused torches, and the dark sisters of the watchers, who stood far from the game, remained, for the lights from the kitchen shone upon them.
Amalda’s voice counted out those who had lost their wands. “Domina, Catrona, Marna.” Then she turned and nodded for two new torches to be brought.
The relighted circle arranged itself as dark sisters appeared again. The losers—Domina, Catrona, and Marna and their dark halves—went into the kitchen for something to drink. Playing at the wands was thirsty work. But Selna stood, the child at her breast, and spoke so loudly no one could miss it.
“It has been a tiring day, sweet Jenna, and time we were both in bed. I will put out the light tonight.”
There was a gasp heard around the circle. To put out the light was to send your sister back into the darkness. To announce it so was an affront.
Marjo’s mouth grew tighter, but she said nothing as she stood with Selna and followed her out of the room. But Sammor spoke to their departing backs.
“Remember, Selna, that it is said, If your mouth turns into a knife, it will cut off your lips.” She did not expect an answer and, indeed, got none.
“You shamed me,” Marjo said softly when they reached their room. “You have never done such a thing before. Selna, what is wrong?”
“Nothing is wrong,” Selna answered, arranging the baby in her cot, smoothing the blanket and touching the child’s white hair with a finger. She began to hum an old cradle song. “Look! She is already asleep.”
“I mean, what is wrong between us?” Marjo bent over the cot and stared at the sleeping child. “She is a sweetling.”
“There, you see? Nothing is wrong between us. We both love her.”
“How can you love her after so short a time? She is nothing but a bit of flesh and coos. Later she shall be someone to love—strong or weak, bright-eyed or sad, handy with her hands or her mouth. But now she is only—” Marjo’s voice stopped abruptly in mid-sentence, for Selna had blown out the large candle over the bed.
“There is nothing wrong between us now, sister,” Selna whispered into the black room.
She lay down on the bed, conscious of Marjo’s empty half, for her sister could always be counted on to talk and laugh and come up with a quick answer before they slept. Then she turned over and, holding her breath, listened a moment for the baby’s breathing. When she was sure the child was safe, she let out the air with a loud percussive sigh and fell asleep.
THE HISTORY:
The “game of wands” has come down to us in a highly suspect form. It is played today only by girl children in the Upper Dales, where the chorus, sung in modal tuning by watchers (usually boys) standing outside the circle, goes:
Round and round and round the ring


The willow sword we now do fling.


The concentric circles of players sit on the ground facing one another, wands in hand. Once made of willow (which no longer grows in the Upper Dales, though evidence of a different flora-culture proves willows may have been plentiful a thousand years ago), the wands today are manufactured of a plastine that is both flexible and strong. At a drum signal, the wands are passed from hand to hand in a clockwise manner for seven beats, then returned for seven beats. Next the wands are flipped between the circles in preset partnerships for seven more beats. Finally, to the accompaniment of the choral singing of the watchers, and an ever-rapidly increasing pattern beat out on the drum, the wands are flipped across the circle, first to the partner and back, then to the person directly to the partner’s right. The wands must be caught in the sword hand, which gives left-handed players a decided disadvantage in the game. As soon as a player drops a wand, she is “out.”
Lowentrout points to the famous “insert piece” of the Baryard Tapestries, which had been found in the vault of the Eastern potentate Achmed Mubarek thirty years ago, as proof positive that the “game of wands” played by warriors in the mountain clans and the nursery circle game are one and the same. While it is true that the “insert piece” (which has been repaired inexpertly by many Eastern hands—some say as many as thirty times, as evidenced by the different colored threads) shows concentric circles of women warriors, they are holding swords, not wands. One of the so-called players is lying on her back, sword in her breast, obviously dead. She is ignored by the other players. Cowan argues forcibly that the “insert piece” has been too mangled over the years to be plain in its correspondences, but that it is more likely a picture of a specific form of execution, as the “insert piece” occurs in that section of the tapestry which deals with traitors and spies. Perhaps the true meaning of the “insert piece” will never be known, but Magon’s shrill argument that the inner circle consisted of the “dark sisters” or “shadow sisters,” who could be seen by the light of the moon or the heavy tallow candles (still popular in the Upper and Lower Dales) and that the outer circle was that of the “light sisters” harkens back to the last century, when the Luxophists sought to resurrect the Book of Light practices. Those practices had been banned for at least seven generations and the Book of Light has been so thoroughly discredited by Duane’s brilliant “Das Volk lichtet nicht” I need not reiterate her arguments here.
Some confusion over the intricately engraved silver rings found in the Arrundale gravemound still exists. Sigel and Salmon call them “wand holders,” giving credence to Magon’s shaky thesis, but there is even more evidence that these artifacts are napkin rings or possibly pack cups for long trips, and that is convincingly argued in Cowan’s “Rings of the Clans” in Nature and History, Vol. 51.
THE STORY:
Selna’s shameful behavior became the talk of the Hame. Though sisters had quarreled before, little fiery arguments that sent a moment of heat and light and then died down without even embers of memory, what Selna did was unheard of. Even the priestess’ records mentioned nothing like it, and the Hame had seventeen generations listed and eight great tapestries as well.
Selna stayed in the bright sunlight with her child during the day and at night, babe bound fast to her breast or back, avoided the well-lighted rooms of the Hame. Once or twice, when it was absolutely unavoidable and Selna had to come into a torchlit room, Marjo crept behind her, a thin, attenuated figure. Gone was the dark sister’s robust laughter, her hearty ringing tones.
“Selna,” she would cry to her sister’s back with a voice like a single strand of sigh, “what is wrong between us?” It was a ghost’s voice, hollow and dying. “Selna …”
Once, in the kitchen begging some milk for the babe, Selna turned for a moment when Marjo called. She put her hands over the child’s ears as if to block out the sound of her sister’s voice, though it was so low by now it could scarcely be heard. Behind her, Donya and her own sister Doey and two of the older girls watched in horror. They saw in Marjo’s wasting figure their own slow death.
Marjo’s eyes, the color of bruises, wept black tears. “Sister, why do you do this? I would share the child with you. I have no wish to stand between.”
But Selna turned slowly and deliberately away from the pleading figure, back toward the kitchen’s light. When she noticed Donya and Doey and the two girls standing there, stricken, she bowed her head and hunched her shoulders up as if expecting a blow. Then she turned and went back without the milk into the darkest part of the hall.
On the thirteenth day of her shame, the priestess banished her from the Hame.
“My daughter,” the priestess said, her voice heavy, “you have brought this upon yourself. We cannot stop what you do to your own dark sister. Once you accepted the teachings of the Book of Light, we could instruct you no more. What falls between the two of you is your own concern. But the Hame is shattered. We cannot continue to watch what you do. So you must leave us and finish out what you have so ill begun alone.”
“Alone?” Selna asked. For the first time her voice quivered. She had not been alone for as long as she could remember. She clutched baby Jenna to her.
“You have thrust your own dark sister from you,” said the priestess. “You have shamed us all. The child stays here.”
“No!” Selna cried, turning. By her side, the gray shadow that was Marjo turned, too. But they ran into six sturdy warriors who pinned them against the wall and took the babe, despite Selna’s screams and pleading.
They took Selna out into the bright day, which meant she would be truly alone at the start of her journey, with only the clothes she wore. Her bow, sword, and gutting knife they threw after her, tied in a heavy bag that took her near an hour to unknot. They said nothing to her, not even a word of farewell, for so the priestess had instructed them.
She left the Hame by day, but she returned that night, a shadow among shadows, and stole away the child.
There were no guards by the infant’s cot. Selna knew there would be none. The women of the Hame would be sure she would never return, so shamed and low had they left her. They would trust in the guards of the outer gates. But Selna was a warrior, the best of them, and often she and Marjo had played among the secret passageways. So silently, Selna stole back in, more quietly even than a shadow. She doused three lights along the hallways before Marjo’s pale voice could alert the sleepers.
Jenna awoke and recognized her foster mother’s smell. Giving a satisfied sound, she fell asleep again. It was that small wisp of sound that confirmed Selna’s determination. She raced down the secret ways and was at the forest’s edge again before it was dawn.
As she slipped along the old paths where the rocks were worn smooth by the passage of so many feet, the birds heralded her arrival. She found the large boulder off to the side of the path where she had left her weapons. Shamed as she was, she would still not have raised her sword or bow against her Hame mates. Leaning back against the rock, into a niche that seemed to exactly fit her body, she slipped her tunic down to her waist. Now that she was truly the child’s mother, she could nurse it as well. She gave the baby her breast. For a few moments Jenna sucked eagerly, but when no milk came, she turned her head to the side and wailed.
“Hush!” Selna said sharply, taking the child’s face between her fingers and squeezing. “A warrior must be silent.”
But the baby, hungry and frightened, cried even more.
Selna shook the infant roughly, unaware that tears were coursing down her own cheeks. Startled, the child stopped crying. Then Selna stood up and looked around, making sure no one had been alerted by the child’s cries. When she heard nothing, she sat back down, leaned against the rock, and slept, the baby in her arms.
But Jenna did not sleep. Restless and hungry, she caught at dust motes in the rays of the sun that filtered through the canopy of aspen and birch. At last she put her tiny hand into her mouth and sucked noisily.
It was hours before Selna awoke, and when she did the sun was already high overhead and a fox was puzzling on the edge of the small clearing, its sharp little muzzle poking into the undergrowth. At Selna’s waking, it looked up, ears stiff with warning, then turned abruptly and disappeared into the shadows.
Selna stretched and looked at the babe sleeping on her lap. She smiled, touching Jenna’s white hair. In the sunlight she could see the infant’s pink scalp under the fine hair and the beating of the pulse beneath the shield of skin.
“You are mine,” she whispered fiercely. “I shall care for you. I shall protect you. I shall feed you. I—and no others.”
At her voice, Jenna awoke and her cry was cranky and thin.
“You are hungry. So am I,” Selna said quietly. “I shall find us both something to eat.”
She pulled up her tunic and bound the child to her back, slipping the ribbands under her own arms, tight enough so that the child was safe, loose enough so that they both could move. Holding her bow and sword in her left hand, she slipped the gutting knife into its sheath over her right shoulder where she could reach it for a fast throw. Then she began loping down the forest paths.
She was lucky. She found tracks of a small rabbit, stalked it easily, and brought it down with a light arrow at the first try. Fearing to make a large fire still so close to the Hame, she nevertheless knew better than to eat a rabbit raw. So she dug a deep hole and made a small fire there, enough to at least sear the meat. She chewed it, then spit the juices into Jenna’s mouth. After the second try, the babe did not refuse the offering and sucked it up eagerly, mouth to mouth.
“As soon as I can, I will find you milk,” Selna promised, wiping the baby’s mouth and then tickling her under the chin. “I will hire out to guard one of the small border towns. Or I will find the High King’s army. They like Alta’s warriors. They will not refuse me.”
Jenna smiled her response, her little hands waving about in the air. Selna kissed her on the brow, feeling the brush of the child’s white hair under her nose, as soft as the wing of a butterfly. Then she bound the baby on her back again.
“We have many more miles to go tonight before I will feel safe,” Selna said. She did not add that she wanted to stay the night in the forest because the full moon was due and she could not bear to speak to her pale shadow and explain all that she had done.
THE LEGEND:
In the dark forest near Altashame there is a clearing. Under a stand of white birch grows a red-tipped iris. The people who live in Selkirk, on the west side of the forest, say that three ghosts may be seen on the second moon of each year. One is a warrior woman, a dark necklace at her throat. The second is her shadowy twin. And the third is a snow-white bird that flies above them crying with a child’s voice. At dawn the two women strike each other with their swords. Where their blood falls the iris springs up, as white as the bird, as red as the blood. “Snow-iris,” the folk of the East call the flower. “Cold Heart,” say the folk from the South. “But “Sister’s Blood” is the Selkirk name, and the people of that town leave the flowers alone. Though the juice from the iris heart binds up a woman in her time of troubles and gives her relief from flashes of heat, the Selkirk folk will not touch so much as a leaf of the flower, and they will not go into the clearing after dark.
THE STORY:
At the edge of a small clearing, a short run to the outskirts of the town of Seldenkirk, Selna rested. Leaning against a small oak which protected her from the bright full moon, she caught her breath and dropped both bow and sword. Her breathing was so labored at first, she did not hear the noise and then, when she heard it, it was already too late. Strong, callused hands grabbed her from behind and twisted a knife point into the hollow below her chin.
She stopped herself from crying out in pain, and then the knife slipped down and carved a circle of blood like a necklace around her throat.
“These be the only jewels an Alta-slut should own,” came the gruff voice behind her. “You be mighty far from your own, my girl.”
She fell to her knees, trying to twist and protect the child at her back, and the movement frightened the man, who jammed the knife deep in her throat. She tried to scream but no sound came out.
The man laughed raggedly and ripped her tunic down the front, exposing her breasts and belly. “Built like a boy,” he said disgustedly. “Your kind be good only dying or dead.” He grabbed her by one leg and pulled her out from the forest onto the softer grass of the moonlit clearing. Then he tried to turn her from her side onto her back.
She could not scream, though she could still fight him. But another woman screamed from behind, a strange gurgling.
Startled, he looked over his shoulder, saw a twin of the first woman, her own throat banded by a black line of blood. Turning back, he realized his mistake, for Selna had managed to get her hand on her knife. With the last remaining strength in her arm, she threw the knife at his face. It hit him cleanly between the eyes. But Selna did not see it, for she had already rolled over on her stomach and died, her fingertips touching Marjo’s.
The man tried to get to his feet, managed only to his knees, then fell on top of Selna, the handle of the knife between his eyes coming to rest in baby Jenna’s hand. She held on to it and cried.
They were found in the morning by a shepherd who always took his flock to that clearing, where the spring grass was sweetest. He arrived just before sunrise and thought he saw three dead folk by the clearing’s edge. When he got to them, pushing his way through his reluctant sheep, he saw that there were only two: a woman, her throat cut, and a man, a gutting knife between his eyes. A silent infant was holding on to the bloody knife handle as if she herself had set it on its deadly path.
The shepherd ran all the way back to Seldenkirk, forgetting his sheep, who bleated around the ghastly remains. When he returned, with six strong ploughboys and the portly high sheriff, only the man lay there, on his back, in a circle of sheep. The dead woman, the babe, the knife, and one of the shepherd’s nursing ewes were gone.
THE BALLAD:
    The Ballad of the Selden Babe


Do not go down, ye maidens all,


Who wear the golden gown,



Do not go to the clearing


At the edge of Seldentown,



For wicked are the men who wait


To bring young maidens down.



A maiden went to Seldentown,


A maid no more was she,



Her hair hung loose about her neck,


Her gown about her knee,



A babe was slung upon her back,


A bonny babe was he.



She went into the clearing wild,


She went too far from town,



A man came up behind her


And he cut her neck aroun’,



A man came up behind her


And he pushed that fair maid down.



“And will ye have your way wi’ me,


Or will ye cut me dead,



Or do ye hope to take from me


My long-lost maidenhead?



Why have ye brought me far from town


Upon this grass-green bed?”



He never spoke a single word,


Nor gave to her his name,



Nor whence and where his parentage,


Nor from which town he came,



He only thought to bring her low


And heap her high wi’ shame.



But as he set about his plan


And went about his work,



The babe upon the maiden’s back


Had touched her hidden dirk,



And from its sheath had taken it


All in the clearing’s mirk.



And one and two, the tiny hands


Did fell the evil man,



Who all upon his mother had


Commenced the wicked plan.



God grant us all such bonny babes


And a good and long life span.



THE STORY:
The priestess called off the banishment, for four of the hunters had found Selna’s body hand in hand with Marjo. The hunters had melted quickly back into the forest when the shepherd had appeared, waited out his discovery, then taken Selna, the babe, and the ewe back to the Hame.
“Our sisters are once more with us,” the priestess said, and she made Alta’s mark—the circle and the crux—on Selna’s forehead when she met the hunters with their sad burden at the great gate. “Bring her in. The child also. She now belongs to us all. No one of us shall mother her alone.”
“The prophecy, Mother,” Amalda cried out, and many echoed her. “Is this the child spoke of?”
The priestess shook her head. “The Book speaks of a thrice-orphaned babe and this sweetling has lost but two mothers, her first mother and Selna.”
“But, Mother,” Amalda continued, “was not Marjo her mother as well?”
The priestess’ mouth grew tight. “We may not help a prophecy along, sister. Remember that it is written that Miracles come to the unsuspecting. I have spoken. The child will not have one mother here at Alta’s-hame hereafter but a multitude.” She twisted her long braid through her fingers.
The women murmured amongst themselves, but at last they agreed she was right. So they set Selna’s corpse into the withy burial basket and brought her into the infirmarer’s room. There they washed and dressed her body, brushed her hair until it shone, then twined the top withes of the basket closed.
It took six of them, one at each corner of the basket and two at head and foot, to carry the burden up Holy Hill to the great mazed cave, Alta’s Rock, where the bodies of generations of sisters lay wrapped and preserved, under blazing torches.
Though they went up to Alta’s Rock at noon, they waited until night for the ceremony, eating sparingly of the fruits they had brought with them. They spoke quietly of Selna’s life, of her hunting skills and her fearlessness, her quick temper and her quicker smile. And they spoke as often of Marjo, not the pale shadow, but the hearty, laughing companion.
Kadreen remarked that it was Alta’s luck that had led them to find Selna’s body.
“No, sister, it was the skill of my sisters and me. We trailed her through several nights, and if she had not been out of her mind, we would never have picked up her trail, for she was the best of us,” said Amalda.
Kadreen shook her head and placed her hand on Amalda’s shoulder. “I mean, sister, that it was Alta’s gracious gift that we have her body with us at Holy Hill, for how many of our own lie far away in unmarked graves?”
When the moon rose, the group on the Hill was almost doubled, the children alone without dark sisters.
Marjo’s body appeared in its own basket by Selna’s side, the withy latticework as finely done as her sister’s.
Then the priestess, her voice ragged with sorrow, began. “For our sisters who are united even in death,” she said, then breaking a moment out of the ritual whispered to the two corpses, “There is nothing wrong between you now.”
Donya drew a loud, groaning breath, and the two kitchen maids burst into tears.
The priestess sang the first of the seven praises, with the others quickly joining in, singing the parts they had known from childhood.
In the name of Alta’s cave,


The dark and lonely grave …


When the seventh was done, and only the last lovely echo lingered in the air, they picked up the baskets and carried Selna and Marjo into the cave.
Donya and her dark sister were the last, Donya carrying the white-haired babe, who was so full of ewe’s milk she slept peacefully on the kitchener’s ample breast.
THE MYTH:
Then Great Alta said, “There shall be one of you, my only daughter, who shall be thrice born and thrice orphaned. She shall lie by a dead mother’s side three times yet shall herself live. She shall be queen above all things yet queen she will not be. She shall carry a babe for each mother, yet mother them not. The three shall be as one and begin the world anew. So I say and so shall it be.”
And then Great Alta picked out of the light a weeping child as white as snow, as red as blood, as black as night, and suckled her until the child was still.



BOOK TWO
THE BOOK OF LIGHT



THE MYTH:
And when Great Alta spoke, her words were slivers of glass. Where the sun struck them, then were her words like shafts of the purest light. Where fell the tears of her daughters, then were the words rainbows. But each time Great Alta’s words were spoken, they reflected back the mind of the listener, shape for shape, shadow for shadow, light for light.
THE LEGEND:
There was once a great teacher who came into the Dales from the East with the rising sun. The teacher’s words were so fine, those who heard them said they were like the purest crystal, giving off a high, sweet ringing when touched.
The teacher lived among the people of the Dales for a year and a day, and then disappeared into the West with the setting sun. No one could say for certain afterward whether the teacher had been a man or a woman, short or tall, fair-skinned or dark. But all the words that the teacher had spoken at moonrise—for the teacher was mute except at the full moon—were gathered up by disciples in the Dales and set down in a book. The Dalites were surprised how small the book was when it was done, and how light, and so it was called the Book of Light.
THE STORY:
Jenna was seven years old when she first touched the Book of Light. She stood with the three other girls her age in a straight line, or at least as straight as Marna, the teacher, and Zo, her dark sister, could make them. Selinda always fidgeted. And Alna, who had trouble breathing in the spring, wheezed her way through the ceremony. Only Marga—called Pynt after the small measure—and Jenna were still.
The priestess gave the line of girls a smile, but there was no warmth in that smile, only a formal lifting of the lips. It looked to Jenna like one of the wolves in the forest near Seldenkirk when frightened off its prey. She had seen a pack once. The priestess’ dark sister gave the same smile, though it seemed infinitely more welcoming.
Jenna turned slightly so that she could look only straight upon that second smile, but she watched the priestess out of the side of her eye, the way she looked at things in the woods. Alta knew she had tried to please the Mother. But there seemed to be no pleasing her.
Overhead, the full spring moon illumined the stone altar. From the rowans came a rustling of new leaves as a small wind puzzled through the treetops. For a moment a rag of cloud covered the moon, and the priestess’ dark sister disappeared from her altar-top throne. No one moved until the cloud passed by and the moon called them out again, all the dark ones. Then there was a quiet, contented sigh from the eighty mouths in the amphitheater.
The priestess lifted her head slightly to check out the skies. There were no other clouds in sight, and so she began. Opening the great leather-bound book on her lap, her pointing finger with its sharpened nail underlining each syllable on the page, she read aloud.
Jenna could not take her eyes off that nail. No one else was allowed such a hand, nor would want one. Nails such as a priestess had would crack and break in the kitchen or at the forge, would get in the way of a bowstring or knife. Jenna surreptitiously flexed her own hand, wondering what it would feel like to have fingernails like that. She decided against it.
The priestess’ voice, clear and low, filled the spaces between the girls.
“And the child of seven summers, and the child of seven autumns, and the child of seven winters, and the child of seven springs shall come to the altar and choose her own way. And when she has chosen, she shall follow that path for seven more years, never wavering in her mind or heart. And thus shall the Chosen Way become the True Way.”
The priestess looked up from the book where the letters seemed to take the moonlight and fling it back at her, causing little sparks to dance across the bib of her robe.
“Do you, my children, choose your own way?” she asked.
Her dark sister looked up at the same time, waiting for their answers.
“We do,” the four girls answered as they had practiced, only Selinda came in late, for, as usual, she was dreaming about something else and had to be nudged from behind by Marna and Zo.
Then one by one the girls walked up the stairs to touch the book on the priestess’ lap, Selinda first, for she was the oldest by nine months, and Jenna last. Touch the book, make the vow, name the choice. It was all so simple and not so simple. Jenna shuddered.
She knew that Selinda would go with her own mother and work the gardens. There she could stare off into space without harm, going into what Marna and Zo called her “green dreams.”
Alna, also born to a gardener, would choose the kitchen, where she wheezed less and where she would—it was thought—put a bit of weight on her thin bones. She was not happy about the choice, Jenna knew, for she really wanted to stay with her mother and her mother’s dark sister, who babied and spoiled her, holding her through the rough nights when she labored between breath and breath. But every one of the sisters agreed that Alna needed to be as far from the bursting seeds and floating autumn weed silks as possible. The infirmarer, Kadreen, had warned again and again that one day the space between breaths would grow too long and Alna could die out in the garden. It was that warning that had, at last, decided them all. All except Alna, who had cried every night the past month, thinking about her coming exile, so she had told Jenna. But being an obedient child, she would say what had to be said at the Choosing.
Black-haired Pynt, a warrior’s womb child, would choose the hunter/warrior path despite being so small and fine-boned, her father’s legacy. If they tried to change Pynt’s mind, Jenna knew she would fight them. Pynt would never waver, not for a moment. Loyalty coursed like blood through her veins.
And what of herself? Mothered by all but fostered by none, Jenna had already tried out many different paths. The gardens made her restless with their even rows. The kitchen was worse—everything in its place. She had even spent months by the priestess’ side, which caused her to bite her nails to the quick, sure evidence that it would be the wrong choice. The fact was, she was happiest out in the forest or when playing warriors’ games such as the wands, though only a few times did the women let a child into their circle. And then she and Pynt had been matched as light sister and dark. It was as if Jenna could see better in the woods than in the confines of the Hame. And next year, once she had chosen, she would be taught the bow and knife.
Jenna watched as first mousy Selinda, then wheezy Alna, and then strong-minded Pynt mounted the three steps to the altar where the priestess and her dark twin sat on their backless thrones. One by one, the girls placed their right hand on the Book, their left touching the four places that were Alta’s own: head, left breast, navel, groin. Then they recited the words of the oath after the priestess, speaking to her of their choices. What was said became so, so powerful were the words now: Selinda to the garden, Alna to the kitchen, Pynt to the hunt.
When Pynt came down the stairs, with a big grin on her face, she patted Jenna’s hand. “Her breath is sour,” she whispered.
After that Jenna found it difficult to take the first step seriously. Her mouth would not stay set in the thin line she had practiced. But once she set foot on the second step, it was different. It brought her closer to her choice. By the time she reached the third step, she found she was trembling. Not with fear of the priestess or awe of the Book, but with a kind of eagerness, like the young kit fox Amalda had rescued and trained, when it was in the presence of the hens. Even when he was not hungry, he trembled with anticipation. That was how Jenna felt.
Putting her hand on the Book of Light, she was surprised at how cold it was. The letters were raised up and she could feel them impress themselves on her palm. She touched her forehead with her left hand and it felt cool and dry. Then she put her hand over her heart, comforted to feel it beating steadily beneath her fingertips. Quickly she completed the rest of the ritual.
The priestess spoke, and her breath was not so much sour as alien, smelling of age and dignity and the trappings of state.
“You must say the words after me, Jo-an-enna, daughter of us all.”
“I will, Mother Alta,” Jenna whispered, her voice cracking suddenly.
“I am a child of seven springs …” began the priestess.
“I am a child of seven springs,” Jenna repeated.
“I choose and I am chosen.”
Jenna drew in a deep breath. “I choose and I am chosen.”
The priestess smiled. Jenna saw that it was not such a distant smile after all, but a sad smile and not much practiced.
“The path I choose is …”
“The path I choose is …” Jenna said.
The priestess nodded, her face oddly expectant.
Jenna took another breath, deeper than the first. So many ways lay open to her at this moment. She closed her eyes to savor it, then opened them and was surprised by the predatory look in the priestess’ face. Jenna turned slightly and spoke to the dark sister, more loudly than she had meant. “A warrior. A huntress. A keeper of the wood.” She sighed, glad to be done with it.
The priestess did not speak for a moment. She looked almost angry. Then she and her dark sister leaned forward and embraced Jenna, whispering in Jenna’s ears, “Well chosen, warrior.” There was no warmth in it.
As Jenna walked back down the steps, she heard again the echo of the second thing the priestess alone had whispered in her ear. She wondered if the others had been told the same. Somehow she doubted they had, for the priestess had added, trembling strangely, “Alta’s own chosen child.”
The lessons began in earnest the next morning. It was not that the woods-days had been a time of play before, but the formal teaching—question and answer, memory tests, and the Game—could begin only after the Choosing.
“This is thimbleflower,” said Pynt’s mother Amalda, kneeling beside a dull green plant. “Soon it will have flowers that look like little purple bells.”
“Why is it not called bellflower?” murmured Jenna, but Amalda only smiled.
“Pretty!” said Pynt, putting out her hand to stroke a leaf.
Amalda slapped it away, and when Pynt looked offended, said, “Remember, child, Spilled water is better than a broken jar. Do not touch something unless you know what it can do to you. There are thistles that prick, briars that snag, nettles that sting at the touch. Then there are the subtler plants whose poisons reveal themselves only long after.”
Pynt put her smarting hand to her mouth.
At Amalda’s signal, both girls knelt down next to her, Jenna close and Pynt, still offended, a little way off. Then her own sunny nature overcame her resentment, and she crowded next to Jenna.
“Smell these first,” Amalda said, pointing to the leaf of the thimbleflower.
They leaned over and sniffed. There was a slight, sharp odor.
“If I let you taste the leaves,” Pynt’s mother said, “you would spit them out quickly.” She shuddered deliberately, and the girls imitated her, Pynt with a broad smile on her face. “But should you swell up with water that will not release itself, should your heart beat too quickly and loudly and Kadreen fears for it, then she would make a tea of the leaves and you would soon be relieved. Only …” And she held a hand up in warning. The girls knew that sign well. It meant they must be silent and listen. “Only beware of this pretty plant. In small doses it is a help to one in distress, but too strong a brew, made with a wicked intent, and the drinker dies.”
Jenna shivered and Pynt nodded.
“Mark this place well,” said Amalda. “For we do not pick the leaves until the flower is full out. But Kadreen will be pleased that we have found her a dell full of thimbleflower.”
The girls looked around.
“Jenna, how have you marked it?”
Jenna thought. “By the big white tree with the two branches in the trunk.”
“Good. Pynt?”
“It was the third turning, A-ma. And to the right.” In her excitement, Pynt had reverted to her baby name for her mother.
Amalda smiled. “Fine! You both have good eyes. But that is not all that is necessary in the woods. Come.” She stood up and strode down the path.
The girls followed after, skipping hand in hand.
The second lesson came close upon the first, for not another turn further and Amalda held up her hand. Immediately the girls were silent, stopped in their tracks. Amalda’s chin went up and the girls imitated her. She touched her right ear with her hand and they listened intently. At first they heard nothing but the wind through the trees. Then there came a strange, loud creaking, followed by a high chittering.
Amalda pointed to a fallen tree. They went over to it silently and stared.
“What beast?” Amalda asked at last.
Pynt shrugged.
“Hare?” Jenna guessed.
“Look, child. Listen. Your ears are as important as your eyes. Did you hear that squeaky scolding? It sounded like this.” Lifting her head, she made a high noise with her tongue against the roof of her mouth.
The girls laughed in delighted admiration and then Amalda showed them how to make the sound. They each tried and Pynt got it right first.
“That is the sound squirrel makes,” said Amalda.
“I know that!” said Jenna, surprised, for now that the name was spoken, she found that she had, indeed, known it.
“Me, too!” said Pynt.
“So we know squirrel watches us and scolds us for entering her domain.” Amalda nodded and looked around.
The girls did the same.
“Therefore we look for signs to tell us where squirrel especially likes to come, her favorite places.” She pointed again to the fallen tree. “Stumps are often such a spot.”
They looked carefully at the stump. Around the base was a small midden heap of cone scales and nut shellings.
“Squirrel eats here,” said Amalda. “She has left these signs for us but she does not know it. See now if you can find her little digging places, for she loves to bury things.”
They scattered, as silently as two seven-year-olds can, and soon each came upon the small dead-end diggings. Jenna’s held a buried acorn but Pynt’s only the acorn caps. Amalda praised them for their finds. Afterward she showed them the slight scratches on the trees where the squirrels had chased one another up and over their favorite routes, leaving a few tiny patches of squirrel hair caught in the trunk. Deftly Amalda picked out the hair and tucked it into her leather pouch.
“Sada and Lina will find a use for these with their weavers,” she said.
The girls scrambled over several more trees, each coming up with handfuls of more hair. Jenna found a tree marked with larger scratches.
“Squirrel?” she asked.
Amalda patted her on the head. “Sharp-eyed girl,” she said, “but that is no squirrel.”
Pynt shook her head, her dark curls bouncing. “Too big,” she said wisely. “Too deep.”
Together Pynt and Jenna whispered, “Fox?” and Jenna added by herself, “Coon?”
Amalda smiled. “Mountain cat,” she said.
With that the lesson ended, for they all knew the danger, and though Amalda had seen no recent scat and doubted the cat was even in the area, she thought caution a fine moral to teach the girls, and led them back home.
At the noon table, piled high with fresh, twisted loaves of bread and steaming mugs of squirrel stew, Amalda could not help but show the girls off.
“Tell the sisters what you learned today,” she said.
“That thimbleflowers can be good,” said Pynt.
“Or bad,” Jenna added.
“For your heart or …” Pynt stopped, unable to remember more.
“Or your water,” Jenna said, and then wondered at the chuckle that ran around the table.
“And squirrels sound like this.” Pynt made the sound and was rewarded with applause. She smiled, delighted, for she and Jenna had practiced the squirrel call all the way home.
Jenna clapped, too, and then, when the noise had died down, she spoke out, eager to win her share of the praise. “We found the mark of a mountain cat.” When there was no applause, she added, “A mountain cat killed my first mother.”
There was a sudden silence at the table. The priestess looked over at Amalda from her place at the head. “Who has told the child this … this tale?”
“Mother, not I,” Amalda said quickly.
“Nor I.”
“Nor I.”
Swiftly the denials ran around the table.
The priestess stood, her voice deep with anger and authority. “This child belongs to all of us. There is no first mother. There is no second mother. Am I understood?” She waited for their complete silence, took it for approval, spun on her heel, and left.
No one spoke for many minutes after, though the children continued to eat noisily, their spoons loud against the mugs.
“What does all that mean?” asked Donya, peering in from the kitchen doorway.
“It means age is wearing away her senses,” muttered Catrona, wiping wine from her mouth with the back of her hand. “She feels heat even on the coldest days. She looks into mirrors and sees her mother’s face.”
Domina added, “She cannot get a child to choose her way, even after so many springtimes of trying. We will have to send to another Hame when she dies.”
Jenna was the only child not eating, staring at her plate and feeling first hot, then cold on her cheeks. She had wanted attention when she said what she said, but not this kind. She scuffed her sandal against the chair leg. The slight sound, which only she heard, comforted her.
“Hush!” said Amalda, her hand on Domina’s arm for emphasis.
“She is right, Domina, Catrona,” said Kadreen in her flat, unsmiling way. She nodded her head toward the table where the gardeners sat, meaning—they all knew—that what was spoken here would find its way soon enough into the ears of the priestess herself. The workers of the field always served the one who blessed their crops; they were hers unquestioningly. Not that Kadreen cared. She took no sides in any disputes, just set the bones and stitched the wounds, but she was not above a warning now and again. “And you, Catrona, remember that when the villagers say There is no medicine to cure hatred, they are right. I have warned you about these passions. Just a month past and your stomach was bad again and you were abed with the bloody flux. Drink goat’s milk as I told you, instead of that rough grape swill, and practice your latani breathing for calm. I do not want you back soon.”
Catrona snorted through her nose and turned her attention back to her food, pointedly pushing the soup and wine aside and attacking the bread with gusto, smearing it liberally with honey from the pot.
Jenna gulped in a deep breath. “I did not mean anything,” she said in a piercing child’s voice. “What did I say? Why is everyone so mad?”
Amalda struck her on top of the head lightly with a pair of foodsticks. “Not your fault, child,” she said. “Sometimes grown sisters speak before they think.”
“Speak for yourself, Amalda,” muttered Catrona. She pushed the bread aside, shoved her chair back, and stood up. “I meant exactly what I said. Besides, the child has a right to know …”
“There is nothing to know,” said Kadreen.
Catrona snorted again and left.
“Know what?” asked Pynt. She was answered with a sharper tapping on the head than Jenna had received.
Jenna said nothing but stood up. Without even asking to be excused, she walked to the door. Then, turning, she spoke. “I will know. And if none of you will tell me, I will ask Mother Alta myself.”
“That one …” Donya said later to her maids in the kitchen, “she will one day tackle the Goddess Great Alta herself, mark my words.” But they did not mark them, for Donya tended to ramble and make such pronouncements all the time.
Jenna went directly to the priestess’ rooms, though as she came closer, she could feel her heart pounding madly. She wondered if Kadreen would have to give her a draught of thimbleflower potion for it. She worried that if the potion were too strong, she would die. To die just as she had chosen her way. It would be terribly sad. All the wondering and worrying disguised how quickly she was walking, and she came to the priestess’ room rather faster than she had planned.
The door was open and Mother Alta was sitting behind a great loom at which she was working on a tapestry of the Hame, one of those endless priestess tasks that Jenna had found so boring. Snip-snap went her fingernails against the shuttle; click-clack went the shuttle across the threads from side to side. Mother Alta must have seen movement from the corner of her eye. She looked up. “Come in, Jo-an-enna,” she said.
There was no help for it. Jenna went in.
“Have you come to ask my forgiveness?” She smiled but the smile did not reach her eyes.
“I have come to ask why you say my first mother was not killed by a cat when all the others say it.” Jenna could not help fiddling with her right braid and the leather thong binding it. “They say she was killed trying to save me.”
“Who are they?” the priestess asked, her voice low and carefully uninflected. Her right hand moved over the left, turning and turning her great agate ring. Jenna could not take her eyes off the ring.
“Which others, Jo-an-enna?” Mother Alta asked again.
Jenna looked up and tried to smile. “I have heard that story ever since I can remember,” she said. “But is it not peculiar, Mother, I do not remember exactly who told me first.” She caught her breath because that was not really a lie. She could remember Amalda saying it. And Domina. Even Catrona. And the girls repeating it. But she did not want them to be in trouble. Especially not Amalda, whom she often pretended was her mother as much as Pynt’s. She secretly called her “A-ma” at night, into her pillow. “And there is a song about it, too.”
“Do not believe songs,” said the priestess, her hands having left the ring to play with the great chain of metal half-moons and moonstones around her neck. “Next you will believe the ravings of village priests and the puns of itinerant rhymesters.”
“Then what should I believe?” Jenna asked. “Who should I believe?”
“Believe me. Believe the Book of Light. Soon enough you shall know it. And believe that Great Alta hears all.” Her finger with its long, glittering nail pointed to the ceiling for emphasis.
“Did she hear that I had a mother killed by a cat?” Jenna asked, appalled that her tongue spoke what her mind had made up, without waiting for her to judge it.
“Be gone, child, you tire me.” The priestess waved the back of her hand at Jenna.
Relieved, Jenna left.
No sooner had the child gone out the door than Mother Alta rose, pushing aside the heavy loom. She went over to the great polished mirror standing in its ornate wooden frame. Often she spoke to it as she would to her own dark sister, when she needed counsel in the day, for indeed the two images were near the same, the only difference being in the color and the fact that the mirror did not talk back. Sometimes, Mother Alta thought wearily, I prefer the glass’s silence to the answers I receive from my dark twin.
“Do you remember the man in the town,” she whispered, “the Slipskin farmer? He had rough hands and a rougher tongue. We were younger then by seven years, but older by far than he. He did not know it, though. How could he, used as he was to the coarse women of his coarse town.” She smiled wryly at the memory and the image smiled back.
“We surprised him, sister, when we took off our cloaks. And we surprised him with our silken skins. And we surprised him out of the story of his only child, the one who had, all unknowing, killed her mother and the midwife who took her into the mountains and never returned. He will remember our passion as a dream, for we came to him secretly at midnight. And all the others we questioned knew but one of us, disguised in the day, and she an old, old crone.” This time she did not smile, and the image stared back at her in silence.
“His story—it had to be true. No man cries in the arms of a woman lest the story he tell be true. We were the first who had come to warm his bed since his wife’s death. His wounds though nine months old were fresh. And so there were three: mother, midwife, fosterer. Three in one. And dead, all dead.”
She bit her lower lip. The eyes in the mirror, as green as her own, stared back at her.
“Oh, Great Alta, speak to me. It is one of thy priestesses begging.” She held up her hands and the mark of Alta, incised in blue, stood out vividly on her palms. “Here am I, Mother to thy children, ruling them in this small Hame in thy name. I have neither helper nor child but my dark sister, no one to speak to but thee. Oh, Great Alta, who is sower and reaper, who is in the beginning and in the end, hear me.” She touched herself: head, left breast, navel, and groin. “Have I done right, Great One? Have I done wrong? This child is thrice orphaned, as it says in the prophecy. But there have been rumors of others before her. One came from the Hame near Calla’s Ford, and one so long ago fostered in the Hame near Nill. But they proved themselves just girls after all.
“Then what is this child, this Annuanna? She is marked with hair the color of new snow, and of such the prophecy speaks. But she laughs and cries like any child. She is quick-tongued and quick-footed, but no better at the games than her foster sister Marga. Many times have I given her the choice of following me as thine own, a priestess to lead thy children. But she chose instead the woods and the hunt and other such follies. How can this be the child we seek?
“Oh, Great Alta, I know thou speakest to me in the sun that rises and in the moon that shapes itself anew each month. I know thy voice echoes in the pattering of rain and the rising up of the dew. So it is written, and so I believe. But I need a clearer sign before I unfold this wonder to all of them. Not just the piqued mouthings of jealous women, not just the guilty, tearful confidences of an unhappy man. And not just my own trembling heart. A true sign.
“The burden, Great One, is so hard to bear. I am so very lonely. I grow old before my time with this secret. Look here. And here.” She pulled aside her gown to show how flaccid her breasts had become. She touched the loosening skin under her chin. Tears began to well up in her eyes and she knelt before the mirror, sighing.
“And one thing more, Great Alta, though thou knowest it already. Yet still I must confess it aloud to thee. The greatest fear of all. If I am not thy priestess, I am nothing. It is all my life. I need a promise, Great One, a promise if she—Annuanna, Jo-an-enna, Jenna—is the one of whom it is written, the light sister thrice born and thrice orphaned, the one who will be queen over all and change what we know. And the promise I beg is that if it is she, then I will still serve thee as I have. That the place at the head of the table will still be mine. That I shall still sit on the throne under the moon and call thy name that the sisters might hear me and pray. Promise me that, Great Alta, and I shall reveal her.”
The mirror image’s face flushed suddenly and the priestess put her hand up to her cheeks, which burned fiercely beneath her fingers. Other than the fire in her face, there was no sign.
She stood up heavily. “I must think upon this more.” Turning, she went out the other door, the hidden door, behind the heavy patched tapestry upon which the forms of sisters light and dark played at wands.
THE HISTORY:
There is, of course, no extant copy of the Book of Light, the great text of the moon-centered Mother Goddess worshippers. Though presumably each Hame or community of Altites had a hand-lettered and illuminated copy of the Book. Such volumes disappeared during the Gender Wars, either—if the Sigel and Salmon dig logs are accurate—into underground chambers especially constructed against such eventualities or—if one is to trust Vargo’s reconstruction of the priestess codes—into ritual fires.
However, the meat of the Book’s history and its gnomic teachings can be plucked from the rich stew of folk life in the towns that still flourish near the ancient Hame sites. Buss and Bee’s monumental work, So Speak the Folk, gives strong support to the idea that the Alta Hames (or Alta’s Shames, as the priests of the Lower Dales still call them) were in fact merely extensions of the towns and cities which bordered their lands, in effect suburban satellites, at least as far as their speech patterns and folk beliefs are concerned.
Of course, the story of Alta worship is intelligible only in the light of early Garunian history. The G’runs, an ancient, well-connected noble family from the Continent, had come to the Isles in the invasions of the 800s. Worshippers of a male trinity of gods—Hargo, god of fire, Vendre, god of water, and Lord Cres, the brutal god of the dead—they settled along the seacoasts. Slowly they infiltrated into the upper councils of the semimatriarchal civilization they found there. Trying at first to undermine it, they in fact later compromised and accepted a matrilineal succession only after the devastating Gender Wars wrecked both the ancient Hame sites and the famous palace of G’run Far Shooter.
The religion the Garunians were trying to supplant was anathema to the first invaders because of its emphasis on a white-haired goddess who seeded herself without the aid of a male consort. It was a religion that had grown up in part because of the overflow of women following much earlier, devastating wars of succession which had been fought some four hundred years before. Because of the created imbalance between the sexes that followed the civil strife, it had become the custom to expose unwanted, superfluous girl babies on the hillsides. However, in the late 600s, a female reputedly of great height and with long, flowing white hair (possibly an albino, though more probably an old woman) named Alta wandered the countryside speaking out against the brutal custom and gathering what live children she could find. She fashioned carts linked together to trundle the rescued babes behind her. Slowly this Alta was joined by like-minded women who were either unmarried (there were many spinsters, the so-called unclaimed treasures, because of the ratio of men to women), widows, or multiple wives in polygamous marriages. (Especially in the Lower Dales such radical couplings had been tolerated, though only the children of the first wife might inherit.) Thus was the first of seventeen Hames established, as havens for the discarded children and extra women. This reconstruction, first set forth by the late Professor Davis Temple of Hofbreeder University in his now-classic Alta-Natives, is so thoroughly accepted that I need not comment further.
The communities of foster mothers, needing some religious underpinnings, developed the worship of a White Goddess called Great Alta. The genius and genuine goodness of the original Alta was rewarded in this fashion. Over the years, the real Alta and a subsequent itinerant preacher whose name has been given variously as Gennra, Hendra, Hanna, Anna, and The Dark One have merged into the figure of a goddess whose hair is both light and dark, a strange hermaphroditic creature who has babies without recourse to a male consort. The religion borrowed many aspects of the surrounding patriarchal tribes and, later, even took on some of the Garunian worship. (For example, the custom of cave burials, a later addition, was patterned after the G’runs, who came originally from a small valley between cave-riddled mountains where land for cultivation was too prime to be turned over to the dead. Earlier Altite burials were in great mounds.)
Just as the white-haired Alta had been a savior for many a girl child left to die upon a hillside, rumors of a second savior arose. The rumors became belief, set down—if we are again to believe Vargo—in the Book of Light itself. This savior was to be the child of a dead mother; the easy psychological substitution—dead child to dead mother—is the most basic of folk shifts. Not one dead mother, in fact, but three, that magical number. It is a belief still encapsulated in some of the folk songs and sayings in the Upper Dales.
THE SONG:
Alta’s Song




I am a babe, an only babe,


Fire and water and all,


Who in my mother’s womb was made,


Great Alta take my soul.


But from that mother I was torn,


Fire and water and all,


And to a hillside I was borne,


Great Alta take my soul.


And on that hillside was I laid,


Fire and water and all,


And taken up all by a maid,


Great Alta take my soul.


And one and two and three we rode,


Fire and water and all,


Till others took the heavy load,


Great Alta take my soul.


Let all good women hark to me,


Fire and water and all,


For fostering shall set thee free,


Great Alta take my soul.


THE STORY:
“What did she say? What did you say?” Pynt asked breathlessly, twisting her fingers in her dark curls. She was sitting on the floor of their shared room by the window. The room tended toward darkness, as did all the rooms in the Hame, so the girls always played close to the narrow slits of windows, winter and summer. “Did she hit you?”
Jenna thought about what to say. She almost wished Mother Alta had hit her. Amalda had a quick hand and both girls had had recent willow whippings, Pynt for her quick mouth and Jenna for supporting her. But they were not long or hard whippings and besides, such punishment was always followed swiftly by hugs and tears and kisses. If the priestess had acted so, Jenna might not have stayed beyond the door, quiet as a wood mouse, listening. Was she the babe who had, all unknowing, killed her mother not once but three times? The thought had so frightened her, she had not stayed to hear more but run away to hide, down in the cellar, where the great casks of dark red wine were kept. In the dark she had breathed first very fast, with the sobs threatening to burst out of her chest, because if she were that child, then all her hoping for A-ma to be her mother, all her pretending, was just that: a game. And then she had slowed her breathing down and forced herself to stand dry-eyed. She would find Pynt and ask her.
Only now, standing over Pynt, she knew this was too heavy a burden to share. “She asked who had told me such a thing and I said that I could not remember who had told me first.” She slumped to the floor next to Pynt.
“A-ma was first,” said Pynt. “I remember. It was like a story. We were both sleeping in the big bed, a special treat, between A-ma and Sammor, and …”
“Maybe not,” said Jenna, relieved to be past the hardest part. “Maybe I heard it first from Catrona. Or Donya. She talks too much, she probably …”
“… said it three times over.” Pynt laughed. It was a common joke at the Hame, even among the children.
“I heard Domina say something about it. And something about my second mother, too. They were friends.” Was this treading too close to the treacherous ground? Jenna felt her fingers start to twitch, but Pynt seemed not to notice.
Pynt put her elbows on her knees and rested her chin in her hands. “Not Kadreen, though. You would not have heard it from her.”
They both shook their heads wisely. Kadreen never gossiped or gave information freely.
“I like Kadreen,” said Jenna, “even though she is a Solitary. Even though she never smiles.” Solitaries, women without dark sisters, were rare at the Hames, and Jenna felt very much as she suspected a Solitary felt, alone and without the comfort of a companion who knew your every thought.
“I saw her smile once. It was when Alna stopped breathing and then started again with those funny coughs and the bubbles coming out of her mouth. When we were in the garden hunting down the rabbit. Well, the pretend rabbit. Children’s games! And you ran to get Kadreen because you are the fastest, and she put her ear down on Alna’s chest and thumped it.”
“And Alna had a black mark as big as a fist for seven days.”
“Eight—and she loved to show it off.”
“Kadreen did not smile then.”
“Did.”
“Did not.”
“Did. And anyway, A-ma gave me these.” Pynt reached behind her back and brought up two new corn dolls in one hand and a pair of reed backpacks in the other. “She and Sammor made them for us to celebrate the Choosing.”
“Ooh, they are nicer than Alna’s.”
“Much nicer,” agreed Pynt.
“And the packs have the Hame sign on them.” Jenna pointed to the sign in the circle.
“Now,” Pynt said, “we can be truly truly sisters, just the way you like to play it, sharing everything. You take the light pack and the light doll and I will take the dark.”
Jenna took the pack guiltily, remembering how little she had actually shared with Pynt, remembering how Mother Alta had looked, standing in front of the great framed mirror, and speaking the words which had so frightened her. She remembered and wondered if she and Pynt could ever be truly truly sisters again.
Then the dolls proved much more interesting than her own black thoughts and she put the babe in the pack, the pack on her back, and played at light sister and dark with Pynt for an hour or more, until the ringing bell recalled them to their lessons.
“This afternoon,” Catrona informed them, “I shall instruct you in the Game of the Eye-Mind.”
The girls grinned and Pynt elbowed Jenna playfully. They had both heard of the Game. The older girls talked of it secretly at the table sometimes. But none of them had ever really explained it, for it was one of the Mysteries reserved for after the Choosing.
Pynt looked around quickly as if to see if anyone was noticing them. There were three older girls in the warrior yard, but they were busy with their own things: red-headed Mina aiming at the arrow target and hitting it regularly with comfortable thumps, and Varsa and Little Domina having at each other with wicker swords to the accompaniment of Big Domina’s shouted corrections.
“Pynt, watch me!” Catrona said, her voice not at all sharp, but laughing. “I know there is much to see here, but you must learn to focus.”
“What of the eye’s corner? Amalda said …” Jenna hesitated.
“You get ahead of me, child,” said Catrona. She pulled lightly on one of Jenna’s braids, not enough to hurt but enough to get Jenna’s full attention. “First you learn to focus and then diffuse.”
“What is diffuse?” asked Pynt.
Catrona laughed again. “It means to be able to see many things at once. But first you must listen, Marga.” She stopped laughing abruptly.
They listened.
Catrona turned to the table by her side, a small wooden table, much scarred around the legs. It was covered by an old cloth which disguised a number of strange lumps and bumps on the top.
“First, what do you see here?” Catrona asked, gesturing them to the tabletop.
“A table with an old cloth,” said Pynt, quickly adding, “And a ragged old cloth.”
“A cloth covering many things,” said Jenna.
“You are both correct. But remember this—caution in the woods and in battle is the greatest virtue. Often what seems is not what is.” She whisked away the cloth and they saw that the table was a solid carved representation of a mountaintop with peaks and valleys. “This we use to teach the way through the mountain range in which our Hame is nestled. And to plan our stratagems.”
Pynt clapped her hands together, delightedly, while Jenna bent over closer to run her finger thoughtfully over the ridges and trails.
“Now what do you see here?” Catrona asked, guiding them over to the alcove where a second table covered with a similar cloth stood. There were even more ridges and peaks under this cloth.
“Another mountain,” said Pynt, eager as always to be first with the answer.
“Caution, with caution,” reminded Catrona.
Jenna shook her head. “It does not look like a mountain to me. The peaks are not as high. There are round places, as round as … as an …”
“An apple!” Pynt interjected.
“Let us see,” said Catrona. She took the cloth away by lifting it up from the middle. On the table was a strange assortment of objects.
“Oh!” said Pynt. “You fooled me!” She looked up at Catrona, grinning.
“Look back, child. Focus.”
Pynt looked back just as Catrona dropped the cloth back onto the tabletop, covering it completely.
“Now comes the Game,” said Catrona. “We will start with Marga. Since you so love being first, you shall name an object on the table. Then Jenna. Then Marga again. On and on until you can remember no more. The one who remembers the most gets a sweet.”
Pynt clapped her hands, for she loved sweets. “A spoon. There was a spoon,” she said.
Jenna nodded. “And it was an apple, the round thing.”
“And a pair of foodsticks,” Pynt said.
“One only,” said Jenna.
“One,” agreed Catrona.
“A card of some kind,” said Pynt.
“A buckle, like A-ma—Amalda’s,” said Jenna.
“I did not see that,” Pynt said, turning to look at Jenna, who shrugged.
“It was there,” Catrona said. “Go on, Marga.”
Pynt’s forehead made wavy lines as she concentrated. She put her fist into her cheek and thought. Then she smiled. “There were two apples!”
“Good girl!” Catrona smiled.
“On a plate,” said Jenna.
“Two plates?” Pynt asked uncertainly.
“You are lucky,” Catrona answered.
“A knife,” said Jenna.
Pynt thought for a good long while and at last shrugged. “There was nothing else,” she said.
“Jenna?” Catrona turned and looked directly at Jenna, who was pulling on her braids. Jenna knew there had been more objects and could name them, but she also knew how much Pynt wanted to win the sweet. How much Pynt needed to win the sweet. Then she sighed. “A bowl of water. A pin. Some thread.”
“Thread?” Catrona shook her head. “No thread, Jenna.”
“Yes, thread,” Jenna said. “And two or maybe three pebbles or berries. And … and that is all I can remember.”
Catrona smiled. “Five berries, two of them black and three red. And you both neglected to mention the piece of tapestry with the wand players or the ribband or the writing stick, tapestry needle and—the sweet! But for all that you forgot, you remembered quite a good bit. I am very proud of the two of you for your first time at the Game.” She pulled away the cloth. “Now look closely again.”
It was Pynt who pointed first. “Look, Catrona, there is Jenna’s thread!”
Lying next to the tapestry piece, but far enough away from it to be read as a single item, was a long dark thread.
Catrona laughed out loud. “Sharp eyes indeed, Jo-an-enna! And I am getting foolish and careless in my old age. Fine teacher I am. Such a miss might mean my doom in the woods or in the midst of battle.”
The girls nodded sagely back at her as she picked up the sweet and solemnly handed it to Jenna.
“We will play again and again until you remember all that you see. Tomorrow we will play with different objects under the cloth. By the time this Game is done, you will be able to name everything the first time and there will be more than thirty things to name. But it is not just a Game, my children. The point of it is this—you must look at everything twice—once with your outer eye and once with the eye of your mind. That is why it is called the Eye-Mind Game. You must learn to resee everything, to recall it as clearly the second time as the first.”
“Do we do the same thing in the woods?” asked Pynt.
Jenna had not asked the question because she already knew the answer. Of course they must do the same thing in the woods. And in the Hame and in the towns. Everywhere. What a foolish thing to ask. She was surprised at Pynt.
But Catrona did not seem surprised. “The same,” she said calmly. “What good girls!” She put a hand on the shoulders of each and pushed them closer to the table. “Now look again.”
They crowded close and stared intently at the tabletop, Pynt’s mouth moving in a strange litany as she reminded herself the names of each object there. Jenna stared with such intensity she trembled.
In the evening, the four new Choosers met in their room and sat on Jenna’s bed. They each had much to share.
Pynt bubbled through a recitation of the Game and how Jenna had shared the sweet with her.
“Though she really won it,” Pynt finished. “But tomorrow I will win. I think I have found the secret.” She rocked her new doll in her arms as she spoke.
“You always have a secret way, Pynt,” said Selinda. “And it almost never works.”
“Does.”
“Does not.”
“Does.”
“Tell us about the kitchen, Alna,” said Jenna. Suddenly she could not stand the argument. What did it matter if Pynt sometimes tried to find secret ways or that they seldom worked?
Alna said in her whispery voice, “I never knew there was so much to learn in a kitchen. I got to help cut up things. In the garden they never let me use a knife. And I did not hurt myself once. It smells good in there, too, but …” She sighed and did not finish.
“You would not have liked the gardens today anyway,” Selinda said quickly. “All we did was weed. Weed! I have done that ever since I can remember. How was it different to have chosen? I should have gone to the kitchen. Or the woods. Or to the weavers. Or …”
“I like weeding,” Alna whispered.
“You do not,” said Pynt. “You used to complain about it all the time.”
“Did not.”
“Did.”
“Did not.”
Amalda came into the room. “It is time to get into bed, little ones,” she said. “You must be like the birds. As high as they fly, they always return to earth.” She gave them each a hug before leaving, and Jenna squeezed back extra hard.
Minutes later Selinda’s womb mother came in and stayed only a moment, tucking in Selinda and giving each of the other girls a nod. And then, because it was past dark, and Jenna had gotten out of bed again and lit all the lanterns, Alna’s mother and dark sister both came in. They gave each girl a touch but they fussed nervously and—to Jenna’s mind—endlessly over Alna despite her reassurances to them that she felt fine.
At last Marna and Zo came in and, to everyone’s delight, they carried their tembalas with them. Marna’s instrument had a sweet sound. Zo’s was lower and complementary, just like their voices.
“Sing ‘Come, Ye Women,’” begged Pynt.
“And the ‘Ballad of Ringer’s Forge,’” Alna whispered.
“‘Deny Down.’ Sing ‘Derry Down,’” Selinda said, bouncing on her bed.
Jenna alone was silent as she unbraided her white hair, which was crinkled from its long plaiting.
“And do you not have a favorite also, Jo-an-enna?” asked Marna softly, watching Jenna’s swift hands.
Jenna was slow in answering, but at last very seriously said, “Is there a new song we can hear? One just for this first day after the Choosing?” She wanted this day to be as special as it was supposed to be, not just a strange, hollow feeling under her breastbone where all the little squabbles with Pynt and the odd sense of distance from the other girls were growing. She wanted to be close to them, and ordinary again; she wanted to wash away the memory of Mother Alta before her great mirror. “Something we have never heard before.”
“Of course, Jenna. I will sing something I learned last year when we had that mission visit from the singer from Calla’s Ford Hame. Theirs is such a large Hame, some seven hundred members, one can be just a singer there.”
“Would you want to be just a singer, dear Marna?” asked Pynt.
It was Zo who answered. “In a large Hame, our small talent would scarcely be recognized,” she said.
“Besides, this is our Hame,” said Marna. “We would be no place else.”
“But you were someplace else once,” said Jenna thoughtfully. She wondered if she would feel different, more ordinary, scarcely recognized someplace else.
“Of course I was, Jenna. When I went on my year mission before the final Choosing, before calling my sister from the dark, just as you shall. But for all the Hames I visited and all the sisters there who would have had me stay, I came back here, to Selden Hame, though it is the smallest of them all.”
“Why?” asked Pynt.
“Yes—why?” the other three echoed.
“Because it is our Hame,” Marna and Zo said together.
“Now, enough questions,” Marna said, “or there will be no time for even one song.”
They snuggled down in their beds.
“First I will sing the new song. It is called ‘Alta’s Song.’ And then I will sing the others. Afterward, you must all go right to sleep. You are no longer my little ones, you know, and there will be much for you to do come morning.”
She began the first song. By the end of the third, the girls were all asleep except for Jenna, but Marna and Zo did not notice and they tiptoed out of the room.
The fire in the Great Hall’s hearth crackled merrily and two hounds dozing nearby scrabbled on the stones with their claws as they chased after rabbits in their dreams. The room smelled comfortably of rushes and woodsmoke and of the bowls of dried rose petals and verbena.
When Marna and Zo entered, they saw that all the big chairs near the fire were taken already and the three older girls lay on their stomachs on the rug by the hearth.
“Over here,” called Amalda.
They turned and saw that two places at the large round table off to the side of the hearth had been reserved for them.
“How are the Choosers?” asked Amalda intently.
“Are they still excited?” Her dark sister Sammor seemed more relaxed.
“They are quiet for now. We sang them four songs—well, three, actually. They fell asleep before the fourth. Poor little mites, the day had quite exhausted them and I promised them more work for the morrow.” Marna sat down heavily in the chair.
“We miss those little imps already,” said Zo as soon as she, too, was seated.
Catrona smiled. “This is not such a great Hame that you will not see them every day.”
“But they have been our special charges for the last seven years,” Marna said. “And I feel them growing away from us already.”
Domina sniffed. “You say that every spring at Choosing.”
“Not every spring. We have not had a Choosing since Varsa, and that three years ago. And now four at once. It is very hard.”
Alna’s mother looked across the table at her. “It is harder on Glon and me. They have taken our baby from the gardens. To be a kitchener. Under Donya. Feh.”
“What do you mean by they?” Catrona flared. “You were as worried as we were that she might someday stop breathing out in that weedy trap of yours.”
“Weedy? What do you mean? Our garden is as clean of weeds as any you will find in a larger Hame. Weeds indeed!” Alinda started to stand and Glon, next to her, reached out to steady her. They sat down together, but Alinda still trembled with anger.
“She just meant it was hard,” said Glon to Catrona. “Forgive her. We are both out of sorts today.”
Catrona snorted and looked away.
“The first day after a Choosing is always difficult,” said Kadreen, coming to sit at the table’s head. “And we say the same thing every time. Are we children to have such short memories? Come, sisters, look at one another and smile. This feeling will pass.” She looked around the table and though she herself did not smile, soon the rest were returned to their normal happy moods. “Now are we all here?”
“Donya and Doey are late, as usual,” said Domina.
“We must wait, then. This concerns the new Choosers and so everyone who is involved with them must be here.” Kadreen folded her hands on top of the table, lacing the blunt, squared-off fingers loosely. “Marna, Zo, why not give us a song while we wait? Something—something bright.”
They needed no more prompting, but picked up the tembalas and with an almost imperceptible nod between them to establish the beat, started plucking a quick-step dance that involved a melody which seemed to leap from one instrument to the other. It lightened the mood around the table considerably. They were just reaching the finale, with four strums alternating on the drone strings, when Donya and her dark sister Doey bustled in, wiping their hands on their stained aprons, eager to offer full excuses for being late.
Kadreen signaled them to sit with a wave of her hands, so that the dying strum of the tembalas was accompanied by the scraping of chair legs against the wooden floor.
“As you all know, we must talk now of the future for our new Choosers. These girls are our future. First, though, we must know from Marna what to expect. What do they know and how fast do they learn?”
Marna and Zo nodded. “What I say now is not new to you. Over the years I have consulted with the mothers and with you, Kadreen, when there was illness. But telling it again to all may bring out some other truths, hidden even from Zo and me.
“All four are bright, quick learners and have their first letters already. Jenna can read sentences and will soon begin on the first of the Little Books, though it is Alna who loves the tales the best.”
Alinda nodded complacently. “We always told her stories to calm her when her breath would not come easily.”
Marna smiled and continued. “Selinda is a dreamy sort and she needs much recalling to her tasks.”
Selinda’s womb mother laughed. “Takes after her father Three boys I had after but a week with their fathers. But Selinda’s needed so much recalling to his work, I was with him three months.”
They all laughed with her.
Marna waited out their laughter. “Pynt—Marga, as I suppose she should be called now, though I shall always think of her as Pynt—is the very quickest at most things—”
Zo interrupted. “But she forgets caution much of the time. We fear that very quickness will lead her into trouble.”
Nodding, Marna added, “We do.”
“It has already.” Catrona shifted in her chair and leaned forward, over the table. “She did not get the sweet she wanted at her first try at the Game.”
Marna laughed at that and Zo explained. “She got the sweet anyway. And the larger half at that. Jenna shared it with her.”
Kadreen unlaced her fingers, speaking slowly. “They are like shadow sisters, Jenna and Pynt. It will go harder on them when they have their own dark twins, will it not?” She asked it carefully, aware that as a Solitary she had little right to speak of such things. She had come to the Hame as a full adult, choosing to live apart from the busy towns where she had learned her craft, arriving much too late in life to be introduced to the Hame Mysteries or to learn to call up a sister from Alta’s eternal dark. “I mean, they shall have to wrench themselves when …”
“That is almost seven years from now, Kadreen. And you know what childhood friendships are,” said Marna.
“No,” Kadreen muttered under her breath.
“We could consider it if they still hold fast together when it is time for the mission,” suggested Domina.
“The Book speaks of loyalties,” reminded Kadreen. “This much I know. And Mother Alta has asked me to warn all of you about encouraging their special friendship overmuch. Jenna’s needs cannot be met by one friend alone. She must be loyal equally to all in the Hame. Not just one teacher, not just one mother, not just one friend. Mother Alta has made that quite clear.” She said the words as if they left a sour taste in her mouth.
“She is a child, Kadreen,” Amalda said. “I would have taken her long ago as my own, had the Mother allowed it.”
The others nodded.
“Perhaps she is more than that,” Kadreen muttered, but she did not say more.
THE HISTORY:
Another game that has a tangled ancient history is the popular “I-Mine” of the Lower Dales, which Lowentrout, in one of his brilliant but eccentric leaps of scholarship, has dubbed “a classic Alta warrior training pattern game.” (See his Letter to the Editor, Games Magazine, Vol. 544.) His evidence, which is extremely shaky, rests on Vargo’s highly suspect linguistic shift thesis and interpretations of the priestess codes, rather than the more laborious but detailed archaeological work such as Cowan’s and Temple’s.
The game as it is played today is a board-and-counter game, the board consisting of 64 contiguous squares of 32 light and 32 dark. There are an equal number of counters with inscribed faces, 32 with light backs and 32 dark.
The inscriptions are paired, so that there are 32 of each color. They include: a knife, crossed sticks, ribbons tied in a bow, a flower, a circle (presumably representing a stone, since it is called so), an apple, a bowl, a spoon, a threaded pin, grapes (or berries; both names are given), a triangle, a square, a crescent moon, a sun, a crown, a bow, an arrow, a dog, a cow, a bird, a hand, a foot, a rainbow, a wavy line which is called “river” by the players, a tree, a cat, a cart, a house, a fish, a mask, a chair, and a sign which is designated “Alta” and is, in fact, the sign for female that is as ancient as any in the Dales.
The point of the game is to capture the opponent’s counters. The play begins with all the counters turned inscription-side down and shuffled, then set onto the squares in a haphazard manner called “scuffling,” though light-backed counters go on the light squares, dark on dark. Play begins with each player turning over two counters. (They may be two of his own or one of each player’s.) Then those counters are returned to their face-down positions.
Now the memory part of the game begins, for each player, in turn, turns over two counters, one of each color. If the inscriptions match, he keeps or “captures” them both. As the player turns over the counters, he says—on turning over his own—“I,” and if he suspects a pair, as he turns over his opponent’s, “Mine.” If he suspects (or remembers) they are not paired, he says “Thine.” If he should say “I-Mine” to an unmatched pair, he loses a turn. If he says “I-Thine” to a matched pair, he does not win or keep the pair (which are called “suites”) and his opponent then has a free opportunity to turn up the two. That’s the game at its simplest. But in tournament and adult play, certain inscriptions are also paired. If those paired signs—hand/foot, fish/river, bow/arrow, flower/grapes—are uncovered by the player right after one another, they count as two “suites,” rather than one. If the moon suite is uncovered on the very first play, the player gets an extra turn. If the Alta pair is uncovered last, it counts as three. So the game is both a game of memory and of strategy.
If Lowentrout is correct, then another piece of the puzzle of the Dales has been found. But if—as is likelier—this is a later game phenomenon with no early antecedents among the Altites but rather (as A. Baum writes) “a Continental import” (see his naive but striking piece “Point, Counter, Point in the Dales,” Games, Vol. 543), then we must search even further for evidence of Altism in the Isles.
THE STORY:
Jenna marked the years after her Choosing by certain accomplishments. By the rind of the first year, she had read all the children’s books, the Books of Little Lights, at least once through and had learned the Game completely. She played at the Game out-of-doors with Pynt and at night before they went to sleep, until the two of them could remember everything set before them and the colors and counts and placements besides.
The second year Jenna mastered the bow and the throwing knife and was allowed to camp out overnight with just Pynt and Little Domina, who was that year to call out her dark sister, having come home from her mission. Little Domina taught them a new game, one she had learned in another Hame, that of telling frightening stories of girls who had called out demons and ogres from the dark instead of their sisters. The first time she had terrified both Jenna and Pynt, especially as they thought they heard a cat scratching nearby. The second time only Pynt was frightened, and then but a little. The third time Jenna figured out a trick they could play on Little Domina, which had to do with a rope and a blanket and an old tembala with only its top three strings. It so frightened the older girl that she refused to camp with them again, saying that she had much studying to do before her Night of Sisterhood. But Jenna and Pynt knew better. They had to settle for Varsa, who was not as much fun, being stolid, unimaginative, and—so Pynt said—“slightly dim.”
Jenna called the third year the year of the Sword and the Ford. She had learned to handle both the short broadsword and the double-edged blade, using the smaller versions made for a child’s hand. When she complained that she was almost as tall as Varsa, Catrona, laughing, had put a large sword in her hand. Jenna was able to lift it, but that was all. Catrona had thought she would be content with just the knowledge that an adult sword was as yet beyond her. But Jenna had sworn to herself that she would handle one easily by the year’s last turning. She practiced with pieces of wood, heavier and heavier, not even realizing herself that she was growing at a pace far faster than Pynt or Alna or Selinda could maintain. When Catrona had solemnly placed a big sword in her hand on the very last day of the year, Jenna was surprised how light it felt, lighter than any of the pieces of wood she had used and smaller to grip. It sang through the air as she paced it through the seven positions of thrust and the eight of parry.
That was the same day the Selden River overflowed its banks, something that happened only once every hundred years, and a runner from the town came to beg the Hame’s assistance in digging a channel to contain the angry waters. All the warriors and the girls went with him, plus Kadreen, for the town of Selden had but an herbwife and she near eighty-five. Mother Alta sent as many of the others as might be spared, though she had been firm about sending too many. They had done what they could, but seven farmers died anyway, out in the fields trying to save their flocks. The town itself was water up to the rooftrees of the houses. When the Altites tried to return up the mountain, the one bridge had been washed away and they had to ford the still-furious river, going across by holding on to a line which Catrona had begun with a well-placed arrow fired across the flood. Jenna and Pynt admired the strength of her arm and aim. Neither of them was fond of the icy water, but they were among the first across. The Sword and the Ford.
The fourth year they began their instruction in the Book.
Jenna could feel an itch between her toes. She ignored it. She could see Selinda settling herself more comfortably and hear Alna’s rough breathing and feel Pynt’s knee touching her own. But she drew herself in and away from them, focusing only on Mother Alta.
The priestess sat whey-faced and stony-eyed in her high-backed chair. She looked small, even shrunken with age. Yet when she opened the Book on her lap, she seemed to swell visibly, as if the very act of turning the Book’s pages filled her with an awesome power.
Jenna and the others sat cross-legged on the floor before her. They no longer wore their work clothes. Gone were the rough warrior skins, the smudged smocks of the kitchen, the gardener’s dirty-kneed pants. Now they dressed alike in their worship clothes: the white and green of young Choosers, with the full sleeves, the belled pants tied at the ankle, their heads covered with scarves as was the custom of girls in the presence of the open Book. They were all shining with recent scrubbings and even Selinda’s fingernails were clean for once. Jenna noticed them out of the corner of her eye.
Mother Alta cleared her throat, which brought complete attention to her. Then she began with a series of hand signs, mysterious in their meanings but clearly potent. She spoke in a high, nasal voice.
“In the beginning of your lives is the Book of Light,” she said. “And in the end.” Her fingers continued to weave a descant to her words.
The girls nodded, Selinda a half beat behind.
Tap-tap-tap went Mother Alta’s great pointing nail on the page. “It is here that all knowledge can be found.” Tap-tap. The fingers began to dance in the air again. “And here all wisdom set out.” Tap-tap-tap. “And so we begin, my children. And so we begin.”
The girls nodded in rhythm to her words.
“Now you must close your eyes. Yes, that is it. Selinda, you, too. Good. Good. Bring in the dark that I may teach you to breathe. For it is breath that is behind words. And words that are the shapers of knowledge. And knowledge that is the base of understanding. And understanding, the link between sister and sister.”
And love? thought Jenna, closing her eyes tightly. What about love? But she did not say it aloud.
“This is how you must breathe when you hear the Book and …” Mother Alta paused as if to gather them in more thoroughly. “And when you call your sister from the dark.”
It was as if, instead of breathing, at her words they all stopped, for the room was completely silent now except for the faint echo of her voice.
So. We are here, Jenna thought. At last.
Into the silence Mother Alta’s nasal voice began again, a voice of instruction that had little warmth or inflection in it. “The body’s breath comes and goes without conscious thought, yet there is an art to breathing that will make your every thought larger, your every gift greater, your every moment longer. Without this breath—which I will teach you—your dark sister cannot breathe. She will be condemned to a life of eternal darkness, eternal ignorance, eternal loneliness. Yet no one but the followers of Great Alta knows these things. And if you should ever speak of them to others, you shall die the Death of a Thousand Arrows.” Her voice sharpened at the last.
Jenna had heard of that death and could easily imagine the pain, though whether it was a real death or a story death, she could not guess.
Mother Alta stopped speaking and, as if on a signal, all four girls caught their breath and opened their eyes. Alna gave three quick little involuntary coughs.
THE PARABLE:
Once five beasts quarreled over what was most important to life: the eyes, the ears, the teeth, the mind, or the breath.
“Let us test this ourselves,” said Cat. And as he was the strongest, they all agreed.
So Tortoise took out his eyes and without them he was blind. He could not see sunrise or sunset. He could not see the seven layers of color in his pond. But still he could hear and he could eat and he could think. So the beasts decided that eyes were of little importance.
Next Hare gave away his ears. And without them he could not hear the breaking of twigs near his home or the wind through the briars. He looked very strange. But still he could see and think and was not without the ability to eat well. So there was that for ears.
Then Wolf pulled out all his teeth. It certainly made eating difficult, but he managed. He was a great deal thinner, but he could see and hear and with his sharp mind he devised other ways of eating. So much for teeth.
So Spider gave away his mind. It was such a little mind, anyway, said Cat, and besides, he was no stupider than he had been before. Flies, being even more stupid, still came to his webs, though the webs themselves were very strange, and no longer very beautiful.
And so Cat laughed. “We have proved, dear friends, that the eye, the ear, the teeth, and the mind are of but little importance, as I always suspected. The important one is breath.”
“That is yet to be proved,” the other beasts said together.
So Cat himself had to give away his breath.
After a while, when it was clear to the others that he was quite dead, they buried him. And that is how five beasts proved completely that it is breath that is the most important thing in life, for, indeed, without it there is no life.
THE STORY:
“It is said in the Book that we breathe over twenty thousand times in a single day. Half the time we breathe in and half the time out. Imagine, my children, doing something that many times a day and not ever giving it thought.” Mother Alta smiled at them, her serpent smile, all lips and no teeth.
The girls smiled back, except for Jenna, who wondered if she would ever be able to breathe again so comfortably unaware. Twenty thousand. The number was beyond her calculations.
“So—say with me:
The breath of life,


The power of life,


The wind of life


It flows from me to thee,


Always the breath.”


Dutifully they repeated her words, one phrase at a time, until they could say the entire thing without stumbling. Then she had them repeat it over and over until it was a chant filling the entire room. Ten times, twenty times, a hundred times they repeated it, until at last she silenced them with a wave of her right hand.
“Each morning when you come to me, we will recite that together one hundred times. And then we will breathe—yes, my children, breathe—together. We will make my breath yours, and your breath mine. We will do this for a whole year’s turning, for the Book says, ‘And the light sister and the dark sister they shall have one breath.’ We will do this over and over until it is as natural to you as life itself.”
Jenna thought about the sisters she had seen quarreling and the sisters whom she had seen laughing and crying at different times. But before she could wonder further, Mother Alta’s voice recalled her to her task.
“Repeat with me again,” said Mother Alta.
And the breathing began.
That night in their room, before the mothers came in, Selinda began talking excitedly. Jenna had never seen her so enthusiastic about anything before.
“I have seen it!” she said, her hands moving in a dreamy, rhythmic accompaniment to her words. “I watched at dinner. Amalda and Sammor, breath for breath they were, though neither of them was watching the other. Breath for breath.”
“I saw, too,” Pynt said, running her fingers through her dark curls. “But I was watching Marna and Zo.”
“I sat between Alinda and Glon by the fire,” said Alna. “And I could feel them. Like one bellows, in and out together.
Funny not to have noticed it before. I made myself breathe with them and I felt such power. Well, I did!” she added in case anyone dared question her.
Jenna said nothing. She, too, had found herself watching the sisters at dinner, though she had observed each pair in turn. But she had also kept an eye on Kadreen as well. It had seemed to her that the Solitary’s breathing shifted from one pair of sisters to another whenever she sat close, as if, without thinking, she were drawn into their twinned breath. When Jenna had tried to observe her own patterns, she found that the very act of observation changed the way she breathed. It was simply not possible to be both observer and observed.
Tired by the excitement of the day, the other girls fell asleep quickly. Alna drifted off first, then Pynt, then Selinda, shifting and turning in her bed. Long after, Jenna lay awake, testing her own breathing and matching it to the sleepers’ until she could slip easily from one to the next with scarcely any effort at all.
The rest of the year, far into the winter’s rind, they learned about breath from Mother Alta. Every morning began with their hundred chantings and the breathing exercises. They learned the difference between nose breathing (altai) and mouth breathing (alani), between chest breathing (lanai) and the breath that comes from lower down (latani). They learned how to overcome the faintness that came with rapid breath. They learned how to breathe standing, sitting, lying down, walking, and even running. They learned how the proper breathing could send them into a strange dream state even while awake. Jenna practiced the different breaths whenever she could—Cat breath, which gave great running power for short distances; Wolf breath, which gave the runner the ability to go over many miles; Spider breath for climbing; Tortoise breath for deep sleep; and Hare breath to help in leaping. She found that she could outlast Pynt in every contest of strength and running.
“You are getting better and I am getting worse,” Pynt said after they had run several miles, stopping to rest by a cross-path. Her chest heaved.
“I am bigger than you,” Jenna answered. Unlike Pynt, she was scarcely out of breath.
“You are a giant, but that is not what I mean,” Pynt said. The sweat at her brow and neck had turned her curls into damp tendrils.
“I use altai and you use alani when running, and you have never practiced Wolf breath,” said Jenna. “And that is why you are puffing like one of Donya’s kettles on boil and I am not.” She crossed her arms in front of her, letting the careful, long breaths out through her nose until her head hummed. She had come to love the feeling.
“I do use altai,” said Pynt, “but not after the first mile. And Wolf does not help. It is all just words anyway. Besides, altai is really for calling up a dark sister, and we have years more to go before we do that. The only dark sister you can call up now is me.” She fanned herself with her hands.
“Why would I want to call you up?” teased Jenna. “You just pop up whenever and wherever you want to. Usually behind me. You are not a dark sister, you are a shadow. That is what they call you, you know! Jenna’s little shadow.”
“Little, maybe,” said Pynt, “but that is because my father was small and yours—whoever he was—was a monster. But I am not your shadow.”
“No?”
“No! I cannot keep up with you. What kind of shadow is that?”
“What is it they say in the Dales? Does the rabbit keep up with the cat?”
“I do not know if they say it in the Dales. I have never been in the Dales, except for the flood, and then all that was being said there was Hold this. Bail that. Hurry up.”
“And Help!!!”
They laughed together.
“But Donya says it …” Pynt hesitated.
“All the time!” They spoke the three words together and began laughing in earnest, so uncontrollably that Pynt stumbled back against a tree and a small rabbit was startled out of the tangled underbrush and leaped away down the path.
“There, cat, see if you can catch up to that one,” said Pynt.
At Pynt’s dare, Jenna bounded away into the brush after the rabbit and Pynt heard her noisy trampling for many minutes. When Jenna returned, her white braid was peppered with tiny briars, there was a fresh, triangular tear in her leggings, and a long scratch on the back of her right hand. But she held the quivering rabbit in her arms.
“I do not believe it,” said Pynt. “How did you get her? She is not shot?”
“My hand is quick where breath is long,” Jenna said, speaking in a high, nasal voice and waggling her fingers in imitation of the priestess. “She is yours, little shadow.” She handed the trembling rabbit to Pynt.
“But she is only a baby,” said Pynt, taking the rabbit from Jenna and stroking its velvety ears. “Did you hurt her?”
“Hurt her? Look at me,” said Jenna, thrusting her right hand in Pynt’s face. “That scratch is from her hind nails.”
“Poor, frightened rabbit,” said Pynt, pointedly ignoring Jenna.
“Put her down now.”
“I am keeping her.”
“Let her go,” said Jenna. “If you bring her home, Donya will want her for the stew tonight.”
“She is mine,” said Pynt.
“She is yours,” agreed Jenna, “but that is not an argument to convince Donya. Or Doey.”
Pynt nodded. “You know, Alna is beginning to sound just like them. Chattering and pompous.”
“I know,” Jenna said. “I think I liked her better before, full of coughs and fears.”
Pynt let the rabbit go and they trotted back up the path to the Hame.
In the heat of the baths, the scratch on Jenna’s hand looked inflamed and Pynt examined it worriedly.
“Should you show that to Kadreen?” she asked.
“And what would I say of it? That it is a scar gotten on my shadow’s behalf? It is nothing. We have both had worse.” She splashed water at Pynt, who ducked under and pulled Jenna by the legs until her head went under as well. Spluttering, they both emerged from the steaming bath and let the cooler air dry them.
“We will have time before dinner …” Pynt began, letting the sentence trail off.
“And you would like to help with the babes,” said Jenna. “Again.” But she nodded her head and followed after Pynt to the Great Hall, where there were three infants in the cradles, all fast asleep, and two younglings, the latest a two-year-old just newly fostered at the Hame.
At dinner Jenna sat with Amalda and Sammor, leaving Pynt to play with the little ones and help feed them. Jenna’s patience with the younglings lasted only until the first bit of food was flung. She preferred the company of adults.
“Mother Alta says that the dark sisters dwelt in ignorance and loneliness until we called them forth,” Jenna said. “Is that true, Sammor?”
Sammor’s black eyes grew wary. “That is what the Book says,” she said carefully, looking at Amalda.
“I did not ask what the Book says,” Jenna was quick to point out. “We hear the Book every day.” She imitated Mother Alta’s high, nasal tones. “The dark sisters dwelt in ig-no-rance.” She elongated each syllable.
Sammor looked down at her food.
Jenna persisted. “But when I ask questions of Mother Alta, she reads me another passage in the Book. I think it tells only some of the truth. I want to know more.”
“Jenna!” exclaimed Amalda, slapping her hand quickly on Jenna’s wrist.
Sammor’s hand touched her other wrist, but lightly, more as a prelude to speech.
“Wait, let me explain,” said Jenna. “Some things Mother Alta teaches us I can see and feel and make true. Like the breathing. When I do it right, I am the better for it. But when I talk to the dark sisters, they do not seem to be ignorant. And I have heard Catrona weep with loneliness, though she has a dark sister. And Kadreen seems to savor being a Solitary. So the Book does not explain everything. Mother Alta answers no questions beyond what is written.”
Sammor breathed deeply. “The Book tells all the truth, Jo-an-enna, but it is how we hear it that makes the difference.”
“So …” Jenna waited.
Sammor and Amalda breathed together several times, slowly, before Sammor continued. “If darkness is ignorance, then I dwelt in ignorance before I saw the light. If to lack knowledge is ignorance, then indeed I was a fool. If to be sisterless is to be lonely, then I was truly alone. But I did not know I was ignorant or lonely before I came here at A-ma’s behest. I simply was.”
“Was what?” asked Jenna.
“I was myself in the dark but without any understanding of my condition.”
Jenna thought a minute. “But Kadreen is solitary and she is not lonely.”
Sammor smiled. “There are many kinds of knowledge, child, and Kadreen has but one. There are many ways to be alone and not all are lonely.”
“There are also many ways of being together, and for some that is as bad as being alone,” Amalda said.
“You talk in riddles,” Jenna said. “Riddles are for children. I am not a child anymore.” She looked across the table, past the sisters sitting there, to the little table where Pynt was spooning food into two-year-old Kara, Donya’s latest fosterling. The child was laughing as she tried to eat, and both she and Pynt were covered with porridge. “Do all loneliness and all jealousy and all anger end when your sister is called forth?”
“So it tells us in the Book,” Amalda said.
Behind Jenna, Sammor snorted. “Do not try to fool this one, A-ma, this child who is not a child. She heard Donya curse out Doey this evening for a sauce slightly burned. She sees Nevara still mooning after Marna. She has heard of Selna …”
“Sammor, shut up!” Amalda’s voice was hard.
“What about Selna?” Jenna turned to Sammor, whose mouth was in a thin line. When she turned back to Amalda, her mouth was the same. “And why does everyone always shut up when I ask about Selna? She was my mother, after all. My second mother. My fosterer. And no one will talk to me about her.” Her voice was low so that it reached only the two of them.
They were silent.
“Never mind, then. I shall ask Mother Alta in the morning.”
Amalda and Sammor stood as one, and each held out a hand to Jenna.
“Come, Jenna, come outside,” whispered Amalda. “The moon is full and we can walk the paths, all three of us together. Do not ask Mother Alta anything. She will just hurt you with her silence. She will try to break you with obedience to the Book. We will tell you what you want to know.”
Outside there was a small breeze puzzling through the far trees. The Hame walkways were of a dark stone flecked with something shiny that reflected the moonlight. As the three of them paced by the great walls, the moon was occasionally hidden by thready clouds. Each time Sammor would disappear for a moment, reappearing with the cleared moon.
“There is a story, Jo-an-enna, of the thrice-orphaned child,” said Amalda.
“I have heard that tale ever since I was little.” Jenna spoke impatiently. “What does my life have to do with stories?”
“There are some who think you could be that child,” said Sammor a moment before the moon was once again cloud-hidden. Her voice trailed off. One minute her hand held firmly to Jenna’s, the next it was gone.
Jenna waited until Sammor reappeared. “That is not I. I have had but two mothers. One dead in the forest and one—I do not know where or how. No one will tell me.”
Amalda said softly, “If I had had my way, you would have had three mothers, for I would have fostered you.”
“Whether you have the name, I always called you that in my mind, A-ma,” Jenna said.
“You have called her that in your sleep as well,” said Sammor. “And the one time you were sick with the Little Pox. But it was the fever speaking or the dream.”
“You see, I have no third mother and besides, you are alive and shall remain so for some time, Alta willing.” She held her hand up in the goddess sign, thumb and forefinger touching in a circle. “So, you see, I can not be the One spoken of.”
They placed their arms around her and spoke as one. “But Mother Alta fears you are and has ordered that no one foster you in truth.”
“And my mother Selna?”
“Dead,” said Sammor.
“Dead saving you,” said Amalda, and she told Jenna all of the tale save the last, about the knife in the babe’s hand, though why she left it out she could not have said, but Sammor, too, was careful not to add it.
Jenna listened intently, pacing her breath to theirs. When they were done with the story, she shook her head. “None of that makes me the One, the Anna. Why, then, did she force this orphaning on me? It is not fair. I shall hate Mother Alta forever. She was afraid of a nursery tale. But for me it is my life.”
“She did what she thought was right for you and for the Hame,” Sammor said, stroking Jenna’s white hair on one side while Amalda stroked it on the other.
“She did what she wanted to and for her own reasons,” Jenna said, remembering the time she had watched the priestess speak to her mirror. “And a priestess who cares more for words than for her children is …” She could not finish, her anger hot and hard.
“That is not true, child, and I forbid you to say it again,” said Amalda.
“I will not say it again because you forbid it, A-ma. But I cannot promise I will not think it. And I am glad my mission year comes soon, for I want to be away from her stale breath and bleak eyes.”
“Jenna!” Amalda and Sammor said together, their shock evident.
Sammor added quickly, “There will be other Mother Altas in the Hames you visit.”
“Other Mother Altas?” It was Jenna’s turn to be shocked.
“Child, you really are very young,” said Amalda, holding her hand. “We may be a small Hame, but in shape we are like them all. There are warriors and kitcheners and gardeners and teachers. And each Hame is headed by a priestess with the blue Goddess sign burned into her palms. Surely you understood that.”
“But not like ours,” said Jenna, a pleading in her voice. “Not a hard, uncaring woman with a serpent’s smile. Please.” She turned to Sammor, but the moon had gone suddenly behind a great cloud and Sammor was no longer there.
“We may be different—each hunter, each gardener,” said Amalda, chuckling. “But, my darling Jenna, I have found that priestesses tend to be the same.” She stroked Jenna’s cheek. “Though I have never been able to figure out if they start out that way or simply grow into it. However, sweetling, it is time for bed, and besides …” She looked up at the sky. “… with the moon so well hidden, we will not be able to include Sammor in our conversation out here. Inside, where the lanterns bring her forth, we can say our good-nights. She will be furious with me if we stay out here. She hates to miss anything.”
They turned and walked quickly up the stone stairs and into the hall. At the first trembling lantern light, Sammor returned.
Jenna stopped and held out a hand to each of them. “I shall miss you both with all my heart when I am off on mission. But I shall have Pynt with me. And Selinda, who, for all her dreaming, is a good friend. And Alna.”
“That you will, child,” said Sammor. “Not all are that lucky.”
“We will visit as many of the other Hames as we can. A year is a long time. And when we return there will be other young ones for Mother Alta to trouble. I will be old enough then to call my dark sister out, and there is nothing in the tale that says the thrice-orphaned child has a twin! Besides, look at me—do I look like a queen?” She laughed.
“A queen and not a queen,” reminded Sammor.
But Jenna’s laugh was so infectious that both Amalda and Sammor joined her and, still laughing, they walked toward the girls’ room.
Standing in front of Mother Alta’s great mirror, each girl in turn raised her hands and stared into her own face intently.
“Lock eyes. Then breathe,” Mother Alta instructed. “Altai first. Good, good. Alani. Breathe. Slower, slower.”
Her voice became the only sound, the silvered twin the only sight. In those moments, Jenna could almost feel her own dark sister calling in a far-off voice, low, musical, with a hint of hidden laughter. Only she could not quite make it out. The words were like water over stone. She concentrated so hard trying to hear, it took a hand on her shoulder to recall her to the room.
“Enough, child, you are trembling. It is Marga’s turn.”
Reluctantly Jenna moved away and the movement of her mirrored self was what finally broke the spell. Pynt stepped in front of her with a broad grin that was reflected back.
So the pattern of the fifth year was set. Breathing exercises, mirror exercises, and then a reading from the Book with long, weighty explications from Mother Alta. Selinda mostly dozed through the history lessons, with her eyes wide open. But Jenna could tell from the glossy blue of her eyes that she was fast asleep. Alna and Pynt often had trouble sitting through the endless lectures, poking each other and occasionally breaking out into fits of giggles, for which they were rewarded with a bleak stare by the priestess. But Jenna was fascinated by it all, though why she could not say. She took it in and argued it out, though when she spoke out loud, she was silenced by Mother Alta’s short responses that were not, after all, answers but merely simple restatements of the things she had just said. So Jenna’s arguments soon became silent ones, the more unanswerable because of it.
THE HISTORY:
In the Museum of the Lower Dales is the remainder of a large standing mirror whose antiquity is without question. The ornate, carved wood frame has been dated at two thousand years, and is in fact of a type of laburnum not seen in those parts for centuries. Riddled with wormholes and fire-scorched, it is the one whole wood piece discovered in the Arrundale dig. It was not directly in the gravemound but buried separately some hundred meters distant. Wrapped in a waxy shroud and contained in a large iron casket, the mirror is notably unmarred from its long interment.
We know this was a mirror because large fragments of coated glass were found embedded in the shroud. Obviously of sophisticated make, the shards had beveled edges and a backing of an amalgam of mercury and tin, which indicates a glass-making craftsmanship unknown in the Dales but popular in the major cities of the Isles as early as the G’runian period.
What, then, was such a mirror used for and why its elaborate burial? There have been two likely theses put forth by Cowan and Temple, and a third, rather shaky mystical suggestion by the indefatigable mytho-culturist, Magon. Cowan, reminding us that artwork was practically unknown in the Hames save for the great tapestries and the carvings on the mirror, argues the provocative idea that handsomely framed mirrors in which living figures were artfully framed were—in fact—the artwork of the Alta sororities. Lacking the skill to draw or sculpt, they saw the human figure as reflected in the mirror as the highest form of art. The burial, Cowan further asserts, suggests that this particular piece was the property of the ruler of the Hame; perhaps only her image was allowed to be reflected in the glass. It is a fascinating theory set down with wit and style in Cowan’s essay “Orbis Pictus: The Mirrored World of the Hames,” Art 99. What is especially intriguing about Cowan’s thesis is that it flies in the face of all other anthropological work with primitive artless cultures, none of which feature mirrors, great or small, in their tribal homes.
Professor Temple, on the other hand, stakes out the more conventional ground in the chapter “Vanities” in his book Alta-Natives. He suggests that the Hames, being places of women, would naturally be filled with mirrors. He offers no explanation, however, for the peculiar burial of the piece. Though his later work has been pilloried by feminist dialecticians, it is the very sensibleness of his thesis that recommends it.
Off in the stratosphere once again is Magon, who tries to prove (in “The Twinned Universe,” monograph, Pasden University Press, #417) that the great mirror found in the Arrundale dig was part of a ritual or patterning device in which young girls learned to call up their dark sisters. Leaving aside the flimsiness of the dark-sister thesis for the moment, we find the monograph offers no real proof that the mirror had any but the most mundane of uses. Magon cites the odd carvings on the frame, but except for the fact that each carving has a mirror image on the opposite side—a perfect symmetry that reflects its use as a mirror frame and nothing more (if I may be forgiven the little joke)—there is little else to back up his wild thesis.
THE STORY:
Mother Alta touched the Goddess sign at the right side of the mirror frame and sighed. Now that the four girls were gone, the room was quiet again. She had come to treasure more and more the quiet aftermath, the echoing silence of her rooms when no one else was there. Yet this very evening the rooms would be filled again—with Varsa, her foster mother, and the rest of the adult sisters. Varsa would be saying her final vows, calling her sister from the dark. That is, if she could remember all the words and could concentrate long enough. It was always hardest on the slower girls, and Varsa was none too bright. And if, as had happened before, the dark sister did not emerge on the Night of Sisterhood, despite Varsa’s years of training and the vocal encouragement of the others, there would be tears and recriminations and the great sobbing gasps of a disappointed child. Even with the assurance that the dark sister would eventually appear (and Mother Alta knew of no instances when one did not), the girl’s hopes were so entwined with the ceremony it was always a terrible blow.
She signed again. She was definitely not looking forward to the evening. Putting a hand on each side of the mirror, she drew herself so close to it, her breath fogged the glass. For a moment her image looked younger. She closed her eyes and spoke aloud as if the mirror twin could hear her.
“Is she the One? Is it Annuanna, Jo-an-enna who is the White Goddess returned? How can she not be?” Mother Alta opened her eyes and wiped the fog away with the long, loose sleeve of her robe. The mirror’s green eyes stared back at her. She noticed new lines etched across the image’s forehead and frowned at it, adding yet another line. “The child runs farther, dives deeper, moves faster than any child her age. She asks questions I cannot answer. I dare not answer. Yet there is no one in Selden Hame who does not love her. Excepting me. Oh, Great Alta, except me. I fear her. I fear what she may, all unwitting, do to us.
“Oh, Alta, speak to me, thou who dancest between the raindrops and canst walk on the back of the lightning.” She held her hands up to the mirror, so that the blue on her palms was repeated. How new the mark looked, how old her hands. “If she is the One, how do I tell her? If she is not, have I done wrong in keeping her apart? She must remain apart, else she taints them all.” Her voice ended in a pleading whisper.
The room was silent and Mother Alta leaned both palms against the mirror. Then she drew back. The moist shadow of each hand shimmered on the surface.
“You do not answer your servant, Great Alta. Do you not care? If only you would give me a sign. Any sign. Without it the decisions are mine alone.”
She turned abruptly from the mirror and left the room just as the prints of her hands faded from the glass.
Mother Alta’s room was crowded with sisters, light and dark, the only singleton being Varsa. Kadreen, as a Solitary, could not take part in the ceremony and, of course, the younger girls were not present.
The little fires in the lanterns blew about merrily and in the hearth there was a great blaze. Shadows danced across the ceiling and floor in profusion. Because the fresh rushes on the floor had been mixed with dried rose petals, the room was sweet with the smells of past springs.
Varsa, her hair crowned with fresh woodflowers, stood with her back to the hearth as if the fire could warm her. But Mother Alta knew she was cold and afraid, even though the flush of excitement stained her cheeks. She was naked, as naked as her sister would come from the dark the first time. If she comes at all, the priestess thought warily.
Mother Alta and her dark sister walked over to Varsa holding their right hands up in blessing. Varsa bowed her head. When the blessing was done, they removed Varsa’s crown of flowers and threw it into the hearth. The fire consumed it eagerly, giving back another sweet smell. In past days, the girls’ garments had been stripped from them in front of the fire and thrown into the flames as well. But that was in the days of great plenty. In a small, poor Hame, there were many economies to be made, even at the time of ceremony. Mother Alta had made that particular change ten years before, to only a small amount of grumbling from the sisters.
The priestess and her dark sister held out their right hands and Varsa took them eagerly, her own hands sweaty and cold. They led her to the mirror, between the rows of white-clad sisters, each holding a single red blossom. In the silence, their steps through the crackling rushes seemed as loud as thunderclaps. Varsa could not stop shivering.
Slowly Mother Alta and her sister turned Varsa around three times in front of the mirror, and at each turn the watching women murmured, “For your birth. For your blood. For your death.” Then the priestesses stopped the spinning girl, keeping their hands on her shoulders lest she fall. Often a nervous girl ate little for days before the ceremony, and fainting was common. But Varsa, though she trembled, did not faint. She stared at her image in the glass and raised her hands, her fear blotching her small breasts and the flush creeping down her neck from her cheeks. She closed her eyes, slowed her breathing, and opened her eyes again.
From behind her, Mother Alta and her twin intoned:
Dark to light


Day to night


Hear my plea,


Thee to me.


Varsa turned her palms toward her breasts and made a slow, beckoning motion, reciting the chant along with the two priestesses. Over and over and over she called, till first the dark priestess, then Mother Alta, dropped away and only Varsa’s soft importunings could be heard.
The room was tense with anticipation as the sisters all breathed in Varsa’s rhythm.
A slight mist began to form on the mirror, veiling Varsa’s image, clothing it in a mantle of moisture. Varsa caught her breath at the sight, swallowed hard, and missed a beat of the chant. As she stopped, the mist faded slowly, first at the edges and then contracting inward to a white, snowy spot over the heart.
Varsa kept up the chant for another few minutes, but her eyes were brimmed with tears and she knew with the others that it was no good. Once the mist began to break up, all hope of the sister emerging that night was gone.
Mother Alta and her sister touched Varsa on the back, below the shoulder blades, whispering, “It is over for tonight, child.”
Varsa lowered her arms slowly and then, suddenly, put her hands up to her face and wept aloud. Her shoulders shook, and though the priestesses whispered to her to stop, she could not. Her mother and her mother’s dark sister came over and draped a green cloak around her shoulders and led her away.
Mother Alta turned to the others. “It happens,” she said. “Never mind. She will call her sister another night, without the extra burden of the ceremony. It will be as good in the end.”
Nodding and arguing among themselves, the women left the room to go to the kitchen, where a feast awaited. They would eat well, whatever the night’s outcome.
But Catrona and her dark sister Katri waited. “It is never as good,” Catrona said fiercely to Mother Alta.
Katri nodded, adding, “The bond is not the same.”
Catrona touched her on the arm. “Remember Selna …”
“You, Catrona, you, Katri—you are never to say this to Varsa. Not ever.” Mother Alta’s hands were clenched. “The child has a right to believe in her sister. You shall not say other.”
Catrona and Katri turned and walked silently out of the room.
Varsa was still weeping in the morning, her eyes raw-looking, her nails bitten to the quick.
Jenna and Pynt sat on either side of her at the table, stroking her hands.
Pynt murmured, “But you will call her eventually. She will come. No one who calls has ever gone without.”
Varsa snuffled and swiped at her nose with the back of her hand. “It is the worst thing that can happen. All those people staring and then my sister not coming. Nothing worse could ever happen in my whole life.”
“Of course something worse could happen,” said Pynt cheerfully. “You tell her, Jenna. Of course something worse could happen.”
Jenna made a face at Pynt. “Some help you are,” she mouthed.
“Well, tell her, Jenna,” Pynt said.
Jenna thought a minute. “You could be without a mother. Or without friends,” she said. “Or you could be Hameless. Why—you could live in a town and never even know about sisters. Those would be worse.”
Varsa stood up, pulling her hands angrily from theirs. “What do you know? You have not even tried yet. Nothing could be worse.” She walked away through the arch.
“Let her go, Jenna,” said Pynt as Jenna started up after her. “She is right, you know. Nothing could be worse.”
“Oh, there you go being stupid, Pynt. There is a lot worse. But she is right about something. We cannot know how she feels. Not yet.”
“Well, I know one thing,” Pynt said, “I am not going to make a mistake. I am going to get my sister the first time.”
Selinda, sitting across the table, shook her head. “Why such a fuss? She will get her sister eventually.” She spooned more porridge into her mouth.
But in fact it was Alna who understood best. “Right now it hurts her more than anything and of course she cannot think otherwise. And nothing we say will console her. I was the same when I had to choose the kitchen. And now—well—I cannot think of a better place to be.” She smiled in satisfaction and cleared the table.
As soon as Alna left the room, Selinda spoke up. “How can she say that? She knows that being in the fields and gardens is the best. She, of all people … How can she say it?”
Pynt put her hand on Selinda’s but Jenna laughed. “What is it they say? Words are merely interrupted breath. That is how she says it. By interrupting her breathing. Easy, quite easy, Selinda.”
Selinda got up and walked away without speaking.
Pynt slid close to Jenna and whispered urgently, “You do not suppose we were the cause of her failure?”
“Because we watched from behind the door?” Jenna asked. “No one saw. No one heard. And we will know the ceremony ourselves in time. We hurt nothing.”
“But suppose …” Pynt let the sentence hang.
“Varsa is slow and afraid of too many around her. That is what caused it. Not two extra pairs of eyes and ears. You saw her; you heard how she hesitated the moment she saw the mist.” Jenna shook her head slowly. “She will find her sister. And soon.”
“I know what happened last night to Varsa has affected us all. It happens, sometimes, that a girl does not call out her sister during the Night of Sisterhood. It does not happen often, but it does happen.”
Jenna elbowed Pynt meaningfully.
“But you shall see,” said Mother Alta. “All will be for the best.” She raised her hands and held them in Alta’s blessing over the girls.
They bowed their heads and closed their eyes.
“Sometimes Great Alta, she who runs across the surface of the rivers, who hides her glory in a single leaf, sometimes she tests us and we are too small to see the pattern. All we feel is the pain. But there is a pattern and that you must believe.”
Selinda made a small, comfortable sound and Alna nodded her head, as if remembering her Night of Choosing. Pynt poked a tentative finger into Jenna’s leg but Jenna ignored her, thinking, There is something more. I feel it. She is saying something more. For some reason she felt chilled and there was a strange emptiness in her stomach, though they had just come from the meal.
Mother Alta spoke the words of Alta’s grace, the girls following in response. “Great Alta, who holds us …”
The girls answered, “In thy care.”
“Great Alta, who enfolds us …”
“In thy bounteous hair.”
“Great Alta, who knows us …”
“As thy only kin.”
“Great Alta, who shows us …”
“How to call the twin.”
“Great Alta, give us grace.”
The girls repeated, “Great Alta, give us grace.” Then they looked up at Mother Alta and began to breathe in her rhythm. After they had chanted the hundredfold breathing prayer and had worked for an hour, each in turn, in front of the great mirror, Mother Alta had them sit once more on the floor in front of her. She took the Book from its ornate wood stand and opened it to the place marked off with a gold ribband.
“It says in the Book that Before a child becomes a woman she shall greet the sisters of her faith in every Hame, for a child who knows not of the world chooses out of ignorance and fear, just as the dark sisters before they came into the light.” She looked up from the Book, smiling her smile of little warmth. “And what does this mean, my children?”
Jenna sat still. She no longer answered immediately, even though she knew the expected response, for the priestess always became angry when she spoke first. Now she held her counsel, reserving the last place to speak, summing up when the others were done, adding to it and refining.
“It means our mission,” said Alna, clearing her throat halfway through the short sentence, a sure sign of spring.
Selinda, elbowed by Alna, added, “We go to every Hame in turn.”
“Or at least as many as we can get to in the year,” added Pynt.
Mother Alta nodded. “And Jo-an-enna—have you nothing to add?”
Jenna nodded back, holding on to her right braid as she spoke as a reminder to herself not to be sharp. “It is true, Mother, that we go from Hame to Hame, but not just to visit and play. We must go with open eyes and ears, mind and heart. We go to learn, to compare, to think, and to … to …”
“To grow!” interrupted Pynt.
“Very good, Marga,” said Mother Alta. “And it is that growth the Mother of each Hame must be concerned with. Sometimes growth comes when all the girls go together and …”
Jenna felt the cold return. She pulled on her braid until it hurt in order to keep herself from shivering.
Mother Alta drew in a deep breath and instinctively the girls breathed in with her, all except Jenna. “And sometimes the growth comes when they are apart. It is my judgment therefore, as your guide and as the Mother of this Hame, that you will do best separated during your mission year. Marga, Selinda, and Alna, you will begin by going to Calla’s Ford. But you, Jo-an-enna …”
“No!” Jenna said, the word exploding from her. Startled, the other girls moved away from her anger. “Girls are never separated in their mission year if there be more than one girl ready.”
“Nowhere does it say that in the Book,” Mother Alta said slowly, carefully, as if speaking to a very young child. “All the rest is mere custom and laziness, subject to change at the discretion of the Mother of the Hame.” She opened the Book to another page, one not marked by the ribband, but obviously often consulted, for the pages stayed open without any pressure from her hands. “Here, child, read this aloud.”
Jenna stood and read the sentence underlined by Mother Alta’s long nail. Her lips moved but no sound came out.
“Aloud, Jo-an-enna!” commanded the priestess.
Jenna’s voice was strong as she read, betraying neither her anger nor her sorrow. “The Mother’s wisdom is in all things. If it is cold, she shall light the fire. If it is hot, she shall let air into the room. But all she does, she does for the good of her children.” Jenna sat back down.
“You see, my child,” said Mother Alta, a smile starting in her mouth and ending up, for the first time, in her eyes, “you will do as I say, for I am the Mother and I know what is best for you, Jo-an-enna, and what is best for the others. They are like little flowers and you the tree. They cannot grow in the shade you cast.”
Pynt’s hand crept into Jenna’s and squeezed, but Jenna did not respond. She willed the tears not to start in her eyes. She willed her heart to stop pounding so wildly. Slowly she brought her breath under control and stared at Mother Alta, thinking, I will not forgive you this, not ever.
Mother Alta raised her hands over the girls, and Selinda, Alna, and Pynt obediently bowed their heads to receive her final words. But Jenna stared up at her, dark eyes into green, and had the blessing of Great Alta flung into her upturned face.
They packed the next week, on a morning so filled with the trillings of birdsong, Jenna’s heart ached. She had been silent about the priestess’ ruling, but everyone else at the Hame was abuzz with it. The girls, especially, had been inconsolable and Pynt had cried herself to sleep every night. But Jenna nursed her sorrow to herself, thinking that way she would not double anyone else’s, not realizing that her silence was more troubling to the sisters than any tears might have been.
Only once during the week did she refer to it. She pulled Amalda aside as the girls and their mothers went on the traditional walk around the Hame for departing missioners.
“Am I a tree shading everyone?” she asked Amalda. “A-ma, does nothing grow around me?”
Amalda smiled and pulled Jenna into the circle of her arms. Then she turned her around and pointed to a great chestnut by the path. “Look under that,” Amalda said.
Jenna looked. By the roots of the tree grew white trillium and clumps of violets, all nodding in the breeze.
“Your friends are hardy little plants,” said Amalda. Then she laughed. “And you are not yet a mighty tree. Another few years, perhaps.” But she hugged Jenna fiercely and they walked in silence the rest of the way around the Hame.
Jenna remembered that silence as she packed, putting her best leggings at the bottom and her nightdress in the middle. She reserved the top space for the food she would get from Donya, and for her corn doll. She picked up the doll and was preparing to put it in the pack when Pynt stopped her.
“No,” said Pynt. “Give me your doll, the light sister, and I will give you mine. Then we will not really be parted.”
Her earnestness convinced Jenna, who traded dolls solemnly. Pynt stroked the cornsilk hair before setting Jenna’s doll in her own pack.
Selinda gave Jenna a moon snail shell which had been a present from her mother on the day of her Choosing, and Alna gave her a posy of dried flowers.
“From the garden. I’ve always kept it by my pillow,” she said shyly, as if it were a secret, though they had all known of it.
Jenna cut a lock of her hair for each of them and, as she set the white curl in her friends’ palms, said quietly, “It is only a year. One year. And then we will be back here, together again.”
She had meant it to sound brave and jaunty, but Alna turned away, and Selinda gave her a quick hug and ran from the room. Only Pynt stayed, staring down at the bone-white curl resting in her hand.
Down in the warrior yard, Catrona waited for them by the tabletop map. She stared at each of them in turn, noting Alna’s reddened eyes, Selinda’s pale complexion, the determined look on Pynt’s face. Only Jenna seemed calm.
Folding her arms, Catrona said briskly, “Let us go over the way again. And then you must be off. Remember—The sun moves slowly, but it crosses the land. You must not waste the best part of the day. The trip is long enough as it is.”
The girls moved closer to the table.
“Now show me the way,” said Catrona.
Pynt started forward.
“Not you, Marga. You know the woods so well, I would have Selinda or Alna show me. Just in case.”
Alna’s hand flew rapidly along the route, first west away from the sun, down the path toward the town of Slipskin, and along the river. At the mountain’s foot she hesitated for a moment and Selinda’s hand pushed hers off toward the south.
“And that,” Catrona interrupted, “Jenna, is where you leave them. You must take the more northerly journey to Nill’s Hame. Your markers are what?”
Jenna moved closer to the map, tracing the path with a steady hand. “The river has two paths. I go around toward the Old Hanging Man, the mountain with the high cliff shaped like a man’s face, till I come to the Sea of Bells, the lily field.”
“Good. And you others?”
“We go with our back to the Old Man, our faces toward the twin peaks of Alta’s Breast,” Pynt said.
They recited the rest of the route in like fashion, several times through, so that Catrona was finally assured. Then she gave them each a hug, reserving the final embrace for Jenna.
All the women of Selden Hame waited at the great gates. Even the outer guards had been alerted and had come in from their posts. They stood in silence while the girls knelt before the priestess for their final blessing.
“Hand to guide them,” Mother Alta intoned. “Heart to shield them. Hold them in thy hair forevermore.”
“Evermore,” the watching women echoed.
Jenna lifted her face and stared at the priestess, but Mother Alta was already looking down the road.
The girls hoisted their packs and started off to the accompanying ululation of the watchers. The eerie quavering sounds followed them around the first three turns of the trail, but long after the sounds had died away, the girls were silent, thinking only of the path.



BOOK THREE
SISTER LIGHT, SISTER DARK



THE MYTH:
Then Great Alta shall touch her only daughter with a wand of light and the child will fall away from her down to Earth. Wherever the child steps, there will spring up flowers like bells that shall ring hosannas to her name. “O child of light,” the bells will peal, “O little sister, O white daughter, O queen who is to come.”
THE LEGEND:
Once a shepherdess from Neverston went up the flank of the Old Man to tend her flock. But it was her first time up the mountain and darkness still stained his granite cheeks. The girl was young and afraid. Fearing to lose her way, she put a handful of white pebbles in her apron pocket and at every step she placed a pebble on a green leaf to mark her path.
All day she watched her ewes and lambs eating the sweet spring grass that was the Old Man’s beard, and prayed for guidance for a safe return.
While the shepherdess and her flock remained on the high mountain, the pebbles slowly took root and became tiny white bells.
When it was evening and the sun had set behind the Old Man’s head, the shepherdess led her flock safely home, following the sound of the tinkling bells. Or at least that is what they say in Neverston, where “lamb-bells,” or Lilies of the Old Man’s Valley, grow in great profusion.
THE STORY:
It had been cooler along the water than at the Hame and the girls had stopped at the confluence of the two rivers to eat their noon meal and wash off some of the trail dirt. It was there they said their farewells to Jenna. Selinda and Alna had wept without restraint, but Pynt had laughed oddly and winked at Jenna. Shrugging slightly, Jenna winked back, but as she trudged up the twisting northern path alone, she was still puzzling over Pynt’s odd behavior.
As she walked, Jenna swung her head from side to side as Amalda and Catrona had taught her. Just because she was thinking did not mean that her ears and eyes should be unaware. As Amalda was fond of saying, You must set the trap before the rat passes, not after.
She noted a pair of squirrels chasing each other through the treetops, the scat of a large mountain cat, and deer tracks. An owl pellet below a tree contained the skull of a wood mouse. There would be much to eat if she needed it, though she still had plenty in her pack. But she checked everything as a cook might check the larder.
Stopping for a moment to listen to the trillings of a wood thrush, Jenna smiled. She had been worried about being alone, but though she missed Selinda and Alna and especially Pynt, she realized with a kind of surprised elation that she did not feel alone. This puzzled her. She wanted to hold on to her anger, as if anger alone could make her strong enough, so she repeated as if it were a prayer, “I will never forgive her. I will hate Mother Alta forever.” But the words seemed hollow. Spoken aloud in the joyous cacophony of the forest, the litany of hate had no power. She shook her head.
“I am the woods,” she whispered. Then she said, more loudly, “The woods are in me!” She laughed, not because the thought was humorous but because it was true, and because Mother Alta, all unknowing, had sent her out to her true destiny.
“Or …” she said, hesitantly, “did she know?”
There was no answer from the woods, at least none that she could understand, so she put her fingers to her mouth and whistled like a thrush. It returned her call instantly.
Sunset came earlier than Jenna expected because she was still in the deep woods and in the massive shadow of the Old Man’s western flank. She had hoped to come upon the white lily field by dark, having gotten the impression from Catrona that she should spend the first night there. But they had wasted so much time with their good-byes, and then she had not pushed herself along the trail, dawdling and enjoying her freedom. Now she would have to camp in the woods rather than the field.
In the gathering dark, she picked a tree with a high crotch, for the cat scat had been fresh. Not wanting to take chances with a cat in her face at night, she decided to sleep high up in the tree. It would not be comfortable, but she had been trained how to do it. And, as Catrona often said, Better the cat under your heel than at your throat!
She made a small fire below the tree and ringed it with stones. It would be only a small protection, none at all if the cat were really interested. But it might scare off one that was only mildly curious.
Then she climbed the tree and stashed her pack several feet above her head. She balanced her unsheathed sword in a branch just above the fork she had chosen to sleep in. That way she would be able to get to it quickly. Her knife she kept by her side.
The tree was smooth, not nubbly like the first tree she and Pynt had ever tried to sleep in. She chuckled to herself, remembering the uncomfortable bark. Both she and Pynt had had the print of that bark impressed on their backs. They had joked about it in the morning. Suddenly she missed Pynt unbearably, so she stretched up, took down the pack, and removed the doll from it. She held the doll tightly in her arms and imagined she could smell Pynt’s hands on its skirt. Her eyes grew misty at the thought, so she looked up at the stars through the interlacing of limbs, and tried to name the patterns, as if naming them would keep away her tears.
“The Huntress,” she whispered into the dark. “The Great Hound.” She sighed. “Alta’s Braid.”
The sound of river water washing over stone lulled her quickly and she was asleep before the count was done, one hand slipping off her lap to dangle in the air.
In the morning, Jenna woke up before the sun had found the valley, cramped and with a tingling sensation in the dangling hand. But that disappeared as soon as she used it. The cramp in her right leg took longer to go away. She descended the tree with the sword, climbed back up for her pack, then stretched lazily before looking around.
The early birds were already heralding the dawn. She recognized the dry, rattling chatter of a mistle thrush and the peremptory tew-tew-tew of a pair of ouzels. She saw a flash of rusty brown she thought might be a nightingale, but as it was silent, she could not be sure. Smiling, she set about making her breakfast, using some of the grain she had carried with her in a leathern sack, the flask of goat’s milk, and the pack of dried berries Donya had gifted each girl. It was a feast and she felt herself making a quiet chuckling sound way in the back of her throat like the ouzel, and the realization caused her to laugh aloud.
Before leaving her campsite, she checked carefully that there was no sign of her stay there.
Except for my smell, she reminded herself, for Catrona had always said a cat might be able to track one of Alta’s hunters, but no one else should.
Belting on her sword, she hoisted her pack, patted the knife at her hip, and started off down the trail.
Around a great bend in the track that followed the meandering of the river, she came upon a meadow so broad she could not see the other side. Unexpected and beautiful, the meadow made her lose her breath. The expansive green was sprinkled with tiny white flowers.
Jenna sang out in delight, a high crowing that she turned into a song of triumph. So, I had been that close all night long and had never known it. But to come upon it in the day, with the flowers open and the sun shining down, was much the best way to do it, she thought.
Her song masked any other sound she might have heard, and that was why the hand on her shoulder startled her. She put her own hand to her knife, drew it, and turned in the same instant, bringing the knife up in the swift, clean motion she had practiced so often.
Pynt stepped back just as quickly, though Jenna’s longer arms meant the knife slashed Pynt’s tunic, up and over the heart.
“Some welcome!” Pynt said, putting her hand over the ripped tunic breast and breathing a sigh of relief when she realized the shirt beneath was still whole.
“You—you startled me!” was all Jenna could manage before dropping her knife and enfolding Pynt in a tremendous embrace. “Oh, Pynt, I could have killed you.”
“No one can kill her shadow,” Pynt said, her voice trembling and a bit muffled against Jenna’s hair. She moved out of Jenna’s embrace. “My fault, really. I should have known better than to come upon you that way. But I thought you knew I was behind you. Alta knows I made enough noise.” She grinned broadly. “When I am in a hurry, I am a regular twig breaker.”
“What are you doing here?” Jenna asked, a tinge of anger in her voice. “Is this another of your secret ways?”
“You did not expect me?” Pynt looked bewildered. “But I thought you agreed. When I winked, you winked back. You knew there was no way I was going to stay with those two and let you go off alone. Selinda stares off into space and plunges into rabbit holes every third step, and Alna chatters as endlessly as Donya.” She paused. “Without you, I could not stand them. And …” She sighed. “I could not let you go off alone.”
“Oh, Pynt, think. Think!” Jenna pleaded. “Use your head. Those two will never find the way on their own.” She shook her head. “Selinda still thinks the sun rises in the west.”
“Of course they will,” Pynt answered. “It is all one trail, no turns, until Calla’s Ford. All they have to do is follow the river. They can both use their knives, so there is no danger. And they have each other, you know. Often girls are sent out on their own because there are no others the right age ready to go.”
“I could follow the way on my own, Pynt.”
Pynt looked stricken. “You do not want me here?”
“Of course I want you here, Pynt. You are my dearest companion.”
“I am your shadow,” Pynt reminded her quickly, a bit of her old spark returned.
“You are a twig breaker,” said Jenna. She punched Pynt lightly on the shoulder. “But you did not think this all the way through.”
“I have been thinking about this since old Serpent Mouth said you had to go a separate way.”
“Old Serpent Mouth?” Jenna put her head back and began to laugh.
Pynt joined her and soon the two of them were so helpless in their laughter, they had to unbuckle their swords and throw down their packs. They rolled in the meadow grass, crushing hundreds of white lily bells beneath them. Each time one of them stopped laughing, the other would think up a new name for the priestess, both scurrilous and silly, and the laughter would begin anew. They went on this way until at last Jenna was able to sit up, wipe a hand across her eyes, and breathe in deeply.
“Pynt …” she began seriously and, when Pynt still giggled, said more sternly, “Marga!”
Pynt sat up, sober-faced. “You have never called me that.”
“‘Pynt’ is a child’s name. We are on our mission year. Now we must both be adults.”
“I am listening, Jo-an-enna.”
“Marga, I meant it—about thinking things all the way through. What do you suppose they will do to you—to us—when they find out we disobeyed Mother Alta? Have you thought about that?”
“They will not know until we return in a year, and by then we will have done so many glorious deeds and become so grown up, Jo-an-enna, that we will be forgiven.” She grinned at Jenna with a crooked smile and head cocked to one side that made her irresistible.
Jenna shook her head again. “You are impossible, Pynt.”
They stood up, brushed each other off, and Pynt picked three white flowers out of Jenna’s hair. Then, shouldering their packs, they buckled on their swords and started off through the meadow, singing jauntily.
THE SONG:
Come, Ye Women




Oh, come, ye women of the Isles,


And listen to my song,


For if ye be but thirteen years,


Ye’ve not been women long.


And if ye be threescore and ten,


No longer women be,


Or so say all the merry men


Who count so cruel-ly.


But women we be from our birth,


And will be till we die.


Our counte is made so differently


To give the men that lie.


Oh, come, ye women of the Isles,


And listen to my song,


For we be women all through life,


Where life and love are long.


THE HISTORY:
“Very little music from the early Alta worshippers survives today. Because of the destruction by fire of most of the Hames in the tragic period of the Gender Wars, there are no large manuscript sources before the Covillein Booke of the sixteenth century. Fragmentary sources from earlier periods contain a handful of lullabies, several mangled ballads, and one instrumental dance scored for the ‘tembala,’ an instrument no longer extant. From the scoring, the tembala appears to be a stringed instrument of the guitar family with five melody strings and two drones.” —Arne von Tassle, Dictionary of Early Music, Vol. A.
It is clear from the passage above that Dr. von Tassle, the world’s greatest authority on Early Music of the Isles, believes categorically that little music from the Alta Hames has survived till today. In flagrant disagreement, Magon—who readily admits that he is no music expert—cities modern Dales balladry and songs as proof positive that a vital and prolific musical heritage is preserved in the Highlands and Valleys. In yet another reference-poor monograph (“Music of the Spheres,” Nature and History, Vol. 47), Magon insists that there were four major categories of Alta music: religious tunes, lullabies and everyday songs, historical balladry, and dialectics.
His thesis concerning the religious tunes is, perhaps, the only tenable one. Certainly songs (which he cites) such as the fragmentary plainsong “Alta,” with its plaintive refrain “Great Alta, salve my soule,” could possibly be traced to religious ceremonies. But the song itself is such a close relative to the seventeenth-century “Lyke Wake Dirge” of the North Country that it is more than likely a modern reconstruction of that old song.
When Magon tries to link the charming and famous “Catte Lullaby,” which had been found scribbled on the battered flyleaf of a sixteenth-century ballad book, to the early Garunian period of the Hames, he is sailing in choppier water. It is almost certainly a composed song, though, like many others of the time, patterned closely on the old oral-tradition tunes. Magon does not, for example, seem to realize that the word “catkin” has no written source prior to the mid-sixteenth century and was certainly not used to mean “kitten” or “little cat” at that time, further invalidating his early dating.
The ballads that Magon cites in the section on historical balladry are of little interest tunewise, as they are derivative of famous standing ballads of later composition. As to their historicity—well, he simply offers the same old shaky thesis about the White Goddess, the albino girl of exceptional height and strength who single-handedly both destroyed and saved the Alta worship system. Magon states this thesis but offers no more historical evidence when talking about the ballads except the internal evidence of the rhymes themselves, which any scholar knows is difficult to count on given the mutability of folk rhyme. We should as soon trust legends.
As to the dialectic songs, such as the infamous “Come, Ye Women,” with its preposterous pornographic double entendres on the words “counte” and “lie”—it has already been well proved by von Tassle, Temple, and others that this song is a nineteenth-century fake, composed at a time when feminist agitators were once more on the rise throughout the Isles, linking themselves backward in time with the Alta Luxophists.
So once again Magon’s reputation as an academic and scholar has been proved to be a tissue of thinly woven cloth, the threads tattered and worn.
THE STORY:
Walking through the meadow proved to be more work than either Jenna or Pynt had thought. If they went straight across, they would leave a trail of crushed lily bells that even a child might follow, and Catrona’s first rule in the woods had been: No tracks, no trouble. Besides, the ground was spongy and it made loud sucking noises as they walked, noises which provoked Pynt to giggles. So they backtracked and went, instead, along the tree line that circled the enormous sward.
By the time the sun was directly overhead, they had gotten only a third of the way, and the flower-covered green still stretched endlessly before them.
“I have never seen an ocean,” Pynt grumbled as they marched along. “But it cannot be any larger than this.”
“Why do you think it is known as the Sea of Bells?” Jenna asked.
“I thought that was just a name, like the ‘Old Hanging Man.’ It takes a great deal of imagination to see a man’s face in that rock,” Pynt said.
“How would you know? You have not seen any men.”
“I have, too.”
“When?”
“When we were helping at Selden. At the flood. They are a hairy lot.”
“Lumpy, too,” Jenna said, walking with an exaggerated swagger.
Pynt giggled.
By evening they could see a faint smudge on the horizon which Jenna thought might be trees.
“The end of it, I think.”
“I hope.”
“We can camp here tonight and make it to the end of the Sea of Bells by midday tomorrow.”
Pynt sighed. “If I never see a white lily bell again it will be too soon.”
Jenna nodded her agreement.
“White is a boring color.”
“Thank you,” Jenna said, flipping the end of her braid into Pynt’s face.
Pynt grabbed the braid and yanked it. “Boring, boring, boring,” she taunted.
Jenna pulled back until the braid stretched between them, then suddenly stepped forward and doubled over, butting her head into Pynt’s stomach. Pynt sat down on the ground quite hard, but as she had never let go of the braid, she pulled Jenna down with her. They both burst into laughter.
“Now … I … know …” said Jenna, in between deep breaths, “why the first thing warriors do after their final Choosing is to cut their hair.”
“You could tuck it into your shirt.”
“And then it would stick out of my tunic like a tail!”
They both began to laugh again.
Pynt tried to look serious and failed. “You could be known as the White Beast of Selden Hame.”
Jenna shrugged out of her pack and unbuckled her sword. She stood up and crouched over, swinging her arms low enough so that her knuckles grazed the ground. “I am the Beast. Fear me,” she said in a low, growling voice.
Pynt gave a high-pitched scream, like the squeak of a wood rat. “Oh, do not hurt me, White Beast,” she cried out in mock fear. She dropped her own pack and sword, then began running around in circles. “Oh, help me! Help me! The Beast is here!”
Jenna chased her in ever-decreasing circles until at last they collapsed together in a tangle of arms and legs, with Jenna on top, laughing.
Jenna got up and pulled Pynt to her feet, giving her a fierce hug. “I am glad you found me, Pynt. I am.”
Later in the evening they camped on the ground because there had been no cat sign or bear sign or sign of anything larger than a rabbit. Pynt uncharacteristically talked of her fears as the small fire crackled and the thin line of smoke unwound like a gray thread from a skein.
“I am sometimes afraid that I will not be brave in a real fight, Jenna. Or that I will laugh at the wrong moment. Or …”
“I am sometimes afraid that you will never shut up and go to sleep,” Jenna mumbled.
“I am sometimes afraid that …” Pynt continued, ignoring Jenna’s comment. But when she realized that Jenna had fallen asleep, she sighed, turned her back to the fire, and went to sleep herself.
They rose to a morning so fogged over that they could not see the meadow, though they had slept not ten feet from it under the overhang of trees. The fog seemed to get inside of them as well. They found themselves whispering and moving about on tiptoe, as cautious as little animals in the undergrowth.
“No twig snapping today,” Jenna said, her voice scarcely audible.
“None,” Pynt agreed.
They collected their gear and buried the fire, brushing its remains into the dirt so that there was no sign of their overnight stay. Jenna rebraided her hair and Pynt ran quick fingers through her black curls. Then, squatting on their heels, knees touching, they whispered their plans.
“It will be slow going until the fog clears,” said Jenna, her voice hissing on the word slow.
“If it clears,” answered Pynt.
“It will clear,” said Jenna. Then, as an afterthought, she added, “It has to.”
“Do you remember the story Little Domina told us?” Pynt asked. “We must have been eight or nine years old. When we camped out and she scared us so much, you got sick and threw up your dinner.”
“And you wet your blanket and cried all night.”
“I did not.”
“You did. Only I was not sick and I never threw up.”
“Yes, you did.”
Jenna was quiet for a moment. “The story was about a Fog Demon. With a monstrous snout and wide horns.”
“It strangled runners by stuffing streamers of mist down their throats,” Pynt added.
“It was just a story,” Jenna put in quickly. “We were silly to be so frightened. We were very young.”
“Then if it is just a story, why are we still sitting here?” Pynt asked.
“We could walk,” Jenna said. “And not run.”
“Yesssssss,” hissed Pynt.
“It is only a story,” said Jenna.
“And the fog will be lifting soon anyway,” said Pynt. “It always does.”
There was a sudden crackling sound from the woods, as if a number of twigs were broken at once.
“What was that?” asked Pynt.
“A rabbit?” Jenna’s voice was uncertain.
“A Fog Demon?”
There was a scrabbling behind them. Neither of them dared to move. A red squirrel ran up to Jenna’s foot, stood up on its hind legs, and chittered at her. Then it ran off, scurrying in a zigzag pattern back toward the woods.
“A squirrel,” said Jenna, relief evident in her voice. She stood. “We are only frightening ourselves this way. There is nothing out there but the forest and …”
“And that boring meadow,” said Pynt, standing and buckling on her sword. “Now, if only we knew which way the boring meadow lies …”
“That way,” said Jenna, pointing.
“No, that way,” said Pynt, pointing in the opposite direction.
They were still arguing when a slight breeze lifted the edge of the fog like a hand lifting a comforter and they could see the meadow’s edge, with the weak sun, a ghostly white, sitting on the horizon’s lip.
“That way,” they said together, pointing in a direction that neither of them had guessed before, away from the sun, westward and slightly north.
But the fog did not disappear. In fact, it settled more firmly around them, tucking them in. The result was not comfort but a cold, continuing layer of fear. They stuck to the edge of the forest and whenever they halted, even for a moment, they set their swords down on the ground pointing in the direction they were to continue in, the only steady markers they had.
The birds were still or had long since flown out of the fog. The small animals had all gone to earth. A silent, motionless white world surrounded them and nothing they did seemed to make a difference. The silence was broken only by the shuffling of their feet through the leaves and the sound of their breathing. They walked shoulders touching, afraid to lose contact with each other, even afraid to stop talking, another tenuous link in the fog.
“I do not like it,” Pynt said, every few feet.
After the tenth time, Jenna ignored Pynt’s complaint, babbling instead about life back in the Hame and about her anger at Mother Alta. Pynt’s antiphonal response broke in at regular intervals.
By lunch they still had not reached their goal, or at least they assumed it was lunch, for both their stomachs growled at once. It was a loud, unlikely noise in the fog.
“I have nothing left to eat in my pack,” Jenna said. “And there is only a little milk in my flask. It is quite sour.”
“I do not even have that,” complained Pynt. “I was counting on ferns today, and mushrooms, and perhaps a squirrel for tonight.”
“We will find nothing in this fog,” Jenna said. “So we will just have to go hungry.”
“In another day we could have cheese. From your sour milk!” Pynt tried to laugh at her own feeble joke, but the fog thinned the sound until it was but a hollow mockery.
They did not stop but walked on, their remarks to each other less and less frequent, as if a Fog Demon had, indeed, stoppered their mouths with streamers of mist.
Once Pynt tripped over an exposed tree root, falling heavily onto her knees. When she rolled up a pant leg, she clicked her tongue at the large bruise already purpling her right knee. Moments later, Jenna walked into a low, overhanging branch and spots, like black blossoms, bloomed before her eyes.
“You are too tall,” Pynt whispered. “That branch sailed miles over my head.”
“You are too small, so things on the ground rise up to meet you,” Jenna answered.
It was their first exchange in almost an hour.
And still they walked.
The fog began to grow darker, as if it were nighttime instead of day. Their shirts were soaked and Pynt’s curls had plastered in wet tendrils against her back. Their leather vests and leggings smelled dank and sour.
“Is it night already?” whispered Pynt. “How long have we been walking?”
“I have no idea,” Jenna said. “And I do not—wait!” She put her hand on Pynt’s arm, drawing her close. “Do you hear that?”
Pynt strained into the mist. “Hear what?”
Jenna was silent for a moment longer, turning her head back and forth as if trying to catch a sound. “That!”
There was a low, thrashing noise behind them and then, as if on the thrasher’s trail, a high, faint yip-yip-yipping.
“A cat?”
“Too noisy.”
“A bear?”
“Not noisy enough.”
“Is that meant to be comforting?”
“It is meant to be truthful. Hush.” The sound had moved away from them and Jenna turned completely around trying to locate it again.
“Gone,” she said. “Whatever it was, it is gone now.”
“I counted two whatevers,” said Pynt. “Not one.”
“Is that meant to be comforting?” Jenna asked.
“It is meant to be truthful,” Pynt said.
They walked on.
When the sound came again, it was somehow in front of them. Or else they had gotten turned around. Neither of them was certain.
“There it is,” whispered Jenna.
“There they are,” Pynt said at the same time.
The thrashing was closer, as if twigs and brush, brambles and briars, were being knocked about with careless disregard for the trail. And along with the thrashing was the sound of heavy, frantic breathing. Farther away, something sounding very much like an enormous animal charging through the woods was accompanied by a thunderous cry. “Garoooooom! Garoooooooom!”
Instinctively, Jenna and Pynt shrugged out of their packs and stood back-to-back, their swords in one hand, knives in the other.
“Oh, Jenna, I am terribly afraid,” Pynt whispered.
“You would be stupid not to be,” Jenna whispered back.
“Are you afraid?”
“I am not stupid,” Jenna said.
Something larger than a cat and smaller than a bear scrambled out of the fog, tumbling at their feet, and breathing in high, sobbing gasps.
Jenna bent down, knife in her right hand leading the way. Her heart was thud-thudding so loudly in her breast, she was sure Pynt could hear it. She stared into the mud-stained face of a boy who could not have been more than fifteen or sixteen years old.
“Who …” she began, her tongue suddenly stuttering over the familiar syllables. Bright eyes, wide, frightened, and incredibly blue, stared back at her.
“Merci …” the boy cried. “Sisters of Alta, ich crie merci. Ich am thi mon.” His voice was ragged and torn.
“What is it saying?” whispered Pynt from behind Jenna.
For a moment Jenna could not speak; then she looked over her shoulder at Pynt. “It is a boy. Slightly older than us. And he is speaking in the old tongue, though I cannot think why.”
The boy sat up, his fear tempered by curiosity. “Isn’t that how you Altites speak? That’s what I was taught. And that if I ever needed aid from you, I was to say Merci, ich crie merci, ich am thi mon and you’d be forced by your vows to help me.”
“We have not taken our vows yet,” said Pynt. “We are only thirteen years old.”
“Only thirteen? But she …” He gestured toward Jenna. “She looked older.” He stared at Jenna, then shrugged. “My mistake. It must have been the white hair.”
Pynt spat to one side. “You know nothing, boy.”
“I know a lot,” he argued. “And I’ll know a lot more when …” He hesitated and let the sentence trail away.
“No one speaks in the old tongue except the priestess,” Jenna said. “And in prayers. Or when we read from the Book.”
“The Book of Light?” He seemed to have forgotten his fear in his excitement. “Have you seen it? Have you touched it? Have you read it? Or …” He seemed to search around for the right words, then shrugged and plunged ahead. “Or can you read?”
“Of course we can read,” Jenna said with disgust. “Do you take us for savages?”
The boy shrugged again, this time in a kind of apology, and stood. Just as he got to his feet, there was a thunderclap of noise nearby, and an enormous double-headed horned creature burst out of the fog screaming indecipherable curses.
“Oh-oh!” muttered the boy, scrambling away from them and disappearing once more into the fog.
But Pynt and Jenna stood their ground.
“Back to me!” Jenna cried, and Pynt moved immediately to stand with her.
At Jenna’s cry, the creature reared up once, towering above them, a black monster in the swirl of white fog. Then it charged toward them, a long, sharp weapon scything down from above.
“Duck!” Pynt screamed, scrabbling under the musky-smelling belly of the beast and coming up the other side. She thrust her sword toward the horned head of the creature. Leaping at the last, she hit something and crashed at the same moment into its huge, sweaty body. For a moment the breath was knocked from her and she fell backward onto her pack, spilling its contents. She pushed herself into a desperate somersault to get out of the way of the beast’s flailing legs, and when she stood again, her sword was gone. Whether it was in the creature’s neck or lying on the ground somewhere, she could not have said.
The great animal lay on its side, and all Pynt could see in the fog were its struggles to get up again. Then she heard the clang of steel on steel, and she made her way quickly around the beast toward the sound.
Jenna and another horned creature were in full battle. It was the ringing of their swords against each other that Pynt had heard. For a moment she did not understand, and then in sudden illumination realized that the horned creature had been the rider. What had fallen had been its steed, which was even now struggling to its feet.
But Jenna seemed to be losing the fight, for the demon was bigger and stronger than she. Forgetting her own fears, Pynt ran silently behind the hulking horned fighter, bent down, and threw herself against its knees. The backs of its legs were fleshy, but when she grabbed the front, she found they were unbending and hard, as if the creature wore leathern armor. She pushed against its knees again and this time it fell heavily backward on top of her. At the last minute, she reached around and knifed it in the thigh.
Jenna leaped on top of them both and thrust her sword unerringly into the creature’s neck.
The demon shuddered once, made a small mewing sound, and was still.
“What … what kind of creature is it?” Pynt asked, when Jenna had rolled the heavy body off her. Her arms ached and both her legs felt as if they had weights attached. There was a sharp pain in her side. “Is it a Fog Demon?”
Jenna was breathing hard. Her sword still thrust awkwardly from the creature’s throat. She squatted by the body, put her face in her hands, and wept.
Pynt crawled over to her and put her arms around Jenna’s legs. “Why are you crying?” she asked. “Why now, when it is all over?”
“This was not like hunting rabbit or squirrel,” Jenna whispered. “I do not think I can bear to look at him.”
Pynt nodded, stood up, and went over to the creature’s body. She thought to roll it over in order to hide the hideous brown snout and bulging eyes. But as she tugged at Jenna’s sword, the edge of the blade slipped up through the brown flesh, severing the chin. Only then did she see that the leathery brown face was no face at all but a mask. Slowly she peeled the mask back, revealing the face beneath. It was an ordinary face, the beard red and gray, the teeth broken and yellow, the right cheek crisscrossed with old scars. Pynt ripped the mask away completely and the horns, part of an elaborate helmet, came off in her hand.
“Jenna, look!”
“I cannot.”
“It is not a demon, Jenna. It is a man.”
“I know that,” Jenna whispered. “Why do you think I cannot look? Looking at a dead demon’s face would be easy.”
“His name,” said a voice behind them, “is Barnoo.” It was the boy, who had returned silently. “He was known as the Hound. Hell hunt no more.” He knelt by the dead man but did not touch him. “Strange … even dead he frightens me.” Shivering, the boy reached out a tentative finger and poked at Barnoo’s hand. “Cold,” he said. “So cold, so soon. I thought it would take longer. But then, the Hound was always cold. Cold-blooded, he and his brothers, and the master they serve.” He stood up. “I think I’m going to be sick.”
Jenna stood up as well and shrugged meaningfully at Pynt. They listened while the boy was noisily but efficiently sick somewhere in the bushes behind them.
At last the noises from the bushes ceased and the boy found them again, looking somewhat drained but calm.
“I never thought it would be the Hound who would die. I assumed it would be me,” he said. “My only hope, in fact, was to lose him in the fog, a small hope at best. He was known throughout the land as a great tracker.”
“The Hound,” said Pynt, nodding.
“How did you know about the fog?” asked Jenna.
“Everyone knows fogs are frequent around the Sea of Bells. So when I found out he was on my trail, I headed straight here.”
“We knew nothing about the fogs.”
“And we know nothing about the Hound. Or about you,” said Jenna pointedly. “Why was he hunting you? Are you a thief? You do not look like one. Or a cutthroat?”
“He looks even less like that,” said Pynt.
“I’m …” He hesitated. “I’m Carum. I am—or was, at least, before I had to run for my life—a scholar. Alive I’m a threat to Lord Kalas of the Northern Holdings. Lord Kalas … who wants to be king!” There was unhappiness in the boy’s voice, and bitterness he tried to disguise. “I have been running all spring.”
Pynt reached out to touch his arm. At the last moment, they both drew back.
“We’d best bury him,” the boy said. “Else his brothers will find him when the fog lifts and they’ll make further black marks on my long tally sheet.”
“Are his brothers as big?” Pynt asked.
The boy nodded. “And as ugly.”
“And—they are very much alive,” Jenna muttered to herself.
They began to dig a grave using their knives carefully, a long, time-consuming task. Carum stripped the dead man of a dirk at the belt and another in his boot. He also found a small spadelike ax in a throwing sheaf under the Hound’s arm and they used it as well. When the digging was done, they rolled the Hound’s body into the hole. The hole would have been too small for the carcass had not Barnoo curled up in his death throes and stiffened that way. He landed facedown in the hole.
Jenna breathed a sigh of relief at that, and tossed the mask after him. Then they threw in handfuls of dirt, aware of the heavy breathing and frequent huffing and stamping of the steed somewhere out of sight in the fog.
As the last clod of dirt was tamped down, Jenna whispered, “Is there something we should say to speed him on his way?”
“On his way where?” asked Carum.
“To wherever you believe he goes after death,” said Jenna.
“I believe there’s only Here,” said Carum. “Nothing after.”
“Is that what all men believe?” asked Pynt, astonished.
“That’s what I believe,” said Carum. “And all my reading has not changed my mind. But I can say a few words about what the Hound and his brothers believe, if you’d like.”
“Do,” Jenna said, “for I cannot wish him a place in Alta’s cave or at her breast, which is where I expect to go when I die.”
Carum’s mouth twisted a bit, almost as if he were trying not to smile. Then he took a deep breath and looked down at the gravemound. “May the God of Fine Battles, Lord Cres, welcome you to his side in the great halls of ValHale. May you drink his strong wines and eat his meat forever, and throw the bones over your shoulder for the Dogs of War.”
“What an awful prayer,” said Pynt. “Who would want to go to such an unpeaceful place after death?”
“Who indeed,” said Carum, shrugging. “Is it any wonder I don’t believe it?”
Just then the steed gave a strange, low sound and marched over to them.
“What is that?” whispered Pynt.
“Never seen a horse before?” Carum asked.
“Of course.” Pynt’s answer came so quickly, Carum smiled.
“Of course,” he said, his voice full of mockery.
“Well, once anyway,” said Pynt. “And they were much shorter. What would we do with such a large beast on our small mountain trails?”
Jenna turned away from their argument and stared out into the impenetrable fog, remembering the two little foals they had helped rescue from the flooded Selden barn while the body of the mare had floated by, knocking against the pilings. She turned back suddenly. “Is it all right? The horse. Is it hurt? Can it be ridden?”
Carum’s voice came to her from the fog. “If it’s on its feet, it can be ridden. Kalas’ horses are always strong and solid. He knows flesh, my uncle does.” This time the bitterness in his voice could not be disguised.
“Can you catch it?” Jenna asked.
“Just grab its halter and it’ll come. It’s well trained, you know. All of Kalas’ battle horses are.”
“Well, you grab the halter, whatever that is, and then we can start off again,” Jenna said, picking up her sword and pack.
“Which way?”
Jenna turned around several times, trying to pierce the fog.
Pynt, on her hands and knees, was too busy looking for the contents of her pack to offer a suggestion. When she found everything she could, she jammed it in and looked around again for her sword. Then she joined the other two, who were still trying to figure out the direction.
They huddled together, a small island in the midst of a sea of fog, arguing over the way. At last Carum sat down in disgust. Only the horse, its gray nose moist and its dark eyes unfathomable, seemed unworried.
“Shall we camp here until morning?” asked Jenna.
“Without food?” Carum’s voice threaded up to them.
“And do you want to go off on your own in that fog in the hopes of a handful of mushrooms?” asked Pynt.
“What about a fire, then?”
“We’ll go hand in hand to look for wood,” Jenna said.
They found only a few dry bushes and made a small brushy fire, as far from Barnoo’s grave as possible. The horse stood, silently, all night over the fresh gravemound, its only marker.
The three were asleep long before the fire went out. The horse, in its silent vigil, stayed awake much of the night.
THE BALLAD:
Lord Gorum




Oh, where have ye been all day, Gorum, my son?

The bull, the bear, the cat, and the hound,


Where have ye been all day, my pretty one?

And the brothers have pulled me down.


I’ve been far afoot, with my staff in my hand,

The bull, the bear, the cat, and the hound,


I have been out walking my dead father’s land,

And the brothers have pulled me down.


I looked in the mountains, I looked in the sea,

The bull, the bear, the cat, and the hound,


A-looking for someone a-looking for me,

And the brothers have pulléd me down.


What have ye for supper, Lord Gorum, my son?

The bull, the bear, the cat, and the hound,


What have ye for supper, my pretty young one?

And the brothers have pulléd me down.


I’ve nothing for supper, and nothing to rise,

The bull, the bear, the cat, and the hound,


But fed on the look in my own true love’s eyes,

And the brothers have pulléd me down.


What will ye leave to that true love, my son?

The bull, the bear, the cat, and the hound,


What will she leave you, my handsome young one?

And the brothers have pulléd me down.


My kingdom, my crown, my name, and my grave,

The bull, the bear, the cat, and the hound,


Her hair, her heart, her place in the cave,

And the brothers have pulléd me down.


THE STORY:
They awoke to birdsong and a sky the color of old pearl. Pynt laughed aloud on rising but Jenna cast a suddenly shy glance at Carum, who had rolled into a ball at her feet and looked at once young and grownup in the lambent morning. He had long dark lashes that seemed to fan and shadow his cheeks, and his right hand lay across his nose, the long, shapely fingers hanging limp. Jenna was careful not to disturb him by stretching.
Pynt came over and stared down at him. “I thought …” she began, but Jenna shushed her with a finger to her lips. Then Pynt whispered, “I thought that men were all hairy and lumpy.”
Jenna turned away, whispering over her shoulder, “That is because he is still a boy.” But her heart sent a different message as she walked into the woods, casting about until she came upon some of the wild mushrooms that Pynt loved best. She was especially glad she found Pynt’s favorites, the fleshy ones that were as good raw as cooked.
A twig snapped behind her, and Jenna turned. “See,” she said to Pynt, “here are the ones you like.”
“I found some ferns,” Pynt said. “If we only had water, we could cook them up.”
Jenna shook her head. “No fires and no time,” she said. “Without the fog to mask it, we cannot chance a fire and if the Hound’s brothers are, indeed, on his trail, we need to leave this place and its ghosts, quickly.”
Pynt nodded her agreement, and they bent to the gathering of mushrooms. When their hands and their leather pockets were full, they stood and headed back to the camp.
Carum was gone.
The ground was scuffed, but just a little. It could have meant a fight.
“What is it?” Pynt whispered. “The other brothers? Or Lord Kalas? Not many, I would say.”
“We should never have left him alone,” Jenna said fiercely. She clenched her hands, crushing the mushrooms. They dropped the food on the grass by the fire. “He cannot have gotten far. Surely we have enough woodsense to trail a scholar. And look, they have not taken the horse.” She bent over, casting about for his track, and discovered a place where he seemed to have staggered off into the undergrowth, for the branches were broken and the trillium trampled underfoot.
They had not gone far when they heard a noise; both dropped to the ground as one. Inching forward, they saw the back of Carum’s head, his light brown hair tangled. With one hand he was scratching his head and with the other …
“Alta’s Hairs!” said Jenna disgustedly.
Pynt sat up and laughed.
Carum’s head snapped around and he spotted them, his cheeks a bright flush. “Haven’t you ever seen a man relieving himself?” Then he laughed, too. “No, I suppose not.” He turned his head away again.
“We thought …” Pynt began.
“Explain nothing,” said Jenna in a tight voice. She stood, stared at Carum’s back with hooded eyes, then turned and stalked back to camp. “Come, Marga,” she called.
Pynt scrambled to her feet and followed.
After their meager breakfast, they headed along the wood’s edge toward the end of the lily meadows, taking turns on the horse. Its broad back stretched their muscles painfully and the heavy leather saddle rubbed sores on their thighs. After a try or two, both Jenna and Pynt decided to walk. But Carum chose to ride as if he were born to horseback, or as if the added height lent him courage in the girls’ company.
“Tell me about the Brothers,” said Jenna, one time that Pynt was astride the horse and she and Carum walked along together companionably. Carum was leading the horse by its halter. “So that I do not come upon them unaware.” She had forgiven him the morning’s scare and embarrassment—as long as he did not mention it.
“They really are brothers, of a single mother, though it’s said they each had a different sire. One can readily believe that, seeing them together, for in all things but one they’re as unalike as strangers. But in their devotion to Lord Kalas, they’re as one. The Bull, the Bear, the Cat, and the Hound.”
“The Hound I have met,” said Jenna, keeping her voice calm and the memory of the dead man’s back hunched over in his grave out of her mind. “What of the others?”
“The Bull is ox-strong and as stupid. He tries to do with his arms what his head cannot. He can work all day and not tire. I’ve seen him turn a mill wheel when the ox falters.”
“And the Bear?”
“A hairy man, as large as the Bull, but smarter. A little smarter. His hair falls down to his shoulders, and his chest and back are likewise covered as if with a hair shirt.”
“Attractive,” said Jenna, half smiling.
“But the Cat, he’s the one to be wary of. He’s small and light on his feet. Once he leaped across a chasm, from rock to rock, with a pack of the king’s hounds after him. The pack fell to its death. They cried all the way down. I heard them in my sleep for weeks.” Carum’s eyes squinted in the sun and Jenna could not read them.
“But though he’s half the size of the others, he’s the one I fear the most.”
“More than Lord Kalas?” asked Jenna.
Carum shrugged as if to say they were to be equally feared.
“Then tell me about him, this dread Lord Kalas, so that I will know him if I meet him.”
“You wouldn’t want to meet him,” Carum said. “He’s tall and so thin they say he must stand twice to cast a shadow. His breath smells the sweet rot of piji.”
“Piji?” Jenna asked.
“It is an addiction the poor know nothing of,” said Carum.
“We are not poor,” said Jenna.
“You don’t know piji,” Carum replied. “Therefore you are poor!”
“If that is a scholar’s argument, then I am glad I know only the one book!” She laughed lightly and punched Carum on the arm. “What more of Kalas?”
“Lord Kalas,” reminded Carum, ignoring the touch, though his cheeks seemed to grow pinker. “If you leave off his title, he’d as soon have you leave off your head.”
“A pleasant man,” said Jenna. “What more?”
“He has red hair and a red beard.”
“The Hound had a red beard,” mused Jenna. “Does red run in your family of villains?”
“No more than white runs free through the Alta Hames, I imagine,” replied Carum.
Jenna nodded. “You are right. I alone have white hair. And I have always hated being so different. I longed to be just like the others and instead I have been called a tree overshading the little plants below.”
“You are tall,” said Carum. “But I like that. And your hair is … is marvelous. Promise me you’ll never cut it.”
“I will cut it when I take my vows,” said Jenna. “A warrior cannot chance long hair in battle.”
It was Carum’s turn to muse and he was silent for a long while. Then he spoke in a strange, faraway voice. “There was a tribe of warriors—men, not women—in the East across the sea about …” He seemed to be calculating, bit his lip, then smiled. “About seven centuries ago. They wore their hair in long, single braids. They tied the scalp locks of their defeated enemies into the braids. Sometimes they used their hair to throttle their foes, when silence was the key. That’s what the historian Locutus wrote. He added, And in that way they were never weaponless. They were called …” He hesitated again. “No, I’ve lost their names. But it’ll come to me.”
“You carry a great deal in your head, packed tight for travel,” said Jenna, smiling.
“That, my lady,” Carum answered, sweeping his arm in front of his body in an elaborate bow, “is a fine definition of a scholar: a bag of information packed tight for the road.”
They laughed loudly and Pynt, from her high seat on the horse’s back, called down, “What is so funny?”
“It is nothing, Pynt,” said Jenna. When she turned back to Carum to smile again at him, she missed the look that passed over Pynt’s face.
Pynt dismounted. “I do not want to ride anymore.”
“Then I shall,” said Carum, putting his hands on the horn of the saddle and swinging himself easily into the seat.
“How does he do that?” asked Jenna, her voice filled with admiration.
“Why does he do that?” muttered Pynt.
They reached the meadow’s end by the time the sun stood straight overhead. Casting a glance backward at the great sweep of the Sea of Bells, Jenna sighed.
“Before we go farther, we need to take stock,” she said.
“And find something to eat,” reminded Pynt.
“And explain to my stomach that my throat hasn’t been slit,” said Carum. He slid off the horse’s back and led it to the meadow’s edge to graze. When he wandered back, Pynt and Jenna were in the middle of an argument, and Pynt was saying, “And I say we should leave him.”
Carum pulled a smile across his face and said cheerily, “You don’t want to leave me, because I know a shortcut to Nill’s Hame.”
“How did you know we were going there?” asked Pynt.
“Do not be stupid, Pynt. What other Hames are along this route?” said Jenna. She turned to Carum, all the while pulling on her braid. “Thank you, Carum, but we know the way. The map is up here.” She pointed to her head. “And besides, you cannot come into the Hame. No men are allowed.”
“I know that,” Carum said, “but I’m going farther along the same road, to a place where only men are allowed. It’s a place of sanctuary where even the Brothers and Kalas—”
“Lord Kalas,” interrupted Jenna, stroking her finger across her throat. “Remember your head!”
He grinned. “Lord Kalas wouldn’t dare violate those walls. I’ll be safe there. So I can guide you and …”
“And we can keep you out of trouble!” said Pynt.
“Three are better than one where trouble is concerned,” Carum said gently. “At least that’s what we say.”
“We say the same,” said Jenna. “Is that not strange?”
“Then I can go along?” His face betrayed his eagerness.
“After we eat,” Jenna said. “But do not leave the horse out in plain sight. Just because we have not seen any trace of the Brothers does not mean they have missed us.”
Carum nodded.
“We shall each take a different path, going only within ear of this place, to find something for our meal.”
Carum collected the horse and by the time he got it tied to a limb of a middle-size oak, the other two had disappeared into the forest. He looked around, found a wide deer run, and followed along it as quietly as he could.
Not an hour later they met again near the horse and poured their woods’ bounty onto a kerchief that Jenna spread. Pynt had collected several dozen mushrooms, not the great white puffs of which she was so fond, but a darker variety that had a nutty flavor. Jenna had discovered a squirrel’s cache of nuts and a little dell of ferns, but she left the ferns since smoke from a fire for the boiling of them would have stained the bright, clear sky and given them away at once. Carum had filled his pocket with berries.
“Berries!” Pynt laughed.
Jenna explained. “Spring berries are for dye and dying. That is what we say in the Hame. The eating berries are not yet ripe and these others”—she counted through his meager store—“these are all poisonous. Though some—like this Bird Berry”—she touched a small hard black pebbly fruit—“can be steeped in hot water over several days for a strong purgative. And this”—She touched a larger, bright red berry—“which we call Step-o’er-me-lady, can be mashed into a greasy salve for burns.”
“Berries!” Pynt laughed again.
Carum looked down at the ground.
“Oh, hush, Pynt,” said Jenna. “Carum knows much more than either of us, just not what is here in the woods.”
“And what does he know?” asked Pynt.
“He knows about warriors who use their braids to strangle their foes, which is what I shall do to you if you do not shut up.” Jenna held her white plait between her hands like a noose and gave Pynt a wicked look.
“The Alaisters!” Carum said triumphantly, looking up with a grin.
“What?” Pynt and Jenna turned to him at the same time.
“That’s the name of the tribe. The Alaisters. I knew I’d come up with it after a time.”
Jenna squatted on her heels and picked up two mushrooms. Stuffing them into her mouth, she muttered, “Just don’t eat the berries, scholar.”
They ate quickly and quietly and when they were done, swept away any sign of their makeshift lunch. Carum went over to the horse and untied it.
“Bring the horse here,” Jenna called.
Smiling, Carum led the cross-grained gray to her. “Do you want to ride now?”
“None of us will ride anymore,” Jenna said. “We are going to send the horse across the meadow. That way.” She pointed south. “He will make a wide trail and lead any followers away from us.”
Carum looked over his shoulder nervously. “Have we been followed?”
Pynt laughed. “If we had, we would not now be standing here out in the open. Trust us.”
“But there will be followers. Following you or following the Hound. And well you know it. I have worried all this morning about taking the horse with us, and you both should have been worrying, too. But I think, with Alta’s help, we will use the horse to confuse the trail.” Jenna threw her right braid over her shoulder for emphasis.
“You did not look worried,” scolded Pynt.
“Why didn’t you say something?” Carum’s face clouded over. “It never even occurred to me …”
“That is because scholars worry about the past, Carum, while warriors must worry about the future. It is possible we will have no future if we keep the horse,” Jenna said, her tone low and sensible. “So tell me, horseman, how do we best encourage the beast to ride off that way?”
Carum laughed. “Trust me,” he said. Dropping the horse’s reins, he went over to a flowering bush, cut and stripped a switch. Then he came back to the horse, patted it once on its nose, and whispered into its ear. Turning it around so that its head was facing south, he brought the switch down hard twice on its flank, shouting, “Get on home!”
The horse shied, kicked out its rear feet, and missing Carum’s thighs by a scant inch, galloped off across the meadow, leaving a swath wide enough to be read by even the most reluctant trailers. It did not stop until it was hundreds of yards away, where it put its big nose down and began to crop the grass.
“What did you whisper into its ear?” asked Jenna.
“To forgive me for the switching,” Carum answered.
“I do not think it forgave,” Pynt pointed out, “if its aim was any indication of its intent. Had it connected, I doubt there would be many new scholars of your line.”
Jenna smothered a laugh and Carum scowled.
“I thought you Altites knew nothing of men,” he said.
“We know we do not spring from flowers or cabbages or from the beaks of birds,” said Jenna. “Our women give birth so we know where babies come from. And how they are made. We choose …” She stopped, for Carum’s ears were beginning to turn red from embarrassment, but Pynt had no thought to spare his feelings.
“We choose to use men but not to live with them. To serve them for wages as guards if need be, but not to stay otherwise in their service.” Although she said it with conviction, it sounded more like a litany, and Carum began to protest.
“Your mouth says that, but …” he began. Jenna put her hand on his arm to stop their argument.
“The horse has not moved on,” she said.
Carum walked a few feet into the meadow and shouted, “Gee-up home, you misbegotten son of a she-ass!”
The horse lifted its head and, with a mouthful of grass and lilies still hanging from its jaws, took off south. Soon it was just a moving dot on the horizon.
“Wonderful!” said Pynt sarcastically. “Your shout should have alerted every follower within miles.”
Carum ignored her pointedly and turned to Jenna. “There was no other way.”
Jenna nodded and turned to Pynt. “What is wrong with the two of you? First you shout, then he shouts. You speak with fire and he answers with ice. We cannot go on this way.”
“Then send him off,” muttered Pynt, not entirely under her breath. She walked a few steps away.
Carum drew in a deep breath, then spoke softly so that only Jenna could hear. “Never mind, Jenna, we’ll be at the Hame soon, and I’ll be gone. And don’t worry about the horse.” He raised his voice at the end so that Pynt, hearing him, looked back. “Kalas’ horses are well trained and he’ll find his way home eventually.”
“And home is …” Pynt’s curiosity overcame her anger and resentment.
“North,” Jenna said. “The Northern Holdings, you said. Alta’s Hairs! That horse will be going the same way we are.”
“No, Jenna,” Carum interrupted, putting his hand on Jenna’s shoulder. “That was home for Lord Kalas once. But now he’s taken over the High King’s palace in the South Downs and calls it after himself. The wine cellar my … king so loved has been made into a dungeon. And Kalas squats on the throne for the past year like a toad in a hole, waiting for a coronation that will not—if the gods forbid it—ever come.”
“I thought you believed in no gods,” said Pynt.
“I’ll believe if there is no coronation sanctioned by the priests. But in the end, even that won’t matter. A man who sits on a throne long enough even though he wears but a helm is still called Your Majesty. The people’s memory is short when mercy and justice are short. I fear Kalas will be king ere long.”
The girls stared at him as he spoke, for the words seemed to lay a mantle of majesty on him, though it was sorrowing majesty at best. When the wind ruffled his hair, he seemed, somehow, taller and yet—at the same time—stooped.
“Oh, Carum,” Jenna said, and there was a real sadness in her voice, loss echoing loss.
Carum seemed to shake himself suddenly free of the oratory and shrugged. “Never mind me. We scholars sometimes invent an appropriate metaphor and, other times, we simply talk because we love to hear the sound of ringing words.”
Pynt said nothing for the longest time, but at last she cast a glance at the lowering sky. “Where is that shortcut you promised?”
Where the meadow ended, the ground was boggy, sucking eagerly at footfalls. Jenna led them back into the woods so as not to leave a pattern of prints, and they came around the northern edge where the great oak and beech forest gave way to newer growth. There was a real track now on the meadow’s far side, not just deer paths. The track was wide and well worn, with roadside bushes and flowers that bespoke a nearby civilization: the prickly raspberry patches, the yellow spikes of toadflax, and the tiny, pensive blue and purple heads of heartsease nodding in the rising breeze.
They found a clear spring, and bent over to drink one at a time, long eager draughts. Then the girls rinsed out their skin bottles carefully before filling them again with the water.
“We must stay off the road but close enough to it that we do not lose the way,” said Jenna.
“Why not let Carum walk in the woods, keeping us in sight? No one is searching for us,” Pynt argued.
“Because we undertook his guardianship,” said Jenna. “He cried us merci. And though that is not something we have yet pledged, you and I, I guess it will be one of the seven vows we will take in less than a short year’s time.”
Pynt nodded, but muttered, “Could we not guard him as well from the road?”
Jenna shook her head.
“All right,” Pynt said at last. “Into the woods, then.” She turned abruptly and entered the woods first without snapping a single twig.
Carum followed after and Jenna, after checking the road both ways, came last.
They walked along as quietly as possible, all comments contained in the kind of hand signals the guards at the Hame used, which left Carum out of the conversation entirely. It was the road, not fifty yards to their right, that silenced them, but Carum did not seem to mind. He walked along almost oblivious of his surroundings, caught up in his own thoughts.
Single file, with Pynt in front and Jenna in the rear, they moved in a rhythm dictated by the density of the undergrowth. Twice Carum let a branch snap back into Jenna’s face and, turning to apologize, received only a scowl and a dismissing wave of her hand. Once Pynt stepped in a small depression, twisting her ankle, though not severely. But the accidents, small as they were, served as warnings. Silently, they watched the ground as well as the branches, glancing only occasionally off to the right to check the road.
Brambles caught at their clothes and hair, slipping without incident off the rough skins that Jenna and Pynt wore. Carum, in loose weave, had the most trouble and often they had to stop and help him untangle himself from the thorns. But silently, always silently, the road so close by a stopper in their mouths.
The silence in the end was what saved them, and the fact that, for once, they were not moving ahead but standing in a knot trying once again to unhook Carum’s shirt from a high raspberry bush. The sound of hooves galloping nearby was a thunder underfoot. They crouched down instinctively, huddled together, while a dust of riders raced by, going north.
As soon as the riders had passed, Pynt whispered, “Could you see?”
Jenna nodded. “At least a dozen,” she said under her breath, “maybe two.”
“There were twenty-one,” said Carum.
Pynt and Jenna looked at him. “How can you be so sure?”
“I counted. Besides, a company of horse is always twenty-one, with a captain at its head.”
“And,” Pynt said, the sarcasm a hard edge in her voice, “I suppose you also happened to notice who was in charge!”
Carum nodded. “The Bull.”
“I do not believe it,” said Pynt, her voice growing louder until Jenna had to silence her with a hand on her arm. Then Pynt whispered, “They went by too quickly and we were kneeling here on the floor of the forest.”
“You were kneeling,” Carum pointed out. “I was caught upright by the thorns.”
“He is right,” admitted Jenna.
“Besides,” continued Carum, “only the Brothers ride those big cross-grained grays. And the Bull is so large, he towers over his men. And his helmet gave him away.”
“His helmet,” Jenna whispered, her face marking the memory of the other helmet and the sound it had made thunking down on the dead man’s back. She was silent for a moment longer than necessary, then whispered fiercely, “We must move even deeper into the woods. If we can see them, then …”
She did not have to finish the thought. Both Carum and Pynt nodded, united at least on the danger. Pynt ripped Carum’s shirt from the thorns without regard for the cloth, and led them further into the forest where some of the old, great oaks still stood sentinel.
Carum had promised them the trip to the Hame would take only a day, and they had hoped to get there by evening. But the woods, even the edge of it, slowed them down considerably. Twice more that afternoon a company of riders raced by, once from the north and once up from the south. The first had been a silent ride, all dark purpose. The next time the riders were shouting, though their words were lost in the dust and clamor of hooves. Each time the three in the woods moved deeper into the shadows of the trees.
“We will try and rest now,” Jenna said. “And we will move only at night. Even if it takes an extra day or two. Carum must be kept safe.”
Pynt nodded and, under her breath, muttered, “And we will be safer, too.”
They found a hollow tree with a large enough hole that all three of them—with a bit of sorting out of arms and legs—could sleep as comfortably as kits in a den. Pynt reminded Jenna of a story they had heard in Selden Hame about a sister who had lived for a year in a hollow tree, and Jenna smiled at the tale. Carum fell asleep in the middle, snoring lightly.
THE HISTORY:
We are more certain of the makeup of the armies of the G’runians than of anything else of that period, since the Book of Battles is quite clear on the subject. The Book of Battles (hereinafter referred to as the BB) is the only extant volume discovered in the old script. It was translated by Doyle even before her monumental work on Alta-linguistics. It is best to remember, however, as Doyle herself reminds us in her Introductory Notes, that work on the BB is far from over. Many words are, as yet, untranslated and the idiomatic phrases are often puzzling. But the BB brings us closer to that dark period in the history of the Isles than any other single rediscovered object.
The BB is dedicated to two gods: Lord Cres of the dark and Lady Alta of the light. This is the earliest literary reference to Alta, firmly placing her within the Garunian pantheon of gods where, as Professor Temple advises us in his book, “she reigned as a minor goddess of childbirth and song.” Even more puzzling, then, her position as dedicatee of the BB, though it would be wrong, as Magon would have it, to conclude that it is “further indication of Alta’s warrior status.”
The BB begins its descriptions of the armies with the following invocation. (The translation is, of course, Doyle’s.)
Come, lover of the light,

Come, my strong right arm,

Follow me down into the dark walkways.

Be my sword, my shield, my shadow.

Be my Blanket Companion.

A curious prayer, and the most curious part of all is the phrase “Blanket Companion,” which Doyle translates baldly, having—as she says—no notion of the idiomatic usage. She suggests, however, that the phrase has more to do with the homoerotic impulses of long-term soldiery than with actual battles, war, or the makeup of the armies.
The BB delineates three types of forces. Paramount was a warrior caste, a hereditary guard known as Kingsmen who “ate before the king.” (Doyle states that it is unclear whether this means the Kingsmen ate in front of the king—i.e., where they were placed at the table—or that part of their job was to serve as food tasters, so that they ate their food earlier than the king.) According to the BB, the sons of a Kingsman could choose to be in the guard, but the eldest had to become a member or forfeit his life. (The phrase “offer his naked neck to the king’s sword” is used.) There has been much debate about the origins and the state of antiquity of this curious caste. Baum argues for the simple equation: nobles Kingsmen in his treatise “Might Makes Right: Noble Ranking and Noble Favors in the Early Dales” (Nature and History, Vol. 58), while Cowan, always searching for a more intricate answer, holds forth the provocative idea that the Kingsmen represented the retention of arms in the hands of a conquering people who have, by their conquest, reduced an entire population to serfdom. (See her footnote #17 in the article “Orbis Pictus,” Art 99.) The Kingsmen were a mounted guard, the only soldiers allowed horses, and they rode in groups or troops of twenty that were paired (perhaps Blanket Companions?) under a single leader. These leaders were known by animal names, such as the Hound, the Bull, the Fox, the Bear. (In fact the BB cites twenty-seven such names.) The leaders of this select horseguard were known, collectively, as the Brothers, and the men of the guard colloquially—and only amongst themselves—as the Sisters. (Which nomenclature, Dr. Temple points out convincingly, most likely gave rise to the mistaken belief that there were women in the armies.)
The second type of armed force was the provincial troops that served under a governor appointed by the king. These troops were called Queensmen, a sop perhaps to the matriarchal system so recently overthrown, though they owed their allegiance not to the queen but to the provincial governor(s). Arguably, this was a dangerous system, laying as it did the groundwork for insurrection. Several times in the early history of the Garunian rule of the Isles, according to the BB and corroborated by folk tradition, governors (or Lords) revolted against the king, and the basis of their power was the loyalty of the Queensmen. (See Cowan’s “The Kallas Controversy,” Journal of the Isles, History IV, 17.)
The third type of armed force was the Mercs, or mercenaries, a small but significant soldiery. Fearing to arm the conquered peoples of the Isles, the Garunians banned mass conscription, turning instead to hirelings from the Continent. These soldiers of fortune often made vast amounts of money fighting for the king, settling afterward on the land and raising families who were identifiable by their patronymics as sons and daughters of mercenaries. The BB cites several names as typical of such soldiery: D’Uan, H’Ulan, M’Urow, the initial letter identifying the company in which the mercenary had served.
THE STORY:
Jenna awoke first out of a shallow sleep and realized it was the moon that had awakened her. In only a day or two the moon would be full, and in the clear night sky it was a beacon. The hollow tree was on the edge of a clearing, so the clearing itself was well lit. Something dark and small moved past the tree cautiously, turned once, then seeing Jenna’s movement, raced away.
Her first thought was to her stomach. They had eaten only handfuls of mushrooms and nuts for days. But a fire and hot food would be impossible, and she did not dare light a torch. It would be another long period of hunger before they came to the Hame.
She touched Pynt lightly on the shoulder, and the touch was enough to wake her.
“Hush, come with me,” whispered Jenna.
Pynt was careful not to wake Carum, slipping her legs out from under his. She followed Jenna to the clearing.
“Are we leaving him now?” Pynt asked.
“What do you think?” said Jenna.
“Just checking.” Pynt laughed quietly.
“While he sleeps a bit longer, we should see if we can find something to eat.”
“Would you believe I have a pocket full of nuts?” Pynt asked.
“No,” said Jenna.
“Just checking again.” This time Pynt laughed out loud.
“Hunger makes you giddy,” Jenna remarked.
“And it makes you sour,” said Pynt. “For that alone we had better find some food.”
They separated quietly, Pynt moving northward into the forest and Jenna searching the clearing’s edge.
Pynt found five potherb plants and pulled them up. The root bulbs were small and round and sharp-tasting, but delicious. She nibbled one as she continued searching. She came upon thistle in the usual way—by backing into it. But she remembered Catrona’s verse about it:
Downy head and thorny spine,


On the roots you safely dine,


which meant the young, tender roots would be good to eat. Avoiding the prickers, she cut away the roots and chewed thoughtfully on a piece. It tasted a great deal like celery.
Meanwhile, Jenna had found some birds’ nests, all but one empty. There were three eggs in that nest and, hoping the young birds had not yet begun to develop, she stole the eggs. A handful of walnuts, still in their coverts, completed her share of the feast.
They met back at the tree and woke the sleeping Carum, who grumbled until they mentioned food. Luckily the eggs were liquid. After showing Carum how to bore a hole in the shell with a knife point, Jenna and Pynt each took an egg themselves and eagerly sucked out the contents. After only a moment’s hesitation, Carum did the same.
“I never thought such a meal would taste good,” said Carum. “But it’s greater than any feast I’ve eaten.”
Jenna smiled, and Pynt said, “At the Hame it is said that Hunger is the best seasoning. I do not think I ever understood that before.”
Carum laughed. “I understand it, too.” He chewed on the thistle root a while, then said, almost to himself, “In the moonlight you two look like shadow sisters, black and white.”
Jenna clapped her hands. “We are,” she said. “Did you know that Pynt is called ‘shadow’ in the Hame because …”
Pynt stood up abruptly, tumbling her share of the walnuts onto the grass. “It is time to go. Before—Jo-an-enna—you give away all our secret, private things.” She threw a shell angrily and went back to the tree to pick up her pack and sword.
“She is tired and hungry and …” Jenna began.
“She is jealous,” Carum said.
“Jealous of what?”
“Of you. Of me. Of us.”
“Us?” Jenna looked puzzled for a moment, then said very slowly, “There is no us.” She stood up.
Carum reached up for her hand and she ignored it, so he stood on his own. “Jenna, I thought … I felt …”
“There is only a woman of Alta and a man who cried her merci. That is all.” She turned her head away quickly, seeking out Pynt, who stood silently waiting by the tree.
The silence stretched out endlessly as they walked through the midnight forest, Pynt in the lead. They cast long shadows whenever they crossed open ground, the shadow limbs touching in intimate ways none of them dared consider. As if to underscore their silences, the forest seemed alive with small noises. Leaves dropped mysteriously to the ground, crackling. Little animals scurried unseen through the undergrowth, rustling the grass. A night bird called over and over from a low, overhanging branch, in ever-descending loops of sound. And their feet kept up a steady susurration.
They walked hours in the same speechless way, their mouths stoppered by their feelings. Jenna turned time after time to say something to either Pynt or Carum, and found she could not begin, sure that whatever she said would be wrong. So she continued to say nothing, her head down. Trudging through the woods, she scarcely noticed her surroundings until a single, high, fluting birdcall stopped her.
Carum, unalerted, continued walking and crashed into her back. They both leaped away, and Jenna fell against Pynt, who had already turned.
Pynt caught her and whispered, “It is too early for thrush. The sun is not yet warming the woods and there is no light save the moon.”
Jenna nodded, signaling to Carum to be still.
The birdcall came again, tremulous, insistent.
“Ours or theirs?” Pynt’s question threaded directly into Jenna’s ear.
Jenna’s response was to put her hand to her mouth and whistle back a darting, twittering reply.
“Good call!” whispered Pynt.
A shadow unwound behind them and hissed. “Sssslowly. Turn slowly so that I might identify you.”
Jenna and Pynt obeyed, raising their hands and making the goddess sign quickly with their fingers, but Carum did not move.
The shadow laughed and when it came full into the moonlight, resolved itself into a tall, youngish woman with a vivid brown scar running down her right cheek. Her hair was cut in a high crest and she was wearing the skins of a warrior. Unnocking the arrow, she put it carefully into the quiver on her back in a single fluid motion. Then she struck her breast with her fist. “I am Armina, daughter of Callilla.”
“And I am her dark sister, Darmina.”
Carum turned to look behind them and there was a second woman, almost a twin of the first, with her hair in a high black crest and a dark scar on her left cheek.
Armina spoke again. “You two are, I think, missioning. But who is this scarecrow you have with you? A boy but not a boy. A man almost. Quite pretty.”
Darmina laughed. “For a scarecrow.”
“He might be fun in the dark,” Armina said.
“Or with a candle by the bed,” her dark sister added.
“If he is a bother to you, we could—” Armina stopped speaking suddenly but her grin continued.
“He is a bother,” said Pynt.
“But a bother we take on willingly,” Jenna added quickly.
Armina and Darmina nodded.
Pynt struck her own chest in imitation of Armina’s greeting. “I am Marga, called Pynt, daughter of Amalda.”
Jenna followed suit. “Jo-an-enna, called Jenna. Daughter of …” She hesitated, swallowed, then began again. “Daughter of a cat-killed woman, daughter of Selna.”
Pynt added, “And daughter of Amalda, too.”
“He is Carum,” Jenna said, gesturing with her head.
Armina and Darmina walked around Carum several times, clicking their tongues against the roofs of their mouths as they did.
“Close enough to make him interesting, sister,” said Darmina.
“There are several in the Hame who like bull calves,” Armina replied. “But—alas—he cannot come in. Too close to a Choosing.”
“What a pity,” Darmina said.
“Pity, my pretty,” Armina added.
Jenna pushed between them. “Leave him alone. He cried us merci.”
Carum laughed. “They’re only teasing, Jenna. I like it. No one has ever admired me for my body before, just my mind!”
“Merci?” Darmina shook her head.
“You have not taken vows yet,” said Armina. “Am I right?”
Pynt nodded.
“So—it means nothing. Just a boy and a couple of girls at play. But if you two have spoken for him already …”
Pynt looked over at Jenna, and Jenna’s face was stone. “We may not be fully vowed yet, but we of Selden Hame take such pleas to Alta’s altar seriously. We have killed a man for him already.”
“A Kingsman,” Carum added suddenly.
“Are you sure?” Armina asked, rubbing her hand up through the crest of her hair.
Darmina echoed her, “A Kingsman?”
“If Carum says it is so,” Jenna told them, “it is so. He is a scholar and he does not lie.”
“Think you scholars do not lie, little sister?” asked Darmina.
Armina chuckled. “One may lie by saying or by not saying.” She glared at Carum. “Tell us of this Kingsman, boy.”
Carum squared his shoulders and stared back at her. “He wore a helm and rode a cross-grained gray. He carried a sword and a dirk at saddle and at knee. Does that identify him for you?”
Armina looked over at Pynt. “True?”
Pynt nodded.
“And what did the helm look like?” Armina asked.
“It had antlers,” Pynt said.
“Antlers?” Armina shook her head. “I know of no Kingsman who wears an antlered helm.”
Jenna interrupted. “From afar they looked like antlers. But I held the helm in my hand and can say different. Not antlers but the great chewed ears, lifted, of a giant hound. With a snout and snarling fangs.”
“The Hound!” The sisters spoke together.
“So he said.” Pynt’s head jerked at Carum for emphasis.
“You killed The Hound!” Darmina’s voice was low.
Jenna nodded. “We did, Pynt and I. It was not … pleasant.”
“I can believe that,” Armina said. Her mouth worked without sound for a moment, the scar stretching and bunching in an ugly fashion. “So you killed The Hound. Well, well, young missioners. Such news you bring. We must go to the Hame, and at once.”
Darmina put her hand on her sister’s. “What of the Choosing? And bringing him in?”
“We will take him directly up to Mother Alta’s chamber by the back stairs. She will know what to do.” Still clutching her sister’s hand, Armina turned to Jenna. “I wonder, young missioner, what terrible thing you may have brought to our doorstep. And I wonder, too, whether we but compound it by bringing you in. Come.”
She threaded her way through the forest, with Darmina, visible only when the moonlight pierced the canopy of trees, right behind. Pynt followed after. Jenna, leading Carum by the hand, made up the rear.
It was fully light by the time they reached the Hame, and only Armina was there to guide them. Where the forest ended, there was a wide clearing rimmed around with berry bushes and several plantings of herbs in straight, marked rows. A wide road ran by the wood-and-stone gates, but it was empty of travelers and the dirt, hard-packed, not recently disturbed.
They walked quickly to the gate and Armina called up a password in the old tongue. Slowly the gates were pulled inward, but not before Jenna had gotten a good, long look at the ornate carvings on the front.
“Jenna,” whispered Pynt, “it is the same scene as the tapestry in Mother Alta’s room. Look—there is the game of wands, and there Alta collects the children, and there …”
They were ushered inside and the great gates slammed shut behind them. Now they stood in a vast, almost deserted courtyard. Only one sister hurried across it, her back to them, holding a full basket of breads heaped high. From the corner of her eye Jenna could see another yard, somewhat smaller, off to the right where three girls her age were lined up with their bows. The steady thunk-thunk-thunk of arrows hitting an unseen target squarely came to her, but Armina had already disappeared through an archway on the left. Pynt pulled Jenna to the door and pushed her through.
“Come on,” Pynt urged.
Carum followed without a word.
They trotted after Armina through a maze of halls and rooms, more than four times the number at Selden Hame, and climbed two flights of stairs as well. For Jenna and Pynt this was a new experience, for Selden Hame was all on the flat, and they exchanged delighted glances. But Carum mounted the twisting stairs with an air of knowing.
“Castle-born,” Pynt muttered at his back, as if that were a curse.
Jenna was still marveling at the complexity of the Hame when Armina stopped suddenly before a door and signaled them with a raised hand. They moved cautiously up to the door, which was even more ornately carved than the outside gate. Only instead of figures, the door was inscribed with symbols: apple, spoon, knife, needle, thread …
“Eye-Mind!” Jenna said. “Look, Pynt, the signs are all from the Game.”
Pynt traced around the knife sign with her finger.
“Now we go in,” Armina said, nodding at them, and her great crest of hair swayed slightly. “In to speak with the Mother.”
Jenna drew in several long breaths, ending the Spider breath with which she had climbed the stairs and beginning the deeper latani breathing. It soothed her. She could hear Pynt matching her breath for breath.
Armina smiled. “Frightened? Of the Mother?” She pushed through the door into a darkened chamber and dropped to one knee so quickly Carum stumbled into her. The girls, still breathing deeply, walked in more slowly and knelt by Armina’s side.
Jenna peered into the dimly lit room, trying to follow Armina’s gaze. Between two covered window slits was a large chair. Something—someone—stirred in the chair.
“Mother, forgive me this intrusion, but I come with three whose presence may be a danger. It is for you to say.”
There was a long hush. Jenna could hear Carum swallowing. Pynt swayed a bit by her side. Then the figure in the chair gave a sigh.
“Light the lamps, child. I was just napping. Your sisters damp them when I sleep—as if day or night has meaning for me. But I can smell that the lamps are out. And I like the small, hissing sounds they make.”
Armina stood and lit the lamps with a torch she fetched from the hall, then drew aside the cloth from each of the windows as well. The light revealed a small, dark figure in the chair, as small as a child, but old. Older, Jenna thought, than anyone she had ever seen, for the woman’s face was as brown and wrinkled as a walnut, and crowned with thin, white hair. Her blind eyes were the color of wet marble, gray and opaque.
“Forgive, Mother?” Armina said, but her question carried no deference.
“You scamp, Armina, I always forgive you. You and your dark sister. Come here. Let me feel that foolish head.” The old woman smiled.
Armina moved over to the priestess and knelt before her, lifting her face to the old woman’s touch. “I am here, Mother.”
Mother Alta’s fingers, like little breezes, brushed across Armina’s face, ran down the scar, and then floated up to the brush of hair. “Who have you brought me? And what the danger?”
“Two girls on a mission, Mother, and a boy they say cried them merci,” Armina replied.
“The girls, from what Hame?” the old woman asked.
Armina turned and looked at Jenna.
“Selden Hame, Mother,” Pynt said before Jenna could answer.
“Ah, the small Hame in the Borderland Hills. How many there now?” She stared at them as if she could see them.
“Forty light sisters, Mother,” said Jenna.
“And forty dark,” Armina said, chuckling.
“Thirty-nine,” Pynt said quickly, delighted to have caught Armina out. “One, our infirmarer, is a Solitary.”
“And four missioners and five girls,” Jenna finished.
“We have four hundred, light and dark,” Armina said. “And many, many children. Many missioners, too, though I doubt they go to so small a Hame as Selden.”
“We have only once or twice seen a missioner,” admitted Jenna. “But we know about missioning. We know about …”
“Girls!” Mother Alta said sharply, and raised her hands, which had been hidden in the voluminous sleeves of her robe. Jenna saw with a kind of fascinated horror that each hand had a sixth finger stretching straight out from the side. She could not keep her eyes off the hands. They seemed to be weaving dark fantasies in the air.
“Now, Armina, you are the older by several years, for your mission is five years gone. Act as a guide and a guard; be my eyes. If there is danger, we must be ware afore time.” Her hands disappeared again into the cave of sleeves.
Armina’s face darkened for a moment from the scolding; then the mischievous grin reasserted itself. “Mother, the taller one is the one with the lower voice. She stands nearly as tall as I do.”
“Taller, since you have that crest,” said Pynt.
“That, then, is the smaller one?” asked the priestess.
“Yes, Mother, she is smaller in all but mouth. Slight and dark. Like a woman of the Lower Dales. The boy is reasonably good-looking, fine-featured, none of your barbarian stock. They say he is a scholar and in danger, though what danger a scholar could possibly get into, only Alta knows. Reading the wrong volumes, I suppose. But he is himself the danger to our Hame. The girls have killed the Hound in his cause.”
The old woman’s head came up and her hands flew out of the sleeves again. “The Hound? Are you sure?”
“We …” Jenna began, but Carum’s hand reached out and touched her on the arm, silencing her.
“Mother Alta,” Carum began, his voice strong, “I am sure because I knew the Hound well.”
“Did you?” murmured Armina.
“How did you?” asked Mother Alta.
“I …” He hesitated and darted a quick glance at Jenna. “He was seeking me because I am …” He stopped again, drew in a deep breath, and finished, “I am Carum Longbow, a scholar and the king’s youngest son.”
Jenna’s eyes opened wide and Pynt elbowed her in the side. Jenna moved away from her, staring at Carum.
“So!” said Armina.
“The Hound hunted for a vicious master,” said Carum.
“He hunted for Kalas,” Mother Alta said, head nodding.
“You know!” His head began to nod in rhythm with hers. Putting his hands in front of his chest, he said, “Mother, ich crie thee merci!”
“It seems, young Longbow, that scholars do not know everything.” Her smile added wrinkles. “You have already cried to one Altite, and one is surely enough. If they have killed the Hound who hunted you, indeed what more could they do?”
“These girls have not yet taken their sacred vows, Mother,” reminded Armina. “And a vow to a king’s son must be …”
“We did not know he was a king’s son,” Jenna said, sharply.
“If we had …” Pynt added, but let the rest of her sentence trail off, for she did not know what they would have done.
Neither one mentioned that the Hound had been killed because he had attacked them.
“What is a vow, Armina, my child,” asked Mother Alta, “but the mouth repeating what the heart has already promised? These two young hearts will be no stouter next year, nor their mouths any more truthful after their vows than before. Carum Longbow cried them merci as a man, not as a son of this person or that. And they have killed in his cause, because they took on his protection. What can be more binding than blood? What can be more sacred than that? The Goddess smiles.”
Armina looked down at the floor and was silent.
“Now, imp, do not sulk. I can hear your angry short breaths. Bring us food that we may sit and gossip of the Hames.” Mother Alta chuckled. “And you will share with us, Armina, child of my child.”
Armina looked up. “But, Mother, what of the danger?”
“Think you that Kalas’ men will look for the boy here? We will dress this young cock in hen’s feathers and if he is as fine-featured as you say, if he is young enough to be beardless yet …”
“I am, Mother,” said Carum. Then he flushed, realizing that it sounded as if he were praising himself.
They all laughed then, Carum a beat behind.
“Now, Armina, get us that food. And some sweet wine. And do not forget a savory for after. But ware—not a word about our guests save that they be missioning. I do not want this young bull calf amongst the heifers undisguised. I wish to discover what I can without the added danger of tongues wagging. If we have one fault here in this Hame, it is that we can keep nothing secret.”
“I will say nothing, Mother,” Armina promised, “and I will get the food at once.” She rose directly and went to the door, where she turned. “There is rhulbarbe pie, your favorite.” Then she left, whistling.
Mother Alta sighed. “If she keeps her promise, it will be the first time.” Then, bringing her hands once more out of her sleeves and gesturing to them, she said, “But come, my children, closer to these old ears. And tell me how you met and what has transpired since.”
A succession of kitcheners left food outside the door on platters decked out with red and gold flowers. Pynt and Jenna helped Armina bring in the plates but ate so eagerly, they scarcely noticed the decorations. And so intent were they on the tales they were spinning for the priestess that the profusion of sweet breads, tangy rabbit stew, and salads of spring lettuce and small onion bulbs went down without comment. The priestess ate with quiet precision, scarcely moving.
They found themselves admitting everything to her, even Pynt’s disobedience, even Jenna’s disgust at the killing, even their worry at Carum’s disappearance into the forest to relieve himself.
After the third time Pynt made excuses for deserting Selinda and Alna, Mother Alta sighed with annoyance.
“Enough of your excuses, child. You have told me not once but over and over that you are Jo-an-enna’s shadow and that dark must follow light.”
“Yes, yes,” Pynt answered.
“Dear child,” Mother Alta said, leaning forward in her chair, “though loyalty is prized, Great Alta reminds us that A foolish loyalty can be the greater danger. You will find understanding from me but not expiation. We do not yet know what your loyalty will cost.”
“Did she actually say that?” Carum asked, breaking into the conversation. It was his first entrance in many minutes. “Great Alta, I mean. Did she actually say that? Or is it written?”
“If she herself did not utter those words, still they are well said,” the priestess answered, her mouth twisting with private mischief. “But the words are written down in the Book of Light, chapter thirty-seven, verse seventeen, in a quite ordinary hand.” She raised her left hand and wriggled all but the sixth finger.
“There is nothing ordinary about that hand,” Carum said.
“Ordinary—extraordinary,” mused Mother Alta, her head nodding down. Then she looked up, her marble eyes shining. “We are—do you not all feel it—at a moment in history, a nexus, a turning where the ordinary is extraordinary. I know these things. There is a light in the room, a great light.”
“But, Mother,” protested Pynt. “You are blind. How can you see a light?”
“I do not see it, I feel it,” Mother Alta said.
“Like the feeling in the forest right before a storm?” asked Jenna.
“Yes, yes, child. You understand. And do you feel it, too?”
Jenna shook her head. “Yes. No, I am not sure.”
“Well, never mind. It is gone now, that feeling,” Mother Alta said, her voice whispering off. “Fading … fade …” Her head nodded once and she was asleep.
“Come,” Armina said, standing, “we must leave her to her rest.”
“Is she all right?” Carum asked.
“She is old, old past counting, Longbow,” Armina said. “And sometimes she is not quite lucid. But today she was—somehow—transformed. Visitors are always good for her, but you three seem special somehow. I have not seen her so—so animated in a long time.” She bent and quietly began replacing the dishes onto the trays. “She will want to talk to you later, I know.”
They helped carry out the trays with as little noise as possible, but nothing seemed to disturb the old woman, who sat upright, eyes closed and mouth slightly open, fast asleep in the chair.
As the door closed behind them and they placed the trays against the wall, Jenna asked, “But should we not move her to her bed? Will she not fall out of the chair?”
Armina shook her head and the great crest of hair waved. “She is tied into the chair. She will not fall.”
“Tied! But that … that is …” Pynt fumbled for the right word.
“That is her own request,” Armina said, her voice gentle in the extreme. “For if she fell, she could not help herself. She cannot walk, you see.”
They went to Armina’s room by a dark back stairs, passing no one on the way. It was a pleasant, open room, with a narrow window through which afternoon sunlight streamed. A large bed, its head under the window, the covers rumpled, filled much of the space. On one side of the bed stood an oaken wardrobe, on the other a table with a lamp. Half a dozen piles of clothes were on the floor.
Armina went over to one pile and pulled out a pair of baggy brown britches. From another she chose a red shirt; after holding it to her nose for a moment, she discarded it on a third pile and picked instead a loose blue shirt and a blue scarf.
“There,” she said. “These should do. Put them on.”
Carum looked around. “Here? With you watching?”
“Over your other clothes,” Armina said. “I shall want them back when you are gone, and we cannot leave you running naked down the halls of refuge—” She stopped and laughed. “Though it is a thought.”
He slipped into the trousers and shirt and looked helplessly at the scarf. Armina tied it expertly around his head. The blue brought out the color of his eyes.
“There,” she said as she stood back to admire him. “No one would ever guess you are a prince.” She looked over at Jenna and Pynt, who had watched the whole thing from the bed. “And no one will guess he is a man, either, not with those long lashes and those eyes.”
“Enough!” Carum said, snatching the cloth from his head. “It’s bad enough that I have to wear these things. I won’t be laughed at.”
“Laughter, dear boy,” Armina said, turning to him, “is called the goddess gift in this Hame. And it is well known that women can laugh at themselves, whereas men …”
“The first thing a scholar learns,” Carum said, “is to beware of any sentence that begins It is well known!”
“And the last thing a scholar learns is humor,” said Pynt.
“Enough,” Jenna said. “All of you. Enough. Wicked tongues make wicked wives. And that bit of wisdom comes from the Lower Dales.”
“Upper, actually,” Carum said.
“If you think my tongue is wicked, wait until dark. Darmina’s tongue is twice as fast as mine.” Armina stopped, tried to catch control of her thought, then exploded into laughter. When she caught her breath again, she shrugged and winked at Jenna and Pynt. “Private joke. Her tongue is twice as fast!” She began to laugh again, and the girls looked wide-eyed at her and completely mystified.
Carum’s eyes narrowed. His shoulders went down and his head up. “I don’t mind women making randy jokes,” he said, “but …”
“Alta’s Hairs!” Armina ran her hand up through her hair. “He is a prude as well. What fun we shall all have.”
Carum finished thoughtfully, “… their jokes and their curses should at least have the grace of originality. Come on, Jenna, Pynt. We’re going.”
“But where?” asked Pynt.
Jenna stood and pulled Pynt up beside her. “Carum is right. We must go and find Mother Alta and tell her it is time to get Carum to his refuge. Hospitality is one thing, safety another.”
“He is safe here,” said Armina.
“But is the Hame safe with him here?” asked Jenna.
Pynt thrust her chin forward. “He is our pledge, after all. He cried us merci. We must go on.” She grinned. “But we could pack some food. That rhulbarbe pie was wonderful.”
Armina shrugged. “I did not think you even noticed. Very well, I will take you back to Mother Alta. You will never find the way on your own.”
“You are talking to three who got through the Sea of Bells in a fog,” said Pynt.
“That is child’s play compared with the maze of this Hame. Why”—and Armina smiled—“they say there is one young missioner from Calla’s Ford who was lost twenty years ago in our halls.” Her voice got very low. “And she has never been found.”
“Can you never be serious?” asked Carum.
“What for?” Armina asked, shrugging again. “Laugh longer, live longer, the hill people around here say. But, Longbow, before we go out into the halls, put the scarf back on. It is what makes you look the part. Besides”—and she laughed again—“it goes so well with your eyes.” Her laughter was so completely without malice that they were forced to laugh with her, first Pynt, then Jenna, and at last, though reluctantly, Carum.
They followed her out of the room and swiftly traversed the mazing hallways, nodding pleasantly at the women they passed. Armina led them up a broad flight of stairs and past many rooms, until they stood at last before the priestess’ carved door once again. The trays of food they had left in the hall were gone.
“There, would you have found it?” Armina asked.
“You took us a different way,” said Jenna. “We might have found the old route.”
“We would have found the old route,” said Pynt.
“Or we could have gotten lost and never found,” Carum put in, in the same sepuchral tones Armina had used before.
“You see,” Armina said with a broad grin, “now Longbow will live longer!” Her face turned suddenly serious. “But mind, you must sit there quietly until she wakes on her own. She is not so sweet-tempered if you wake her beforetime. I know!”
But the old priestess was already awake when they went in, being fussed over by two older women who were arranging her robes and combing her hair, not without some resistance from Mother Alta.
“Leave me,” she said to them, dismissing them imperiously with a wave of her hand. The blue priestess sign in her palm showed plainly. “I would talk with these three missioners alone. Armina, guard the door. I do not wish us to be disturbed.” Her voice now held an edge of authority. All three women jumped to do her bidding.
When the carved door snicked shut behind them, Mother Alta’s hands once more disappeared into the sleeves of her dark robe. She nodded her head and her voice was the same soft burr as before. “Come, children, and sit. We must talk. I have been giving your problems much thought.”
“But you were asleep, Mother,” Pynt said.
“Is it not written that Sleep is the great unraveler of knots? And do not ask in what volume, young Carum. I forget. But this I know, I do my best thinking there, where color and line explode behind my sightless eyes. All becomes clearer to me, as a traveler sees his own home more clearly in a foreign land.”
They sat by her feet and awaited instruction.
“Let us first breathe the hundred-chant,” Mother Alta said. “And you, Longbow, follow as best you can. It is an old Alta exercise that calms the mind and frees the senses, making one fresh for the new work ahead. With it, the Goddess smiles.”
As the deep breathing began, Jenna felt strangely lightened, as if her real self had been pulled free of the body to float above it. The chanting moved into the twenties and thirties, and she seemed to range around the priestess’ room without moving, her mind remarking upon the furniture she had not noticed before: the slat bed with its two pillows; a large wooden wardrobe incised with goddess signs; a copy of the Book of Light on a stand, its raised letters casting strange shadows in the fading light of day; and a mirror covered by a red-brown cloth the color of dried blood. The chanting bodies below her moved toward the seventies and eighties, and Jenna found herself ranging over them, her translucent fingers reaching down to touch each upon the very center of the skull, where a pulse beat beneath the shield of skin and bone. At the touch—which only she seemed to notice—Jenna found herself drawn down inside each of her companions in turn. Mother Alta was as cool as a well, and as dark. Armina was all sparkling points, like the bright flames and embers of a wood fire. Pynt, on the other hand, was a windstorm, blowing hot, then cold, then hot again in quick and dizzying succession. Carum was … She was drawn down and down and down to his center, passing pockets in him, some restful, some fretful, some filled with a wild, engulfing alien heat that threatened to entrap her. She pulled herself away and fled up into the air again, turned, and faced her own chanting self. That was, somehow, the strangest of all, to watch herself, unaware, a secret mirror of …
The hundred-chant ended and Jenna opened her eyes, almost surprised to find herself anchored once again in her own flesh.
“Mother,” she began huskily, her voice scarcely above a whisper, “a strange thing has just happened. For the time of our hundred-chant, I was—somehow—free of my flesh. I floated above the room, searching for something or for someone.”
Mother Alta spoke slowly. “Ah, Jo-an-enna, what you feel is the beginning of womanhood, the beginning of true twinning, though you are much too young if you are only now missioning. Such enlightness happens on the Night of Sisterhood, when the soul ranges for a moment, finds the mirror, and plunges into the waiting image. Light calls dark, the two parts of the self are made whole. Did you find the mirror, child?”
“It …” Jenna looked around the room and saw that the mirror was, indeed, covered. “There is a cloth over it.”
“Then how … strange, my child. Strange that you are so young for this. That it is daylight. That the mirror is masked.” Her chin touched down on her chest and, for a moment, she seemed to sleep.
Armina stood and quietly went out the door.
“What did it feel like, Jenna?” whispered Pynt. “Were you frightened? Was it wonderful?”
Jenna turned her head to answer, but Carum’s hand was on her arm.
“The Mother wakens,” he said.
The priestess’ opaque eyes were open. “I do not sleep,” she said, “but I do dream.”
Pynt whispered into Jenna’s ear, “Armina said she is sometimes not lucid. Is this one of those times?”
“Hush!” Jenna commanded.
“More lucid than ever I was, dear Pynt,” the old woman said. “Remember, child, that one who has no sight is gifted extra hearing. It is nature’s way.”
“Forgive me, Mother,” Pynt said, her head lowered. “I meant no …”
Mother Alta’s hand crept from her sleeve and swept away Pynt’s embarrassment with a quick gesture. “We must all think, now. What brings us together?”
“We came back, Mother, to tell you that we must get Carum away from here,” said Pynt.
“I fear I am a danger to your Hame. We saw riders …” Carum began.
“Oh, there is more to the puzzle than these few pieces,” Mother Alta said. “Something is missing. The Game is incomplete. I cannot recall all the parts.” She began to mumble to herself. “Light sister, dark sister, needle, spoon, knife, thread …”
Pynt elbowed Jenna.
The old woman’s head snapped up. “Come to me, Pynt, and tell me of yourself. Not what you have done, for that I know. But who you are.” The old woman gestured to her.
Reluctantly, with Jenna pushing her, Pynt inched closer to the priestess and knelt so that her head was within reach of the six-fingered hands.
“I am Marga, called Pynt,” she began, “daughter of the warrior Amalda, whose dark sister is Sammor. I have chosen the way of warrior and hunter. I …” She giggled as the priestess’ hand ran down her face.
“Good, good, child. My eyes are in my fingers. They tell me you, Marga called Pynt, have dark, curly hair and a quick smile.”
“How do you know I have dark hair? The eyes in your fingers cannot tell you that.”
“By the coarseness of the strands. Dark hair is always coarser than light. Light hair has a fineness to it, and red hair often confuses.”
“Oh.”
The old woman smiled. “Besides, Armina told me you were dark like a woman of the Lower Dales. I may be old, but my memory is still sharp. When I am lucid.”
Pynt’s cheeks flushed and the old woman laughed.
“Are you embarrassed, child, or are you disappointed that my magic has such a mundane explanation?”
Pynt did not answer.
“Never mind. Go on, child.”
“I have a scar on my right knee from wrestling with Jenna when we were seven, right before the Choosing. And my eyes are dark.”
“Almost violet,” put in Jenna.
“And …”
“And you have a fine scar under your chin. More wrestling, Pynt?”
“I fell in the kitchen in a game of Seek and Find. It bled forever. At least it seemed so at the time.”
“Good. That is all I need to know of you now. Jenna?”
Jenna slid over to Pynt’s place. In passing, Pynt winked and whispered, “It tickles.”
“I am not ticklish.”
Carum cleared his throat but said nothing.
The priestess’ fingers started over Jenna’s face. “Speak, child.”
“I am Jo-an-enna, called Jenna, daughter of a cat-killed woman and fostered to Selna, the great warrior of Selden Hame, and her dark sister Marjo. I am named for her, I think.”
“You think—you do not know?”
“They died when I was but an infant.”
“And then who fostered you at the Hame, thrice-mothered child?”
Her voice faltered. “No one.”
“Our Mother Alta would let no one else foster her. It was the shame of Selden Hame,” Pynt put in. “My mother, Amalda, would have had her gladly. But there was something awful that happened when her foster mother died. Something so awful, they were not allowed to talk of it. And …”
“Enough, Pynt,” Jenna said.
“Let her tell,” said Mother Alta.
But Pynt bit her lip and was still.
The priestess’ hands returned to Jenna’s head. The right hand made the goddess sign over her; then the sixth finger of the hand caught in Jenna’s hair.
“Are you dark, too, Jo-an-enna? Your hair is not fine enough for light, yet Pynt calls you her light sister.”
“And I call her White Jenna,” Carum put in. “At least I call her that to myself.”
“White Jenna?” The priestess was suddenly still, as if listening to a song no one else could hear. At last she asked quietly, pausing between each word, “And … is … your … hair … pure … white?”
“Yes, Mother,” Jenna replied.
Mother Alta smiled triumphantly. “The final piece of the Game!” she said. “And if I were not blind, I would have known it at once.” She sang out a low plainsong of five lines in a voice that rang clearly through the room.
THE SONG:
Prophecy




The babe as white as snow,


A maiden tall shall grow,


And ox and hound bow low,


And bear and cat also.


Holy, holy, holy.


THE STORY:
When the song ended and the echo of it was gone as well, Jenna started up. “I am not the White Babe. Our Mother Alta said I was, but I reject that utterly. Look at me. Look!” She turned to her friends, her voice pleading. “Do I look like something from a prophecy?”
Carum reached up and pulled her down beside him. “Hush, Jenna,” he said, stroking her hand. “Hush. This is just an old woman’s whim. Let me deal with this. It is scholar’s work.” He spoke to the priestess. “That is a Garunian prophecy, Mother. The white babe and the bowing of hound and ox and the rest. But no one takes it seriously, no real scholar.” He smiled.
“Ah, young Longbow, and did you think you were the only scholar, the only real scholar, on the Isles?”
Carum’s cheeks flushed. “Of course not. But I surely didn’t expect to find one here.”
“Here, in this backwater, you mean? Amongst the warrior maidens? But we are not all warriors here, much as I must look the part to you.” She chuckled pleasantly. “Some of us must cook and some of us must clean and some of us must keep the rota of events, just as it is amongst you of the outer world. And some of us”—she leaned forward—“are real scholars.”
Settling back in her chair, she continued. “Who knows what I might have been in your world, Carum, for I am a daughter of a Garun lord. Yes, even I. But look at my hands, look deep into my eyes, and you will see the signs of my abandonment.” She held her six-fingered hands before her face. “I was a babe wrapped in cloth of gold and left on a heath long years after white-haired Alta had reaped the hillsides. Still the women of the Hames, to honor her, culled that forbidden crop. I was brought to this Hame and raised up to lead. Years later, when my father’s line had come to its barren end, a messenger sought out all the Hames to ask whether a blind child with twelve fingers had miraculously weathered the years. But my foster mother and sisters would not give me up, nor would I have gone if asked. I had pledged myself to Alta, and Alta’s I remain.” She stopped and tapped a finger to her mouth.
“It was clear to all that I was a strange child bound for a stranger destiny than death on a hillside. Yet no one knew what role I would play. I chose to study, and was curious about my father’s world, learning of it as I had learned all else, with my ears, the good, strong daughters of the mind. I have learned—through these ears, Carum—more than you shall ever through your eyes.”
“I apologize for my thoughtlessness, Mother,” said Carum, striking a fist against his chest.
“It is youth’s privilege to be thoughtless,” Mother Alta replied. “But also youth’s privilege to learn. Think, Carum Longbow. You and I may be kin in blood, but we are kindred souls. We seek connections, we look for links. You see, I know the Garunian prophecy.”
“Only the plainsong, Mother. And it is much discredited.”
She laughed. “You think I know only the plainsong, child? No, indeed. I know the entire prophecy: about the virgin in the winter, though we say here at the Hame that virgin is just another word for a girl. So it could be that the babe’s mother was more or less a child herself. And I know about the mothering three times. And all the rest. Know you Alta’s prophecy so well?”
He shook his head. “I don’t know it at all,” he said. “Much of Alta is closed to outsiders.”
“And so we desire to keep it,” she answered. “But I can tell you this much: what our prophets wrote is the light sister to your dark. We hold—and we believe it utterly—that there will be a child as white as snow, as black as night, as … what color are your eyes, Jenna?”
“Black, Mother,” Jenna replied. “But …”
“As white as snow, as black as night, as red as blood.”
“What is red about her?” asked Carum.
“Do I know all? The language of prophecy is the language of puzzles, is the language of riddles, is the language of dreams. What is said is not always what is meant. Often we come to understanding long after the events have occurred. Perhaps the red was the Hound’s blood. Perhaps it will be Jenna’s first flow. But like the Garunians, we say clearly that this one shall be queen above all and she shall begin the world anew. The one great task laid upon Mothers of every Hame is this: to wait for her, to look for her, the white child, the Anna.”
“The Anna,” mused Carum. “The white babe, the great white goddess.”
Nodding, Mother Alta continued. “Many thought I was marked for the Anna myself, for my hair turned white overnight when I was eighteen. And to look upon me was to be sure I had been touched by Alta’s heavy hand. Long we waited and nothing more occurred, till at last my sisters pitied me for being naught but an unnature, a freak. Yet I, alone, never lost hope that I might be part of the workings-out of the prophecy. If not the Anna herself, at least her forerunner, her guide, the one who sings her praises. Holy, holy, holy. And now the Anna is here.”
“No, Mother. Not here. Not me,” Jenna cried. “I am not that white babe. I am only Jenna of Selden Hame. When I have a cold, my nose runs. When I am hungry, my stomach growls. When there are beans in the stewpot, I make a stink. I am no Anna. I am just a girl.”
“The signs cannot be ignored, my child,” Mother Alta said. “Much as you would like to. Though it is true there have been thrice-mothered girls before. And there have been white babes with hair the color of snow and eyes like watered wine. But the Hound bowed down. That cannot be forgot—the Hound bowed down.”
“He did not bow, Mother. He died,” Jenna said. “With my sword in his throat and Pynt’s knife in his thigh.”
“And what greater obeisance?” Mother Alta asked.
“Might as well say the white-haired babe will have red hair,” Jenna said unhappily. “Might as well say a goat and a horse will bow to her.”
“Might as well,” murmured Pynt.
Mother Alta chuckled, a low, cooing sound. “Prophecies speak to us on the slant, child. We must read them through slotted eyes.”
“You read them,” Jenna said. “I will not.”
Carum, who had been listening to the exchange with a faraway look in his eyes, suddenly turned to the priestess. “Mother Alta,” he said slowly, “the prophecy also says that the white babe will begin the world anew. That’s the point of the whole thing, isn’t it? But to do that, one must first … must first …” He hesitated.
“Spit it out, boy!”
“First one must destroy the old, and that I can’t see Jenna doing.”
“Ah, Longbow, on the slant. See the world on a slant …” she murmured and fell asleep with a strange smile on her face, as quickly and as quietly as an infant taking a nap.
They looked at one another and, as if on a signal, all stood, opened the door carefully, and slipped out into the darkening hall.
Armina was outside the door. “Well, what did she say? Is she still asleep?”
“She … she asked us about our lives. Who we were. And—yes—she is asleep. But she said we must … must find refuge for me,” Carum said.
Jenna and Pynt said nothing, their silence conspiring to agree with him.
Armina looked puzzled for a moment. She blew air into her cheeks and the dark scar puffed out. Then she smiled. “Refuge. Of course. But first we must all eat. It will be a long trip otherwise. I will take you back to my room and bring the food there. No one else must know our plans. When it is dark, we will start out and that way I shall have Darmina for company. It is the last night before the full moon.”
They followed her down the stairs. The wall sconce sent shadows bouncing along behind them, and they were silent for the entire time. Feeling like conspirators, they entered Armina’s room and sat uncomfortably on her bed, and stared up guiltily. She smiled at them from the door.
“I will be back soon. With the food.” Then she closed the door behind her. Instead of the comfortable snick, the door let out a strange, ratcheting sound.
Jenna leaped up and ran to it, trying to push it open. She turned back to her companions with a stricken look. “She has barred it. She has barred the door. It will not open.” Then she turned again to the door and hammered on it, shouting, “Armina, what are you doing? Let us out.”
Armina’s voice strained through the thick oaken barrier. “You did not tell me the truth, sisters. Mother would never send you elsewhere for refuge. Not without telling me. I will speak with her when she wakes. Until then, stay quiet. This is a place of refuge. No harm will come to you here.”
Jenna put her back to the door and looked at her friends. “And what do we do now?”
In the end they did nothing. The door was impassable and the single window, while wide enough for Pynt, was too narrow a slit for either Jenna or Carum. Besides, it was too high for escape, even with all the bedclothes and Armina’s few leggings knotted together. What appeared to be the second floor was really the fourth, for the back end of the Hame was built on a cliff which fell off abruptly into a swift-flowing river. Neither of the girls could swim.
It was well after dark, with the moon grinning through the window slits, when Armina returned. She and her dark sister opened the door and barred it with their swords, sliding the tray of food into the room with their feet before speaking.
“Mother still sleeps,” Armina said. “You will see her first thing in the morning. Your visit tired her. So eat well, and rest.”
Darmina smiled at them. “The bed is wide enough for two—or three, if you are so minded.”
Armina looked at the window, where the bedclothes were still knotted and the end wound several times around the sconce. She laughed. “I see you have used your time well. When I was younger, I used to slip out of the window and dangle over the river. It was what we all did, before we were allowed to play at the Wands. But in those days we were on a lower floor and the drop was not so deadly. Except …”
Darmina took up the narrative. “Except there was one girl, a silly twist named Mara, who had wet hands and a weak heart.”
“It matched her chin. She let go. She screamed all the way down until the water covered her mouth.” Armina’s free hand ran up through her crest of hair.
“She could not swim,” Darmina added.
They ended together, “And her body was never found.”
“Another one of your ghost stories?” asked Carum.
“Call it a warning tale,” Armina answered. “Besides, there are guards.”
“Why, Armina?” asked Pynt. “Why not just let us be on our way?”
“Twice this evening Kingsmen have been to our gates asking about Longbow, calling him by name and describing him by a few choice birthmarks.”
Carum blushed.
“Twice we have sent them away knowing nothing,” Armina continued. “They are not singling us out. They are asking the same questions in all of the villages as well. But Longbow cried us merci, and so we must shield him.”
“He cried us!” Jenna pointed out.
“And in so doing, cried us all,” Darmina said. “Did not Mother Alta tell us that?”
“But you … you were not there this afternoon when she spoke with us,” Carum began, looking first at Darmina, then at Armina. “Or at least I think it was you.” He pointed to Armina, who smiled.
Darmina took up that smile and answered him. “Do you not understand yet, scholar, that what my light sister knows, I know?”
Armina lowered her sword a fraction of an inch. “We wait for Mother to awaken. She will tell us what we must do. My mother, Callilla, says there is a secret passageway out of here, through the priestess’ room and down along the river. But only Mother Alta knows the way.”
“Then for our sake, or Alta’s sake, or the sake of the Hame,” cried Carum, “wake her.”
Both sisters shook their heads.
“We cannot,” said Darmina. “The Mother is exhausted. If we wake her before time, she will be muddled and it will avail us not. And soon enough it will be morning.” She gestured with the sword toward the window, where the moon had already traveled beyond the window slit. “So sleep. And sleep well. We will have much to do tomorrow.”
So saying, the sisters backed out of the door, slammed it, and slid the heavy bolt across it once more.
“What do we do now?” asked Pynt.
“What can we do?” said Carum.
“We can eat!” Jenna said. “And worry after.”
They broke for the tray and sat around it, and, after the first few bites, relaxed enough to eat the meal slowly, savoring the steaming pigeon pie; the pickled eggs, and the rose-colored wine. When there was nothing left but a few slivered bones and the gillyflower that had decorated the platter, they stopped.
Pynt belched daintily and lay down on the bed. Jenna crawled up next to her. Carum looked longingly at the empty side of the bed, then lay down on the floor, under the window, and covered himself with a piece of the knotted blanket. He was conscious of the sound of the girls’ breathing, steady and sighing, from the bed. The floor was hard under him. He thought he could feel a nail unevenly hammered into the boards. Just when he had resigned himself to a sleepless night, he slipped reluctantly into a dream. It concerned Jenna, who was tied to a chair, her long, white hair blowing across her face as if stirred by a sea wind. She was crying out to him, but the voice was an infant’s, high, frantic, wordless, and thin.
They were awakened not by the sliver of morning sun through the window slit but by Armina’s voice.
“Mother Alta is awake and asking for you. It is a good sign. She remembers all. Come.”
They roused quickly, and Pynt and Jenna took turns with Armina’s combs. She had brought them water in a pitcher and a bowl. The scented water felt cool on their faces. With his back to them, Carum waited until they were done, then ordered them outside.
“Men seem to take forever cleaning themselves,” remarked Pynt as they waited.
“Perhaps they have more to clean?” mused Jenna.
Armina laughed. “I take it, then, you spent a quiet night.”
“We slept,” Jenna said.
His face clean and his hair combed, Carum stepped out into the hall. “What I’d give for a real bath,” he said.
“That can be arranged,” said Armina. “In daylight or at night?”
“As long as there’s plenty of hot water, I don’t care about the time.”
“Not care?” Armina laughed out loud. “Oh, you are innocent of Alta’s ways, boy.”
Pynt and Jenna giggled and Carum blushed furiously.
“But we have no time for baths or … other things. Mother wants us now.” Armina led them quickly up the back stairs.
Mother Alta’s door was open and the old woman was waiting for them.
“Come in, come in quickly. We must talk of Jenna’s future.”
“But what of my future, Mother?” asked Pynt, settling herself down at the priestess’ feet. “And Carum’s?”
Mother Alta reached out toward her and Pynt shrank back from the touch. “Child, if Jenna is who I say she is, then her future is all of ours. She is the rushing river and we are carried along. But you, dear child, must learn to think before you speak, not to push ahead. Use your head in front of your heart, else you will have no future at all.”
Pynt’s lips pursed, and she shrugged away from Mother Alta’s words.
“Pynt,” Jenna began, “do not be hurt. That is no more than what A-ma has always said to you.”
“And you, Anna,” Mother Alta said, shifting slightly in her chair. “You must learn to listen more to the musings of your heart, to lengthen yourself by your own shadow. Heart and head working together is always the best way.”
“Mother, for the last time, I am not the Anna. I puzzled it over all this past night, praying to Alta for guidance. And …”
“And?” The old woman leaned forward in her chair.
“And I found no greatness in me. Only the memories of an ordinary childhood.”
“What do you think the Anna should have?” asked Mother Alta. “Thunder and lightning at her birth? An animal in the woods to nurse her?”
“Something,” Jenna begged. “Something out of the ordinary.”
“And would you recognize it, Jo-an-enna, if this something extraordinary happened to you? Or would you excuse it, lopping off the unwieldy parts to fit it into your ordinary life? Do not worry. When you and I are long in the Cave, there will be poets and storytellers who will gift you such a birth.”
Jenna looked down, unable to meet those marble eyes. She tried to concentrate on the priestess’ words, but there was an awful pain in her stomach, almost as if she were hungry. And an angry buzz in her ears. Then she realized the buzz came from the window. She glanced over at it.
Mother Alta, too, had stopped to listen.
Noting their attention, Pynt stood up and went over to the window, standing on tiptoe to see out.
“What is it, child?”
“A knot of men and horses, Mother, in front of the gate. They are shouting, though I cannot make out their words. The guards atop the gate are shouting back. One man is on a gray horse and …”
Carum leaped up and ran to the window. “Oh, the gods! Kingsmen! And that is the Bull himself. Now we’re for it.”
“The Bull,” said Pynt, “has a spear and is shaking it at the guards.”
“There’s something on the spear tip,” said Carum.
“I see it! I see it!” Pynt said excitedly. “Oh, Alta’s eyes!” She dropped down from the window and turned slowly, a strange look on her face. Then she found their packs where they had left them the night before, upended her own, dropping the contents on the floor. Pawing through her meager possessions, she gave a horrified cry.
“What is it, Marga?” asked Mother Alta.
Jenna ran over to the window slit herself. Tall enough to see out without straining, she stared at the scene below. “I see him. I see the Bull. What is it? Oh, Pynt, no!” She turned. “It is my light doll, Pynt. The one I gave you.”
Pynt’s voice was an agony. “I cannot find it, Jenna. It must have dropped from my pack.”
“When, Pynt, when?”
“I cannot remember. I had it … I had it when I was first trailing you. I slept with it in my arms.”
Jenna said nothing, remembering vividly how she had spent the night in the crotch of the tree with Pynt’s doll wrapped in her embrace.
“And I never took it out again, just jammed it on top of the pack. And then we met Carum and …” Pynt stopped, horror written all over her face. Putting her head in her hands, she shuddered.
Though Mother Alta’s eyes could not read Pynt’s face, she understood the sudden silence. “You remember, child.”
Pynt looked up. “In the fight with the Hound, I tripped over my pack and it spilled. I gathered everything up after we buried him. At least I thought I gathered everything up. I must have missed the doll in the fog.”
“Oh, you twist!” said Carum in disgust.
“Quiet, Longbow,” Darmina said. “She was fighting in your cause.”
Jenna took up the tale in a quiet voice. “We could not stand to sleep close to the grave and so we moved on a bit and did not look back in the morning.” She hesitated.
“Yes, that is what must have happened,” said Mother Alta, nodding. “Those men, Kingsmen, came upon Carum’s old trail and followed it to the site of the fight and the grave with its dreadful contents. And there was the doll nearby. Who but a young Altite would have a doll so deep in the woods? Surely not the boy they were seeking! We at Nill are the closest Hame, so of course they came here.”
“Mother, I am sorry …” Pynt began.
“There is no blame, daughter,” Mother Alta said. “No blame at all. You are simply playing out your part in the prophecy. What will be was written long before you were born.”
Pynt began to weep openly.
“Now listen to me, my children, it is clear there will be a battle. These men are in no mood to be cozened. And they are no fools. We must try to buy some time. In the daylight our forces are halved. And—”
Carum interrupted. “You don’t really mean the dark sisters aren’t here until night?”
Armina laughed. “Why do you men have such trouble believing that?”
“It is mere superstition. There are other tribes, down in the Dales, who believe that their mothers are filled by the god of the river and they give birth at the flood. And the Besarmians say that the son of their god comes down once a month in the shape of a bee to …”
“Darmina is no superstition. She is real. You saw her. You talked to her, you …”
“Children, we have no time for this. Carum will believe what he will. So it has been through the years. Men see and do not understand. Their minds belie their ears and eyes. Come, now, Armina, I need you to go down and tell Zeena to keep the gate closed no matter what. And bring the little ones here to me.” Mother Alta stopped and ran her curious hands across her eyes. As the door closed behind Armina, Mother Alta suddenly cried out, “Oh, that my blindness brought us to this place. If I had guessed earlier, I might have … I might have … I am old, my children. And blind. And helpless.” Two large tears ran down her cheeks. Then she looked up at them with her sightless eyes. “No—not so helpless. For the Anna is here. So the ending begins. But so, too, the beginning.”
Jenna and Pynt looked at each other, shaking their heads. Carum put his finger to his temple and touched it, nodding.
“Come here, Jo-an-enna,” commanded Mother Alta.
Jenna glanced at her companions once more, then moved closer to the priestess, who reached out to touch her hands.
“Listen carefully, for if this is indeed the end, you must understand what lies ahead. The prophecy says that you shall be queen and not queen, and that you shall carry three babies.”
“Mother, I am but thirteen years old,” Jenna said.
“And not yet to your woman time, I suspect,” Mother Alta said, cocking her head to one side as if listening for the sound of Jenna’s nod.
“Not yet,” Jenna whispered, blushing furiously.
“But if you are to be a queen, then you must know a king. I suspect your meeting with this young Garun princeling Longbow is no coincidence but further proof.”
“Mother,” Jenna whispered urgently, “he is but fifteen or so.” She took her hands away from the old woman’s and held them swiftly at her side.
Carum cleared his throat “I am seventeen, Jenna.”
“Does he look at you?”
Jenna was silent, embarrassed.
“You tell me so with your silence.”
“I am Alta’s own.”
The old woman chuckled. “So am I. So are we all here. Yet still there are babes in our cradles, and not all are fostered. The girls go down into the towns for long nights. The world turns ever and the sun goes east to west. Queen and not queen. What can that mean but that you will bear a king sons but not sit on the throne. Sometimes prophecies are easy to unriddle. Sometimes.”
“But the fight, Mother. What shall we do?”
“You shall get the boy from here. The Kingsmen must not find him at Alta’s door. Better that they not suspect you are the white one spoken of in their own prophecy, the one before whom Hound and Ox and Bear and Cat bow down. Take him from here, you and your dark sister.”
“Pynt? You mean Pynt is in the prophecy, too?” Jenna grabbed onto the old woman’s hands thankfully, almost tugging her from her seat.
But Mother Alta looked away, as if listening, and Jenna listened, too. The sounds outside were louder, angrier.
“Quick, my child, take this ring.” She slipped the great agate ring from her tiny bird-talon finger. It barely fitted on Jenna’s pinkie. “You must go from Hame to Hame to warn them. Say this: The time of endings is at hand. Say it to the Mothers. They will know what to do. Repeat it.”
In a little voice Jenna said, “The time of endings … oh, Mother Alta, I am not who you think I am.”
“Say it!”
She whispered, “The time of endings is at hand.”
“Good. There is a map of all the Hames. Can you read maps?”
“We both can,” said Pynt.
Mother Alta ignored her and spoke to Jenna alone. “Go to the mirror.” She gestured with her head to the great covered mirror. “Touch the goddess sign, turning it to the left. A small drawer will open and in it will be the map. Every Hame is outlined in red.”
It was Pynt who leaped up first, crossing to the mirror. A sliver of morning light touched the cover. She took off the cloth and stepped back, shocked at her own blanched reflection. Then she found the carved goddess sign and moved it to the left. There was a loud click and the sign leaped open, disclosing a little dark cubbyhole. Reaching in, she found a piece of parchment and removed it.
“I have it, Mother,” she said.
“Give it to the Anna.”
Pynt handed it to Jenna, who opened it. It was a map outlined in spidery black writing. The names of the seventeen Hames were in red. Jenna folded it back along the deep creases and slipped it into her tunic.
“Let no one else take it,” Mother Alta said. “No one.”
“Not even Pynt? You said she was my dark sister.”
“Only if you are dying. Only then.”
“Only then,” Jenna whispered, though she could not quite take it in. Dying? How could she think of it? Even when she had been fighting the Hound, she had not thought about the possibility of death, only what it might feel like to be wounded. “Only then,” she whispered.
“Now go.”
“What of you, Mother?”
“My children will care for me. And I care for them. So go now. The time grows short.”
Jenna nodded and started toward the door. “Alta’s blessings, Mother,” she said, looking over her shoulder. She signaled the others to her.
“Wait,” Carum said. “Armina said there was a secret passage. We could go out that way.”
“There is no such thing,” said Mother Alta. “Armina has these … little tales she likes to tell. Her own fancies.”
“So we have learned,” said Carum.
“Will we meet again, Mother?” asked Jenna.
“We will surely meet again in the Cave,” the old woman said. It was her only benediction.
Jenna turned and went out the door, the others following her. As they went down the stairs, the thread of Mother Alta’s reedy voice followed them to the first landing, singing the song of burial.
In the name of Alta’s cave,


The dark and lonely grave …


They met Armina on the landing. She was carrying an infant in each crooked arm and there were two little ones clinging to her jacket. Behind her trailed a dozen or so girls past the age of First Choosing, each holding a sleeping babe. Beyond them were five older girls and they, too, carried babes not quite at the toddling stage.
Jenna, Pynt, and Carum put their backs to the wall to let the processional pass.
Armina smiled. “The Mother wishes to bless them,” she said as she went by. “And to keep them from any fighting.”
The children were silent as they filed past the landing; one golden-haired little one in the arms of the next-to-last girl waved to them. Jenna waved back.
“I’ve never seen such quiet children,” remarked Carum.
“Alta’s babes are ever so,” said Pynt.
At the final turning, they came into the Great Hall, a high-ceilinged, light-filled room with great vaulted wooden ribs that held up the roof. Candelabra hung on long chains from the roof beams, swaying slightly.
The room was abuzz with women at work on weapons. A group of them squatted in a semicircle, honing knives rhythmically and chanting. Over to the side, in a small alcove hung with bows, a group of ten women was testing bowstrings and nocking arrows. They were speaking softly to one another, and one had thrown her head back and was laughing. By the great hearth, small knots of three and four women huddled together, talking intensely as they plaited ropes.
“We will be in a real battle this time,” Pynt remarked.
“Was the slaying of the Hound not real enough for you?” Jenna asked.
“You know what I mean, Jenna.”
“Well, I don’t,” Carum said. “Blood is blood.”
Pynt turned on him. “You do not know? I thought scholars knew everything. I mean sisters side by side, the way the ballads tell of it.” She began to recite the first lines of Krack’s Ride:
I sing the arrow’s song,


The eager, whistling flight,


I sing the sword’s sharp tune,


And sisters side by side …


“You are like that arrow,” said Carum. “Too eager.”
“What do you know of it, who loses his meager dinner over a killing?”
Jenna put her hand on Pynt’s shoulder. “He is right, Pynt. We should not be so eager for killing. Who knows—we may be the ones killed.”
“And what if we are?” asked Pynt. “Then we will go directly to Alta’s cave.” She glared at Carum.
“Where you will throw the bones over your shoulder for the Dogs of War, I suppose,” he countered.
“Shut up, scholar,” said Pynt. “I say only what we all say before a battle.”
“Then you say it because you are afraid. Not because you believe in the beauty of battles.”
“Of course we are all afraid,” Jenna said. “We would be stupid to be otherwise. And that is what all this bickering is about. But the battle is not ours. You both heard the Mother. We must get you away from here, Carum, and when you are safe, our task is to take a long route around to warn all the Hames.”
Pynt turned her head away and stared at the floor. “If it were our own Mother Alta, I would disobey her again. But this one is no Serpent Mouth, is she?”
“No, Pynt, she is not. And Carum cried us …”
“… merci, I know. But could we not get him to his refuge and hurry back here for the fight?”
Jenna shook her head.
“Then we will do what Mother Alta says. But still, I feel we will be in the thick of things and they will sing of us long after we are gone,” Pynt said.
Carum snorted. “You’d like that! The Battle of Pynt and White Jenna, accompanied by nose flute and tembala.”
“No, scholar, I think it will be called How the Dark Warrior Marga Saved a Princeling’s Insignificant Skin.”
“I will write one myself,” said Jenna, “though I have no gift for balladry, and I shall call it The Day Jenna Knocked Heads.”
Carum laughed and, to her surprise, Pynt laughed, too, and when Carum held out his hand, Pynt took it.
“But which way will we go?” Pynt asked.
As they were puzzling that over, a tall, long-nosed woman came over to them.
“I am Callilla,” she said, “the mother of Armina. There is a back door Mother Alta wishes you to know.”
On the landing, Armina turned to the little ones. She pursed her lips and whistled once, stopping them all.
“Soon Mother Alta will speak to you and you must listen without comment. What she says, you must do—as always. Big ones, help the little ones. There may be dark times ahead, and fearsome. But we are Alta’s own. We will not be afraid.” She nodded at them.
The girls nodded back, solemnly.
Armina led them to the carved door and pushed it open with her foot. The children filed into the room in front of her. Then Armina entered and kicked the door shut behind.
“We are ready, Mother,” she said.
Mother Alta smiled at the children, who stood waiting for her command. She lifted her arms. “Sit, my babes, and I will tell you a story.”
They sat at her feet.
“Once, long ago, before you were born, the first Mother Alta of Nill’s Hame was told in a dream of a great battle to come. She dreamed that all the children were saved because they lived like little creatures in a warren. And so she had a secret tunnel built against that time.” She smiled again and put her finger against her lip.
Some of the littlest children imitated her gesture.
“Today is a special day,” said Mother Alta, “for we are going to find that secret tunnel. It will be your safe passage. Armina shall lead you there and there you shall wait. Food has been placed on shelves and you shall stay in your warren, eating when you are hungry, sleeping when you are not. Some of you shall be little rabbits, who shall it be?”
Only seven of the girls raised their hands.
“Good,” said Mother Alta, as if she had counted them with her sightless eyes. “And we need some little moles, too.”
Two girls raised cautious hands.
“And some little jumping mice?”
A host of other hands went up.
“And you older girls will be foxes and hedgehogs to keep the little ones in line. Do you understand?”
They nodded and she heard the movement of the air where they had agreed.
“When the food is gone, one by one the foxes shall emerge and check to see if all is safe. If it is not, return to the warren until you are called. One shall save you. You will know her by her white hair. She is the Anna, sent by Great Alta.”
“But, Mother,” piped one of the four-year-olds, the golden-haired child with the sunny face. “We have seen the Anna already. She was on the stairs.”
“You will see her again,” promised Mother Alta. “She will come for you with a sword of fire and a heart of flame.”
“Will you come, too?” persisted the child.
“The warren is only for little creatures.”
“But you are little,” the child said.
Armina hissed through her teeth to shut her up.
Mother Alta smiled again. “I will not enter your warren, but I will guard the way.”
The children nodded.
Mother Alta leaned forward in her chair. “Armina, line the children up before my mirror.”
It took no more than a minute for all the children to be so aligned.
“Now touch the goddess sign and turn it to the right.”
At Armina’s touch, there was a loud, groaning sound and the floor beneath the mirror’s carved legs slid open, disclosing a dark stair.
“Look into Mother Alta’s glass once, where someday you shall find your dark sisters, then go down the stairs. Armina shall lead you and light the way.”
Armina took the lamp from the wall, lit it, and—first looking into the glass—led the children down the stairs. As the last of them disappeared, Mother Alta sighed and brushed away the tears that had pooled in the corners of her marble-colored eyes.
THE LEGEND:
There was once a noddy old woman of Nilhalla’s Crossing who had so many children, she kept them in an underground warren as if they were rabbits or mice. No one knew the children were there, indeed no one even suspected it, for the woman was as ugly as early spring and twice as windy.
One day the old woman died. Of distemper, some said; of pure meanness, said others. When the guardsmen went to bring out her body for burial, they found the warren entrance and lifted up the great wooden door barricading it.
Thirty-seven half-starved children of all ages scattered out, but they had lived so long under the ground in the dark like animals, they were blind, every one. And their long, unkempt hair had turned white. Ever since, Nilhalla’s Crossing has been known as the Home of the White Babes.
This is a true story. It was told by Salla Wilmasdarter, whose great-grandfather had been a guard at the Crossing around the time the old woman’s warren was uncovered.
THE STORY:
Callilla led them across the Great Hall, threading a line between the busy women and into the kitchen, which was three times the size of the kitchen at Selden Hame.
Pynt gasped at it, but Jenna kept her eyes on Callilla’s back. Carum trailed behind.
“Jenna,” Pynt whispered, “they are heating great vats of oil.”
“And water,” said Jenna.
“You did not look.”
“On the slant, Pynt. You have to use your woods’ eyes everywhere.”
“Do not lecture me, Jo-an-enna.”
“Then do not be stupid, Marga.”
“And do not call me stupid.”
Suddenly Callilla turned right and stopped before a plain door. “Here,” she said.
They clustered around her.
“This door opens onto a narrow, steep path that goes down to the Halla.”
“That’s the river,” Carum said.
Callilla nodded. “The Halla is swift and unforgiving, so you must take care.”
“I cannot swim,” said Pynt.
“Nor I,” admitted Jenna.
“Well, I can,” Carum said.
“No one needs swim the Halla,” Callilla said, “though all our girls are taught early to traverse it at its calmest points. The path may be steep, but it is well trod. Our guards patrol it daily. No one else knows of it. Once you get down to the river, you must simply follow its line until you come to a stand of birch. Turn east, and you will come, in the space of a full day’s journey, to Bertram’s Rest.”
“My refuge,” Carum added.
“And will it really be safe for him there?” asked Jenna.
“Bertram was a great saint of their religion, a fighter who gave up fighting. His sanctuaries are never violated by the Garunians, whatever the provocation. They are a strange people, and their gods are bloody, but they are honest for all that. However, women are not allowed in their sanctuary halls, so you will have to leave him there and go on about your missioning. It will be a hard year for you if this is but the first of it.”
“We have a greater mission now,” Pynt said.
Jenna touched her tunic over the breast and could feel the map crackling beneath, but said nothing.
“What about food?” asked Carum.
“You will find what you need in the woods,” Callilla said. “We have no time for provisioning beyond these.” She bent down and picked up three full wineskins from the floor. “And I found some goat cheese for you. Bread also.” Reaching into a deep tunic pocket, she brought out a leather-wrapped packet and gave it to Carum. “It is but a day’s journey. How hungry can you get? For the rest …”
“We know,” Carum said. “Nuts, mushrooms, and roots. No berries.”
Callilla smiled reluctantly. “Good. Then you shall need for nothing.” She pulled open the door. “Alta’s blessings on you, hand and foot.”
The girls nodded and slipped through the door, but Carum turned and whispered loudly. “And may the eyes of Dark Morga see you long after and may his fins stoke the water over your back.”
Callilla looked blank.
Carum grinned. “A safewell blessing from the Morganians. They live on the southern coast of the Continent and eat only what comes from the sea at low tide. Strange people. Nasty diet. But honest!” He turned and disappeared after the girls. Callilla’s short, barking laugh followed him.
The path began at the door, for, farther up, the sheer wall of the Hame and the cliff met in a single steep drop. Even on the path there was little room between the wall on their right and the drop-off to the Halla on their left. They walked carefully, listening to the low growling of the river far below them, surging angrily between its banks.
Pynt slipped suddenly on some loose pebbles and fell backward, catching herself at the last moment and hurting her wrist. She got up and angrily brushed off the back of her clothes despite the pain.
They could hear the tumbling shower of dirt and rock for only a moment before the noise of the river overwhelmed it.
Once they were past the Hame’s steep wall, the path widened a bit, though there was still a small cliff, half again as tall as a man, on the right. Then the path took an abrupt right-hand turn and before them was a twisted fir tree jutting out across the path. Its roots held deep into the cliffside like the fingers of a clutching hand, and the fanning branches obscured the way ahead.
“Under or over?” asked Jenna.
Pynt peered under the tree. “Under. There is enough room.”
Unbuckling her sword, Pynt pushed it under the tree, then followed it, crawling along on her belly. Jenna was next, and Carum last, the food packet in his hand. As he started to stand up, Pynt put her hand out.
“Hush. Wait. I hear something.”
“That’s just the river,” Carum said.
“I hear it, too,” Jenna whispered. “Hush!” She drew her sword from its scabbard. In the sunlight it seemed to catch fire.
“Probably the Hame guards,” Carum whispered back. “Callilla said no one else knows the path.” He stood and began to brush off his clothes.
“Get behind me,” Pynt said softly.
“I’m already behind you,” Carum said. “I’ve been behind you all the—” But he did not get to finish his sentence, for there was a high whistling and an arrow whizzed by his shoulder to embed itself in the tree.
“There they are!” came a shout. “Three more of Alta’s bitches.”
“Those aren’t guards,” Carum said. “They’re …”
Another arrow flew by, this time passing through his shirt and pinning him to the tree.
“Damn!” Carum shouted, pulling himself loose by ripping the shirt.
“Duck!” screamed Pynt She pushed Carum toward the tree, nearly sending him over the cliffside instead. He scrambled under the gnarled trunk, then turned. Pynt’s sword hand and arm were partway under, but she had stopped. He grabbed her hand, careful of the sword, and pulled her through, surprised at her dead weight. When she was on the other side, he saw the arrow sticking out of her back, broken off halfway.
“Pynt!” he cried, drawing her to him.
She did not answer.
He picked up her sword and straddled her, waiting.
A sword and then a hand emerged from under the tree. Carum raised his sword to strike, then saw it was Jenna’s arm and stopped. She scrambled the rest of the way under the tree.
“It’s Pynt,” Carum cried. “She’s been hit. An arrow under the left shoulder.”
“Alta’s Hairs,” Jenna cursed quietly. She bent over Pynt’s body. “How bad is it?”
“I don’t know. But she doesn’t move.”
“Oh, Pynt, say something,” Jenna begged.
Pynt groaned.
“She needs water,” said Carum. “And that arrowhead has to come out. And …”
“She needs to be back at the Hame.”
“She’s not heavy. I could carry her.”
“You get her back there,” Jenna said, “and I’ll cover your retreat.”
“No—you get her back there. I’ll cover your retreat.”
“I am better with a sword,” Jenna said.
“And you think I’m better at retreating?”
“Why are we arguing?” Jenna cried.
“I don’t want anything to happen to you.”
“It is a narrow cliff and I have the advantage of that tree,” said Jenna. “Just take Pynt. Now. If she dies, I will never forgive you.”
Carum hefted Pynt’s body onto his back. She cried out once and then was still. He heard the shout of the men on the other side of the tree and started back up the path as quickly as he could. Pynt seemed heavier at every step, but still he ran. Pebbles shot out from under his feet, skittering over the cliff. He ran until he came to the Hame door and, balancing Pynt on his back, pounded on the door with both fists. A peephole slid open, then shut, and then the door began to move. Carum and his burden fell inside.
Someone took Pynt from him and when he stood again, he saw that the door was shut.
“But Jenna is out there,” he cried. “Open the door.”
No one moved and so Carum ran over to the door and tried to open it. Locked, it did not move.
“Move this god-rotted door!” he shouted.
Callilla played with a lock and the door opened. Jenna fell toward Carum, her sword dragging, something bloody and horrible clutched in her left hand.
“I do not know …” she began, trying to catch her breath. “I do not know if this was the hand that sent the arrow into Pynt’s back, but it is a hand that will surely do no more damage to Alta’s own.” She flung it down, her eyes wild. “He foolishly put it under the tree first as he tried to crawl through.”
Callilla pushed the hand with her boot. “Not so foolish, perhaps. It might have been his head!”
Carum stared at the hand. With the dark hairs on its back and the crabbed fingers, it looked like some strange, bloody creature. On the middle finger was a great ring with a K engraved in the middle. Looking up, Carum stared at Jenna wildly. “It’s the Bull’s ring, Jenna, with Kalas’ crest. Many a time I had a buffet from it. The Bull was my swordmaster before he joined his brothers in Kalas’ service. Jenna, don’t you know what this means? Now Ox and Hound have both bowed down. Ox and Hound. Mother Alta is right. The prophecy must be true. You are the White Babe, the Anna.”
The women began to murmur, but Jenna ignored them and knelt by Pynt’s side. The infirmarer, short and stocky, with gray flecks in her hair and worry lines etched across her brow, was already looking at the wound.
“It is deep,” she said to no one in particular. “And badly placed. Near the heart.”
“Will she die?” asked Jenna, her voice breaking.
The infirmarer looked over at her, as if surprised to find she had been talking to someone. “I cannot say with any certainty. But for now I must get her up the stairs to my hospice and clean the wound. The arrowhead must be removed. After that I might be able to say with more accuracy.”
Pynt coughed and groaned almost at the same time. She tried to sit up but the infirmarer pushed her down with a gentle but firm touch.
“It is you who are being stupid now, Jenna,” Pynt whispered hoarsely. “I will not die. How can I? You would be lost without your shadow.” Then her eyes rolled back and she was still.
“Is she dead?” Jenna cried.
“She has only fainted,” said the infirmarer, “for the pain is great and that is nature’s way of easing it. Now she must go upstairs and”—she looked at Jenna—“she is to have no visitors. Trust me, child, you cannot do her any good right now.”
At the infirmarer’s signal, three of the younger women gathered Pynt up and carried her away. Then the infirmarer turned and pointed at the hand which still lay on the floor. “Get that thing away. It will soon gather disease to it and it might frighten the children. We who are Alta’s heirs do not revel in such bloody keepsakes.”
Carum bent down and tugged the ring off the stiffened hand. “I will keep this until I can fling it at Kalas’ feet. We Garunians, unlike you Altites, revel in such reminders.” He put the ring into his pocket and turned away quickly, hoping he had been fast enough so that no one could see the color of his face, which he knew had whitened at the feel of the dead hand.
But Jenna had seen. She touched him on the back, whispering, “Carum, do not be ashamed at your disgust. If I had not been blood-crazed, I would never have brought that hand into this hall. But battle fever had hold. I did what I did without thinking. You, though—you think too much.”
He turned around, his face composed at last, but before he had time to answer he caught sight of Callilla behind her, anger and fear fighting in her face.
“We must talk. And quickly. Before those men gather their courage and try this door.”
“The door is well defended,” said Carum.
“It can be,” admitted Callilla. “But do we keep it ready to be opened for our guards, or do we barricade it?”
“We saw no guards,” Jenna answered.
“No bodies either,” added Carum.
Callilla nodded grimly. “The Halla has cradled Alta’s own before.”
“The men who chased us cried out, Three more of …” Carum stopped.
“… of Alta’s bitches,” finished Jenna.
Callilla turned to two women standing nearby. “Who stood guard today?”
“Mona,” said one.
“And Verna with her.”
“Oh, sweet Alta, salve them,” murmured Callilla. “And Verna just past her seventeenth spring. Their mothers must be told. I fear the worst.”
The two women nodded solemnly and left.
“How many men?”
Carum shrugged. “We didn’t wait to count them.”
“At least three,” said Jenna. “And one of those now sorely wounded.”
“He was the leader,” Carum added. “Which might slow them down.”
“Or might provoke them further. There is never any way of knowing which, so we must prepare for a swift attack.” Callilla looked beyond them and shouted, “Clea, Sari, Brenna—to me.”
Three young women came running.
“Is it true, Callilla? About Verna?” asked one.
She nodded.
“Hush, Clea. Do not ask more,” the larger of the three girls said.
Callilla said quietly, “Remember what Alta, in her great wisdom, reminds us. Not to know is bad, but not to wish to know is worse.”
The girls all looked at the floor, waiting.
“Now you must do this. Sari and Brenna, you barricade the door and stand watch here until you are relieved. Clea, you must alert all the door wardens that the time of a great fight is at hand. We all know what to do.” Callilla dismissed them with a wave of her hand, then turned to Jenna. “It is written in the Book that The day on which one starts out is surely not the time to begin one’s preparations. You will find this Hame well prepared.”
“I can see that,” Jenna said.
“Then we must prepare also for another escape route for the two of you. I will send Armina to you when she returns from Mother Alta. Tonight you will go by a road even the watchers outside our gates will not guess at or follow. Darkness will be our helpmeet.”
“The moon is all but full, Callilla,” Sari said over her shoulder as she struggled with Brenna to move a large chest in front of the door.
“Then they shall have both dark and light to aid them.” She signaled to Jenna. “Meanwhile, you two can help us with our fortifications.”
They worked all afternoon ceaselessly, helping the Hameswomen set strong barriers against the other doors and nail shut the narrow first-floor windows. Carum took a long turn at fletching new arrows, while Jenna helped haul up water from the courtyard well.
“If there are fires,” she explained to Carum, “the Hame will be well prepared.”
Only once did they try to visit Pynt in the upstairs hospice, but were turned away by the infirmarer at the door.
“She sleeps,” they were told. “But I have gotten out the arrowhead, which, by luck, was not poisoned. She has taken a tisane I brewed which will help her sweat out any fever the wound produces. The wound itself I have treated with a poultice of figwort, which we call HealAll. You may believe I have done everything in my power to make her comfortable.”
“Comfortable!” Carum said. “That’s what the physician said of my mother for the month it took her to die.”
“Will Pynt die?” asked Jenna.
“We all die at the last,” said the infirmarer. “But do not measure the shroud before there is a corpse. Your friend is in Alta’s good and gentle hands, those same hands that hold a nestling and take the fawn from the doe.” The lines in her forehead deepened as she spoke.
“I hope,” Carum whispered to Jenna as they left, “that she is more original with her medicines than she is with her words.” He held tightly to Jenna’s hand, which lent comfort to them both.
There was an early dinner in shifts in the kitchen. Jenna and Carum ate during the second round, sitting with Armina and two of her friends. Armina finished picking at the drumstick on her plate and pushed away the bones. Turning her back on her friends, she spoke urgently to Jenna.
“When the attack comes or night falls, whichever is first, I will take you upstairs. There is another way, more difficult of course than the back path, but surely no man will find you there.”
Carum interrupted. “Why didn’t we go there first?”
“You will see.”
Jenna pushed the uneaten fowl around on her plate.
“Battle does not make you hungry,” Armina commented. “It makes me starved.”
“My stomach argues both ways,” said Carum. He was reaching for another wing piece when there was a flurry of shouts from the Great Hall and the muffled thud-thumps of someone hammering on the gates.
“This is it, then,” Armina said, rising. “They will be busy at the front for a long while. Those doors are a foot thick at the least and there are wicked spikes on the tops of the walls.”
“Armina, are you coming?” asked one of her friends.
“I have charge of these two,” Armina said, nodding at them.
“Alta’s luck, then.”
“You, too.”
“You know,” Carum murmured, “they’ll have rams, the Kingsmen. And a great sling for boulders. The gates won’t outlast such implements of war.”
“We know,” said Armina. “A number of our women have served in the king’s armies. Your way of fighting is not unknown to us.”
“Blanket Companions!” said Carum.
“My mother, Callilla, was one. I am the result.” Armina smiled faintly. “But the walls will buy us time. And if they are breached, still the men will find us no easy prey.” She stood.
“But the children …” Carum said. “And the wounded.”
“We have a place for them. Never fear. Come.”
They followed her out of the kitchen, through the Great Hall, and up the wide front stairs to the second floor. She turned right, then left, then right.
“I’m lost again,” Carum whispered to Jenna, who did not answer.
Armina stopped, flung open a door, and went in. They followed at her heels and were surprised to find themselves in a kind of playroom, with toys for young children scattered across the floor.
“We have nothing like this at Selden Hame,” murmured Jenna, looking at the half-dozen small wands and jumping ropes, hoops, and balls.
“The windows aren’t boarded up,” Carum said. “Isn’t that dangerous? Kalas’ men could come in that way.”
“Think you so? Then look!” commanded Armina.
They peered out. It was a sheer drop down to the Halla, tumbling nearly a hundred feet below.
“Oh, no,” said Jenna immediately. “I cannot swim.”
“I can,” said Carum.
“I shall rope you together,” Armina said as she knotted together four of the jump ropes, testing each knot by pulling against it. “These are very strong. And you shall each carry a kicker.”
“Kicker?”
Armina went over to a standing wardrobe, pulled the doors open, and searched through the contents of an upper shelf. She turned back with two large pieces of wood the shape of shovel heads, though twice as big. “We use these to teach our little ones how to swim. They are held so.” Gripping the flat edge, she raised the kicker overhead. “And then you kick with all your might. The wood floats, you see. As long as you hold on to it, you will not go under.”
“I will go under,” said Jenna.
“Even should you do so, remember, you will still be roped to Longbow, and he can swim.”
“A little,” admitted Carum. “In quiet pools and in the palace baths. I have never tried a swift river. An unforgiving river.”
“You must jump in,” Armina said. “There is no other way.”
Carum turned to Jenna. “It has to be all right, Jenna. The prophecy doesn’t talk about the Anna dying. She’s to become queen and …”
“For the goddess’ sake, I am no Anna,” Jenna said angrily. “But I am a warrior of Great Alta’s. And as I have pledged myself to your safety …” She drew in a deep breath and looked steadily at Armina. “We will jump.”
“First we must get the ropes ready to tie around your waists. Carum, you mount that window and I the other,” said Armina. “Then I shall fling you an end outside.”
Carum climbed onto the windowsill and, straddling the spanning bar, leaned out. Meanwhile, Armina had climbed up onto the other and flung the rope toward him. It took three tries before he could catch it, but at last he drew the rope in and secured it loosely to the bar. Armina did the same with her end, then jumped back down.
“Now, we must fasten your sword to your side, Jenna. The river is a grasping sort. It will take it from you if it can.”
“I can do that,” Jenna said. She found another jump rope and began to twine it around herself and the sword, knotting it securely.
Armina picked up the kicker boards and set one by each window. “There is not much danger in this, really. It is more frightening than anything else. We older girls—as a test of courage—often come up and leap into the Halla. Without the kickers.”
“So you told us. And of the girl who was never found,” said Carum.
“That was just a tale. To frighten you.”
“You’ve succeeded,” said Carum.
“The only real danger,” Armina said, “is that you might not get out of the river in time. There are some rapids after a bit.”
“Rapids?” asked Jenna.
“Rough water, great whirlpools and eddies. And then there is a waterfall. You must be sure to get out early enough and on the right side.”
“And how will we know when these rapids are approaching?” asked Jenna.
“You will know.”
“Then we’d better go,” said Carum. He looked at Jenna, who nodded.
“I am ready,” she said, then added, “I think.”
“Carum is right. You must go quickly. Carum, you get up first and tie the rope to your waist. Then, Jenna, you do the same. Less time to worry that way. I shall hand you up the boards and then count to three. On three, leap together. Oh, and you must leap at the same time, or one will drag the other.” Armina thought a minute. “There is one other thing.”
“Now she tells us,” said Carum.
“Do not leap straight down or you shall hit the rocks. Leap out.”
“Anything more?” asked Carum as he climbed up and stepped over the spanning bar.
“Do not scream. It might alert any Kingsmen about. It is getting dark and they will not be close enough to see you leap, but why take chances? And may Alta hold you both securely in her hair.”
Jenna nodded, climbing onto the windowsill. “And to you, too, Armina. And all in this Hame. May you fight bravely and may I see you again.” She turned, stepped over the bar, untied the rope, and secured it around her waist with a double knot.
Armina handed them each a board and began the count. “One … two …”
Jenna felt something hot and hard in her stomach, and her mouth tasted salty. She knew that a woman of a prophecy would never feel such fear.
“… three!”
Jenna leaped slightly ahead of Carum but not so much that the rope pulled taut between them. She felt the rush of wind by her ears and a strange scream flew all unbidden from her mouth. There was a thin echo of that scream and Jenna realized, only as she plunged into the icy water, that Carum had been yelling as well. She hoped they had not been heard.
Water rushed suddenly into her open mouth and the board leaped like a wild thing from her hands. Flailing about, she tried to find the surface of the river, but with her eyes closed it was all guesswork. Then, thinking she was out, she breathed in and swallowed a mouthful of water, and then everything was black and full of cold bubbles. Just as suddenly her head was in the air, and Carum was pushing a board into her hands. She heard, as if from far away, his shout, “Breathe, Jenna, please breathe.” She gulped in air and coughed out water almost at the same time. Then she pulled herself partway onto the board, conscious of its solidity under her, but she was too weak and confused to kick. Carum put his arm around her, lifting his body partly onto hers, and kicked for them both.
After a while, Jenna’s eyes cleared of the film of water and she could see again. Her heart, while still pounding, was no longer racing quite so madly, and the fear that had inhabited her throat and bowels no longer threatened to spew forth. Breathing deeply, she called to Carum over the noise of the river in a raspy voice, “We … we are alive!”
“Of course we’re alive,” he shouted back. “I told you I could swim. Now kick, Jenna.” He slipped away and she was suddenly conscious of the loss of his body on hers. “Kick, I say!”
Jenna began to kick and the board moved noiselessly through the water ahead of her. “It works!” she cried, turning her head toward him.
Carum swam by her side, as graceless as a waddling pig, but still managing to keep pace with her and her board. They were both helped along by the force of the river, and the banks on either side hurtled by with frightening speed. Scarcely had they sighted one possible landmark when they were beyond it.
“How will we know when we are nearing the rapids?” Jenna shouted.
“Armina said we’d know,” he called back.
The noise of the river was such, they barely made out one word in three, but after several more tries they understood each other. Then they rounded a turn, and suddenly the noise of the river seemed to double while the water boiled about them with white pockets of foam.
“I think we’ve found it,” Carum shouted.
“What?”
“I think we’ve found it.”
“What?”
With an effort, he kicked closer to her, grabbed her shoulder, and headed her toward the right side.
“Just go over there.”
They were nearer the left bank than the right, the east bank, but they fought toward the right with the last of their strength. The river drew them steadily forward. Suddenly Carum was spun away from Jenna and the rope went taut between them. He was turned around several times into a deep eddy that drew him down and then popped him up again like a cork till the rope snapped him back to Jenna’s side.
Just as he found a footing on the rocks, Jenna was spun about in the same swirling water and the board was torn from her grasp. It shot straight up in the air and splashed down inches from Carum’s head. He ducked, nearly fell back into the channel, then steadied himself and hauled on the rope between them, dragging Jenna toward him. She was so exhausted he had to half lift, half drag her to the shore.
They flopped down on the slippery grassy slope, breathing heavily. Jenna coughed up water twice without lifting her head from the bank. Then she sat up suddenly, turned a greenish face toward Carum, and was sick in the grass. She lay down again, unable to move away.
“There …” Carum said, breathing deeply between words, “now … we … are … even … for … my … getting … sick … in … the … woods.”
It took Jenna a full minute to answer. “Not … amusing,” she muttered.
“I’m only trying to laugh and live longer,” he replied.
This time she did not bother to respond.
Carum sat up slowly and looked around. Then he crawled on his hands and knees up and over the embankment. Ahead of him was a long meadow pied with the pensive blue, purple, and yellow faces of heartsease. Off to the right was a copse of graceful, white-barked trees, almost ghostly in the fading light.
“The stand of birch!” Carum called down to Jenna. “The birch that Callilla said to watch out for.”
Jenna sat up at last and tried to wring the water from her braid, but her hands had no strength yet. “We could have passed hundreds of such stands while we were drowning,” she said.
“Do you have a better idea of where we are?”
“None at all.”
“Then let’s assume we are only a day’s journey to Bertram’s Rest, Jenna, because that way we’ll both sleep easier.”
Jenna shook her head. “How can either of us sleep easily, knowing that Pynt may die, knowing that the Hame is in danger, and knowing that we have no idea where we are or that we may be found by the Kingsmen at any minute?”
“I don’t know, Jenna,” Carum said, “but I’m going to try.”
She nodded, too tired to argue, and in fact they both fell asleep within minutes on the riverbank, in plain view of any passersby.
THE HISTORY:
The Garunian religious practices are much more thoroughly documented than any other group of the Dales from that period. There are two reasons for this. First, the Continental ancestry of the Garunians provides us with a broad base from which religious history explorers may make their speculative forays. After all, though only two authenticated Garunian documents have been found in the diggings in the Dales, there are at least twenty such (including a book of gnomic sayings) discovered by Dr. Allysen J. Carver during her twenty years of barrow work in the Continental border towns. Second, of the two Dalite documents, one is the famous essay “Oblique Prophecies” (or, as Magon persists in calling it rather too colloquially, “Prophecies on the Slant,” thus diminishing its considerable power) by the scholar-king Langbrow II, in which the system of refuges, or Rests, is mentioned.
These walled monasteries, which were part religious retreats, part sanctuaries, part prisons, were considered sacrosanct by the Garunians, and many a wanted man apparently holed up in them, possibly (though not probably) for years. Langbrow cites a number of proverbs, some too obscure for parsing, but two seem clear enough: In the wrong, in the Rest and Better in the Rest than in the Battle. Both Magon and Temple, for once, agree on the meaning, that felons and army deserters alike took advantage of the immunity such Rests offered. Magon further hypothesizes—a bit freely considering that the length of the document is but three pages—that once a man was hounded into a Rest, he was often there for life.
THE STORY:
They were, in fact, less than a day’s journey away, for they began, after seven hours of sleep, with the moon still overhead. Following close by the path, they did not stay directly on it; caution, an old habit, claimed them.
So it was a bit past noon, the sun ripe above them, when they crested a small rise and saw Bertram’s Rest in the valley below. The Rest was a series of low stone buildings in the shape of a broken cross with neat gardens and fruit trees nestled in each crook, the whole surrounded by a set of double walls. While smaller by far than Nill’s Hame, the Rest was still larger than Selden.
“That’s it!” said Carum. “All Rests are built that way, in the bent crux sign.” He started to stand and Jenna pulled him down by the shirttails.
“Wait!” she said. “We always say They stumble who run ahead of their wits. Let us watch a moment or two.”
He knelt down again and as they watched, a troop of horsemen raced out of the western woods and gathered restlessly before the gates. Long minutes later the horsemen, on some signal, spun around and sped away toward the rise where they were huddled.
Jenna grabbed Carum by the arm and pulled him into the densest part of the underbrush, careful not to leave a trail that the seasoned traveler might read.
Farther on they came upon a small cliff with a tiny dark cave pocking the face. They pressed in, though it was barely big enough for the two of them. It was full of animal droppings and sour-smelling, but they stayed in it until darkness had wrapped around the woods, and the riders, whoever they were, were long gone.
A full moon rode high in the sky and the valley was starkly illuminated.
“We might as well have crossed by day,” Carum said, “for that moon is as strong as the sun.”
But without a hope for clouds, and under a sky bright with a powerful moon and the scattering of stars, they raced across the grassy meadow. Luck was with them; if there were watchers, they slept at their posts.
The walls of the Rest were higher than they had seemed from the hill, so high it would take a scaling ladder to mount them. They were topped by cruel-looking spikes.
“A welcoming sort of place,” Jenna commented.
“Remember, it’s got to keep people out as well as in,” Carum said.
“I thought your people respected the sanctuary.”
“My people are not all people,” Carum said.
The gates were wood set into the stone walls with iron brackets. They were good, solid, unadorned gates, the only decoration a peephole about halfway up.
Carum hammered on the door with both hands while Jenna, sword unsheathed, stood guard. For a long time nothing happened.
“They cannot want to help those in need very much if they do not open their doors,” Jenna said.
“Jenna, it’s the middle of the night. They’ll all be asleep.”
“All? Are there no guards?”
“Why should there be guards? No one in the Dales would dare violate a Rest.”
“I would have thought no one would violate a Hame filled with women and children. But Pynt has an arrow in her back, and Verna and the other sister are missing, and we have had to swim an unforgiving river.”
“That was a Hame and this is a Rest,” Carum said.
“And you are a king’s son who had to cry me merci from his own kind.”
Carum looked down. “I’m sorry, Jenna. You’re right. That was a stupid thing to say. A wicked, un—”
“Unthinking?”
“Unthinkable thing to say. And there should be someone up. Or we can get someone up.” He turned and hammered on the gates again.
At last there was a grinding noise and the peephole cover slid aside. They could see a single eye staring through. Carum moved in front of Jenna and shouted up at the eye.
“We seek sanctuary: I for what time I need, and my companion for the rest of the night.”
The door opened slowly, drawn inward just a crack, and an old man, with deep creases around his mouth like parentheses, stood in their way.
“Who asks?”
“I am Carum Longbow, the king’s …”
“Ah, Longbow. We have been wondering if you might make your way here.”
Carum stared. “How did you know?”
The old man’s head moved back and forth like a clockwork doll. “Your brother Pike, who lies within, had hopes. And there were Kingsmen here just hours ago asking of you. Of course we sent them on their way.”
“Pike here? And you say lies. Does he sleep—or is he wounded?”
“Wounded, but nowhere near dying.”
Jenna stepped forward. “Please let him in. You can talk once the gates are closed behind.”
The old man peered closer at Jenna. “This is the companion you spoke of?”
“Yes.”
“But she is a woman.”
“She is an Altite warrior who pledged herself to save me.”
The old man made a tsking noise with his tongue. “Highness, you know we have no women here.”
Carum drew himself up. “She stays. I am the king’s son.”
“But not yet the king, nor likely to be unless your brother dies. And only the king can make that request. She cannot tarry here. It is the law.” His head went back and forth again, more like palsy than an answer.
Jenna put her hand on Carum’s arm. “Go inside, and quickly. My charge is done, Carum Longbow. You are safe now, and I am free of my vow to you.”
“Free of the vow but not free of me, Jenna.”
“Hush, Carum,” she said. “We both have other missions now, I to my sisters and you to your brother. And to your life. We were companions because danger tied us one to the other with bonds as strong as the ropes that held us in the Halla.”
“I won’t let you leave so quickly. Not like this.”
“Carum …”
“At least kiss me good-bye.”
“Why?”
“Why not?”
“Because … because I have never kissed a man before.”
“You said I was a boy.”
“I have never kissed a boy before.”
“That’s not a good enough reason. I never ate bitter roots before I met you. You never swam a river before you met me.” He smiled, and held out his hands.
She nodded imperceptibly and moved into the compass of his arms. His lips touched hers softly and when she thought to move away, his hands were on her arms, steadying her, so she moved, without quite meaning to, even closer to him until their bodies were pressed together and she began to tremble. She pulled back a little and took her mouth from his.
“What is this?” she whispered.
Carum smiled ruefully. “I’d call it love.”
“Is that … is that a scholarly definition, Carum?”
“It’s a guess,” he said. “I’ve never kissed a girl before. But from what I’ve read …”
“What have you read?” Her voice was still a whisper.
“That the Carolians, who worship only under an open sky, say that love was the first word God memorized.”
“What a strange god.”
“No stranger than this,” Carum said, kissing her once again without touching her anywhere but on the lips. Then he stepped back. “We will see each other again, my White Jenna.”
“Oh,” Jenna said, unable to say more until the door had closed between them, and then all she could manage was to whisper his name.
It was only when she got back to the forest’s edge and drew out the map that she found it had been ruined by the water. Knowing no other route to a Hame but the ones she had already traveled, she knew she had to turn back toward the river and retrace her steps. At Nill’s Hame they would give her another map or at least set her on the track to the next mission Hame.
Without Carum, she did not feel the need to leave the path. One person alone, she reasoned, could disappear quickly into the woods. One person alert, she convinced herself, would hear an army on the road.
She moved swiftly, stopping infrequently, gathering what edibles grew along the path. She slept only a few hours, a sleep that gave her little rest, for she dreamed of Carum, who fell to his knees and cried out, “Holy, holy, holy,” refusing her embrace.
By midmorning she found herself back by the fir tree that groped across the path like a disfigured hand. A dark stain, half under the tree, the size and shape of a serving plate, was the only reminder of the violence that had occurred there. Crawling under, she held her breath, for she feared what might wait for her on the other side. But when she came through, she was alone.
There was a strange silence, broken only by the river’s surging, though in her mind she heard again the screams and cries that had last accompanied her at this place. Those voices haunted her, and she ran quickly to the Hame’s back door. She pushed against it and it was solid and unmoving and, though she breathed thankfully for that—it meant no Kingsmen had gotten through this way—she did not hammer on it in case the enemy were inside.
Instead, she went back down the path, scrambled once more under the tree, and ran along the path until she came to the place where the cliff was lowest. Hand over hand she climbed up the face, her sword banging against her legs and threatening, at every move, to entangle them. It took her a long time to achieve the top, where she lay panting and grateful on the grass, waiting to catch her breath. Then, slowly, she began to crawl through the high grass toward the front of the Hame, conscious all the while that she could be seen from the tops of the walls.
As she crawled, she realized that everything except the grass right around her was still. Too still. Surely there would be the sounds of voices or the cries of cocks or the bleating of goats floating on such still air. Fear trembled through her and for a moment she did not dare move again.
To calm herself, she took three deep latani breaths, no easy task lying on her stomach, then pushed herself to her knees. In a crouched-over position, she ran to the wall and put her hand on the stone. Its very solidity lent her courage.
Turning the corner carefully, she gasped, her stomach knotting, a strange metallic taste flooding into her mouth. The carved gates were in splinters, the walls breached. Tumbled about like fruit from a bowl, the heavy stones had their dark, hidden faces up to the sun.
Jenna waited, hardly daring to breathe at all, for minute after minute, straining for some sound. But that deathly pall lay over all. Three more deep latani breaths, and she moved forward at last, stepping carefully between the fallen stones.
There were bodies scattered everywhere throughout the courtyard: men in full battle armor, women in their warrior skins. She stopped at one body after another, brushing impatiently at the flies, hoping to find someone, something, alive.
Everywhere, she thought distractedly. They are everywhere.
The women who died facedown she turned over, looking for someone familiar—Armina, Callilla, or the priestess herself.
Near the well, her hand over her face as if shutting out the sun, lay a young woman in trews. There was a small hole in her throat. Jenna stared down at her.
Such a small entrance to let in death, to let out life, Jenna thought.
She knelt and pushed the hand away and recognized Brenna, though she had seen her only the once.
“Alta’s mercy,” she whispered, wondering where that mercy had been scant hours before. She felt more for that one corpse suddenly than for all the others. “I swear, Brenna, I shall give you a burial if I can find someone to show me your Hame’s Cave.”
She stood and continued to search through the courtyard, her shadow dancing oddly by her side, until she realized she was moving in peculiar starts and stops. That was when she first knew she was incapable of taking it all in, the heartbreaking horror of it. There was simply too much of it, too much death. And she realized, too, that she was terrified to go inside the Hame.
She forced herself to squat down and breathe deeply, though the air was filled with a sweet-sharp smell. The sun beat down on her and she began the hundred-chant, trying to steady herself for what further horrors lay ahead. As she counted, she felt again the strange lightening, and she was pulled slowly from her body to float above the courtyard. She looked down as if from a great height at the chanting figure swaying slightly in the midst of the scattered corpses. But when she sailed down to touch one body after another, she found no entrance, no living self to be drawn into. At last she spiraled down, down, down toward her chanting self just as the final number was reached.
Standing again, she walked purposefully toward the broken door into the Hame.
She found Callilla in the kitchen, her throat slashed, and five dead men around her. Armina was on the main stairs, an arrow in her back and a broken sword at her feet. Behind her were three men whose faces had been scored by her nails and whose throats had been pierced with a knife.
Jenna sat on the step by Armina’s head and stroked the crest of hair. “Laugh longer, live longer,” she whispered hoarsely. And only then the tears came, gushing out of her eyes, along with great gulping sobs. She wept uncontrollably, not only for Armina, but for all of them, her unknown sisters who had died defending themselves against the Kingsmen. The Kingsmen, who wanted Jenna for the killing of the Hound, and Carum for … she realized for the first time that she did not even know why they wanted Carum. Only that they did. They wanted him so badly they had slaughtered an entire Hame of women to find him. And to find her. This horror, then, was their fault, Carum’s and hers. Just as Mother Alta had said: she was an ending. An entire Hame gone.
An entire Hame! And Pynt, too! Jenna leaped up and, turning, took the stairs two at a time, trying desperately to remember where the hospice room was. Somewhere on the second floor, that much she knew. She could not make herself believe the men would kill a wounded girl lying in a hospice bed.
She opened door after door, stepping over corpses of women and their pursuers, for the women of Nill’s Hame had taken more than their own number into the dark Cave.
A tall, bearded man with a face as seamed as wood and a bloody throat lay against a closed door, blocking it. Jenna kicked him aside.
“And are you throwing bones over your shoulders for those bitter dogs now?” she shouted. “May they rip your throat out again.” She opened the door and saw it was the hospice. Three dead women lay on the cots and one, her eyes bandaged, was under a table. None of them was Pynt.
“Pynt!” Jenna screamed. The room echoed with the name but there was no answer.
She raced out the door, leaped over the dead man, and ran down the hall, flinging doors open and shouting wildly into each room. One door was already ajar. When she looked in, she saw it was the playroom from where, two days before, she and Carum had leaped into the icy flood. She went over to the windows and stared down at the Halla below, coursing mindlessly between its banks. When she turned back, the scattered toys looked like the corpses of playthings.
Slowly something else teased into her mind, something beyond the horror and the blood.
“The children!” she whispered. “I have seen no dead children!”
Leaning against the window frame, she tried to remember what it was Armina had said to them about the children, but when she tried to picture Armina speaking, she could only see her body stretched out along the stairs.
“I must think,” she said aloud. “I must remember.” She forced herself to recall the dinner and the fatal hammering at the doors. That was when Armina had told them something about the children. But what was it she had said?
And then she remembered. “… a place for them. Never fear.” The children, she had said, and the wounded. Jenna bit her lip. She had seen the wounded murdered on their cots. No safety there. Then she said, speaking her thoughts aloud, “But surely not all the wounded. In a battle of this size, things would have gone on for hours. So there must have been others, moved earlier. To the place Armina mentioned. If only she had named it!” She thought, suddenly, Perhaps Pynt is there as well.
Afraid to hope too much, she nevertheless allowed herself a faint glimmering. Leaving the playroom, she finished her search of the second floor and then, finding the back stairs, mounted to the third.
There were fewer bodies here, as if the fighting had not reached so far or, she thought grimly, as if there had been fewer fighters left. And then she came to Mother Alta’s carved doors. They were shattered, split down the middle. Cautiously she stepped inside.
It was here some sort of stand had been made. The last of the wounded were clustered at Mother Alta’s feet, almost stacked up, their bandages soaked in newer blood. The infirmarer, her own head encased in a linen binding, had fallen across the priestess’ lap. Mother Alta’s fingers were entwined in hers, the sixth finger alone outstretched. The priestess’ marble eyes were wide open and staring.
But Pynt and the children were gone. The realization came to Jenna suddenly. The men must have taken them, taken the screaming, hysterical children and … Here her imagination failed her utterly. She simply could not guess what grown men would do with several dozen children, some still babes in arms.
For the rest of the day Jenna carried the corpses of the women down to the kitchen and the Great Hall. She carried them reverently, as if by doing so, somehow, she could excuse her guilt. She laid them side by side, leaving room between for their dark sisters. The last one she brought down was Mother Alta, the small, twisted body weighing less than a child.
She knew that she could not bring them all to the Cave, had she even an idea of where the Cave lay. Instead, she planned to set the Hame afire. It would serve as a fitting memorial for the battle brave.
It was deep into the night by the time she brought Mother Alta down, setting her gently atop the kitchen table and arranging her shrunken legs. She kissed each finger on the six-fingered hands before crossing them over the old woman’s breast. Jenna’s eyes had grown used to the almost-dark. She lit lamps only at the far turnings of the stairs, for otherwise she would have been burdened with the dark sisters as well as the light. But once she had Mother Alta’s body arranged, she lit a candle and placed it at the priestess’ head, watching with quiet satisfaction as the corpse of Mother Alta’s dark sister appeared, her flickering sixth finger resolving in the full light.
“Sisters side by side,” Jenna whispered. Then she lit all the kitchen lamps before proceeding into the Great Hall. Making sure all the corners of the room were well lit, she nodded as corpse after corpse appeared next to their light sisters. Unbidden, the words of the grave prayer came to her lips.
In the name of Alta’s cave,


The dark and lonely grave …


And she thought that those dead sisters would not be lonely this night. The memory of the last time she had heard those words came to her: Mother Alta’s reedy voice following them down the stairs.
Mounting those stairs one last time, Jenna was suddenly aware just how exhausted she was. She headed directly for the priestess’ room, for she had already decided to bring down two final tributes to the courage of the Nill’s Hame sisters—the Book of Light and the mirror. Standing before the broken door, she took a single deep breath, then went in.
She snatched the cloth from the glass, momentarily startled at her reflection. There were blades of grass in her hair and her braid needed replaiting. Black smudges seemed to be growing under her eyes. She had either lost weight or grown unaccountably taller. Blood spotted her clothing and there was a smear of it across her right cheek. It was a wonder Carum had ever wanted to kiss her.
At the thought of him, she put her fingers to her lips, as if some trace of the kiss still lingered there. And he is gone, too, she thought. Gone to a place where I cannot go.
She raised her hands toward her mirror self as if pleading, and whispered hoarsely, “Thee to me. Thee to me,” the only part of Night of Sisterhood she could remember. “Thee to me.”
She meant Carum and Pynt and the children and all the dead women of the Hame. She meant her stepmother A-ma and her foster mother Selna and her real mother who had been cat-killed. And even Selden’s Mother Alta. Even her. All the ones who had been part of her life and were gone from her now. “Thee to me.” Knowing they were dead or too far for her recalling, still she called. “Thee to me.” Tears ran hot down her cheeks, washing away the bloodstains. “Thee to me. Thee to me.”
The moon silvered through the window and a small breeze stirred the tendrils of hair at her forehead and neck. In the mirror a mist seemed to form, as if there were moisture in the air, clouding the glass. But Jenna’s eyes were so teary, she did not really see it.
“Thee to me,” she whispered urgently.
The mist shrouded her reflection slowly, from the edges in, and all the while her hand moved in its beckoning motion and the chant, taking on a life of its own, ran its course.
“Thee to me.”
The image, mimicking her motions, whispered back, “Thee to me.”
As if in a trance, Jenna stepped forward until she was almost on top of the mirror. Palms out, she placed her hands upon the glass. Instead of the hard surface, her hands touched warm skin, palm to palm. She closed her fingers about the image’s fingers and drew the other from the glass.
“It took you long enough,” said the image. “I could have been here days ago.”
“Who are you?” Jenna asked.
“Your dark sister, of course. Skada.”
“Skada?”
“It means shadow in the old tongue.”
“Pynt is my shadow.” Mentioning Pynt’s name out loud made Jenna’s throat hurt.
“Pynt was your shadow. Now I am. And I will be closer to you than Pynt could ever be.”
“You cannot be my dark sister. You look very little like me. I am not that thin and my cheekbones are not that prominent. And …” She ran her hand nervously down her braid.
Skada smiled, touching her own black plait. “We none of us know how others see us. It is one of the first warnings taught in my world: Sisters can be blind. I am dark where you are light. And perhaps I am a bit thinner. But that will change.”
“Why?”
“You eat better in this world, of course.”
“Your world is different from ours?” Jenna was confused.
“It is the mirror image. But image is not the same as substance. We must wait your call for that.”
Jenna shook her head. “This is very different than I expected. You are very different than I expected.”
Skada shook her head as if mocking Jenna. “What did you expect?”
“I do not know. Someone … softer, maybe. Quieter. More pliant.”
“But, Jenna, you are not soft, quiet, pliant. And though I am many things, I am not what you are not. I am you. And what you keep yourself from being.” She smiled and Jenna smiled back at her. “I would not have waited so long to let Carum kiss me.”
“You saw that?” Jenna felt her cheeks flush.
“Not exactly saw. But it happened at night under the moon. So your memories of that are mine.”
Jenna touched her fingers to her lips, remembering, and Skada did the same.
“And there are other things I would do differently,” said Skada.
“Such as …”
“I would not have hesitated to claim being the Anna. So that means some part of you desires it, too.”
“No!” Jenna said.
“Yes!” Skada answered.
“How can I believe you?” Jenna asked. “How do I know you are not simply a woman of the Hame?”
“Shall I tell you what Carum said? How he carried you out of the Halla? That was at night, too. Moon nights I share with you, Jenna. Forever.”
“Forever?” Jenna’s voice was scarcely a whisper. “You will not leave?”
“I cannot leave,” Skada whispered back. “You called and I came and it is done. Sister called to sister, need to need.”
Jenna sank down on her haunches and stared at the ground. Skada did the same. “My need …” Jenna muttered. Then she looked up to find Skada staring back at her. “My need is to find where the children have been taken. And Pynt.”
“I will help you every moonlit step of the way.”
“Then first help me take the mirror down. And the Book. I want to put the Book by Mother Alta’s head and the mirror at her feet. But I will break the glass first just in case. No man shall ever find the secret to our sisterhood.” She nodded her head at Skada.
Skada nodded back. “You begin the task, sister, and I will have little say in the matter.”
Jenna smiled ruefully. “I forgot.”
“It will take some getting used to,” Skada said. “For me as well. In my own world, except at a mirror or pond, my movements were my own.”
Jenna stared at her. “Do you resent me for that?”
Skada returned that stare. “Resent you? You make me—how shall I put it—whole. Without you I am indeed a shadow.”
Jenna stood and touched the left side of the mirror. Skada touched the right.
“When I give the signal, lift with me,” said Jenna.
Skada almost smiled. “When you lift, that will be signal enough,” she said.
“Oh, I understand. Strange—I have been around dark sisters all my life, but gave them little thought.”
“Soon you will give me as little. I shall just be,” Skada answered. “Lift the mirror, Jenna. You talk too much.”
Jenna spread her legs apart and bent her back to the task, and Skada heaved with her, but the mirror would not move, as if it were attached, somehow, to the floor.
“That is strange,” said Skada.
“Very strange,” Jenna agreed. She straightened up for a moment, then bent back to the task, Skada following her every movement. “Let us try again.” As she tried to heft the mirror, Jenna’s hand was on the goddess sign and her hand moved it slightly to the right. There was a loud, groaning sound and the floor under Jenna’s foot began to move. Jenna leaped away from the mirror in alarm and Skada did the same. Jenna pulled her sword from its sheath with a single swift motion and was momentarily startled when Skada’s sword flashed back. The moonlight touched the steel and, for a moment, both seemed bathed in a cold fire.
The floor continued its groaning motion, and slid open until it disclosed a stair going down. There was a strange, high cry from below and a child climbed out, blinking in the moonlight. She looked around, first at Skada, then at Jenna.
“The Anna,” she cried. “Mother Alta said you would come.”
She turned, gave a loud, piercing whistle down the stairs, then turned back and flung herself into Jenna’s arms.
The children boiled out of the tunnel like rats from a hole, all trying to talk at once. Even the babies gabbled for attention. Jenna and Skada hugged and petted them each in turn, then gathered them in a large semicircle.
“Is that all of you, then?” Jenna asked. “No more hidden down those dark stairs?”
“Just one, Anna,” said one of the older girls. “But she is too sick to come up herself.”
Jenna gasped. “How sick?”
“Very sick,” said a smudge-faced girl with tangled brown hair.
“Why did none of you bring her up?” asked Skada.
“She is too big for us to move,” the brown-haired child replied.
“Too big!” Jenna whispered. Pushing hope down, she stood. “Skada, help me.”
“Then someone must bring a lamp,” Skada said.
The oldest child there, a twelve-year-old with dark braids and a deep dimple in her cheek, lit a lamp. “I will.”
They went down the stairs and through a series of dark, dry rooms with cots lined up along the walls. The remnants of food tins were scattered about. The rooms were close and smelled dreadfully.
“Too many babies and too few baths,” whispered Skada.
Jenna wrinkled her nose but did not reply.
In the last room, the child cried out, “There she is.”
There was a cot against the wall and the figure in it had dark hair, but her back was to them.
“Pynt,” Jenna whispered. “Pynt, is it you?”
The girl on the cot stirred, but she was obviously in too much pain to turn over. Jenna ran to the bed and, with Skada’s help, turned the bed around.
“Hello, Jenna,” Pynt said. Her eyes were dark hollows.
Jenna could not contain her tears. “I said I would be back,” she whispered. “In my heart, I said it.”
“I knew you would,” Pynt said. She smiled up at Jenna, then looked at Skada.
Jenna noticed the look. “Pynt, this is …”
“Your dark sister, of course,” Pynt said hoarsely. “I am so glad for you, Jenna. It would not do for you to be alone, and I will not be shadowing you for a while. Not for a long while.” She closed her eyes and was still.
“Not … not dead,” Jenna whispered to Skada.
Skada smiled. “Well, they say Sleep is death’s younger sister. No wonder you are confused.”
“Oh—sleep!” Jenna said, and grinned.
They hefted the bed between them and carried it carefully through the dark rooms and up the stairs, setting it in front of the half circle of children.
“But where is Mother Alta?” asked the girl with dark braids.
Jenna squatted down so as not to tower over the children, and Skada squatted right by her side. “Now listen, little ones, what you will find below will break your hearts if you let it. But remember that your mothers are all with Great Alta now, where they wait for the day we can all be together again.”
A four-year-old began to snuffle. One or two of the others started to cry. The girl with the dark braids made a strange moaning sound.
“All?” she asked. “Not all.”
“All,” Jenna said as gently as she could and wishing there were some comfort in it.
A baby, unused to the light and the sound of all the crying, took it up in a thin, high wailing.
Pynt opened her eyes. Without moving more than her mouth, she began to speak, her voice surprisingly strong. “Hush! Hush! You are young warriors of Alta. You are the Mother’s own. Would we trouble the mothers’ rest in Alta’s cave? They are happy there, playing at wands with the goddess herself and taking their nourishment from her breast. Would we make them miss a cast with our cries? Would we disturb their suck? No, no, my babies. We must be strong. We must remember who we are, always.”
The snuffling cries stopped at her voice; even the baby was still, soothed by her tone.
When it was quiet, Pynt whispered to Jenna, “They will cry no more. Not a one of them cried in the warren, even when the candles gave out. And I know none of them will cry outside. Lead on, White Jenna. Lead on, Anna. Lead on and we will all be your shadows.”
They broke the mirror with the butt end of Jenna’s sword and set fire to the kitchen and the Great Hall. Jenna let only the older girls help. She could not bear for the babies to see the bodies and all the blood. So the children waited by the back door.
Then, with the smoke spiraling behind them, Jenna and Skada carried Pynt’s cot, followed by the single line of children.
They chopped through the twisted fir tree that lay across the path, clearing the walk for everyone. And when they came to a low embankment, the children scrambled over easily. With ropes they hauled Pynt’s cot up and then, at Jenna’s signal, turned toward the Sea of Bells where, beyond, Selden Hame waited. It was the only place Jenna knew of that would take so many children in. Once she got them safely there, she swore she would find another map and warn the Hames.
THE MYTH:
And so Great Alta made the Anna, the White One, the Holy One, out of fire and water, out of earth and air.
“This One that I have made,” quoth Great Alta, “shall be sundered and yet shall be whole. She shall be drowned and yet she shall live. She shall burn and yet not be ashes. She shall go down into the earth and up into the air and yet shall not die. She shall be the end of all things and the beginning.”



BOOK FOUR
THE ANNA



THE MYTH:
Then Great Alta took up the hair that bound the dark and light sisters to her and with a great shears severed the braid. It fell between them into the sinkhole of night.
“Even as I have done, so you must do,” quoth Great Alta. “For a child who is wrapped in her mother’s hair, a child who wears her mother’s clothing, a child who lives in her mother’s house, that one remains a child forever.”
So the queen of shadows and the queen of light departed, but not before they each took a single hair from the braid, twining it about their wrists, as a token of their love.
THE LEGEND:
The day that Mairi Magoren was playing at Counters, she looked up and saw an old woman trotting down the road with her head going back and forth like this, tok-tok, tok-tok. Behind her was a long line of dirty, nasty children calling after her.
“Old woman, old woman,” said Mairi, “and where are you going so fast?” For she was thinking that she might give her a drink or a chair to rock in or a kind word, and let the gang of children go by.
But the old woman trotted along without a sound, her white-haired head moving back and forth, tok-tok, tok-tok. And her shadow on the ground made the same motion, tok-tok, tok-tok. And those ragged children kept pace behind.
And then Mairi saw that the children were bound together with ropes of hair and that she could see right through them to the trees beyond.
That was when Mairi knew she had seen the Hanna Bucca, the Hanna Ghost or Devil, who stole naughty children from their cradles and lured them from their beds and forced them to dance behind her till their clothes were in rags and their shoes in patches and their mothers long dead in their graves.
THE STORY:
They traveled by night, but not because it was safer. How a troop of thirty-three children, ranging in age from infancy to twelve years, hoped to obscure their tracks was beyond even Jenna’s fine woodcraft. But they traveled in the moonlight because Skada could be there to help haul Pynt’s cot. Once into the deep woods, though, Skada’s movements were not to be counted on, and Jenna relied more and more upon dark-braided Petra.
Petra seemed extraordinarily composed for a girl on the edge of missioning, and Jenna was not surprised to discover she had chosen to follow the priestess’ way. Jenna tried to remember herself just a year past, but what she recalled mostly was the sound of doors slamming, the angry scraping of chairs being pushed from tables, and endless moody self-examinations. Petra seemed troubled by none of these, being equally at home with the babies as with the still-feverish Pynt. She also had an endless store of tales and songs which she recited in a voice that reminded Jenna more and more of the six-fingered Mother Alta.
They had taken as much food from the Hame as they could pack. Each of the older girls carried sacks or baskets crammed with breads, cheeses, and dried fruits. The younger ones had leather pockets full of brod, the hard-baked crackers Nill’s Hame was famous for. Jenna had slung a half-dozen wineskins over her back which she planned to refill with water whenever they were near a stream.
“Even if we never make it to Selden Hame,” Skada had remarked, “we will never go hungry.”
The children had cheered then, the first sound they had made since leaving the Hame, though Jenna had shushed them quickly.
Outlined by the moon, the Sea of Bells seemed an endless realm of closed white flowers and dark, shadowy grass. Jenna was thankful there was no fog.
She and Skada led the children straight across the great meadow, heedless of the matted track they left behind. More important than any trail was speed. The children needed mothering, Pynt needed nursing, and regardless of Skada’s joke, there was hardly enough food for more than a few days. Besides, Jenna’s head was never long without Mother Alta’s voice saying to her, “You must go from Hame to Hame to warn them. Say this: The time of endings is at hand.” Every repetition brought with it a memory of the horror that had been Nill’s Hame, with body after body in the courtyard and on the stairs, and after the thin smoke trailing up from the funeral fires like an unwinding skein of souls.
The first morning they picnicked by the eastern edge of the lily bell meadow. The infants, who had slept all night in the arms of their carriers, were wide awake. But the others were exhausted from their night of walking and fell asleep in the grass, heedless of the babies’ happy babblings.
Jenna and Petra took turns standing guard during the day, though there was, thankfully, little to see except a family of red foxes playing some hundred feet away from the sleeping children and a V of wild geese honking northward overhead.
In the evening they all shared a meal of cheese and bread, water and a cache of nuts Jenna had found during one of Petra’s turns at the watch. The fruit was saved for treats along the way.
After the meal, Jenna got them all to their feet, saying, “Come, my warriors. Come, my fine woodswomen. Petra will tell us a story and then we will be on our way.”
Petra told them the ever-stirring ballad of Krack’s Ride, singing the chorus:
Hallo, hallay, King Krack does ride,


And with him, sisters side by side


and all the children joined in. Even the infants seemed to take part, waving their arms at the last three words just as the older girls did.
Remembering Pynt’s recitation of the opening lines of the poem, Jenna knelt by her cot.
“And how are you doing, my shadow?” she asked.
Pynt managed to raise her head. “I believe I am healing, Jenna. Who would have credited it? Bouncing along between you and Skada, packed in like a pound of brod and cheese. But my fever broke in the night and the wound aches only a little, like a tooth gone rotten.”
Jenna put her hand on Pynt’s head and found it cool, though a bit damp. She tucked the covers gently around Pynt’s shoulders as Petra finished the last lines of the poem.
Pynt whispered the chorus along with the children. “And with him, sisters side by side. That is a good one, Jenna. It will get them moving quickly, and without fear.”
“So she hoped,” Skada said, materializing by Jenna’s side.
Glancing quickly to the horizon, Jenna saw the moon making its slow way. She nodded, as if to herself, and said in a low voice, “You are here. Now we can really go.”
The moon was no longer full, its edges sloped and faded, but Skada seemed as crisp as ever, her laughter piercing Jenna’s moodiest moments. So the first time Jenna tried to hush her along the long march, she would not be still.
“If I quieted, Jenna, you would say the very same things inside your mind, but they would not be half as amusing. Admit it.”
“Hush, Skada, I hear something,” Jenna said, stopping, her head cocked to one side. Skada stood in the same attitude.
“How you can expect to hear anything beyond the tramping of sixty-six little feet, Great Alta alone knows,” Skada said, though she listened as well.
“Will you hush?”
“I am still. You are the one who is flapping.”
As soon as they stopped, the line of children stretched out behind them came to a halt. After the last child had quieted, there was still a shallow echo of sound, a crackling of twigs from the line of trees.
Pynt whispered from her cot, “A cat?”
“Too noisy.”
“A bear?”
“Not noisy enough.”
“Is that meant to be comforting?”
“That is meant to be—oh, Pynt, we have had this conversation before.”
Pynt grinned despite the fear.
“How can you joke at a time like this?” Jenna asked.
Pynt pushed herself up onto her elbow. “Jenna, you are always asking me to think. You think this time. Think about the last time we heard such a noise, and in the fog.”
“It was Carum.” Jenna’s voice was suddenly soft.
“But it is not Carum now. Still, that is a noise made by someone equally human. One someone. Surely we outnumber whoever is there.”
Jenna nodded and drew her sword. Skada followed suit.
A voice called out from the bush, “Put up your sword Jo-an-enna. If I had wanted to surprise you, you would never have heard me.”
Pynt sat all the way up on the cot, her smile disguising the cost of such effort. “A-ma!” she cried.
Amalda stepped out of the shadows and, as she did, her dark sister Sammor materialized by her side.
Jenna slipped her sword silently back into its sheath, nodding as Skada did the same. They stepped aside so that Amalda and Sammor might get to the cot.
“What has happened to you, child?” asked Amalda.
“I spoke too soon and went first,” Pynt said wryly. “Just what you warned me about. I think that this time I may have learned my lesson. But, A-ma, why are you here?”
Sammor held Pynt’s right hand, Amalda her left. “You brought us here, imp,” they said together.
“When a runner came from Calla’s Ford to say that you had not gotten to the Hame with the other two—” Amalda began.
“See, Jenna,” Pynt interrupted, “I told you they would make it on their own.”
Unruffled, Amalda continued. “We could not stay at home knowing you had acted so foolishly, knowing that you might have put your life—and others’—in danger. Marga, you went directly against the Mother’s orders.”
“They were bad orders, made to hurt, not to heal,” Pynt said.
“They were the Mother’s orders,” said Amalda, “no matter what your heart told you. In the Dales they say: The heart can be a cruel master. And look how cruelly it has served you.” She and Sammor fussed at the bandage around Pynt’s shoulder and back.
“Even more cruelly served were the women of Nill’s Hame,” Jenna whispered. She gestured at the exodus fanned out around them, the children waiting quietly for their next instructions.
Pynt bit her lip and looked down.
“We wondered who they were,” said Sammor. “They have the quiet containment of Alta’s own babes.”
“That is quite a reaping of hillsides, Jenna,” Amalda added.
Jenna nodded.
“Where are their mothers?” Amalda asked.
“Dead,” Jenna said.
“All of them?”
Jenna said nothing.
“All.” Skada spoke for the first time.
Amalda and Sammor turned and stared at her.
“But … but you are …”
Skada and Jenna both nodded and moved closer together so that their shoulders touched. Seen that way, their twinship could not be denied.
“I do not understand,” Amalda said, coming over to stand before them, Sammor following. “You are at least a year away from your Night of Sisterhood. Surely the women at Nill’s Hame had no time to set you before the glass. You had no training. You had never even seen the rites.”
Jenna shrugged. “It just … just happened,” she said.
Skada’s shrug was more generous. “Need called to need,” she said. “And I answered.”
They were all silent for a long moment; then a four-year-old broke from the ring of children and came over to tug at Jenna’s sleeve. “Anna,” she whispered urgently, “we have heard the cough of a cat nearby. Some of the little ones are frightened.”
“And you are not frightened?” asked Jenna, kneeling down beside her. Skada flanked her.
“No, Anna. You are here.”
“Why does she call you Anna?” asked Sammor. “That is not your name.”
“The Anna is …” Amalda began.
“I know what the Anna is,” said Jenna, “but I no longer know who I am.” She put her arm around the child on one side, and Skada did the same on the other. “Tell me again, sweet heart.”
“We heard a cat in the woods. It coughed like this.” The child gave a remarkably good imitation of a cat’s rough voice.
“The tale will keep,” said Sammor. “The cat will not. We will kill it for you, Amalda and I, and one of your babes will sleep in a skin warmer than her own tonight.” Without another word, they slipped away from the group.
“Tell the others,” Jenna said to the child. “We will wait here until they return. But no one is to worry further about the cat. At our Hame we say: A cat who boasts once is a cat who boasts once too often.”
“We say that, too, Anna,” the child said, clapping her hands before she hurried back to the circle of children. Trotting around, she gave them all the message and they sat down in the grass to wait.
“That cat is not the problem,” Jenna said to Skada.
“Nor is the telling of the tale,” Skada added.
“Time is the problem,” Pynt said from her cot. “Every minute we wait here is a piece of moon time lost.”
“Moon time matters no longer,” said Skada. “A-ma will help with the cot now. You will be able to travel by day, too, if you wish.”
“If it were just Amalda, Pynt, and me, we would go both day and night. But the children are exhausted. Little food and less sleep is not a healthy rule.”
“They are young. They will recover,” said Skada.
Jenna looked over Skada’s shoulder at the trees, dark and untidy in the moonlight. “I wish we were gone from this place. It is too close to bad memories.”
“And a rough grave,” added Pynt.
It was less than an hour, with the moon still climbing, when Amalda and Sammor returned, the cat’s skin carried between them.
Jenna smiled thinly. “A small time,” she said.
“A small cat,” Amalda answered. “And only roughly skinned. It will stink, but we will clean it better once we are home. We worried about the time, you see.”
“We worried, too,” Pynt said.
They dropped the skin on top of Pynt’s feet, and the children gathered around to touch it, jostling one another slightly to get a better look, their infant sisters forgotten for the moment in the high grass.
“One touch,” warned Petra, “and that is all. Then we must go”
Silently and solemnly, the little girls touched the catskin; then they turned back to the grass where their sisters lay, and picked up their burdens before forming two straight lines.
Amalda and Sammor nodded toward the south. “That way is quickest. And it avoids a certain place.”
“What place?” asked Jenna.
“A grave with a snarling dog’s helm glowering over it from a broken cross,” Sammor said.
“But I threw that helm into the grave,” Jenna blurted out.
“And whoever uncovered the grave the first time gave him a proper burial according to their own rites,” Amalda said.
“First?” Pynt asked, her voice thin.
“We uncovered it second,” said Sammor. “We tracked the two of you with an ease that belittles our training. You trod a path in circles with frequent back-treading.”
“There was a fog,” Jenna said. If it was meant as an explanation, neither Amalda nor Sammor took it so.
“When we trailed you to that dirt-packed clearing and found the new grave, we feared the worst. But all we found in the grave was a big, ugly lump of a man,” said Sammor.
“A man killed twice,” added Amalda, “if we read his wounds right. Once in the thigh and once …”
Jenna made a small sighing sound.
“Please,” Skada said, “Jenna has no stomach for such tellings. She scarcely had any stomach for the doing.”
“I did what had to be done,” said Jenna. “But I will not take joy in it, neither once nor again. The children are waiting. Can we go?”
They walked on and on, sharing out the last of the brod and fruit with the children, giving the infants drinks of water flavored with the honey that Amalda and Sammor had carried with them.
Along the road, first Pynt and then Skada recounted the horror of the Nill’s Hame slaughter as starkly as they could, reciting just the facts so that Jenna’s blanched face might find its color again. Amalda and Sammor knew better than to interrupt the telling and thus make it longer. And when it was done, they were all five silent, for there were no words for comfort after such a tale. They were careful, though, not to let the children overhear any of it, leaving them to Petra’s gentle chivying.
At last the southern road turned into the woods, and Skada and Sammor disappeared, so that the cot had to be carried between Amalda and Jenna. They were silent far into the morning, when they led the children beneath a cliff into a great circling encampment with Pynt’s cot at the center. They slept there, at the base of the Old Hanging Man, whose broad, rocky face watched over them until dusk.
The children were hungry and one or two even complained of it, despite Petra’s warnings and the many songs she had them sing. The children were all were ragged from the long, steady, unending march, and finally Jenna and Amalda let several of the smallest take turns riding on their shoulders. Pynt cradled a few of the infants at a time in the cot by her breast and at her feet, freeing the older children from their heavy burdens. In this way the band of thirty-six straggled up to the gates of Selden Hame at dawn on the fifth day, flanked by two silent Hame guards who had not asked questions, fearing to delay them further.
The gates were opened at once, for the doors of a Hame were never shut to children, and the women of Selden boiled around them, lifting the children into much-welcomed embraces. Then they guided the ragtag crew into the kitchen for food.
Jenna knew that the Hame baths would be kept steaming long into the afternoon, and she could already feel the laving of the waters over her tired legs and back. She put her arm around Petra.
“Come, my good right hand, after we cram some hot stew down you and clean you up, you and I will have to go and speak to the Mother.” She said it jauntily, though her own stomach knotted at the thought. When she looked down at Petra, to her surprise, the girl had tears in her eyes.
“Are we safe here, Anna?” Petra asked in a whisper.
“You are safe here, Petra,” Jenna answered. “And the children, too, because of your good shepherding.”
“The Goddess smiles,” Petra said, her voice a small echo of the six-fingered priestess.
Jenna turned away slightly and under her breath, so that Petra could not hear, muttered, “The Goddess laughs, and I do not know if I like the sound.”
“What did you say?” Petra asked.
Jenna did not answer, but guided her to a chair in the kitchen, where Donya set two steaming mugs of stew before them and a platter of thick bread slices slathered with melted butter and cloudberry jam.
Amalda had let no one question them while they were eating, then took Pynt to see the infirmarer. Kadreen checked Pynt’s shoulder and back while she gulped down a second mug of stew.
“A good piece of work,” Kadreen said, her mouth in its usual thin line. “You will not lose the use of the arm, which is often the case when a wound cuts across muscle. But you will have to exercise that arm as soon as you are able.”
“When will that be?” Pynt asked.
“I will tell you,” said Kadreen, “and it will be sooner than either you or your arm will want. We will work on it together, you and I.”
Pynt nodded.
“There will be a nasty scar,” Kadreen said.
Amalda smiled. “I will trace it for you myself, Marga. A warrior’s scars are the face of memory, a map of her courage.”
Pynt hesitated a moment, then looked up at her mother. “I am a warrior no longer, A-ma. I have seen enough death for twenty warriors, though my hand struck but one, and he only in the thigh. Yet was I a bringer of death, as surely as if I carried some contagion.”
Amalda’s face blanched. “But …”
“My mind is made up, A-ma. And it is not to shame you. But at my Night of Sisterhood, I will choose to tend the children, like Mama and Zo. I am good with them, and surely with so many new ones in our Hame, there will be need of me.”
Amalda started to speak again, but Kadreen put her hand up. “Listen to her, Amalda. There are some scars that we cannot see and they heal slowly if at all. I know. I have such scars myself.”
Amalda nodded and looked again at Pynt. “You are tired, child.”
“I am tired, my mother, but that is not the reason I say what I do. If you had seen them in the end, all the beautiful, strong women of Nill’s Hame: sisters side by side. Jenna pulled my cot into the kitchen and the hall that we might bid them farewell. She said—and I shall carry it with me always—that we must remember. For if we forget, then their death has no meaning. Sisters side by side.” She turned her face down and stared at the cot as if she could read some picture there, pushed the mug away, and wept.
Amalda sat down on the cot and ran her hand over Pynt’s curly hair. “If that is your wish, heart of my heart. If that is your wish, child whom I carried beneath my breast. Then that is what shall be. You always were a stubborn little thing. Hush. Hush and sleep. You are safe here.”
Pynt turned back and stared up at her, eyes still brimming with tears. “But, A-ma, you do not understand. I shall never ever feel safe again. That is the worst of it. Yet I shall dedicate my life to the safety of those little ones so that they do not have to feel as I do. Oh, A-ma …” She sat up suddenly and threw her arms around Amalda, without regard for the pain in her shoulder and back, and held on as if she would never let go.
THE BALLAD:
The Ballad of White Jenna




Out of the morning, into the night,


Thirty and three rode off to fight


To put the dreaded foe to flight,


Led by the hand of Jenna.


Thirty and three rode side by side,


And by the moonlight fortified.


“Fight on, my sisters,” Jenna cried,


“Fight for the Great White Alta.”


The blood flowed swift, like good red wine,


As sisters took the battle line.


“This kingdom I will claim for mine,


And for the heart of Alta!”


Thirty and three rode out that day


To hold the dreaded foe at bay,


But nevermore they passed this way,


Led by the hand of Jenna.


Yet still, some say, in darkest night


The sisters can be heard to fight,


And you will see a flash of white,


The long white braid of Jenna.


THE STORY:
The bath had been soothing and Jenna even fell asleep for a moment in the hot, scented water. Her white hair, free of the confining braid, fanned out around her like strands of bleached seaweed.
Petra picked at a single strand that had floated across her breast, silently waiting for Jenna to speak. At last, unable to wait longer, she asked, “What is your Mother Alta like? I shall be studying with her.”
Jenna opened her eyes and stared at the wooden ribbing of the roof. She was a long time answering, and the silence stretched between them like a taut rope.
“Hard,” she said finally. “Unbending. A rock.”
“A Hame needs a solid rock upon which to build,” Petra said slowly.
Jenna did not answer.
“But one can bruise oneself against unyielding stone,” Petra said with a little sigh. “Our Mother always said that a priestess should not be rock but water. That there is an ebb and flow to a Hame. Our Mother Alta …”
“… is dead,” Jenna said very softly. “And the fault is mine.”
Petra shook her head. “No, no, Jo-an-enna. There is no fault. No blame, no shame, Mother Alta always said. And she told me about the Anna. To study to be a priestess is to learn prophecy. If you are the Anna …”
“Am I?”
Petra tried to smile. “I believe you are.”
“But do you know?”
“I will know a hundred years from now,” said Petra. “I will know tomorrow.”
“What kind of an answer is that?” Jenna asked disgustedly. “It is priestess talk, all words and no meaning.” She slapped her hand against the water, splashing them both.
Petra rubbed the water from her eyes as she answered. “It is what Mother Alta said. She meant that we must act now for now, and leave the answers to those who come after. And so I believe.”
Jenna stood and the water came up only to the sharp ridge of her hipbone. Her body, with its covering of fine white hair, seemed to glow in the darkened room. “I wish I could believe so simply. I wish I knew what to believe.”
Petra stood next to her, the water past her waist. “Jenna, a prophecy only suggests, it does not tell. It can be read accurately only long after. We who live it must read it on the slant.”
“Those were Mother Alta’s words.”
Petra shook her head. “Not just words, Jenna, but the heart of it. If you are the Anna, then there is much for you to do. If you are not, you must still do it, for events will happen whether you believe or not. The Hames must be warned.” She put her hand on Jenna’s arm. “And this Hame must be warned, too.”
Jenna wrung her hair between strong hands, then quickly braided it up, tying a ribband around it, and flinging it over her shoulder. She smiled wryly. “I had hoped to put it off.”
“Put what off?”
“Speaking to the rock.”
“I will be there, Jenna. And I will be water over stone for you. You will see.”
“Water over stone,” Jenna mused. “I like that.”
They slipped into clean clothes that had been left for them and, arm in arm, went into the hall. But the hot water had drained them both of any strength after the long nights of walking, and before they could be summoned to see Mother Alta, they had both fallen into a deep sleep across Jenna’s bed. Jenna awoke only once all afternoon, when Amalda came to fetch them and instead tucked Petra into Pynt’s old bed.
Amalda sat uneasily in the priestess’ room waiting for Mother Alta to speak, wishing it were night and Sammor by her side. She had explained about the girls’ exhaustion and had, in their stead, told Mother Alta the tale. Her recitation had been stark and uninterrupted. Though there were gaps in what she knew—and gaps in what she understood—she had told it without a warrior’s usual flourishes, knowing that this was a time for truth and not balladry. Mother Alta listened with her eyes closed, a bad sign, nodding or shaking her head in unreadable glosses. Amalda could not tell if she was angry, sad, or pleased with the story. All that was certain was that she was making a judgment. Mother Alta always made private judgments, and the decisions she rendered afterward were as if written in stone. Amalda had never challenged those judgments aloud, though some, like Catrona, had often exchanged harsh words with the priestess.
Matching Mother Alta breath for breath, Amalda tried unsuccessfully to summon up a fragment of the chant to calm herself. But all that came to her mind were the words of the chorus of Krack’s Ride and a vision of Pynt’s agonized face.
“Amalda!” Mother Alta’s voice, sharp and commanding, brought her back to the moment. “We shall hear all this tale tonight from the mouths of the three who lived it: Jo-an-enna, Marga, and this young Petra. We will listen for the truth and to discover what you may have—all inadvertently, I am sure—left out.”
Amalda nodded miserably, trying to remember what she might have omitted in the telling, and could not recall a word of what she had said.
“The others, the infants and the children,” Mother Alta continued, “shall go to bed and watch over one another while we speak. All shall know the horror and the shame of this. All.”
Mother Alta’s face seemed to have taken on a feral look, reminding Amalda of a fox on hens. It made her increasingly uncomfortable. She wanted to argue, but without Sammor to back her, she felt unequal to the task. So she said nothing and waited for some signal to indicate the priestess had finished speaking. After a moment of silence, Amalda stood.
Mother Alta made a dismissive motion with her hand and Amalda left the room, grateful to be away from the confines of those particular walls.
As soon as the door had closed after Amalda, Mother Alta stood. Smoothing down her long woolen skirt, she took a deep breath and turned toward the mirror. She snatched the covering from its face and stared at herself for a long moment. A familiar stranger stared back.
“Do I believe her?” she asked the mirror. “Why should she lie?” Shaking her head slowly, she considered the question. “No, Amalda does not lie. She has not the wits for it. She says only what Jenna has told her, a shameful tale. But what if there is a lie somewhere in the story? An untruth or a not-saying? The Book is clear, that One falsehood can spoil a thousand truths.” She waited, as if expecting the mirror to answer her, then reached out and touched the glass, palm to palm. The blue mark doubled itself before being covered, and around her hand the mirror fogged, making ghostly fingerprints.
“Oh, Great Alta, thou who dancest from star to star, I believe and I do not believe. I want to be the Mother of the Anna, but I fear the ending that comes with it. I have led a good life. I have been happy here, It is a fool who longs for endings, a wise woman who longs for beginnings, as you say in the Book.
“If I deny her, will I be wrong? She is but a girl. I have watched her grow. I have seen some strangeness there, true. But where is the crown of glory? Where are the voices crying, ‘Holy, holy, holy’?
“To choose wrongly is to declare myself a fool. And like the fool in the tale who learns the game after all the players have gone home, I will be laughed at if I am wrong. Laughed at. By the women I command. Thou knowest, Great One, that I am no fool.” She took her hand from the glass and watched as the moist prints slowly dried.
Staring at the ceiling, she cried, “I have waited fourteen years for an unambiguous sign from thee. Now, now is the hour. Give me that sign.”
But it was a clear day and there was neither thunder nor rainbow, nor a voice from the sky. If the Goddess spoke to her, it was in whispers. Mother Alta put her hands over her eyes and tried to weep, but no tears came.
Up first, Petra brushed her long dark hair and braided it into a crown, which she pinned atop her head. Her dress was badly wrinkled, since she had slept in it, and there were creases on her right cheek still where the bed linen had marked her. Yet she seemed remarkably alert and cheerful nonetheless.
Jenna, on the other hand, felt as if someone had beaten her about the head and shoulders before flinging her onto the mattress. The bed looked as bad, the covers rucked up by the foot. She came awake slowly.
“Amalda was in, though you did not hear her,” Petra said when Jenna began to move. “There is to be a meeting tonight at dinner and we are to tell the story then.”
“Mother Alta will be there?”
“And Pynt. And all the women.”
“And the children? I would not like to tell the story of Nill’s Hame before them. They will know it soon enough, but not from my lips,” Jenna said.
“They are to go to bed in one another’s charge.” Petra came over and sat beside Jenna on her bed. “But I am to be at the meeting. That way we can tell the sisters everything. Everything, Jenna.”
Jenna looked down at her hands and wondered that she was twisting and winding them together.
“Do not be afraid of your destiny, Anna,” Petra said, putting her hands over Jenna’s.
“It is not destiny I am afraid of,” Jenna said sharply, drawing her hands away.
“Then why are you angry?”
“I am not angry.”
“Look at your covers,” Petra said, pointing. “Look at your mouth.”
Jenna stood and went over to the water basin and stared down into the still, silvered face. Her dark eyes seemed echoed by dark smudges on her cheeks. The cheeks themselves were hollowed. Her mouth was thin and sour. Touching her lips with her right hand, she suddenly felt as if her mouth had forgotten everything, even Carum’s kiss. “I look like our Mother Alta,” she said.
“Water over stone,” Petra reminded her.
Jenna smiled at that and the face in the water basin smiled back. Turning, Jenna said to Petra, “I am ready. I think.”
Petra held out her hand. “Sisters,” she said, “side by side.”
THE HISTORY:
Folktales and myths about women warriors, either avatars of their goddesses or female incarnations of the godhead, abound in all the religions of the world. The Greeks, according to Herodotus, knew of such women who—he claimed—lived on the northern coast of Asia Minor in the city of Themiscyra. The man-hating Indian princess Malayavati was another such unnature, commanding like-minded females. In Brazil, the Makurap of the Upper Guaporé River told of a village of women even farther afield who kept all men at bay. And so forth. (For an extensive monograph on the subject, see J. R. R. Russ’ “The Amazon Explosion,” Pasden University Monograph Series #347.)
So it was not unusual for the folk of the Upper and Lower Dales to have conjured up a White Goddess, an Anna (which in the old tongue means “white” or “the white one,” according to Doyle), a female hero. But their Amazon warrior differs in several important respects from the classic mythos.
For example, the Altite Anna was not worshipped as a mare or in any other way associated with horses, as her Continental and Eastern counterparts were. In fact, in the few snippets of narrative which have been positively identified as part of the ancient Anna Cycle (see Dr. Temple’s chapter on these stories in Alta-Natives: “Tongue-tied in the Dales”), the Anna is seen as afraid of horses or at the very least puzzled by them. In one battle she mistakes a horse for a monster (“… the two-headed demon of the foggee …” is a line from a modern ballad that scholars agree is a remnant of the Cycle). In another she falls off a cross-grained gray mare into a puddle at the feet of her human lover. The modern Anna songs found today in the Dales are not heroic at all, but rather mock-heroic or even antiheroic. In some cases they are downright humorous. (Cf., “Krick’s Horn,” “The Battle of Anna and the Catte,” and “How the Warrior Anna Knocked Heads.”)
Also, the Altite Anna was in no way a man-hater. A number of the ballads are love songs that detail her rather lusty affairs with an amazing variety of men, most notably (and anachronistically) King Langbrow. There is one homeoerotic song, a rather wistful melody, about her best friend, Margaret, dying of love for her as the Anna strides off into battle once again.
It is safe to say, though, that the Anna of the Dales was not a historic personage but merely a popular mythic figure. That such a one as Anna or Jenna or Jo-hanna ever actually lived and fought pitched battles for the sake of her warrior sisters (as Magon in his sentimental essay “Anna of a Thousand Years,” Nature and History, Vol. 41, would have it) is patent nonsense. It is true that the word history contains the word story, but every good scholar knows better than to confuse the two. We must, therefore, look deeper than the mere rota of events for the real meaning of the Anna of the Dales. We must probe into the very psyche of the Isles before we can begin to understand what needs brought forth a folk creature of such staying power as the Amazonian White Goddess during the time of the brutal and devastating Gender Wars.
THE STORY:
There was a tension throughout dinner that would not dissipate. Even the chatter of the children did nothing to dispel the dark mood. Everyone knew that Jenna, Pynt, and the girl Petra had much to tell. But the word from Mother Alta’s room had been to wait. Wait until the meal was over and the children put to bed; wait until the moon rose to bring forth the dark sisters. They had heard tantalizing pieces of the story from the children themselves, and from Amalda.
Donya and her kitcheners had done their best Slabs of venison made tender by beating, and early spring salads freshened with the sharp wines Donya had laid down from the year before, were at every place. But the meat and the crisp vegetables and the saucy wine did not perform their usual magic. The tension in the dining hall was as palpable as the mist around the Sea of Bells. And the women were as silent as if a Fog Demon had, indeed, stoppered their mouths.
Jenna and Petra sat at a small side table apart from the others. Jenna pushed the food around the plate the way a cat plays with its catch. Petra did not even bother trying, keeping her hands in her lap and silently watching Jenna’s display of nerves.
At the three long tables where the rest of the women gathered, only the occasional clink-clank of foodsticks on platters marked the passage of time.
But at last the meal was over and Donya, disgusted at how little had been eaten, directed her girls to clear the places, muttering about the waste of food, saying, “It is better to eat when the food is before you than to be hungry because the food is behind you,” a piece of folk wisdom she had picked up from one of the men in the Dales. She used it all the time and no one paid her any mind.
Mother Alta had chosen to eat in her room, something she often did before a meeting. She knew how to use the tension to her own advantage; when to enter the dining hall and when to leave it. This time she timed her entrance so that the moon was just rising and the dark sisters slowly coming into view.
Standing in the doorway, side by side with her own dark twin, hair plaited with spring flowers, Mother Alta raised her hands in a blessing. Her sister did the same. The motion was sharp and commanding and all the women in the hall bowed their heads, save Jenna.
She stared into the priestess’ face and was just opening her mouth to speak when Skada appeared by her side, the misty edges of her outline quickly brought into focus by the moon and the fluttering torches.
The look in Mother Alta’s eyes was one of complete surprise. Jenna realized that Amalda—whatever else she had told Mother Alta—had left Skada out of her telling. Jenna smiled and her dark sister smiled, too.
The priestess’ eyes slid away from Jenna’s and she recited the blessing in a voice made wooden by surprise. “Great Alta, who holds us …”
The hall echoed with the response. “In thy care.”
“Great Alta, who enfolds us …”
“In thy bounteous hair.”
“Great Alta, who knows us …”
“As thy only kin.”
“Great Alta, who shows us …” And for the first time the priestess’ voice faltered.
But only Jenna seemed to notice, for the women countered immediately with the proper response: “How to call the twin.”
Recovering, Mother Alta finished the blessing emphatically: “Great Alta, give us grace.”
The answer resonated through the hall. “Great Alta, give us grace.” Then the women looked up, anticipation shining in their faces.
Only a few of them noticed Skada at first, but soon the room was abuzz with it. Mother Alta moved in a slow, stately manner toward her great chair by the fire, as if the appearance of an unnamed sister were of no consequence. Her own sister enthroned herself in a slightly smaller chair by her side. They summoned the women from the tables to them with a slight wave of hands.
Pushing the benches away, the women of Selden gathered in a semicircle by the hearth. Some sat on the floor. Others, like Mama and Zo, leaned against the fireplace stones. Jenna led Petra to a place directly opposite the priestess’ chair, with Skada trailing slightly behind. They waited for Mother Alta to speak.
There was another slight flurry of excitement when Pynt came into the hall, escorted by Kadreen. She leaned heavily on the infirmarer’s arm, but walked upright. When she saw Jenna and Skada, she winked at them. Then Kadreen led her to the fire and Amalda and Sammor brought over a chair with a deep cushion for her, which Pynt sank into gratefully.
For a moment after that the only sound was the crackling of the fire and a thud-pop-pop-pop as a half-consumed log slipped down into the blaze. Jenna strained to make out the sighing breaths around her. Looking about the half circle, at all the dear, familiar faces, she suddenly saw the features of the slaughtered sisters of Nill’s Hame slip over them like masks. Like the hound’s helm over the engorged face of the dead Kingsman. Reaching out, her hand found Skada’s and she laced her fingers through her sister’s. Only that touch kept her from tears.
Mother Alta began speaking in a low voice. “It has been two weeks since our young sisters, our four missioners, went forth. And in that time such events have transpired that will shake the foundations of our cozy Hame. But it is not my story to tell. It must be told by those who know it best: Jo-an-enna and Marga and Petra of Nill’s Hame.” She smiled her serpent smile, and though she looked as if she tried to put some warmth in it, Jenna saw none there.
So Jenna began the story, starting at the confluence of the two rivers where she and Selinda, Alna and Pynt, had said their good-byes. She spoke movingly of her feelings as she had walked away from them, and how the woods had seemed more beautiful because of their parting. When she got to the section of the story where Pynt had come after her, Pynt herself interrupted the account.
“I disobeyed the Mother’s wishes,” Pynt said. “I saw myself as dark sister to Jenna’s light. You remember—I was always called her shadow. And so I became it in truth. I could not let her go on without me. I thought what Mother Alta had asked was too great a sacrifice. So I followed Jenna. If there is any fault in all of this, it is mine alone.”
Mother Alta smiled broadly for the first time, and Jenna saw wolfish teeth.
By her left side, Petra muttered, “No blame, no shame.”
As if Petra’s comment spurred her on, Jenna took over the narrative again. She told them of the fog and the strange, low calling that had turned out to be the Hound hunting Carum. Deliberately, she did not describe Carum in any detail beyond the fact that he was a prince. If anyone noticed her omission, the sister did not say. But Pynt looked down at her lap during that part of the recitation, with a silly, knowing grin.
When Jenna got to the telling of Barnoo’s death, she hesitated, and it was Pynt who entered the story again. Swiftly, as swiftly as a knife across a throat, and plainly she told it. Jenna stared up at the ceiling through that part, her hands remembering the feel of the sword and the awful sound it had made going into the man’s neck. Then Pynt’s voice got ragged and Jenna picked up the thread of story again at the burial of the Hound.
She introduced them to Armina and Darmina; she led them with the tale to the gates of Nill’s Hame. As she spoke of the carvings, Petra interrupted.
“We were so proud of those gates,” she said. “Oak and ash they were. And carved over a hundred years ago by … by …” She could not go on. Biting her lip, she folded her hands one around the other, the right gripping the left so tightly the knuckles went white.
Marna and Zo, who had been standing close by, their backs against the hearthstones, moved as one to her and enfolded her in their arms. It was the act of tenderness that undid Petra, and she began to cry in earnest. Her weeping made the warriors so uncomfortable, they did not know where to look. Though they did not speak to one another of it, most suddenly found themselves staring either at the high, ribbed ceiling or at the rushes on the floor. Mother Alta was still, unaccountably, smiling.
Jenna thought that if she continued the story, everyone would watch her and Petra might get control of her tears. So she quickly sketched out the buildings at Nill’s Hame. Those who had visited the Hame on their own missioning nodded their heads at the memory. Then Jenna told them of the back stairs and described the six-fingered, blind priestess who ruled the Hame.
The rest of the tale tumbled out quickly: Pynt’s wounding, the severed hand of the Ox, and the great leap into the Halla in which she and Carum almost drowned. She mentioned everything but Carum’s kiss, though she brushed her fingers unthinkingly across her mouth when she told of their farewell before the walls of Bertram’s Rest. Skada’s hand, she noticed from the corner of her eye, seemed to linger on her own lips longer than was quite necessary.
And then she told them about her return to Nill’s Hame and all she had found there. By the time she was done, even some of the warriors were weeping, and those who did not sat stone-faced or shook their heads slowly back and forth, as if by their denial they could make it not so.
Jenna stopped speaking at the moment in the story when she had brought the tiny Mother Alta, the last of them, down the stairs in her arms. A deep sigh ran around the room, but the priestess was not part of it. She leaned forward in her chair and her dark sister moved with her. “Tell me how you called your shadow forth, how one so young managed it. I understand this much: that you thought you had lost one shadow and needed another. But I need to know how you did it. For if you can do it, perhaps others can. It is a breach that must be repaired.”
Jenna gasped. She had not thought of it that way—that having lost her dark Pynt, having lost Carum, she had needed a replacement. Was Skada only that? A poor substitute? But Skada’s shoulder suddenly touched hers and she turned her head slightly, looking slantwise at her.
“Be careful,” Skada whispered. “Or you will bruise yourself on that flinty heart.”
Jenna nodded and Skada nodded back, a movement so slight no one could have noticed.
“I called and she answered,” Jenna said to the priestess.
“I would have come sooner had she asked sooner,” Skada added.
Then Jenna told of finding Pynt and the children in the hidden rooms and leading them away from the slaughterhouse, over the meadows, under the nose of the Old Hanging Man, and home.
Now dry-eyed, Petra spoke up. “Jo-an-enna has told you what has happened, but not who she is. My Mother Alta named her. Now your Mother must tell you the same.”
Mother Alta turned her head by moving her entire body slowly, as if a mountain had turned. She stared angrily at the girl, but Petra stared back defiantly.
“What do you mean?” Donya asked Petra.
But Catrona turned to the priestess. “Tell us, Mother.” There was a strange challenge in her voice.
“Tell us,” the other women echoed.
Sensing she was losing control of them, Mother Alta leaned back slowly and held up her hands so that the blue goddess sign showed. Her sister followed suit, and their four palms flashed the powerful signal to quiet the room.
When she had their complete attention, she waited a beat longer, then began. “What young Petra means,” she said, letting her voice linger on the word young, “is that there is a story about the Anna, the white avatar of the Goddess, that is still told in some of the more backward Hames.”
Petra shook her head. “Nill’s Hame was no backwater community. And the Anna is no story, Mother, as well you know. It is a prophecy.” She took two steps into the semicircle, looked around at the women to gather in their attention, and began to recite the prophecy in that singsong voice priestesses affected for such things.
The babe as white as snow,


A maiden tall shall grow,


And ox and hound bow low,


And bear and cat also.


Holy, holy, holy.


No one moved as Petra continued. “Was Jenna not a white babe now grown straight and tall? Have not both the Bull and the Hound already fallen to her?”
There was a low grunt of agreement from some of the women. Before they were fully quieted, Petra went on.
She shall bring forth the end,


And sever friend from friend.


The brothers all shall bend,


And we begin again.


Holy, holy, holy.


“What is that verse?” Mother Alta asked. “I have never heard those five lines.”
“Do you think I made them up?” asked Perta. “And me so-young?”
The women’s low mutterings began again.
Petra leaned toward the priestess and spoke as if to her alone, though her voice rang clearly in the room. “Never was there more of an ending than Nill’s Hame, where sister from sister, mother from daughter, was severed. Surely Jenna was the harbinger of that end.”
“I reject it!” Mother Alta roared above the women, who were now openly arguing. “I reject it utterly. I have asked for a sign from Great Alta and she has given me none. The heavens do not roar. The ground does not open up. All this was promised in the writings.” She looked around the hall, her hands up, no longer signaling but pleading. “Did I not seek out the truth of it myself? It was I who, fourteen years ago, followed backward Selna and Marjo’s trail. Yes, I, a priestess, who read the woodsign. In the town of Slipskin I found a farmer who spilled out his tale into my arms. This girl, this child you claim a wonder, was his, born from between his wife’s dead thighs. Jo-an-enna killed her mother. Is that the act of an avatar of Alta? She killed the midwife as well. And she was the cause of her foster mother’s death. Tell me, all you women who have born or fostered a child, is this the One you would follow?”
“Would you blame the infant for its mother’s death? Would you shame the innocent? No blame, no shame—it is written in the Book,” Petra said. But her voice, being still a child’s, was weak compared with the full modulations of Mother Alta’s.
The priestess stood, and her sister rose beside her. “Would I withhold from you such a miracle? Would I keep from you such a savior?” Seeing the women wavering, she pressed her advantage. “Who is she? I will tell you who she is. She is Jo-an-enna, a girl of this Hame. You watched when she spit pap from her baby mouth. You changed her soiled pants. You nursed her through rosy fever and dabbed at her dripping nose. She is your sister, your daughter, your friend, that is who she is. What more would you have her be?”
Jenna looked around slowly at the rolling sea of faces. She could not read what lay written there. Pulling into herself, she began the breathing chant and within a space of ten counts once again started to feel the strange lightening. Slipping the gross bonds of her body, she lifted above it to survey all who quarreled below. In that other state, all was-silent and she could see each woman purely. Most clearly of all she could see herself. She wondered at the still, white center she found there. Her body was like the others, yet at the core there was a difference. Did that make her a savior, an avatar, the Anna? She did not know. But what seemed clear now was that Petra was right. Events would move forward whether she believed or not. She could be swept along, possibly drowned, like a child in the Halla. Or she could dig a channel to control the waters as the townsfolk of Selden had done with their flood. It was that simple.
She let herself slip back into her body and opened her eyes. Moving into the center of the half circle, she raised her right hand. Skada did the same.
“Sisters,” she began, her voice trembling, “Listen to me. I am the Anna! I am the Goddess’ good right hand. I go to warn the Hames that the time of the endings, the time of the beginnings, is here. I am the Anna. Who goes with me?”
For a long moment there was silence and Jenna suddenly feared that the priestess had won and that she was cut off from all of them, now and forever.
Then Pynt said, “If I were fit, I would go with you, Anna. But my place is here, here helping with the children even as I heal.”
“I will go with you, Anna,” cried Petra, “for I know prophecy even though I do not know how to use a sword.”
“And I,” called out Catrona. “With my sister by my side.” Her dark twin nodded.
“We will go, too,” Amalda and Sammor said together.
Jenna looked at them and shook her head. “No, my fourth mothers. You must stay. Selden Hame needs to ready itself for what comes soon. The time of endings. Your arms are needed here. I will go with Petra and Catrona and, at the moon times, we shall have our dark sisters with us. We are messengers, after all, not a mob.” Then she turned and spoke to the priestess. “We would go with your blessing, Mother, but we will go whether you give it or not.”
Slumped against her chair, Mother Alta suddenly looked old. She waved her hand in a feeble sign that might have been a blessing. Her dark sister’s motion was feebler still. Neither of them spoke.
“I know the way to most of the Hames,” Catrona said. “And I know where there is a map.”
“And I know all the words to be said,” Petra added.
Jenna laughed. “What more can a savior want?”
“A sword would be helpful,” Skada said. “And perhaps a sense of the absurd.”
It took no more than an hour to arm and provision them, and Donya outdid herself with the parcels and packs. It was as if she were supplying an army, but they could not tell her no.
Skada whispered to Petra as they watched the food being packed, “Was it not strange that Mother Alta was unfamiliar with the second part of the prophecy?”
Petra smiled. “Not strange at all,” she said. “I made it up. It is my one great trick. I was famous for reciting poems to order at Nill’s Hame.”
And then they were off on the road from the Hame into history, a road that glistened under the waning moon in a night lit by the flickering of a thousand thousand stars. As the five of them strode down the path, the women of Selden Hame cried out behind them in a long, wavering ululation that was part prayer, part dirge, and part farewell.
THE MYTH:
Then Great Alta set the queen of shadows and the queen of light onto the earth and commanded them to go forth.
“And you two shall wear my face,” quoth Great Alta. “And you shall speak with my mouth. And you shall do my bidding for all time.”
Where the one stepped, there sprang fire and the earth was scorched beneath her feet. Where the other stepped, there fell soothing rains and blossoms grew. So it was and so it will be. Blessed be.



THE MUSIC OF THE DALES
Prophecy

Lord Gorum

2.   I’ve been far afoot, with my staff in my hand,
The bull, the bear, the cat, and the hound,
I have been out walking my dead father’s land,
And the brothers have pulled me down.
3.   I looked in the mountains, I looked in the sea,
The bull, the bear, the cat, and the hound,
A-looking for someone a-looking for me,
And the brothers have pulled me down.
4.   What have ye for supper, Lord Gorum, my son?
The bull, the bear, the cat, and the hound,
What have ye for supper, my pretty young one?
And the brothers have pulled me down.
5.   I’ve nothing for supper and nothing to rise,
The bull, the bear, the cat, and the hound,
But fed on the look in my own true love’s eyes,
And the brothers have pulled me down.
6.   What will ye leave to that true love, my son?
The bull, the bear, the cat, and the hound.
What will she leave you, my handsome young one?
And the brothers have pulled me down.
7.   My kingdom, my crown, my name, and my grave,
The bull, the bear, the cat, and the hound,
Her hair, her heart, her place in the cave,
And the brothers have pulled me down.
Lullaby to the Cat’s Babe

The Ballad of White Jenna

2.   Thirty and three rode side by side,
And by the moonlight fortified.
“Fight on, my sisters,” Jenna cried.
“Fight for the Great White Alta.”
3.   The blood flowed swift, like good red wine,
As sisters took the battle line.
“This kingdom I will claim for mine
And for the heart of Alta!”
4.   Thirty and three rode out that day
To hold the dreaded foe at bay,
But never more they passed this way
Led by the hand of Jenna.
5.   Yet still, some say, in darkest night,
The sisters can be heard to fight
And you will see a flash of white
The long white braid of Jenna.
The Ballad of the Selden Babe

2.   A maiden went to Seldentown,
A maid no more was she,
Her hair hung loose about her neck,
Her gown about her knee,
A babe was slung upon her back,
A bonny babe was he.
3.   She went into the clearing wild,
She went too far from town,
A man came up behind her
And he cut her neck around,
A man came up behind her
And he pushed that fair maid down
4.   “And will ye have your way wi’ me,
Or will ye cut me dead,
Or do ye hope to take from me
My long-lost maidenhead?
Why have ye brought me far from town
Upon this grass-green bed?”
5.   He never spoke a single word,
Nor gave to her his name,
Nor whence and where his parentage,
Nor from which town he came,
He only thought to bring her low
And heap her high with shame.
6.   But as he set about his plan,
And went about his work,
The babe upon the maiden’s back
Had touched her hidden dirk,
And from its sheath had taken it
All in the clearing’s mirk.
7.   And one and two, the tiny hands
Did fell the evil man,
Who all upon his mother had
Commenced the wicked plan.
God grant us all such bonny babes
And a good and long life span.
Alta’s Song

2.   But from that mother I was torn,
Fire and water and all,
And to a hillside I was borne,
Great Alta take my soul.
3.   And on that hillside was I laid,
Fire and water and all,
And taken up all by a maid,
Great Alta save my soul.
4.   And one and two and three we rode
Fire and water and all,
Till others took the heavy load,
Great Alta take my soul.
5.   Let all good women hark to me,
Fire and water and all,
For fostering shall set thee free,
Great Alta save my soul,
Come Ye Women
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SYNOPSIS
For years, the birth of a girl child in the Dales had been no cause of great rejoicing. After the first of the Garunian Wars, when the patriarchal tribes from the mainland had sailed across to slaughter the men and conquer the island country, there had been a surplus of women in the Dales. Forced into polygamous marriages or forced to expose excess girl babies on the hillsides, a woman’s lot was not enviable. However, early on, a few of them had begun to reap the hillsides of the grim harvest, saving the infants and raising them in small, walled communities called Hames.
The centuries passed and the Hames were left alone. Eventually there were seventeen such separated communities filled with women, worshippers of Great Alta, the Goddess who had once been the ruling deity of all the Dales before being supplanted by the Garunian pantheon of gods. As the population regained its balance, the Hames became sanctuaries for dissident women.
The Altites, as they were called, continued to take in the few fosterlings brought them, but to keep up their ranks often went outside the walls to breed themselves, leaving any male babies with the fathers and carrying the girl children back to the Hames. Women of the Hames also went outside as skilled warriors-for-hire, fighting in the king’s army for a few years, thus honing their own skills and learning the latest in tactics and weaponry. However, the young girls were kept away from the outside as much as possible, until puberty and their mission year when they traveled to several other Hames as part of their education.
What went on behind the Hame walls was a mystery to the commonfolk of the Dales as well as to their Garunian overlords. Though the commonfolk still spoke of Alta, worshipping her as the consort of Lord Cres, who was the dark warrior god of the Garunians, and as the goddess of childbirth and the homey virtues, the only pure Alta worship belonged to the Hames. Yet as much as the commonfolk of the Dales mentioned Alta in their prayers, they could not even come close to guessing the secret She had gifted the Altite women. Trained from childhood in special breathing exercises, memorizing the words of their goddess as set down in the Book of Light, the Altites had learned how to call up their dark sisters, their shadow souls, when they reached puberty. Ever after, these dark sisters would appear with the moon or in candlelight or firelight, walking and talking, fighting and making love, side by side with their light counterparts.
There was persistent prophecy, rumor, and myth about one white-haired girl to be born to three mothers, all of whom would die giving her birth. This White Babe, as she was called, would become a warrior queen, a goddess, known alternately as the White One or the Anna, an old Dale word meaning “white.” The prophecy, with typical gnomic misdirection, said that the child would be both white and black, both light and dark. She would conquer ox, hound, bear, and cat, signaling the end of an old era and heralding in a new.
The Garunians, who had carried a similar prophecy across the sea with them, feared such a phenomenon as a threat to their rule. So to confound the locals, they named their warlords Bull, Hound, Bear, and Cat. The Dalites told frequently quoted cante-fables about the White One’s coming. And the Altite priestesses had a clear charge: nurture the White Babe and warn the other Hames when she is born.
So when a child, white-haired, dark-eyed, and seemingly preternatural in her abilities, was born to a Dale farmer’s wife who died in childbirth, the story of Sister Light, Sister Dark was begun. The midwife, upon instructions of the farmer crazed by his bereavement, took the child to be fostered at Selden Hame, the Hame closest to their town. On the trip, the midwife herself was killed by a cat, and the cat, in turn, killed by a pair of Selden Hame light/dark sisters who were out hunting. They took the child to foster, but it was a late and first fostering for this particular pair. They grew to quarreling, a quarrel which eventually led to the light sister’s exile and then the pair’s death. Three mothers, and all dead, because of the strange white-haired child.
That child, Jo-an-enna, called Jenna, was mothered by the entire Selden Hame, for the priestess, Mother Alta, suspected the child was the prophecy’s fulfillment, and wished to have a hand in any glory.
Young Jenna grew up beloved in her community by all except the suspicious and jealous Mother Alta. Instead of choosing to be a priestess, Jenna chose the warrior/hunter path, going through training with her special best friend Marga, called Pynt. Little, lithe dark-haired Pynt was called Jenna’s shadow, and indeed the two were inseparable.
At thirteen, Jenna did not understand the priestess’ enmity nor why she was sent to a different Hame for the beginning of her mission year. Resentful, angry, alone for the first time in her life, Jenna was forced to leave her friends and take a different path. She headed toward Nill’s Hame, across the Sea of Bells, a great meadow pied with lilies-of-the-valley.
But despite orders to the contrary, Pynt deserted Selinda and Alna, the other two mission-going girls, and tracked her best friend. The two were reunited halfway to Nill’s Hame in the dense fog that settled almost daily over the Sea of Bells. Startled by a strange baying, fearing it to be the Fog Demon they had been warned about in tales, they stood back-to-back, swords drawn, waiting.
The strange howling chivvied a young man into their path who, it turned out, was the third son of the true king. This boy—for he was only a few years older than they—was Carum Longbow, in training as a scholar. He cried them merci, using the old formula. They pledged his safety and, in the fog, Jenna killed the man who had been trailing him, one of the usurper Lord Kalas’ dread warlords known as the Hound.
Burying the Hound in a shallow grave, with his fearsome Hound’s helm thrown on top of his body, the three made their way out of the forest to Nill’s Hame. It was a strange trio: Pynt jealous of Carum’s attention to Jenna and Jenna’s attention to Carum; Carum falling under the spell of the tall, white-haired girl; Jenna befuddled by her own conflicting emotions.
Men were not allowed in a Hame, so Carum was disguised. As he was yet beardless and—while tall enough—was not very muscular, the disguise was accomplished with marginal success, despite his grousing. The three were led up to the room of the priestess of Nill’s Hame, a strange, powerful Mother Alta who was blind, crippled, with six fingers on each hand. She recognized Jenna as the Anna of the prophecy, having once been thought to be that prodigy herself. Mother Alta showed Jenna how she had already fulfilled the beginning of the prophecy: being white-haired, with a dark companion, burying three mothers, making “the hound bow low.” Jenna alone was unconvinced.
As the girls had promised to take Carum to safety to one of the walled “Rests,” sanctuaries that even Lord Kalas did not dare violate, Jenna, Pynt, and Carum started out the back way from the Hame. But they were set upon while still in reach of the walls of the Hame by Lord Kalas’ men who had tracked them from the Hound’s hasty grave.
Pynt was mortally wounded and carried back to the Hame by Carum. Covering their retreat, Jenna cut off the hand of one of Kalas’ men. When she got back into the Hame carrying this grisly trophy with her, Carum recognized the ring on the hand as belonging to the Bull. Jenna had made the bull/ox “bow low” as well. Surely now she had to admit she was the White One. But Jenna would have none of it. She insisted she was just an ordinary girl caught up in extraordinary events.
Leaving Pynt to the ministrations of the infirmarer, and with instructions as to the location of the Rest by a water route, Jenna and Carum leaped from the third floor of the Hame straight down into the treacherous river below, linked together by a child’s play rope.
Almost drowned, they managed to make it to shore and find their way to Bertram’s Rest. Being a woman, Jenna could not enter the men’s sanctuary, so she left Carum at the gate. He kissed her tenderly, promising everything in that one kiss, and Jenna returned to the Hame by the back route.
But it was silent at the Hame. Too silent. When Jenna came closer, she saw why. All the women had been slaughtered; many of them lying next to the men they had killed. The courtyard was filled with them, the stairs, the halls. Jenna raced desperately through the Hame to discover anyone alive, to find her wounded friend Pynt. Eventually, she came upon the place where the brave women of Nill’s Hame had made their last stand: in the priestess’ room. All the women of Nill’s were dead and the children—including Pynt—were gone.
Sorrowing beyond measure, Jenna spent the entire day carrying the bodies of the women down to the kitchen and the Great Hall, laying them out side by side, with enough room between for their dark sisters. Then she returned to the priestess’ room to bring down the great wood-framed mirror. Standing before it in the priestess’ room, Jenna unknowingly recited part of the ritual of Sisterhood which called forth the dark sisters. Though a year too young and untrained in the proper rites, Jenna’s great need and the intensity of her calling brought her own dark sister Skada out of the mirrored world.
Skada—as dark-haired as Jenna was light. Skada—who spoke the things that Jenna had never dared speak. Skada—who urged Jenna to deeds that Jenna never dared dream.
Jenna and Skada together tried to lift the mirror to bring it downstairs for the funeral pyre. But when they moved it, they triggered a secret door which opened under Jenna’s feet, exposing a passageway where the children of Nill’s Hame had been hidden from the marauding men. Pynt was there, too, bedridden and still desperately ill from her wound, but alive.
Jenna, Skada, and the young priestess-in-training Petra set the funeral pyre. Then they led the troop of children, some only babes carried by their older sisters, along the Sea of Bells and back through the woods to Selden Hame.
There the story of their adventures was told and Jenna lay claim to the title of White Goddess, not because she believed in it, but because she felt it would help the cause: the other Hames must be warned. Suddenly afraid of what Jenna’s title might mean, the priestess denied her; but, with Petra’s help (she invented prophecy in instant rhyme), Jenna convinced the rest that she was indeed the Anna of whom it was written that she is the beginning and the end.
Accompanied by Skada, Petra, and the twinned older warriors light Catrona and dark Katri, sworn enemies of Selden’s Mother Alta, Jenna went forth on the road.
Prophecy
And the prophet says a white babe with black eyes shall be born unto a virgin in the winter of the year. The ox in the field, the hound at the hearth, the bear in the cave, the cat in the tree, all, all shall bow before her, singing, “Holy, holy, holiest of sisters, who is both black and white, both dark and light, your coming is the beginning and it is the end.” Three times shall her mother die and three times shall she be orphaned and she shall be set apart that all shall know her.



BOOK ONE
MESSENGERS



THE MYTH:
Then Great Alta looked down upon her messengers, those whom she had severed from her so that they might be bound more closely to her. She looked upon the white sister and the dark, the young sister and the old.
“I shall not speak to you that you may hear. I shall not show myself to you that you may see. For a child must be set free to find her own destiny, even if that destiny be the one the mother has foretold.”
And then Great Alta made the straight path crooked before them and the crooked path straight. She set traps for them and pits that they might be comforted when they escaped, that they might remember her loving kindness and rejoice in it.
THE LEGEND:
It was in the town of Slipskin, now called New Moulting, soft into the core of the new year’s spring, that three young women, and one of them White Jenna, rode out upon a great gray horse.
His back was as broad as a barn door, his withers could not be spanned. Each hoof struck fire from the road. Where his feet paced, there crooked paths were made smooth and mountains laid low, straight paths were pitted and gullies cut from the hills.
There are folk in New Moulting who say it was no horse at all, but a beast sent by Alta herself to carry them over the miles. There are footprints still near the old road into Slipskin, carved right into the stone. And downriver, in the town of Selden, there are three great ribs of the thing set over the church door that all might see them and wonder.
THE STORY:
The road was a gray ribbon in the moonlight, threading between trees. Five women stood on the road, listening to a ululating cry behind them.
Two of the women, Catrona and Katri, were clearly middle-aged, with lines like runes across their brows. They had short-cropped hair and wore their swords with a casual authority.
The youngest, Petra, stood with her shoulders squared. There was a defiance in the out-thrust of her chin, but her eyes were softer and her tongue licked her lips nervously.
Jenna was the extremely tall girl, not yet a woman for all that her hair was as white as the moonlight. Whiter, as it had no shadows. The other tall girl, but a hairbreadth smaller, and a bit thinner, and dark, was Skada.
“I will miss the sound of their voices,” Jenna said.
“I will not,” Skada answered. “Voices have a binding power. It is best for us to look ahead now. We are messengers, not memorizers.”
“And we have far to go,” Catrona said. “With many Hames to warn.” She drew a map from her leather pocket and spread the crackling parchment upon the ground. With Katri’s help she smoothed it out and pointed to a dark spot. “We are here, Selden Hame. The swiftest route would be there, down the river road into Selden itself, across the bridge. Then we go along the river with our backs to the Old Hanging Man, never losing sight of these twin peaks.” She pointed to the arching lines on the map.
“Alta’s Breast,” said Skada.
“You learned your lessons well,” said Katri.
“What Jenna knows, I know.”
Catrona continued moving her finger along the route. “The road goes on and on, with no forks or false trails to this Hame.” Her finger tapped the map twice and Katri’s did the same.
“Calla’s Ford Hame,” said Jenna. “Where Selinda and Alna have begun their mission year. It will be good to see them. I have missed them …”
“But not much,” murmured Skada.
“Is it the best place to start?” Jenna asked. “Or should we go farther out? Closer to the king’s court?”
Catrona smiled. “The Hames are in a great circle. Look here.” And she pointed to one after another, calling out the names of the Hames as if in a single long poem. “Selden, Calla’s Ford, Wilma’s Crossing, Josstown, Calamarie, Carpenter’s, Krisston, West Dale, Annsville, Crimerci, Lara’s Well, Sammiton, East James, John-o-the-Mill’s, Carter’s Tracing, North Brook, and Nill’s Hame. The king’s court is in the center.”
“So none will complain if we visit Calla’s Ford first,” Katri said, her finger resting, as did Catrona’s, on the last Hame. “As it is closest.”
“And as our own Hame’s children are there,” added Catrona.
“But we must be quick,” Jenna reminded them all.
Catrona and Katri stood simultaneously, Catrona folding the map along its old creases. She put it back in the leather pocket and handed it to Petra.
“Here, child, in case we should be parted from one another,” Catrona said.
“But I am the least worthy,” Petra said. “Should not Jenna …”
“Now that Jenna has seen the map once, she has it for good. She is warrior-trained in the Eye-Mind Game and could recite the names and places for you even now. Am I right, Jenna?” Catrona asked.
Jenna hesitated for a moment, seeing again the map as it had lain under Catrona’s hands. She began to recite slowly but with complete confidence, outlining as she spoke with her foot in the road’s dirt, “Selden, Calla’s Ford, Wilma’s Crossing, Josstown …”
“I believe you,” said Petra, holding out her hand. “I will take the map.” She tied the leather pocket’s strings around her belt.
They started off down the road, walking steadily, each an arm’s length apart. There was little sound in their going and Catrona on the right and Jenna on the far left kept careful watch of the road’s perimeter. Only young Petra, in the center, seemed in the least uneasy. Once or twice she turned to look behind them, back toward the place where the long, low cry of the Selden Hame farewell had echoed.
THE SONG:
Anna at the Turning
Gray in the moonlight, green in the sun,

Dark in the evening, bright in the dawn,

Ever the meadow goes endlessly on,

And Anna at each turning.


Sweet in the springtide, sour in fall,

Winter casts snow, a white velvet caul.

Passage in summer is swiftest of all,

And Anna at each turning.


Look to the meadows and look to the hills,

Look to the rocks where the swift river spills,

Look to the farmland the farmer still tills

For Anna is returning.


THE STORY:
They stopped only once in the woods to sleep under a blackthorn tree by a swift-flowing stream. Taking turns, they kept the night watch, leaving Petra the shortest time, and that near dawn when she would have awakened anyway. Besides, as Catrona reminded them, with the moon they watched in pairs and Petra was alone.
There was nothing to disturb their rest except the mourning of owls back and forth across the stream, and the constant murmur of the water. Once on Jenna and Skada’s watch, there was a light crackle of underbrush.
“Hare,” Jenna whispered to her dark sister, alert for more.
“Hare,” Skada agreed. They both relaxed. Slightly.
By early eve of the next day they had passed the outlying farms of Slipskin, neatly tilled land, well cleared of rocks and roots by generations of farmers. Each acre was gently fuzzed over with green. In one field twenty horses were pastured on blue-green grass.
“There,” said Catrona, “a man who sells horses. Probably supplies the king. We could borrow one or two and he would never know the difference.”
Petra shook her head. “We had horses and flocks at my Hame. Believe me, our shepherds knew every beast by name.”
Catrona snorted. “I know that, child. Just testing.”
“I will not ride a horse again,” Jenna said. “Once was enough.”
“I doubt we could get three off him anyway,” Catrona said. “But if we could get one, one of us could ride ahead. We need swiftness whatever the cost.”
Unhappily, Jenna had to agree.
“Let me do the talking,” Catrona added. “I have spent much time among men and know what to say.”
“I have spent no time at all with them,” admitted Petra.
Jenna said nothing, but her finger strayed to her lips and she was glad that it was still daylight and Skada not there to remind her just what she had—and had not—said to Carum when he had kissed her. Two men she had known: one she had kissed and one she had killed. She knew as little as Petra. “Yes, you speak,” she said to Catrona. “We will wait behind.”
“But mind you, look fetching,” said Catrona.
“Fetching?” Jenna asked, genuinely puzzled.
“Men like that.” Catrona threw back her head, laughing loudly.
Although they weren’t sure what Catrona meant by fetching, both Jenna and Petra managed to smile at the farmer when he opened the dark wood door. He stared at them for a moment, as if unsure of what he was seeing, then called over his shoulder, “Martine, Martine, come quick.”
“What is it?” a voice called from the room behind him.
He did not speak again until his wife, a rosy giantess, stood next to him, a full head higher than his own balding crown.
“There, the big girl, look at ’er. Look, woman.”
She stared as well.
“We are Alta’s own,” Catrona began, stopping when she saw that they were paying no attention to her but were rather staring at Jenna. She spoke again, loudly. “My name is Catrona, from Selden Hame. My sisters and I …”
“By the blessing, Geo, you are right. Who else could it be,” the farmer’s wife said, her cheeks bright red. “Except for the hair, she’s the spit of my poor dead sister.”
Catrona suddenly understood. “You think Jenna a fosterling from your family? Of all houses, that we should have stopped here.”
“Naaa, naaa,” the farmer said, shaking his head and sounding remarkably like a penned beast. “She has eleven sisters, and all the same. Not fifty years ago the hillsides would’ve been full of ’em. But we got low on girls ’round here and so now girls is a commodity. You be thinking of staying, I could set you up with good husbands.” He shook his head again. “Well, the niece, maybe, and the little one there. We need breeders, you know. That’s why Martine’s sisters, they all got spoke for early. Good stock. Not a holding this side of the Slip don’t house one of ’em. T’would be harder to miss one than find one, as they say of blackbirds in a flock. It would be …”
Martine pushed her husband aside and walked past Catrona to Jenna’s side. Together, their relationship was obvious. “She has the Dougal height, the Hiat eyes, remember Geo like you said when we was courtin’, my eyes was dark eyes of a spring. And my sister Ardeen went white afore she was fifteen, and my sister Jarden afore she was twenty. Give your aunt a hug, girl.”
Jenna did not move, her mind whirling.
“Her mother was bringing her to us to foster, out in the woods when a cat killed her,” Catrona said. “My own sisters gave yours a decent grave and said the words you like over her. Her fosterer died, or I would tell her of you.”
“Nonsense!” Martine said, turning from Jenna to speak directly to Catrona. “Her mother died at birth. Lay there bleeding like a pig stuck for market while the mid-wife bore the child away. If your sister fostered her, then …” She stopped a minute and counted on her fingers. “One for my poor dead sister, two for the midwife, and three be your sister. Oh, my Blessed be!” She dropped suddenly to her knees, her hands covering her mouth. “The White One, triple mothered. Of my own flesh and blood. Who could have guessed?”
Her husband went down more slowly, as if he had been pole-axed, and buried his face in his hands.
Jenna rolled her eyes up and sighed. She heard Petra’s quick intake of breath and priestess voice behind her.
Mothered Three,




Blessed be.




“Stop that,” she hissed back at the girl.
From her knees, Martine heard only the rhyme. She put her hands up, palms together, and cried out, “Yes, yes, that’s it. Oh, White One, what can we do? What can we say?”
“As for what you can do,” Catrona said quickly, “you can give us three good horses, for we are on a great mission of mercy and it would not do for the White One to walk. And as for what you can say, you can say yes to us and no to any man who asks.”
“Yes, yes,” Martine cried again, and when her husband did not answer fast enough, she elbowed him.
He rose, still not looking again at Jenna, and mumbled, “Yes, yes, I can give you three. And they will be good. Anyone says Geo Hosfetter gives not good horses is …” He sidled out of the door still talking. They could hear his footsteps going away at a run.
“I will go and help him choose,” said Catrona.
“Let the White One stay a moment more,” begged Martine. “She is my own flesh, my own blood. Let her tell me her own tale. I have tea. I have cakes.” She gestured in toward the neat, well-lit kitchen.
Jenna opened her mouth to accept and Petra whispered by her ear, “Dark sisters will be there. Let me talk.” Jenna closed her mouth and looked stern.
“The White One does not break bread with any. She fasts on this mission and has taken a vow of silence until it is done. I am Her priestess and Her mouth.”
Jenna rolled her eyes up again, but kept silent.
“Of course, of course,” Martine said, wiping her hands on her apron.
“Better that you tell Her all you know so She may weigh its significance.”
“Of course, of course,” Martine said again. “What shall I tell? That my sister, the White One’s mother, was tall and red-haired and made, we all thought, like the rest of us for easy birthing. But something was twisted up there. She died giving the child life. And then that wicked midwife stole the babe away, afore any of us got to see it. We knew the child was a girl because she told her own daughter she was taking it to one of the … you know … Homes.”
“Hames,” Petra corrected automatically.
“The closest one. Up the road and into the mountains, it was.”
“Selden Hame,” Petra prompted.
But the woman could only tell the story in her own meandering way. “Selling the babe, most likely. Some midwives be like that, you know.” Suddenly afraid she might have offended them, she added quickly, “Not that you Alters buy children. Not that.”
“We reap the hillsides; we do not pay the sowers,” said Petra.
“I meant that. Yes, I did.” Martine’s hands wrangled with one another.
“And the father?”
“Died not a year later. Heart broken. Lost wife and child all to once. And crazed. Saw Alter women everywhere, he did. On the farm. At the hearth. In his bed. Two at a time. Double crazed he was.” She shook her head. “Poor man.”
“Poor man,” Petra echoed, her voice soothingly soft.
Jenna bit her lip. Her mother. Her father. She tried to credit it and could not. Her mother had not lived under such a cozy, thatched roof, dying with her thighs covered in blood. Her mothers—and there were many of them—lived in Selden Hame. And they would not die in blood if she could help it. She turned abruptly and left Martine of the wrangling hands to Petra’s comforting. Striding quickly across the farmyard, she headed toward the barn.
The sky above was a steely blue, and a bright pink sat on the horizon behind the barn and the fields. Once the sun slipped below the world’s rim, there would be another hour before dark. And then there would be a moon. With the moon, the dark sisters Skada and Katri would reappear. Petra had been right to warn her about going into the candle-lit kitchen. Hearthlight and candlelight could also call the sisters out. No need to frighten these poor, silly strangers. Strangers! Jenna tried to force herself to think of them as her aunt and uncle. No, there was no blood between them. None at all. It was a mistake, that was all. But a mistake that was bringing them three horses. Horses! She never wanted to ride one of those broad-beamed, hard-on-the-rear, teeth-rattling beasts again.
Just as she thought of them, from behind the barn came Catrona leading three sleek mares, two reddish brown and one almost pure white. The farmer strode behind her looking, somehow, relieved. When Catrona spotted Jenna, she grinned, then quickly composed her mouth into a more respectful expression.
“Do these meet your approval, White One?” she asked Jenna.
Jenna nodded. The snow-colored mare threw her head back and whinnied.
“The white is yours, Anna,” said Catrona. “The man insists on it.” She held out the reins. “And he takes no coin for them.”
Jenna drew in a deep breath, willing herself to like the horse. Reaching for the reins, she pulled on them gently and the horse took a few steps toward her. She patted it on the neck and the horse nuzzled her ear. Jenna smiled tentatively.
“See, White One,” Geo Hosfetter said, still not looking directly at her, “the horse knows that she is yours.” He bobbed his head twice. “Her name is …”
“Her old name does not matter,” Petra said suddenly from behind Jenna. “She shall have a new one. For, as you know, it says in the prophecy:
The White One, the Anna,



Shall ride, shall ride,



And sisters with Her



Side by side.



The horse She sits on



All astride,



It will be called … DUTY!”



“Oh, yes, oh yes,” Martine said, hurrying up to them, “I know that. Duty, that’s the name. Of course. Duty.”
“Duty!” Jenna said, laughing, once they had ridden away from the farm. “What kind of a name is Duty?”
“And where did you learn that prophecy? I never heard it,” Catrona said.
“It was the best I could do at the moment’s spur,” Petra admitted. “I apologize for that sixth line. It was a bit … well … shaky.”
“You mean you made it up?” Catrona shook her head.
Petra, nodding vigorously, smiled.
“It is a special trick of hers,” Jenna said. “She was famous for it at Nill’s Hame. Prophecies and poetry on the moment. But, Petra—Duty!”
“Never mind,” Petra answered. “They will tell their neighbors and the story will grow and grow. By the time you hear it again, you will be mounted on Beauty or on Booty and the tale will add that the White One, Blessed be, rode off, pockets ajingle with coin or followed by one hundred men all crying out with love.”
“Or they will call the horse Dirty, which she will surely be, for we will have little time to keep her clean.” Jenna pulled on her right braid. “So why did you get me a white horse, Catrona?”
“He insisted on it. ‘The white one for the White One,’ he said. ‘And a pair of matched bays for her servants.’”
“Servants!” Petra shouted. At her voice the little bay mare startled and tried to bolt and it took a mighty sawing on the reins to control her. When the horse was steady again, Petra shrugged ruefully at her friends.
“I would not trust that horse in a fight,” Jenna said.
“But she should run like the wind,” Catrona pointed out. “Look at her legs. And as they say in the Dales, The gift horse is the swifter.”
“Then let her show us her heels,” said Jenna. “We have no more time for talking.”
Catrona nodded.
They kicked their mounts into trots.
They were just through the town of Selden, with its neat little houses lining the cobbled lanes, and starting over the new bridge, when the partial moon rose. By its light, Skada and Katri reappeared, riding double-behind their light sisters.
Jenna knew Skada was there by the familiar breath behind her; the horse knew sooner because of the added weight. It slowed its pace to accommodate the second body but did not flinch.
“Fine horse,” Skada whispered in Jenna’s ear.
Turning her head slightly, Jenna said, “What do you know about horses, fine or otherwise?”
“I may know little, but at least I am not set against them for no reason.”
“No reason!” Jenna said. “Ask my bottom and ask my thighs about reasons.” But she said no more and focused her attention on the long bridge as they clattered across.
Once they were on the other side, Catrona signaled them to stop. They dismounted and left the horses to graze on the roadside grass.
“Why did we stop?” Petra asked. In the moonlight her face had a carved look. Her hair, which had been tightly braided and crowned, had shaken loose of its pins and the plaits now fell down along her spine. There were dark circles under her eyes, but Jenna could not tell if they were from weariness or sorrow. She put her arm around the girl’s shoulder and Skada, like a parenthesis, closed her in from the other side.
“Horses, like humans, need to rest,” Jenna reminded her. “It would not do to kill them on the very first day.”
“Nor ourselves,” Catrona said, stretching. “It has been a long time since I have ridden a horse. Those are not muscles I exercise regularly.” She bent over and put her palms on the ground and Katri did the same.
“My horse is not tired,” said Petra.
“He carries one. Ours will have to carry two through a night of strong moonlight,” Skada said. “Unfortunately no one has ever trained horses to call up their shadows.”
“Are there horses where you come from?” Petra asked.
“We have what you have,” said Katri. “But we leave it behind to come here.”
Catrona rubbed her horse’s nose and the horse responded by nuzzling her. “We will go another few hours and then sleep.” She held the horse’s head between her hands and blew gently into its nostrils. “This rest is just for breathing.”
“And for bottoms,” Jenna and Skada said together.
Petra laughed, but Catrona and Katri stared up at the sky.
“Look,” Katri said. “See how the moon sits on the Old Hanging Man’s brow.”
They looked. The cliffs, with their wild jut of stone, seemed crowned with the moon. A shred of cloud was just beginning to cross the moon’s spotty face.
“I think it will cloud over soon,” Catrona said.
“That will be for the good,” added Katri.
“But then you and Skada …” Jenna began.
“… will be gone,” Catrona finished. “But since we are just riding, not fighting, the horses will have an easier time of it.”
“As will we,” Skada said.
“No sore bottoms.” Jenna laughed.
“No sore …” Skada started to say, but just then the cloud covered the moon and she was gone.
“Mount up,” called Catrona, vaulting onto her horse’s back.
Jenna and Petra had slightly more trouble climbing back on theirs. Finally Jenna held the bay’s reins while Petra got on. Then she caught her own horse and handed its reins to Petra.
“Steady her,” Jenna said.
“Talking to your servant?” asked Petra.
“Please,” said Jenna.
“Duty awaits,” Petra joked. “So, Jenna, go to your Duty!”
“Enough,” Jenna said. When she was up at last, the reins gathered back in her own hands, Jenna looked down the road. Catrona was already around the first bend, Petra halfway there. Jenna kicked her heels into Duty’s white sides, and the horse started bouncing along. Gritting her teeth, Jenna kicked harder. This time the horse took off at a gallop, sending clouds of dust behind them, obscuring even the dark silhouette of the Old Hanging Man.
THE SONG:
Ballad of the Twelve Sisters
There were twelve sisters by a lake,

Rosemary, bayberry, thistle and thorn,

A handsome sailor one did take,

And that day a child was born.

A handsome sailor one did wed,

Rosemary, bayberry, thistle and thorn,

The other sisters wished her dead

On the day the child was born.

“Oh, sister, give me your right hand,”

Rosemary, bayberry, thistle and thorn,

Eleven to the one demand

On the day the child was born.

They laid her down upon the hill,

Rosemary, bayberry, thistle and thorn,

And took her babe against her will

On the day the child was born.

They left her on the cold hillside,

Rosemary, bayberry, thistle and thorn,

Convinced that her new babe had died

On the day the child was born.

She wept red tears, and she wept gray,

Rosemary, bayberry, thistle and thorn,

Till she had wept her life away,

On the day her child was born.

The sailor’s heart it broke in two,

Rosemary, bayberry, thistle and thorn,

The sisters all their act did rue

From the day the child was born.

And from their graves grew rose and briar,

Rosemary, bayberry, thistle and thorn,

Twined till they could grow no higher,

From the day the child was born.

THE STORY:
“I am sorry,” Jenna said. “I have acted foully since we left the Hame. It is as if my tongue and my mind have no connection. I cannot think what makes me act this way.”
They had stopped for the night, scarcely a hundred feet off the road, in a small clearing only slightly larger than a room. There was a rug-sized meadow with great oaks overarching it, branches laced together like a cozy roof. Still, Catrona would not let them light a fire for fear of alerting any passersby.
They ate their dark traveling bread and the last of the cheese in silence. Nearby the horses grazed contentedly, hobbled by braided vines. When they had first dismounted, Catrona had shown them how to twist the green rope and secure it to the horses’ front feet, tight enough to keep the horses from running off, slack enough so that they did not stumble.
Jenna decided, after much thought, that the slow, steady crunching progress the horses made was a comforting sound, not annoying. But she felt neither steady nor particularly happy about her own progress the past few days. An apology was necessary, and so she offered it.
“What is there to be sorry about?” asked Catrona. “You have slept little and seen too much this past fortnight. You have been torn from and shorn of much you know. Your young life has been turned completely upside-down.”
“You speak of Petra, not of me,” Jenna said, shaking her head. “And yet her mood remains sunny.”
“What is it they say in the Lower Dales? That: A crow is not a cat, nor does it bear kits. Jenna, if you were Petra, you would be sunny despite all. It is her way. But you are Jenna of Selna’s line …” Catrona said.
“But I am not of Selna’s line,” Jenna interrupted. “Not truly.” Appalled at the whine in her voice, she buried her face in her hands, as much in shame as in sorrow.
“So. That is it.” Catrona chuckled. “How can White Jenna, the Anna, the mighty warrior who killed the Hound and cut off the Bull’s hand, as in the prophecies; who has ridden off to save the world of the Hames with her companions by her side; how could she have been born between the thighs of a woman like that.” She jerked her head back to indicate the direction from which they had just come. “But, Jenna, it is bearing, not blood, that counts. You are a true daughter of the Hames. As am I.”
“Do you know your mother?” Jenna asked, her voice quiet.
“Seventeen generations of them,” Catrona said placidly. “As do you. I remember you reciting them, and never a hesitation.”
Petra spoke for the first time. “And I can say my lines, too, Jenna, though my birth mother left me at the Hame doorstep when I was not yet weaned, with a note that said only, ‘My man will not abide another such as this.’”
“I know,” Jenna said, her voice a misery. “I know all the tales. I know that half the daughters of the Hames come there abandoned or betrayed. Or both. And it never bothered me until now.”
“Until that silly woman and her sillier husband claimed you,” Petra said, moving next to Jenna and stroking her hair. “But their claim is water, Jenna. And you are stone. Water flows over stone and moves on. But the stone remains.”
“She is right, Jenna,” Catrona said. “And you are wrong to worry over such nonsense. You have more mothers than you can count, and yet you count that story more than all the rest.”
“I will count it no longer,” Jenna said. She stood, brushed the cheese and bread crumbs from her breast, and stretched. “I shall take the first watch.” She looked up at the heavy lacings of the oak and the one small patch of cloud-covered sky, then sighed and stared down at her hands. The ring on her littlest finger, the one the priestess had given her to use as identification, was a reminder of her task. She should think of that, and not of this other silliness. At least, she thought, Skada is not here to bruise me about it.
But the watch seemed longer without Skada’s company, and despite her promise not to think about Martine and Geo Hosfetter—their names as silly as their manners—she could think of nothing else. If she had stayed with her true mother, her birth mother, she would surely have been as awful as they. She spent her watch braiding and unbraiding her long white hair and musing about a life she had never lived.
Morning began with a noisy fanfare of birdsong from a dozen different tiny throats, mellow and chipping, thin and full. Jenna sat up for a moment and just listened, trying to distinguish one from another.
“Warblers,” Catrona whispered to her. “Can you tell them?”
“I know the one that Alna called Salli’s, that one, there.” She raised her hand, finger extended, at a single, melodious call.
“Good.” Catrona nodded. “And what about that one, with the little brrrrrrup at the end.”
“Maybe a yellow-rump?” Jenna guessed.
“Good twice. Three times and I will admit you are my equal in the woods,” Catrona said. “There—that one!” The call was thinner than the last two, and abrupt.
“Yellow throat … no, wait, that is a …” Jenna shook her head. “I guess I am not yet as good as you are.”
“That was a Marget’s warbler, after which Amalda named your best friend. It is good to know that I am still needed in the woods.” She smiled. “Wake Petra while I see what there is to offer for hungry travelers.” She disappeared behind a large oak.
Petra, who had had the middle watch, was curled up in her blanket, the waterfall of her hair obscuring her face. Jenna shook her gently.
“Up, mole, into the light. We have much traveling yet.”
Petra stretched, bound up her hair quickly into two plaits, and stood. She looked around for Catrona.
“Food,” Jenna said, motioning to her mouth.
As if the word itself had summoned her, Catrona appeared, but so silently, even the horses did not notice. She carried three eggs.
“One each, and there is a stream not far from here. We will water the horses and fill our flasks. If we ride quickly, we will make the Hame by midday.” She gave an egg to each girl, keeping the smallest for herself.
Jenna took her throwing knife from her boot and poked a hole in the top of the egg, then handed the knife to Petra. As Petra worked the blade point into her egg, Jenna sucked out the contents of her own. It slid down easily and she was hungry enough not to mind the slippery taste.
“I will lead the horses,” Catrona said. “You, Jenna, and you, Petra, pack up the rest of the gear. And do what you can to make it hard to read our signs. With horses that is difficult, I know.”
She led the three horses away. Using branches as brooms, Jenna and Petra followed right after. There were no fire remains to disguise, but much evidence of the horses and their browsing which could not be totally erased. Still, the signs could be confused, and Jenna did what was possible. Perhaps an incompetent tracker might think a herd of deer had grazed through.
At the stream they washed quickly, less for the cleanliness and more for morale. Jenna filled their leather flasks while Petra kept a watch on the horses. Catrona went ahead to scout to make sure their return to the road would not be noted.
When Catrona came back, they pulled the reluctant horses from the water, mounted up with more facility than grace, and started off, Catrona in the lead once more.
The sun was high overhead and they had passed no one on the road. The one small town they had ridden through had been strangely deserted. Even the mill by the river had been empty of people, though the water kept the wheel turning on its own.
“How odd,” had been Catrona’s only comment.
Jenna’s thoughts were darker than that, for the last time she had been where all motion and sound had seemed to stand still had been at Nill’s Hame when she returned to find death the only occupant. Yet there were no bodies lying about the town, no blood spilling along the millrace. She breathed slowly, deliberately.
Petra’s face was unreadable and Jenna said nothing, worrying more about her friend’s silence than the silence in the town.
They rode on, till they came to the ford after which Calla’s Ford was named. The pull-line ferry waited on the far side of the river but there was no ferryman in sight. Together Catrona and Jenna hauled on the thick line and the flat-bottomed ferry slowly moved across the water on its tether.
When it grounded, they walked their horses onto the boat in silence. Even with the weight of three horses and three women, the boat rode high in the water.
Built for more than that, Jenna thought. The silence was so oppressive, she kept the thought to herself. But she wondered, all the time that she and Catrona pulled on the water-slicked rope, whether the twenty-one horses of the king’s troop could cross on such a boat. Twenty men, and the Bear. Or the Cat. Or Lord Kalas himself.
The little ark plowed across the river quickly, grounding itself with a grinding sound on the shore. The horses got off with more promptness and less urging than they had gotten on. This time both Petra and Jenna remounted with ease.
Jenna urged Duty into the lead, and the horse began an easy gallop along the well-worn road. Behind, Catrona’s and Petra’s bays took up the white mare’s challenge. Jenna could hear their quickening hoofbeats and smiled wryly. For a moment nothing existed but the wind in her hair, the sound of the galloping horses, and the hot spring sun directly overhead.
If I could capture this moment, she thought. If I could hold this time forever, we could all be safe.
And then she saw what she had feared: a thin spiral of smoke scripting a warning against the sky.
“The Hame!” she cried out, the first words any of them had spoken in an hour.
The other two saw the smoke at the same time and read it with the same fear. They bent over their horses’ necks, and the mares, with no further urging, raced toward the unknown fires.
As they rounded a final bend in the road, the road suddenly mounted upward. The horses labored under them, breathing heavily. Jenna could feel her own heart beating in rhythm with Duty’s heaving breaths. Then they crested the rise, and saw the Hame before them, its great wooden gates shattered and the stone walls broken.
Petra reined up at the sight and gave a little cry, flinging her hand to her mouth. But Jenna, seeing movement beyond the walls, stood in the stirrups hoping to distinguish it. Perhaps it was fighting, perhaps they were not too late. Pulling her sword from its sheath and raising it overhead, she called to Petra, “Stay here. You have no weapon.”
Catrona was already racing forward. Without giving further thought to the consequences, Jenna turned Duty toward the broken stones and, with a great kick, impelled the horse to leap the fallen wall.
There were three men and a woman bending over. They scattered before Duty’s charge. One man, tall and ungainly, like a long-limbed water bird, turned and stared. Jenna screamed sounds at him, not words, and was about to strike when the woman ran between them and raised her hands.
“Merci,” the woman cried, desperation lending force to her thin voice. “In Alta’s name, ich crie merci.”
The words penetrated Jenna’s fury and slowly she lowered her sword, her sword arm shaking so hard, she had to reach over with the other hand to steady it. She noticed what she should have noticed before. The tall stork-man was not armed. Neither was the woman. “Hold, Catrona,” Jenna called out.
Catrona’s voice came back strongly, “I hold.”
“Please,” the woman said, “you must help, if you be Alta’s own.”
“We are,” said Jenna. “But who are you? And what has happened here?” She looked around as she spoke, not directly at the woman. Expecting to see bodies, she saw none. Yet the gates and walls were thrown down, shattered as if by a great blast. There were weapons scattered throughout the courtyard: several bows, dozens of swords, a number of knives, three rakes, even pieces of wood that might have been makeshift cudgels.
The woman clasped and unclasped her hands. “We be from Callatown. To south. If you rode that way.”
“We did,” Catrona said. “And none there to greet us. Nor at the ford.”
“My husband Harmon, here, be ferryman at’t ford. He and I and all our neighbors been here two day, burning dead.”
The tall man, her husband, put his hands on her shoulders and spoke to Jenna from behind his wife. “Grete speaks true, girl. I went out to ferry when a troop of king’s horse came by. They tied me up and Grete, bless her, be down in root cellar getting it spring cleansed. She could hear their coarse mouths and kept hid, waiting till they be gone.”
Grete interrupted. “It wouldna done any good to come out and fight. I knew that much.”
“She does, too.” Harmon had taken his hands from his wife’s shoulders and swept off his brown cap, kneading it between his long fingers. “She come up later, after they be gone over the water, and cut ropes. Look, the mark be still on my wrists.” He held one hand up but if there was a mark there, Jenna could not see it.
“A hundred or more they be,” said a second man, coming over. “That’s what Harmon said. A hundred or more.”
“This be Jerem the miller and his boy,” Grete said, gesturing at the two. “They was let be for they give the troop grain for horses.”
“But the rest of the town, they be tied up or kilt,” said Jerem. “Exceptin’ the girls. Them they took. My boy sneaked out to see that night.”
“Mai,” said Jerem’s boy. He said it quietly but his dark eyes were defiant under his thatch of yellow hair.
“Mai be his sweetheart,” explained Grete, “and she be gone with the rest. And they be promised to one another.”
“Why are you here?” It was Petra, who had dismounted upon hearing the voices. She led her horse through the maze of fallen stone. “You had your own sorrows, then. Did you come here for help?”
“For help?” Grete repeated, shaking her head.
“Bless you, girl,” Jerem said, “we came to help. They be our mothers and our sisters and our nieces and our aunts. They came among us to give us sons.”
Harmon added, “Jerem, he ground their grain and they paid him well, in crops and in strong arms. And when I be took last year with the bloody flux, didn’t a pair of ’em work all day pulling ferry for me. And four of ’em at night. And another doctored me, and two nursed me in the even.”
“And takin’ no payment for it. None. Not ever. It be their way, you know.” Grete’s thin voice rose and fell oddly.
“So we come quick as we could. When we knew what went on in town.” Harmon’s hands still pummeled his hat.
“But we be late,” Jerem said. “We be hours too late. And they be all dead or gone.”
“But where …” Jenna began, her hands still trembling on sword and reins.
Grete nodded toward the central building of the Hame. “We been cartin’ ’em to Hall. My sons in there be helpin’, though it be strange for men to work there. That be never allowed. Us women, yes, we came sometimes. To help bring in harvest, or our girls for training some. But the boys wanted to do for the sisters, settin’ ’em side by side. The old lady, that Mother A, she be not quite gone when we got here, the blood all bubbling out of her like kettle to boil. She told us what to do. ‘Side by side,’ she said.”
Jenna nodded slowly. That explained why the women’s bodies were not scattered through the yard. “And … and the men?” she asked at last. “Surely there were some wounded, some dead.”
Catrona added, “Surely they took some of them with them in such a fight.”
“They drug their own wounded away. Or killed ’em on spot,” said Harmon. “The men be all dead, some thirty of ’em. We burned them there.” He pointed outside the broken wall, away from the road. “Foreign-looking, they be. Dark skin. Staring eyes.”
“Young,” Grete said. “Too young for such deaths. Too young for such killings.”
“But dead all the same,” said her husband, putting the hat back on his head. “And don’t they say: The swordsman dies by’t sword, the hangman by’t rope, and the king by’t crown.” He turned, looking over the ridge of his shoulder, and spoke to Jenna. “We be obliged for your help.”
Jenna nodded, but it was Petra who spoke, her voice shaky. “We will help.”
“We must be gone soon,” Catrona said in an undertone to Jenna. “The others must be warned.”
Jenna nodded at that, too, thinking to herself that her head must be on a string, so easily did it bob up and down. Then she whispered back, “But one hour surely will not matter. Let us find Selinda and Alna and bid them farewell.”
“An hour can spare a life,” Catrona said. “It is something we learned many times in the army.” But she gave in all the same. “For Alna and Selinda. An hour. That is all.”
As Grete had promised, the sisters of Calla’s Ford lay side by side in the darkening Hall. Jenna wandered up and down the many lines, kneeling occasionally to tidy a lock of hair or to close staring eyes. There were so many women, she could not count them all, but she refused to cry.
Petra, standing in the doorway, wept for them both.
“This be the last of ’em,” Jerem said, pointing to an elderly woman in a long dress and apron, lying by the far door.
“Be they right?” Grete asked Catrona. “Be they in’t form?”
“We will see them all right,” Catrona said. “But best you leave us for now so that we may give them the proper rites.”
Grete nodded, and turned to speak to the rest of the townsfolk who had gathered by the entryway, silently waiting. Her hands shooed them out like chickens toward the courtyard. She herself was the last one through the door, calling out in a whisper, “We will wait.”
Jenna stared across the Hall. In the gray light the bodies of the women almost looked like carved stone. Though they had been cleansed of the blood on their hands and faces by the hard-working townsfolk, their shirts and aprons and skirts and trousers were stained with it. But the blood was black, not red, in the graying room. The bodies lay on rushes scented with verbena and dried roses, but the sharp, unmistakable smell of death overpowered the flowery bouquet.
“Shall I light the torches now?” Petra asked, her voice so quiet, Jenna had to strain to hear it. “So that their dark sisters might accompany them?” Without waiting for an answer, she went by the back hallway into the kitchen, came out with a lit candle, and proceeded to light the candles and torches that were set in the walls.
Slowly, in between the bodies, the corpses of the dark sisters took form and soon the room was crowded with them. It was as if a great carpet of death lay wall to wall.
Strangers, thought Jenna, and yet not strangers to me at all. My sisters.
“We must fire the Hame now,” said Catrona. “And then go.”
“But Alna and Selinda are not here,” Jenna said. “Nor any of the younger girls. They may be bidden away like the children of Nill’s Hame. We do not dare set the flames until we find them.”
“They were taken,” Catrona said bluntly, “you heard what Grete and her husband said. Taken. Like the girls of Callatown. Like the boy’s sweetheart.”
“Mai.” Petra said suddenly, still lighting the torches.
“No!” Jenna shook her head violently, her voice echoing loudly. “No! We cannot be sure. Why would they want the girls? Why would they need them? We have to look.”
Catrona put her hand out toward Jenna just as Petra put the candle to a sconce near them in the Hall. Katri appeared by Catrona’s side and put her hand out as well.
“They always want women,” said Katri. “Such men do.”
“They have not enough of their own.” It was Skada’s voice right by Jenna’s ear. “That is what Geo Hosfetter said.”
Jenna did not turn to welcome her. Instead she insisted, “We must search the Hame. We could never forgive ourselves if we did not.”
It took an hour of searching to prove to Jenna that the girls were not to be found. They even overturned the mirror in the priestess’ room, ripped down tapestries, and knocked endlessly upon solid walls in the hope of finding a secret passage. But there was none.
In the end even Jenna had to agree that the girls were gone. This time she did not ask why.
“And what of the Book?” Petra asked, her hand atop the great leather volume in the priestess’ room. “We cannot leave it here for anyone to read.”
“We do not have time to bury it,” said Jenna, “so it will have to be burned with the rest.”
Petra cradled the Book in her arms, carrying it back down to the Hall where she placed it between the priestess and her dark sister. She set their stiffened hands on top of the volume, palms up so that the blue Alta sign showed, tying their wrists together with her hair ribbands. The in a voice eerily familiar, she began to recite:
“In the name of Alta’s cave,



The dark and lonely grave,



Where we dwell twixt light and light …”



“I will not cry,” Jenna promised herself. “Not for death. Not ever for death.” She shook her head violently to keep away the tears. Skada did the same.
They did not cry.
THE LEGEND:
There were twelve sisters who dwelt in Callatown, by the ford, each one more beautiful than the last. But the loveliest of them all was the youngest, Fair Jennet.
Jennet was tall, with hair the color of the Calla’s foam, and eyes the blue of a spring sky.
One day the king’s own sons rode into the town, twelve handsome youths they were. But the handsomest was the youngest, Brave Colm. Colm was tall, with hair the color of dawn, and eyes as brown as bark.
Twelve and twelve. They should have been fair matched. But a king’s son is like the cuckoo: he takes his pleasure where he will, then leaves to love again.
When the king’s twelve sons had left, eleven sisters flung themselves into the Calla, above the ford. But the last, Fair Jennet, stayed to bury them, then she rode to the king’s hall. She sang her sorrow at his table, before climbing the stairs to the highest tower. There she cast herself into the wind. As she fell, her cry was the cry of the woodcock rising to its mate.
Colm heard her and raced outside. He held her poor, broken body cradled in his arms, singing back to her the song she had caroled at his father’s feast:
“Eleven sisters side by side,



Each one a dishonored bride,



Married to the ebbing tide,



And I wed to the wind.”



At the song’s end, Fair Jennet opened her eyes and called Colm’s name. He kissed her brow before she died.
“I am the wind,” whispered Colm, drawing his sword from his sheath and plunging it into his breast. Then he lay himself down by Jennet’s side and died.
They say that every year, at the spring’s rind, the folks of Callatown build a great bonfire. Its light keeps away the spirits of the eleven who rise like mist above the Calla waves, trying to sing every man down to his death. And they say that Colm and Jennet were buried in a single grave whose mound rises higher than the ruins of the king’s tower. On that mound—and nowhere else in the Dales—grows the flower known as Colm’s Sorrow. It is a flower as light as her hair, with an eye as dark as his, and it rains its petals down like tears throughout all of the long spring days.
THE STORY:
The fires burned quickly and the long, thin column of smoke wrote the sisters’ epitaph against the spring sky. Catrona and Jenna stood dry-eyed, watching the curling smoke. But Petra buried her face in her hands, sobbing in soft little spurts. The townsfolk wept noisily. Only Jerem’s boy was still, staling off to the west, where the sky was clear.
At last Jenna turned away, walking toward Duty who had waited so patiently by the broken wall. She patted the horse’s nose with great concentration, as if the soft nostrils were the only thing that mattered in the world. She inhaled the heavy horse smell.
Catrona came over and put a hand on her shoulder. “We must go now, Jenna. And quickly.”
Jenna did not look up from the horse.
“Do you go to fight?” It was Jerem’s boy, who had come up behind them. Small, wiry, he had a look of passionate intensity.
Catrona turned. “We go to warn the other Hames,” she said sharply.
“And fight if we must.” Jenna spoke softly, as much to the horse as the boy.
“Let me go with you,” the boy begged. “I must go. For Mai’s sake. For my own.”
“Your father will need you, boy,” Catrona said.
“He be having less to do now that so many be gone,” he answered. “And if you do not let me go with you, I go anyway. I be your shadow. You be looking behind at every turning and at every straightaway, and I be there following.”
Jenna, her hand still on Duty’s nose, stared at him. The boy’s dark green eyes bore into her own. “He will, too,” she said softly to Catrona. “I have seen that look before.”
“Where?”
“In her mirror,” Petra said joining them.
“And in Pynt’s eyes,” Jenna added.
Catrona said nothing more but strode to her horse and mounted it with swift ease. Then she jerked on the reins and the startled mare turned toward the fallen Hame gate.
Petra’s horse stood still while she climbed up, its withers trembling slightly, like ripples on a pond.
Jenna ran her hand along Duty’s head and down her neck with slow deliberation. Then suddenly she grabbed hold of the saddle’s horn and pulled herself up in a single, swift motion.
“Hummmph!” was Catrona’s only comment, for she had turned in her saddle to watch the girls mount, but a smile played around her mouth before resolving itself in a frown.
They sat, motionless, on their horses for a long moment. Then Jenna leaned down and held out her hand to the boy. He grinned up at her and took it. Pulling hard, Jenna lifted him onto the saddle behind her. He settled easily as if well used to riding double.
“Jareth, boy, where be you going?” Jerem ran over, grabbing onto the boy’s right knee.
“He rides with us,” Jenna said.
“He cannot. He must not. He be but a boy.”
“A boy!” Catrona laughed. “He was promised in marriage. If he is man enough to wed, he is man enough to fight. How old do you think these girls are?” Her voice carried only to Jerem’s ears. It was Petra, standing up in her stirrups, who addressed the rest of the villagers.
“We ride with the Anna, the White One, She who was thrice mothered and thrice orphaned.”
The Calla’s Ford folk gathered around to listen. Grete and her husband stood in the front, Jerem still by his son’s knee. They were silent, staring at Jenna.
“We follow Her,” Petra continued, pointing dramatically. “For She has already made both hound and ox bow down. Who would deny Her?” She paused.
Feeling that it was her turn to speak, Jenna drew her sword from its sheath and raised it above her head, wondering if she looked foolish, hoping she appeared noble. “I am the ending and I am the beginning,” she cried out. “Who rides with me?”
From behind her Jareth called, “I ride with you, Anna.”
“And I!” It was a dull-haired, long-legged boy.
“And I!” Standing by him, one who might have been his twin.
“And I!”
“And I!”
“And I!” The last was Harmon who, caught up in the moment, had snatched off his hat and thrown it into the air causing Petra’s horse to back away nervously. The commotion gave Grete time to put her hand forcefully on her husband’s shoulder, and he sank back, hatless, against her.
In the end, three boys volunteered. Jareth was given his father’s blessing and Grete and Harmon’s two sons took a loan of their father’s spavined gelding. Riding double, they tracked behind the mares down the darkening road toward the west.
THE MYTH:
Then Great Alta said, “You shall ride to the North and you shall ride to the South; you shall ride to the East and you shall ride to the West. And there great armies will rise up beside you. You and your blanket companions shall match sword with sword and might with might that the blood shed between you shall wash away the stain left by the careless men.”



BOOK TWO
THE LONG RIDING



THE MYTH:
The Great Alta reached into the sinkhole of night and drew up three boy babes. One was light, and two were dark, and they were weak and pulling in the sun of her face.
“And you shall grow and grow and grow,” quoth she, “until you are like giants in the land. You shall ride over the world that evil may know fear.”
Then Great Alta pulled them by the hair and by the bottoms of their feet until they were as large as towers, until they were giants in the land. She set them down by the fordside and sprinkled their foreheads with water and their feet with ashes that they might better endure the long riding.
THE LEGEND:
Three heroes rode out of the East. One was light as day, one as bright as noon, one as dark as eve. And their horses were caparisoned the same: one in silver as the dawn, one in gold as midday, and one in ebon as the night. They carried crown and collar and ring.
Their swords flashed as they rode and the woods rang with their battle song:
We serve the queen of light



We serve the queen of night



On the long riding.



Wherever they rode, they dealt death to the enemies of the White One, the Anna. And they were known as The Three.
The tapestry in room 4/Town Hall/Calla’s Cross (pictured above) is from the Great Renascence in the Weaver’s Gift Period. Legend has it it was finished the week after The Three had ridden by, a patent impossibility. Such tapestries were often years in the weaving. Note especially how it pictures three knights in full armor, swords upraised, riding straight toward the viewer. One is in silver armor on a gray horse; one is in black armor on a black horse; and one is in gold armor on a horse whose skin is the color of old gold. Their visors are up and one can see their eyes. They seem to be laughing.
THE STORY:
Night came quickly and they were only scant miles down the road, but Catrona pulled them all up with a hand sign.
“You, boy!” she called to Jerem’s son.
“Jareth,” Jenna reminded her, even before he could speak for himself.
“Jareth, then,” Catrona said. “Climb down from behind the Anna now and give her poor horse a rest. Best you ride for a while with Petra there.” She pointed.
The boy pushed himself off the rear of the horse, landing as lightly as a cat, and went over to Petra’s mare. Petra reached down to help him up, but he shook off her hand, went behind the horse, gave a little run-jump, and was behind her, grinning.
“I be handling a lot of horses,” he explained shyly, “when the owners came to grind their grain. One told me a horse be making a giant of a small man. That’s when I knew I had to ride.”
Catrona nodded, but Jenna slipped her horse between them and leaned over, speaking softly. “Why have him switch now? Duty is not tiring.”
Looking up at the darkening sky, Catrona whispered back. “The moon will be up soon and our dark sisters here. No need to frighten the boys or overburden Duty.”
“I forgot.” Jenna bit her lower lip. “Alta, how could I have forgot?”
Catrona smiled. “You are but days new to having a dark sister share your life. And even I, who have lived side by side with Katri for thirty years, sometimes forget. Not Katri, not the fact of her. But sometimes I forget to be prepared for her. She is ever a surprise, though she is the better part of me.”
“Then we must warn the boys,” Jenna said. “But what do we say?”
“We say to them what we always say—in the army or in bed—for a man hears and sees what he wants,” Catrona said. “Do not worry so. In the Lower Dales they say A man’s eye is bigger than his belly and smaller than his brain.” Laughing, she turned her horse toward Petra and the gelding upon which Grete and Harmon’s boys sat, legs dangling down.
“Soon we will be met by two sisters of the night,” she began, in a voice of easy authority. “They are friends of ours who will travel along the way with us. But they come when they will and they leave when they will and they are not fond of the day. As long as they decide to remain with us, they will be our dearest allies, our boon companions on the road.” She looked carefully at the boys. “Do you understand?”
The boys nodded, Jareth quickly and the other two with a bit more caution, as if it took them more time to sort through what Catrona meant.
“We be seeing such night sisters afore,” Jareth said. “They be helping my Da once at mill and Sandor and Marek’s Da at ferry. They be there when we needed them though never when we called.”
Sandor and Marek nodded.
“Good. Then you will not be frightened or confused when these two appear. Their names are Katri and Skada. Katri is the older.” She smiled. “Even older than me.”
“Catrona!” It was Petra who seemed shocked.
Catrona smiled mischievously. “Well, maybe only a little older.”
“We be neither confused nor frightened,” said Jareth solemnly, “for we be in the presence of Anna.”
Sandor shook his head. And Marek, like his brother, shook his head as well. Otherwise they did not move, staring at Jenna with worshipful eyes.
“Let us dismount and feed the horses. And ourselves.” Catrona climbed off her horse.
“But there be no food,” Sandor said.
“None,” added Marek.
Jenna laughed, a short barking sound. “We have the woods as our larder,” she said. “So we can never starve.”
THE SONG:
The Long Riding
Into the valley, come riding, come riding,

Into the meadow and into the dell,

Into the moonlight where shadows are gliding,

Into the forest where enemies hiding,

Riding, riding, Three come ariding

Into the mouth of hell.

Into the village come riding, come riding,

Into the hames where the sweet women dwell,

Into the rests where the men are abiding,

Into the forest where enemies hiding,

Riding, riding, Three come ariding

Into the mouth of hell.

THE STORY:
They showed the boys how to search the woods for food, and Jareth discovered a bird’s nest with three eggs. The other two boys came up empty-handed, but Jenna found a ring of tasty mushrooms and Catrona a stream whose bank was dotted with cress. Petra, who had waited with the horses, came upon the greatest cache of all, a stand of nettles which stung the back of her hands. She was still complaining about them when Jenna reappeared, trailed by Jareth.
“Nettles!” Jenna said. “Then we can have nettle tea.”
“But we dare not be making a fire, Anna,” Jareth reminded.
“We can make a small fire in a deep tunnel,” she said, “just enough to heat water to steep tea if your friends can find leaves that are dry enough.”
They had cress salad sprinkled with hard-boiled egg, mushrooms, and half the tea, a feast.
“The rest of the tea I will store in my water pouch,” Catrona said as they buried the tunneled fire. “Nettle tea is as good cold as hot. And I have a surprise.” She reached into her leather pocket and pulled out a rough-weave cloth packet. Slowly she unwrapped a large piece of journeycake.
“Where …” Petra began.
“From the Hame kitchen,” Catrona said quietly. “I knew they would have had us take it. Any old soldier knows that in battle one takes quickly and saves regrets for the morning.”
They nodded, one after another, and held out their hands for a share.
The dark sisters did not come for the moon had finished its full phase and, without fire, the small light of the stars was not strong enough to call them forth. Jenna lay on her blanket staring up at the patterns in the sky, counting their names to herself in the hope that the roll call would lull her to sleep: Alta’s Dipper, Hame’s Horn, the Cat, the Great Hound. But she could not sleep and at last stood up and walked, barefooted, to the place where the white horse and its companion bays slept standing. When she placed her hand on Duty’s soft nose, the horse blew through its nostrils lightly, a sound at once strange and comforting.
“Anna?” It was a soft voice.
Jenna turned around. Jareth was moving toward her quietly.
“Anna, be that you?”
“Yes.”
He reached the horse and touched it lightly on the nose, careful to keep the horse’s head between them. “I be on watch and heard you. Be there something wrong?”
“No. Yes. I could not sleep.”
“You be thinking about Calla’s Ford Hame?”
She hesitated, then nodded. “I am thinking about all the hames, Jareth. But that is not why I am restless.”
“Can you tell me, Anna?”
“Do not, for Alta’s blessed sake, call me that,” she said, her voice edged with anger.
“Call you what?”
“Anna. That is not my name. My name is Jo-an-enna. My friends call me Jenna.”
Jareth was quiet for a moment. “But I be thinking you be … I mean, she said you be … that be …”
“It seems I am,” said Jenna. “Or may be. But that is only a title, something put upon me. It is not what I am in truth.”
Jareth thought about that a minute, then whispered, “Then who be you? In truth?”
“Just a girl. And the daughter of many mothers.”
“That be what they say of Anna. That she be thrice mothered.”
“And so I was.”
“And white-haired.”
“And so I am.”
“And the hound and ox …”
“So they did. But I eat like you. And I pass wind if there are beans in the pot. And when I have too much to drink, I must find a place in the woods to …”
“Anna,” Jareth said, reaching across Duty’s nose to touch her arm. “No one be saying that Anna be not human. No one be calling her a goddess without water or wind. She be … she be linchpin, axletree, link between old carriage and new wheel.”
“But linchpins and axletrees are made by humans,” Jenna said. “Not by Alta.”
“Exactly,” Jareth answered. “It be prophecy that be the Goddess’ own.”
Jenna was silent a long time, thinking about what Jareth had said. At last she sighed. “Thank you, Jareth. I think … I think I shall be able to sleep now.”
“You be welcome,” he answered, coming around to the front of the horse. “But I be afraid you get no sleep yet. It be your turn at watch.” He laughed, holding out his hand, “Jenna.”
She took his hand. It was as firm in her own as Catrona’s. Or Skada’s.
They left before morning light, going out of the forest and crossing three towns in quick succession where no lamps were yet lit and their horses’ hooves the only sound. In the last town, Jenna, Petra, and Catrona waited by the edge while the boys found them food, for Jareth had cousins there.
Once they stopped to wash the trail dirt from their faces in a small, meandering stream. Five or six times they stopped to relieve themselves and let the horses graze. They slept fitfully through a night that spit intermittent rain, soaking them despite a lean-to of split saplings. Otherwise, they remained on horseback all that day and into the next.
“I smell of horse,” Petra complained mildly at their waking.
“You smell no different than a horse,” Jenna amended.
They laughed heartily at her words, the first such since finding the devastation at the Hame. After that their mood was somewhat lighter, even though their muscles ached and both Marek and Sandor had saddle sores.
On the eve of the second day they crested a small hill where the beginnings of a great forest spread out below them. Mile after mile of unbroken woods lay on either side of a winding road.
“That is King’s Way,” Catrona said, pointing to the road. “There is no other through this wilderness. Wilma’s Crossing is on the other side.”
“Be it not dangerous to stay …” Sandor began, running his fingers through his matted hair.
“… on the King’s Way?” finished his brother.
“There is less danger on it than off. This wold is known to only a few and the few are the Greenfolk. They”—Catrona spit between her second and little fingers—” they are not likely to help us. More likely to take our heads. Or our fingers. They like the small bones. Wear them dangling from their ears.”
Marek and Sandor looked nervously at one another, but Jareth laughed.
“My Da be speaking often of the Greenfolk. The Grenna, he be calling them. He be saying no such thing about taking bones. They be to themselves,” Jareth said. “And that be all.”
Catrona smiled at him. “True, they are to themselves. They call this forest their own and do not favor intruders.”
“There is no bone-taking in that,” Jenna said.
“It was a joke,” Catrona said.
Jenna shook her head. “And not very funny.”
“Tell us more about these Greenfolk and this road,” Petra said, adding quickly, “But no more jokes. You are frightening some of us unnecessarily.”
Catrona nodded. “When the good queen Wilma built this road, long before the G’runians broke apart our land, she made a pax with the Greenfolk’s council. They have no queens nor kings.”
“And probably better off for it,” Jenna muttered.
Ignoring Jenna, Catrona went on as her horse trembled restlessly beneath her. “The pax was this: we would leave the rest of the woods to the Greenfolk if they would leave the road alone.”
Jareth leaned forward eagerly. “My Da never be telling me this. What be sealing the pax?”
“Wilma offered them iron or steel or gold but they would have none of it.”
“None of it?” Marek and Sandor said together, Sandor adding, “Then what could seal it?”
“They sat in a great circle on the highest hill,” Catrona said. “And …”
“Pah! There is no hill,” Jenna said. “So much for stories.” She swept her hand expansively from east to west. “I see no hill. Just woodland, green and rolling.”
“Look at things on a slant, Jenna,” Petra said. “That is what my Mother Alta taught me. On a slant.”
“That is how the story goes, Jenna,” Catrona said. “I tell it the only way I know. They sat on the great hill—that Jenna cannot see—and ate bread together, swearing that the pax was engraved on their hearts and in their mouths. They hold all their history on the tongue. They do not have writing.” Catrona stood up in her stirrups and stared down at the way.
The others copied her movement, dark sisters to her light.
“It is a chancy pax at best. And never more so then now, when the last three kings of the G’runs renamed the Way and promised to build fortresses and inns along it.”
“I see no buildings,” Jenna said.
“Not yet. But they will come.” Catrona sat back down. “It was often spoke of when I was in the army. The men all favored it. ‘Stand in the way of a cart,’ they said, ‘and you will have wheel marks across your face.’”
“It is a terrible thing,” said Jenna, “to break pax with those who still hold it.”
“If I be king …” Jareth began.
“And if horses could fly …” Petra said, laughing, “we would be across the wold and at Wilma’s Crossing before nightfall.”
“But we cannot fly.” Catrona’s face was stern. “And we dare not be stuck on that road with the stars our only protection. Let us find a quiet place off the road, camp the night, and be up before sunrise. It will be a long riding, whether we meet with anyone or not.”
THE HISTORY:
The Greenfolk, the Good Folk, the Grenna, the Faire, are all names given to the Dalian equivalent of the Garunian brownies or little people. Though histo-archaeologists, like Magon, try desperately to prove there was an actual race of pygmy-like wood-dwellers who occupied the Old Forest above the Whilem River, frequent diggings in the area have turned up nothing. (See my monograph “Woods-Folk or Would-be Folk: An Investigation into the Whilem River Cross Dig, Passapatout Press, #19.)
Carbon dating has proven beyond a shadow of a doubt that the remains of encampments found throughout the region were at least a thousand years earlier than the dates for the Gender Wars. The few human bones lay scattered rather than buried in gravemounds, proving the hunting-gathering tribes were so primitive that they had no sense of an afterlife. What tribes there were had to have been long gone by the time of the rule of Langbrow.
Yet the persistence of stories about the “folke all greene,” as the ballad goes, has caused even such worthies as Temple and Cowan to consider the possibilities. Legends of the Greenfolk’s generosity toward the followers of the White Goddess are legion in the industrial towns of the Whilem River Valley. Certainly Doyle’s work on the Whilem names (Green As Grass: The Unnatural Occurrence of Color Names Along the Whilem, Hanger College Press), with its suggestion that any forest communities would have a preponderance of woods/green surnames, is persuasive. Magon’s rantings to the contrary, that certainly makes more sense than to say there was a small, proto-human race of faerie folk living in pre-literate splendor, supporting their candidate for queen with magicks and mysteries by the roadside and carrying away folk for rites under the nonexistent Whilem Hills.
THE STORY:
The King’s Way was well pounded down, as if recent travelers had been many and recent rains few, but the forest grew right up to the edge of the road. Brambles, nettles, briars, and brush vied for space between the rangy trees. The varieties of green were numberless.
They pushed the horses unmercifully for the first few hours, but when the gelding stumbled in a hidden, dust-covered hole, nearly throwing Sandor and Marek, Catrona signaled a halt.
Dismounting, they led the horses to the road’s brushy edge and Catrona picked up the gelding’s left forefoot.
“I do not think he pulled anything,” she said after a moment’s careful examination.
“Perhaps we should rest him,” Petra said. “Just in case.”
“And eat,” Jareth suggested. The other boys nodded.
But Jenna shook her head. “No. We need to move on. We must reach Wilma’s Crossing Hame before …” She hesitated, decided not to say what they all were thinking. “Besides, I have had the strange feeling …”
“That we have been watched?” Catrona asked quietly.
“Something like that,” Jenna said.
“And for many miles now?”
Jenna nodded grimly.
They mounted quickly, ignoring their hollow stomachs, and urged the horses forward. As if sensing danger, the horses responded at once. The gelding raced ahead, proving itself fit. Catrona managed to overtake it, but Jenna held back to guard the rear.
When she looked over her shoulder, she saw nothing but forest and the layers of green. But then she thought she heard a low drumming sound accompanied by a high whistle. It was at least a mile farther before she realized that what she was hearing was the sound of the horses’ hooves on the King’s Way and the wind racing past her ears. Only that—and nothing more.
Alternately walking and galloping, they rode for several more hours, before Catrona signaled another halt. This time they moved the horses well off the road and into the cover of a grove of trembling aspen.
“I do not like this,” Catrona whispered to Jenna. “We have passed no one the entire time.”
“I thought that was to the good,” Jenna replied.
“This is usually a well-traveled road. Carts, trains of wagons, individual travelers. Even walkers. We have come across none of them.”
“We must tell the others.”
Catrona put a hand on her arm. “No. Wait. Why trouble them before trouble is here?”
“I was told at Nill’s Hame that Not to know is bad, but not to wish to know is worse,” Jenna said. “These are our friends, Catrona. Our companions. We must trust our backs to them.”
“They are hardly fighters,” Catrona said wearily. “I trust my back to Katri and to you.”
“They are all we have,” Jenna pointed out.
Catrona sighed. “Yes, they are. More fools we.” She put her fingers to her mouth, and whistled the others to her.
Gathered in a close circle, they listened as Catrona spelled out her fears. Jareth’s forehead wrinkled in concentration, but Sandor and Marek rocked back and forth, as if the movement helped them understand what she was saying. Petra’s whole body was still, and she breathed slowly, using latani breathing. Jenna matched her, breath for breath, but once settled into the rhythm of the expirations, she felt the familiar lightening as her real self pulled free of her body to float above it.
Catrona’s voice was like a buzzing of insects as Jenna ranged over them. Her translucent fingers reached down to touch each in turn on the skull’s center where the pulse beat under the fragile shield of skin and bone.
At that touch, as she had done before, Jenna felt herself being drawn down inside each of her companions in turn. Catrona was a strong fire, the hottest point in the center; Petra, a spill of cool water over a rocky race. The brothers were lukewarm, like milk fresh from the cow. But Jareth reminded her of Carum for he seemed to have pockets of fire and ice, pockets of alien heat, though she was not moved by them as she had been when centered on the young prince.
She pulled herself away, fleeing back into the air, and suddenly saw pinpricks of light in a great circle around them; dancing lights coming closer and closer. Flinging herself down into her own body she slipped into it as if into familiar clothes. “Back to mine,” she cried.
On the signal, Catrona unsheathed her sword and stood back-to-back with Jenna. Jareth understood almost as quickly.
“Your knives!” he called to Marek and Sandor.
They drew their knives and stood with Petra in their center, waiting. For a long minute they could hear nothing: not a snap of twig nor rustle of grass. It was as if the forest itself had stopped breathing.
Suddenly Jenna’s head went up with a jerk. “There!”
They looked around. At first there was nothing to be seen. And then—there was. A circle of some thirty mannikins surrounded them, dressed all in green, jerkins and trews, as if they had metamorphosed from the trees or brush. They were half the size of a man, with skin a greenish cast, like a translucent glaze, over fine bones. Yet they did not give the impression of fragility. It was as if the land itself had been thinned down to its essence and given human form.
Duty whickered nervously, followed by the bays. Only the gelding was silent, pawing the ground over and over with a dull thudding.
One of the green watchers moved forward, breaking the circle, and stood not three feet from Jenna. She could have leaned over and touched him on the top of the head but she did not move. He raised his hand in greeting, speaking in a strange, lilting tongue.
“Av Anna regens; av Anna quonda e futura.”
“Speak so we can understand,” Jareth cried out, his voice cracking like a boy’s.
“I can understand him,” Petra said quietly. “My Mother Alta required I learn the old tongues. He says, Hail, White Queen; hail White One now and forever.”
Jareth grunted, but Marek spoke. “That be all right, then. Our Da be saying: If a man call you master, trust him for a day; if he call you friend, trust him for a year; if he call you brother, trust him for all ways.” It was the longest speech any of them had heard from him.
“But he called me none of those,” said Jenna. “He called me Anna. So how would your Da say he can be trusted?”
Marek started to work out an answer, but the little man held up his hand and the boy was strangely still.
“For as long as the forest, Anna,” said the little man, suddenly speaking their language, his voice only slightly accented.
“Why …” Jareth began, but Jenna hushed him.
“For as high as the heavens,” the little man continued. “We have waited since the beginning of this time for you, cocooned in the time. Your birth has been told around many fires, your reign under many stars. First the Alta and at last the Anna, so the circle can close.”
“Since the beginning of this time …” Jenna murmured to herself. “And the closing of the circle … What does that mean?” Out loud she said, “You have called me by a title, but I am called Jenna by my friends. Are you my friend?”
The little man grinned broadly, his even white teeth white against the green of his face. Bowing, he said, “We are your brothers.”
“All ways!” Marek said triumphantly.
“May be,” Jareth whispered under his breath. “May be not.”
The little man ignored them, speaking only to Jenna. “You may call this one Sorrel. That is not this one’s true name, but your mouth would not be able to shape it nor your heart hear its sound.”
“I understand,” Jenna said. “I have a hidden name as well. So, Sorrel, are you king of these green folk?”
“We have neither king nor captain. We have only the circle.”
“Then how is it you speak for your … circle?” Catrona interrupted.
“This one is first this time by the circle’s leave,” Sorrel said.
Nodding, Jenna sheathed her sword. “I put my weapon away this time. As does my sister, Catrona.”
Catrona raised one eyebrow and, very slowly, replaced her own sword.
“And my men will put away their knives,” Jenna added. She bit her upper lip, the only betrayal of her nervousness.
With a slight frown, Jareth slipped his knife into his boot. When Marek and Sandor hesitated, he growled at them, “Come on. Come on.”
“We do this,” Jenna said slowly, “because you carry no weapons against us.”
There was a strange titter that ran around the circle of little men. Sorrel bowed again.
“We must tell you truly, we carry no weapons ever but these, Anna,” Sorrel said. He held up his hands. His fingers were extremely long, the nails a paler green.
“And how potent are they?” Petra asked, her voice overly polite. “Potentas manis qui?”
He giggled, a sound like a bird’s trill. “Trez. Very, Little Mother. Very potent indeed.” He reached out suddenly and snapped off a greenwood stick, stripping it and twisting it quickly into a noose. Still smiling, he threw the noose away.
Catrona made a tching sound between her teeth and Jenna turned to her quickly. “These are our brothers, Catrona. For the moment.”
Catrona nodded slowly, her eyes never leaving Sorrel’s hands.
“With our sisters, our hands are as the sweet weed, the althea, smooth and soothing,” Sorrel said. “See.” In one liquid movement he was at Duty’s side. He stroked the horse’s nose. She sighed deeply, an odd sound, and leaned into his hands.
“Why have you been trailing us for so long?” Catrona asked suddenly. Her hand rested uneasily on the pommel of her sword.
Startled, Sorrel looked up at her, then as quickly hooded his eyes.
“Oh yes,” Catrona said, pleased to have surprised him. “You are not the only ones who can read the woods. We sisters of the Hames are known for it.”
“We have heard that,” Sorrel said. “It brings us closer. Brother to sister.”
“I ask again,” Catrona said emphatically. “Sister to brother. Why trail us as if you are our enemy if—as you claim—you are our friends.”
“Not friend. Brother!” Sorrel said. “We must watch and see who you are, riding through our woods. We must be sure it is the Anna. The stars tell us it is the time the circle closes. But many ride our path. We must be certain before we greet the Anna.” There was a confinning murmur from the rest of the Greenfolk, as if punctuating his sentence.
Petra and the boys looked around at the sound; it came from all around them, like a noose of noise.
“Why do you surround us?” Petra asked, turning slowly, looking at each of the mannikins.
“Is the circle not the perfect form, Little Mother?” Sorrel asked. “Perface. In it no one is higher. No one is lower. No one is first. No one is last.”
“Are you not first in this circle?” Jenna asked, casting her voice low so as not to give offense. She repeated his odd phrase: “This one is first this time …” and folded her arms across her breast. “Who else in the circle speaks but you?” She smiled.
Petra whispered in the old tongue, “Quis voxen?”
“The question does not suit you, Anna. Nor you, Little Mother. Such questions better fit the mouth of the Old Cat there, or her young Toms.” He gestured toward Catrona and the boys.
As if on cue, Catrona spoke loudly, using the words Petra had used. “Quis voxen?” Her pronunciation was abominable.
“This one speaks today. Tomorrow another. The circle moves on.”
Jenna stepped closer to the little man. Though she towered over him, instinctively she knew better than to kneel. To do so would demean them both. She inclined her head slightly, the only acknowledgment of his size she would allow herself. “Are we a part of your greater circle, Sorrel?”
He nodded. “As is all life.”
“Yet you singled me out. You called me Anna, you called me queen.”
“Regens,” Petra whispered. “Good question, Jenna!”
“We have waited for you from the beginning,” Sorrel said. “Your coming is part of the circle. You herald the end, the close.” He held his forefingers and thumbs together to make a circle sign. Jenna saw that his long, thin fingers had an extra knuckle each.
“What end?” she asked. “What end do I herald?”
“The end to what we know,” Sorrel said. “This time.”
“Be he meaning the end to what he and the Greenies be knowing?” asked Marek aloud, clearly puzzled.
“Or the end to what we be knowing?” added Sandor, looking at Marek.
“We go. You go with us,” Sorrel said.
“No,” Jareth said. He reached down and pulled his knife back out of his boot. “The Anna be going to rescue her sisters. And we with her. We do not go with you. My Da told me: who be going with the Grenna, stays with them. Years later and all the folk we know be dead and the grass be growing over their graves. You be saying it yourself; we all be hearing you. Cocooned, you be saying. In time, you be saying.”
“Jareth.” Jenna stretched her hand toward him. “Those are but tales.”
“Nevertheless …” Jareth began, “we must not be forgetting the sisters.” The hand holding the knife began to shake. He steadied it with his left hand on the wrist.
Jenna looked at Sorrel. “He is right, you know.”
Sorrel shook his head. “You are too late to help those sisters. Any of them, Anna. The only way is the circle. You will leave stronger than you come.”
“Too late!” Jenna’s voice shook. To calm herself, to help herself think, she took three deep latani breaths and tried to concentrate on matching Sorrel breath to breath. She was shocked to find his expirations so slow, she became dizzy in the attempt. Closing her eyes, Jenna considered his words. Too late to help those sisters. She knew he spoke the bald truth. But there were fifteen more standing Hames, including her own. Fourteen that needed to be warned. She could not leave them unready. She opened her eyes and stared at Sorrel. His woods-green eyes stared back, the gaze unwavering.
“Too late for any of them, Anna,” he said as if reading her mind. “Malas propas.”
She lifted her chin. Twisting the ring on her left hand, she remembered what Mother Alta had said to her when she had given Jenna the ring: The time of endings is at hand. In that instance she made up her mind. “We go with the Grenna.”
“But, Jenna …” Jareth began.
Petra touched his shoulder. “We go quietly for we are few and they are many.”
“They be many,” Jareth said, “but they be small. Smaller than I. I have a knife. I be not afraid to die for Anna.”
“I have a sword,” Catrona said. “And I have never been afraid to die for my sisters.” She purposely drew the sword from its sheath in such a way that it made a loud, angry scraping sound.
“We go with Sorrel,” Jenna said, “into his circle. I would have none of you die for me. Sorrel called me sister and queen. And he promises strength. We need great strength for the coming days. I trust him.”
“For how long?” Jareth whispered hoarsely. “For how long be you trusting him, Jenna? A day? A year? Or all ways? Or until another be speaking from out his circle?”
“I trust him until this thing is done, however long it takes,” Jenna said. “Are you with me, Jareth? If so, speak.”
He was silent, but Marek and Sandor answered as one.
“We be with you, Anna.”
“And I, regens,” said Petra.
After a moment Catrona added, her voice so soft Jenna had to strain to hear it, “And I.” She did not sheathe her sword.
At last Jareth sighed heavily. “I be going only because you be asking, Jenna. You—not them.” He gestured over his shoulder at the circle of green mannikins.
Jenna nodded and turned to her horse. Slipping the reins over Duty’s head, she pulled the mare along, grateful that the beast gave her no argument. She followed the green of Sorrel’s back, wondering that she did not lose it in the myriad of greens in the forest. She could hear the others following close behind, the sound of their footsteps like an echo repeating “Too late to help.…”
THE TALE:
There was once a girl named Jenny who was walking behind her sheep over the grassy lea. When the sheep stopped to graze, young Jenny braided a crown of daisies and placed it upon her head. But thinking the daisies too plain, she plucked a single wild rose and was about to twine it into the crown as well when there was a shock of lightning without there being clouds.
Jenny leaped to her feet. Before her stood a handsome young man dressed in green.
“Who be ye?” she cried.
“I be the king of the lea,” he said. “I have come at your call.”
“But I called you not,” said she.
“You plucked the rose, and that is the sign that calls me out from the green land.”
He took her by the hand, his all green and cold, and led her under the hillside. There they sang and danced until the dawn turned dark and the stars fell like snow behind them and Jenny cried out, “I must go back to my sheep.”
He let her go and she made her way back, across the long lea. But her sheep were all scattered and gone.
Sadly she made her way down the hillside to her home to report the loss. But when she got there, the village was changed beyond her knowing it. She stopped at the first house and knocked on the door.
“Who be ye?” cried the old man who answered.
“I be Jenny, daughter of Dougal and Ardeen. Be they here?” she asked.
“Alas,” cried the ancient, “I be Dougal’s only descendent. And as for Jenny, that poor lass be her mother’s death. Ardeen died of sorrow when her Jenny never came home with her sheep. A hundred year or more it’s been.”
Jenny shook her head and cried:
“The King of the Lea, the King of the Lea,

A hundred years he married me.

A hundred years in but a day

I’ve sang and danced my life away.”

Then she disappeared back over the hill and was never seen again.
This tale is from the Whilem Valley. Twenty-seven variants have been collected.
THE STORY:
They trailed the Grenna for long hours, until the sun went down and even the shadows seemed green. No one spoke. It was as if the forest drained them of words. Except for the words in Jenna’s head, which kept repeating, “Too late … too late for any of them.”
She wondered if he meant too late to warn them or too late to help them; if he meant too late for the older sisters who would die unmourned or for the younger sisters carried away; if he meant only all the sisters in Wilma’s Crossing or all the sisters in the land. But she did not ask him. She was afraid to know the answer. Not to know is bad, but not to wish to know is worse. She was tired of such wisdoms invented when need was smallest. She was tired of cryptic omens and signs to be read on the slant. She wanted only the wind in her hair again and … and Carum’s mouth on hers. She closed her eyes and stumbled along into the gathering dark hoping that she had chosen the right way.
“Jenna!”
Her name recalled her to the woods. Opening her eyes, she looked around. They had come to a great black hole that led right into a cliff-side. A pair of round, oaken doors stood ajar, looking like barrel covers cut in half.
“Jenna, look at the doors!” It was Petra who had spoken.
Jenna looked.
The doors were intricately carved: river, apple, berries, flower, stone, bird, crescent moon, rainbow, tree, fish. All familiar signs. Jenna touched each one in turn.
“Eye-Mind,” she whispered.
Catrona’s voice echoed hers, adding, “Why here?”
The circle of the Grenna were gone through the doors, leaving only shadows behind. Duty whickered softly and the sound seemed to go past the doors and into the black, stopping abruptly, as if cut off by an ax.
Jenna and Catrona hesitated at the gaping doors and the others gathered around them.
“We could be turning back,” Jareth whispered. “You and Catrona and Petra could be riding for the Hame. Marek and Sandor and I could be holding the doors shut.”
The other two boys nodded.
“For how long?” Catrona asked mockingly. “For a day? A year? Or all ways, Jareth?”
He made no answer, but his mouth twisted and he glared furiously at her.
“Old Cat!” Marek whispered to Sandor, approval in his voice.
“Malas propas,” Petra said, her voice low. “That is what Sorrel said: malas propas. It means too late. But it also means unfavorable, inauspicious, bad luck.”
“We must make our own luck,” Catrona said. “And three unseasoned boys have neither the luck nor strength to hold two doors against such as the Greenfolk. Besides, we do not know if there are other doors to this hole. They might be like ferrets. Close them here, they boil out there.” She pointed to the right of the doors. “Or there.” She pointed to the left.
Jenna slowly touched each of them in turn: Petra on the cheek, Catrona on the shoulder, Marek and Sandor on the top of the head, and Jareth on the hand. She let her fingers linger on his for a long moment. He smiled up at her.
“All we have is one another,” she said. “We do not dare separate now. Are we afraid to trust? Are we afraid of the dark? Come, give me your hands. We will go down into this black hole together and gather great strength from the journey. So the Grenna have promised.”
Catrona placed her hand directly on Jenna’s. Petra’s came next. Last Marek’s and Sandor’s. Jenna felt the pressure of those hands and their comfort. She took a deep breath and passed the comfort down to Jareth’s hand that still lay beneath hers. Then hands together, warmed by the touch, they moved as one into the dark.
It was not a black dark but a green one; what light there was came from phosphorescent patches on the rock walls. For a long time there was no choice to the direction they were to travel. There was only one tunnel and it led inexorably down, too narrow to allow them to change their minds and turn the horses.
No one spoke; the close dark precluded conversation. Even the horses were silenced except for the dull thud-thud of their hooves on the rock floor. Jenna took some small comfort in the regularity of the sound; it was like a heartbeat.
All of a sudden the single narrow tunnel branched into three wider ones. Confused, Jenna and Catrona stopped and the others behind them stopped as well. They whispered together hurriedly, their words sounding a peculiar swee-swashing in the echoing space, making understanding difficult.
Finally Catrona pointed to the right. “Only that one has the green patches,” she said.
In silent agreement they turned, following the right-hand path as it continued in an ever-steepening descent.
Once Jenna put her hand to the tunnel wall, but it was slippery and cold. She did not like the feel of it, like the insides of something dead, a fish or a snake or an eft. She had tried to eat an eft once, on an overnight in the woods with Pynt near their Hame when they were young. It had not been a pleasant meal. Shuddering, she wiped her hand on her sleeve. But even after she could feel the damp wall as if it had impressed itself on her palm, as if it had left a mark she would have forever.
Suddenly one of the horses snorted, a sound so loud in the confines of the tunnel that they all let out little squeaks of dismay, except for Catrona who humphed through her nose, sounding just like her mare. For a moment the explosion of sound and the echoes nearly deafened them. Then Jenna shushed them, pointing.
Ahead the tunnel dipped down and then ascended steeply, widening at the end into a strange light green glow.
“I will go first,” Catrona whispered. “Petra, hold my reins.”
Before Jenna could tell her no, she advanced on silent feet, down into the dip and then up to the very edge of the green light, her sword in her hand. They saw her quite clearly silhouetted by the light, an even paler green haloing her body. She raised her sword, in challenge or in greeting, and then in an instant she was gone. Not jumped over the edge or killed by a sword or fallen—just gone.
“Catrona!” Marek and Sandor cried out together. The walls sent her name back to them a hundredfold. They called out again but could not seem to move.
It was Jareth, shouting as he ran, who followed Catrona into the green light, one minute haloed at the edge and the next minute vanished into a million particles of light.
“Wait!” Jenna said, her voice less an authority than a plea. “Wait.” She put her hand out to the rest of them. “We must think.”
But one by one, Petra, Marek, and Sandor, leading the horses, moved toward the light as if drawn by it. One by one by one, as Jenna watched, they were translated into little brilliant green dust motes that were swallowed by the whole.
Jenna put her hand on Duty’s nose. She blew into the mare’s nostrils. “My Duty,” she said. “My duty is with all of them. I cannot command you to follow when I do not know where it is I go.” She turned and walked toward the light.
As she neared the edge, she heard a fine, high singing in her head. The light dazzled her. Vaguely she heard the horse’s hoofsteps behind her but she could not bring herself to look away and warn the mare off. There was only the calling light, pulling her forward; it seemed to her that there was nowhere else in the world that she wanted to be. And then she reached the top of the climb. She teetered there for a moment, with her toes curling over the ledge, and was suddenly enveloped in the light. It was warm and cool at once; soft and crystalline; smelling of sweet flowers and the pungent cabbage of the swamp. She closed her eyes to savor it all, and when she opened them again, she was hovering over a bright green grassy meadow pied with lilybells and daisies and dotted around the edges with the blood-red of trillium. Hovering.
Then she was down in the soft grass on her hands and knees, jarred as if she had just fallen from a high place. When she turned around, Duty was beside her, grazing contentedly. There was no high ledge, no cave, no borders to be seen. Only a rolling meadow stretching to a hill on the far horizon, and broken sporadically by small stands of trees, a land of elegant, timeless peace.
From the closest copse a thin spiral of smoke threaded its way up against a blue-green sky. She stood and walked toward the trees, slowly, as if traveling through a dreamscape.
When she reached the first trees, she saw Petra and Catrona on the right, the boys on the left, all waiting to enter.
“You be going first, Anna,” Marek said.
“We be going after,” Sandor added.
She nodded and started in.
There were trees of every kind in that small grove, as if each had been planted singly: aspen and birch, larch, poplar, hawthorn, rowan, ash, willow, and oak. The trees stood tall, like pillars in a great hall, and Jenna was reminded of the Song of the Trees which she had sung so often as a child in the Hame, a song it was said Great Alta herself had composed, with its chorus:
Of all in green jerkin and all in green gown

The trees in the forest they all bear the crown,

The trees in the forest are cradle and hall,

The trees in the forest are fairest of all.

with the long alphabet of trees for the verse.
She picked out each tree as she walked, surprised to find they matched the song completely. If this was a dream, she told herself …
and then stopped for, from the center of the grove, where the single line of smoke had emerged, someone was singing the same song in a low, lyrical voice.
Jenna raised her hand and they all stopped. She cupped her ear, calling them to listen.
It was Catrona who spoke. “That voice …” then trailed off into silence.
Jenna turned and gathered them to her. “That is not the voice of a Grenna,” she whispered.
One by one they nodded.
“Do you know this song?” Catrona asked Jareth.
“It be like a lullaby my mother be singing,” he said. “Like—and not like.” He whispered:
“Of all in green jerkin and all in green gown,

’Tis my baby Jareth who carries the crown …


least my mother be singing Jareth. Another’s might be saying …”
“Marek,” said Marek. “And Sandor, when he be born.”
Sandor nodded. “And both when we be sick with the pox together.”
“What do we do?” Jenna asked Catrona.
“I know how to fight and how to live in the woods,” Catrona said. “I am a fine blanket companion and a good provider. But this is beyond my knowing. It is priestess-work.”
Petra shook her head. “I know that song from the Hame. And my Mother Alta taught me the meaning of each tree in the alphabet for so it is written in Alta’s own Book of Light. Ash is for remembrance, birch for recovery, larch for the light, and the rest. But where we are and who is singing, I do not know. Perhaps only the Anna herself knows.”
“The Anna herself is as puzzled as you,” Jenna said, and muttered, “unless I am not the Anna.”
“You be,” Jareth said. “Even the Grenna be calling you so.”
“Then who …?” Jenna bit her lip.
“There is only one way to find out,” Catrona said, raising her sword.
Jenna put her hand upon Catrona’s. “Whoever she is, she sings a song known to the sisters and to them as well.” She nodded at Jareth, Marek, and Sandor. “She means to tell us she is both sister and mother to us.”
“To us all,” Petra added.
“And who is that but Alta herself,” Jenna said.
“I said you would know.” Petra smiled.
“It is a guess. And a poor one at that,” Jenna said. “Let me go first and we will see.”
“We be going together,” Jareth said.
And they did, crashing through the underbrush, the horses trailing behind them.
As they rushed forward, the trees seemed to extend upward till they touched the sky and arched over, their branches laced together in a roof of green through which the sunlight shone in filtered rays. The trunks of the trees became mottled pillars of marble with dark green veins running from the top. The ground beneath their feet became a floor upon which the pattern of grass and petal and leaf remained.
In the very center of the hall was a great hearth with a green cradle standing before it. Rocking the cradle was a woman dressed in a light green silk gown with darker green leaves embroidered on the hem of the skirt and gold vining twined upon the bodice. Her hair was pure white and plaited in two braids. She wore a crown of sweet-briar, a wristlet of wild rose, and a collar of thistle inter-mixed with annulets of gold. Her feet were bare.
“She … she be your mother, Anna,” whispered Marek.
“She be having your hair and your eyes,” added Sandor. “And your mouth.”
Jareth just stared.
But Petra had already knelt before the woman, offering up her palms which were as yet unincised with the blue priestess sign. Catrona, too, had knelt, placing her sword by the woman’s bare feet.
Jenna shook her head. “No. No, you are not my mother. I was never cradled in that.” She went to the green crib and tore away the veil of vines.
The cradle was empty.
“I was born in blood between the thighs of a Slipskin woman. I was borne off by the midwife and rescued by a sister of Selden Hame. That much I believe. That much I can accept. I killed a man called the Hound more by accident than design. And I cut off the hand of one named the Bull. If that fulfills prophecy, then so be it. But do not ask me to believe this … this counterfeit.” She could feel the skin tighten across her cheekbones. She was too angry to cry.
The woman smiled slowly, reached down, and raised up both Petra and Catrona. She pulled Petra to stand by her right side and Catrona to stand by her left. Then she looked directly at Jenna.
“Good. Good. I would have been disappointed if you had accepted all this.” She waved her hand around the hall which turned back at once into a simple grove. “Accepted it without question.”
Jareth let out a loud breath.
“Without question? I have hundreds of questions,” said Jenna. “But I do not know which one to ask first. Who are you? Where are we? Why are we here? Where are the Greenfolk now? And …”
“And what about your sisters?” the woman asked.
“That most of all,” Jenna said.
“Come, sit, and I will tell you all I can,” the woman said.
“But what be we calling you?” asked Jareth.
The woman smiled and held out her hand to him. “You can call me Alta,” she said.
He shook his head. “No. Like the Anna, I be not believing …”
She smiled. “Really,” she said, shrugging, “that is my name.” She gestured to the ground and sat down herself. The others followed her lead. “I was named, of course, after the Goddess, as were many of the girls of my day.”
“When was your day?” Jenna asked, pushing away Duty who had come to nuzzle against her ear. The mare shook her head vigorously and plodded away to stand near the open fire.
“You will have to suspend your suspicions, Jenna,” Alta said.
“How do you know my name?”
“How did the Grenna?”
Jenna was silent. She plucked a blade of grass and put it into her mouth, chewing absently.
“I am that Alta who harvested the hillsides and set up the system of the Hames. I wrote the Book of Light. And I brought the wisdom of the breathing and the Eye-Mind and the mysteries of the dark sisters to the Hames,” Alta said quietly.
“Then you are Great Alta herself,” whispered Catrona.
“No, no, my Cat,” Alta said. “I dance over no rainbows nor can I walk over a bridge of light. I was a woman wed to a king and unable to bear a child. So he put me aside and took another wife. And another. In grief, I began to gather the forgotten girl children left to die on the hills of the Dales. I fashioned little carts and towed them behind me, more in madness than with any goal in mind.
“The Grenna found me wandering, crazed, pulling seven carts full of mewling, stinking babes and brought us down here—to the Green World. They taught me how to care for the children: how to play at the wand, how to see in the woods. They told me what would be in the world to come. They showed me how to control my breath and call up my twin. And when they had done all that, they sent us back into the Dales. But it was not one day or one month or even one year that had passed. It was a hundred. And my disappearance from the Dales had become a story, a tale to frighten children at the hearthfire. Be good or the Alta will get you.
“When we returned, a new story began and unwanted women—the barren and the homely and the lonely—came to our aid. We built the first Hame near here.”
“Wilma’s Crossing,” Petra said.
“Yes, Wilma’s Crossing. And the rest came after. I wrote down what the Greenfolk had taught me, or at least what I could remember of it, intermixed—I suppose—with the wisdoms of the Dales. I called what I wrote the Book of Light. And then …” She sighed deeply.
“And then you returned here?” Jenna asked.
“That was much later,” Alta said. “When my work was done; when I was ready to die. My women brought me to the doors of the cave as I instructed and left me. When they were gone, I came down into the core. And I have been here ever since.”
Marek sat up. “But, Alta, that be …”
“… hundreds of years,” finished Sandor.
“Time moves differently here,” Alta said. She reached up and took off the briar crown, setting it by her side. “And I had to wait until the Anna came.”
“Be others coming afore?” Jareth asked.
“A few. And they saw the hall and the cradle. They heard the song. They ate my bread and drank my wine. And then they left to find themselves alone and pale on the hillside, their loved ones long in the grave. But they knew me not. They knew only their own dreams.” She took off the thistle collar and set it upon the crown.
“Why me?” asked Jenna. “Why us? Why now?”
“Because what I began must now end,” Alta said. “The time has come for the world to turn again. Core to rind, rind to core. The Grenna call it the world’s paring. It happens every few hundred years.”
“Every few hundred years!” Jenna was both astonished and outraged.
Alta laughed. “Do you think we of the Dales are all there is in the world? We are but one apple on a vast tree. One tree in a vast grove. One grove in …” She pointed beyond Jenna.
Remembering the other groves in the meadow that extended to the horizon, Jenna whispered hoarsely, “… in a vast green.”
“Yes, Jenna. You want to be and not to be The Anna. But there are many Annas. Have been many. Will be again. Oh, they will not all be called Anna. Their names will be a multitude.” Alta touched Jenna’s mouth with her finger. Her finger was cool. “But you are The Anna for this turning. And you have many things yet to learn.” Standing, she said in a voice that, while sweet, could not be denied: “Come.” She stood, taking crown and collar with her.
They rose and followed her straight toward the fire, Jenna by her side and the others in a line behind. As they approached the fire, it seemed to recede before them.
“So it is with time here,” Alta commented, continuing on toward the flames. At last, having reached some particular destination known only to her, she stopped and gestured around them.
Looking carefully, Jenna saw they were in a cozy kitchen just like the one in Selden Hame. Any minute she expected to see Donya, Doey, and their helpers come bustling through the door. There were metal sconces on the wall with tallow candles shedding a brilliant light, a roast on a spit turning of its own accord over a well-set fire. Yet as sharp as the central image was, the edges were soft and unfocused as are things seen out of the corner of the eye. And for all the hominess, there was a strangeness, an aloneness at the heart of the place. Jenna felt uneasy. She drew in three deep breaths.
At last she spoke. “This is not real either. No more than the cradle; no more than the hall.”
“Not real?” Marek said, disappointment clear in his voice. “But it be like our Da’s house.”
“Just like,” added Sandor.
“It is nothing but glamour and seeming,” Jenna warned. “Look at the candles. Look at the fire. There are no shadows here.”
“And no dark sisters,” Catrona said.
“You are right.” Alta nodded solemnly. “You are right in a way. And you are wrong as well. This is only a seeming but it is constructed out of your memories and your desires and your dreams. It is not meant to tempt or distract you. It is meant to comfort and remind you.”
“It is too odd here,” Jenna said, shivering. “I feel no comfort, only a strange hollowness.”
“Let it come to you,” Alta said. “Sit—and allow it room in your heart.”
Petra sat down first, drawing up a solid-looking oaken chair with inlaid panels of wood. The chair was so large that when she sat back, her feet barely touched the floor, only enough to stir up the rushes that had been sweetened with dried roses and verbena.
Jenna breathed in the familiar scent, remembering. Just so the Great Hall at her Hame had smelled. Just so. She shook her head vigorously and remained standing.
The boys all sprawled suddenly on their bellies by the hearth, like puppies after a long run. Sandor took a stick and began poking at the fire and Marek stared dreamily into the flames. Jareth put his chin on his arms, but his eyes still moved restlessly around the room.
Sighing deeply, Catrona lowered herself into an armed chair with a deep cushion, stretching her legs toward the fire. She put her head back and stared at the ceiling, smiling.
Jenna’s fingers traced the design on the back of Catrona’s chair. Alta’s sign was encised there: the circle with the two peaks that almost met in a cross. It was too perfect, she thought. She distrusted perfection. In the Dales they said Perfection is the end of growing. In other words—death. I did not bring them all here to die in comfort. Out loud she said, “You told us we had many things yet to learn. Teach us—and then let us go.”
Alta smiled. “Much I have to teach you, you know already, Jenna. The Game of Eye-Mind that trained you for the woods. The game of wands that trained your sword arm. And you have called your sister even before your first flow. You love both women and men, and that, too, makes you ready for what is to come. But Jenna, Jo-an-enna, you are still so much a child. You fear your destiny. You fear to hold power. You fear to reach beyond your own hearth.”
“I do not fear that. After all, I am here.” She shifted back and forth uneasily from foot to foot.
“Annuanna,” Alta said sharply.
Jenna stood perfectly still. It was her secret name, that only her foster mothers—and they long dead—and the priestess of Selden Hame knew. She felt herself trembling, not on the outside but on the inside; not with fear but with a kind of readiness, like a cat after its prey.
“When you are in the world beyond the green, you must remember how my fire always goes ahead, expanding as far as I let it, always beyond reach and yet by my hand. So must your dreams be, so must your desires be.”
The trembling inside stopped, replaced by a sudden icy calm. Riddles, Jenna thought angrily. Then she said the word out loud: “Riddles.”
“Not riddles,” said Alta, shaking her head. “But like the wisdom of the Dales, which you and your companions so love to quote, merely a useful tool for understanding. For remembering. Remembering is what you must do most of all, Jenna. Remember my fire. Remember the green world.” She waved her hand across the table and it was suddenly crowded with goblets, platters, and plates.
As if wakening from a deep dream, Petra, Catrona, and the boys came to the table and began to eat noisily and with gusto. There was pigeon pie, salads of cos and cress, platters of fruit. There were ewers of wine, both deep red and golden white, and the soft rosy-colored wine that Jenna fancied most of all.
“And will this faery food sustain us?” Jenna asked abruptly, reaching over and picking up a loaf of braided bread. She waved it toward Alta.
“It will,” Alta said. “Just as my fire warms you. Just as my chairs give your legs rest.”
Downing a second cup of the dark red wine, Catrona added, “Just as this wine strengthens my heart.”
“That wine …” Jenna began, putting her hand on Catrona’s arm, “does you no good. You know it eats away at your stomach. We cannot have you sick for days with the flux.”
“This wine will not harm her,” said Alta. “It will strengthen her for the coming fight.”
Jareth pushed himself away from the table with such force his cup overturned, spilling wine along the grain of the wood. In the flickering candlelight, the wine picked up the color of the oak, looking then like old blood until it dripped over the table in a golden fall. “What be this fight?” he asked harshly. “You be knowing more of it than we. Tell us. Finally.”
“It is the fight that began in my time and must end in yours,” Alta said. Her voice was so soft, they all had to strain to hear it. “It is the fight that goes on and on in this circle. The fight to bring light and dark together. The fight to bring men and women together.”
“And if we win it,” Jenna asked as quietly, “will it be won for all time?”
“One apple on a vast tree, Jenna,” Alta reminded her. “One tree in a vast grove.”
“One grove in a vast green,” Jenna said. “I remember. I remember, but it does not make me glad.” She stood, and the others stood with her. “Is there more to learn?”
“Only this,” Alta said. She took off the wristlet of rose, and set it alongside the collar and crown on the table. “Take the crown, young Marek.”
When he held it gingerly between his palms, Alta put her hands over his. “And you shall crown the king.”
Then she looked back at the objects on the table. “Sandor, take up the wristlet.”
He bent over, picked up the wristlet, letting it sit in his right palm. Alta covered his right hand with hers. “And you shall guide the king’s right arm.”
Alta herself picked up the collar from the table. She held it for a long moment without speaking, staring at Jareth as if weighing her words.
Jenna felt something inside go hot and then cold. She bit her lip. If Marek was to crown the king—whoever he was—and Sandor to guide his arm, then what could the collar mean? Slave to that unnamed king? Or a noose around his neck?
Not Jareth, she thought. Not my good friend. She put out her hand to stop Alta’s words.
“No!” she cried. “Do not give it to him. If it is to be his death, give it to me instead.”
Alta looked up and smiled sadly. “What you and Catrona and Petra must do is written in your hearts. You learned it from the Book of Light when you were children. You carry it inside. But for the men who do not understand it yet, there must be these reminders. And the collar has been waiting for the last of the heroes. I must give it to him, Jenna. I must.”
“I be not minding, Anna,” Jareth said, his eyes steady on hers. “And I be not afraid. I be following you, and you already bringing me to a stranger destiny than I might otherwise know, safe in the mill beside my old Da. That Anna be willing to take my death for me be enough.”
Not Anna—Jenna, she wanted to say. But she saw that for such courage she had to be the Anna for him. So she kept silent.
Alta placed the collar around his neck and it turned into a band of purest green.
“You shall not speak again until the crown is in place and the king’s right hand has won the war. After that, all that you speak shall be accorded great honor. But if this collar is broken before time, what you say could shatter the fellowship, lose the throne, and the circle would remain unclosed forever. For with this collar, you will have read the hearts of men and the minds of women and none likes to be reminded of what they think and feel by another.”
Jareth put his hand up to his throat, turning slowly to gaze at each of his companions. His eyes grew large and small, like moons, as he stared at them. At last he looked at Jenna, until she dropped her glance, uneasy with his fierce examination.
“Oh, my poor Jareth,” she whispered, putting her hand out to him.
He opened his mouth as if to speak, but no words came out, only a strangulation of sound. He did not touch her hand, pulling away to stand instead shoulder to shoulder with the other boys.
“And now,” Alta said, “you must go. I will give you bread and wine for the journey, for it is a long riding between here and tomorrow. And if you speak of what you saw and heard in this green world, you will be believed no more than if you spoke with Jareth’s voice. Farewell.” She raised her hand and, as if they had been commanded, the horses trotted over to her. She picked up their trailing reins, holding them out.
One by one Jenna and her companions walked to their mounts. Jenna got up first. Next Catrona, her unsheathed sword in hand. Jareth got onto the bay mare, then reached down to help Petra up. Last of all, Marek and Sandor leaped onto their horse.
“Will we see you again?” Jenna asked Alta.
Alta smiled. “You will see me again at the end of your life. Come to the doors and they will open for you. You—and one other.”
“One other?” Jenna whispered the question. When there was no answer to it, she turned her horse and headed in the direction Alta pointed, toward the far horizon.
The others followed.
At the beginning they rode slowly, as if reluctant to leave Alta’s meadow. Then one at a time they kicked their horses into a gallop. First the sun, then the stars, fell behind them like snow, though it was neither day nor night but a kind of eternal dusk. As they rode summer followed spring, winter followed fall, and yet the road remained the same. They rode on and on toward the place where land and sky met.
Once Jenna glanced back. She saw Alta standing by her grove, in a circle of Grenna. When she looked again, Alta, the mannikins, and the grove were all gone.
THE MYTH:
And then Great Alta said, “The crown shall be for the head, for one must rule with wisdom. And the wristlet shall be for the hand’s cunning. But as for the collar, which surrounds the neck, it shall be for the tongue, for without tongue we are not human. How else can we tell the story that is history; how else can we hymn or carol; how else can we curse or cry? It is the collar that is the highest gift of all.”



BOOK THREE
BLANKET COMPANIONS



THE MYTH:
Then Great Alta drew apart the curtain of her hair and showed them the plains of war. On the right side were the armies of the light. On the left side were the armies of the night. Yet when the sun set and the moon rose they were the same.
“They are blanket companions,” quoth Great Alta. “They are to one another sword and shield, shadow and light. I would have you learn of war so you may live in peace.”
And she set them down on the bloody plain for their schooling.
THE LEGEND:
There is a barren plain in the center of the Dales, where but one kind of flower grows—the Harvest Rose. Little grass, and it quite brown; little water, and it undrinkable; only dust and gravel and the Harvest Rose.
It is said that once the plain was a forest of great trees, so tall they seemed to pierce the sky. And the cat and the coney lived in harmony there.
But one day two giants met on that plain, their heads helmeted but their bodies bare. For three days and three nights they wrestled with one another. Their mighty feet stomped the good earth into dust. Their mighty hands tore trees from the ground. They flailed at each other with the trees as though with mere cudgels or sticks. And at last, when the two of them lay dying, side by side, they ripped off their helmets only to discover they were so alike, they might have been twins.
The blood from the battle watered the torn and dying earth. And at each drop grew the Harvest Rose, a blood-red blossom with a white face imprinted on the petals, each and every face the same.
THE STORY:
When they emerged from a final copse of trees lining the great meadow, the moon was full overhead.
“The moon?” Jenna was puzzled. “When we left it was not moon time.”
“It has been more than one moon since you left, sister,” a voice whispered in her ear. Jenna turned slightly. Skada was sitting behind her. Her face was a good deal thinner than Jenna remembered. And older, somehow.
“Just how many moons …” Jenna began, then glanced past Skada to stare at the rest of her companions.
Catrona and Katri on the bay mare stared back. There was a streak of white running through Catrona’s short cap of hair, a matching streak in Katri’s. Jareth, with his green collar tight across his throat, had a leaner look and Marek a downy moustache feathering his lip. Sandor’s cheeks were sprinkled with the beginnings of a beard. But it was Petra who had changed the most. She was no longer a girl but a young woman, with a soft curve of breast showing beneath her tunic.
Jenna put a hand up to her own face, as if she might feel any change there, but her fingers held no memories.
“Look at us! Look!” Marek said, his voice booming into the night.
“I …” Sandor began and then, as if surprised by the depth of the syllable, stopped.
Opening his mouth, Jareth strained for a sound. When none came, he closed it again, shaking his head slowly at first, then faster and faster, banging his fist on his thigh in frustration.
It was Petra who spoke for them all. “The legends are true. Cocooned in time, the Grenna said. But they did not say how much time. How long …” her voice trailed off.
Jenna got off her horse, followed by Skada. Turning to her dark sister, she asked: “How many more than one moon, Skada?”
“I do not know. Many. After a time, I lost the count.”
“Yet we ate not nor did we sleep,” Catrona said. “We hold no memory of those passages through time. How can that be?”
“It is because of Alta,” Petra said.
“And the Grenna,” Catrona added.
“It be because of Anna,” Marek and Sandor said together.
They all dismounted and the boys were quickly introduced to Katri and Skada. But the dark sisters’ arrival was only a small, familiar mystery inside the larger one. It was the question of time that consumed them all.
“Is it one year or …” Catrona hesitated.
“Or hundreds?” Katri finished for her.
“Hundreds!” Marek seemed surprised at the possibility. “It be not hundreds. What about our Ma then?”
“And our Da?”
“What about our sisters?” Petra asked. “And the warnings?”
Jenna twisted the priestess ring around her little finger. She was not heedless of the sisters. But she had to know first where they were—what time and what place. Staring at Jareth, she whispered, “You have not mentioned his Mai.” She did not add her own names: Pynt and A-ma and all the sisters at Selden Hame. What use was such a tally when they were so lost? She would not even think of Carum, would not conjure his face now. But Skada knew. She reached out and touched Jenna’s hand.
They were not tired, but they thought it best to rest the night. In the daylight they might discover the path, might recognize some familiar landmark. Besides, the horses would fare better in the day without the added burden of the dark sisters. And they all needed to think.
“To focus,” Catrona said, using the very word and tone Jenna remembered from their days in Selden Hame when Catrona had taught her about living in the woods.
As part of that focus, they taught the boys how to match them breath for breath around a small campfire. Catrona felt the need for light far exceeded the danger. She told the boys the story about the five beasts who quarreled before they discovered that breath was the most important part of life. Jenna recalled Mother Alta telling that tale, and how it sat heavily in the priestess’ sour mouth. Catrona’s telling was far more sprightly. The boys laughed when she was done, even Jareth, though his laughter was silent.
After the story, Marek and Sandor regaled them with rhymes their Da had taught them, all about pulling the ferry across the water. Teaching rhymes, Catrona called them.
“Every craft and every guild has them,” she said. “The baker, the herdsman, the miller …”
Jareth interrupted by placing his hand on Catrona’s. He gestured to himself.
“A miller … a miller,” muttered Katri.
They were all embarrassed into silence until Petra began to sing a lullaby in a sweet voice that soon had them all rubbing their eyes.
“We will rise with the sun,” Jenna said.
“Before the sun,” Catrona amended.
THE SONG:
Sisters’ Lullay
Hush and sleep ye,



Shush and keep ye,



Safe within the



Hame’s strong walls



Naught shall harm ye.



We shall charm ye



With the song the



Night bird calls.



Sisters strong shall





Keep the cradle





Sisters long shall





Watch the way





Sisters all shall





Guard and guide ye





Till ye wake at





Break of day.





Hush and sleep ye,



Shush and keep ye,



Alta watches



From above.



We will praise ye,



We will raise ye,



Light and dark in



Alta’s love.



THE STORY:
They drifted into sleep one after another until only Jenna and Skada were awake, side by side on Jenna’s blanket.
“I have missed you,” Skada said. “And missed this world, so bright and deafening.”
“Which have you missed more?”
“In equal measure.” Skada laughed. Then she whispered, “But it has been hard on you.”
“It has been harder on the others,” Jenna said. “And the fault …”
“… is not yours, dear sister,” Skada said. “This is a time when a circle closes. That you are the clasp is not a fault, merely an accident of time.”
“Jareth said I was a linchpin.”
“We will miss his clear voice.”
Jenna thought about that. It was what she had been feeling, but had not dared to say aloud. “I …”
“We. Is it so difficult to accept that you are not alone, Jenna? That we all share the burden?”
Suddenly Jenna remembered Alta’s words: You want to be and not to be the Anna. How easily Alta had said it. How hard it was to accept. She wanted to be the center, the clasp, the linchpin, but she did not want the enormous weight of it. Yet she could not have the one without the other. How much easier to share. Not I but we. She reached out and touched Skada’s hand. They did not speak again, just lay there hand in hand until sleep finally claimed them.
“Jenna! Jenna!” The voice seemed far away, a dying fall of sound. Jenna awoke with a start to a day bright with birdsong. Catrona was shaking her by the shoulder. She sat up, almost reluctant to leave the comfort of sleep.
Looking around, Jenna saw the horses cropping grass by a well-worn roadside, the others still asleep.
“Catrona, I had the strangest dream,” she began. “There was a vast meadow and …” She stopped. A wide streak of white ran through Catrona’s hair and the runes across her brow were deeper than Jenna remembered.
“No dream, little Jen. The meadow, the grove, the hearth and hall. No dream. Unless two can dream the same.”
Jenna stood slowly. Two might possibly dream alike but that did not explain the age creeping across Catrona’s face. Or the fact that Duty, who had just lifted her face from the grass, had a dusting of white hairs on her nose. Or that Jareth, beginning to stir, wore a collar of green around his neck.
“No dream,” Jenna agreed. “But if it is true, then where are we? And when are we?”
“As for where,” Catrona said, “that I know now. This is the road to Wilma’s Crossing Hame. It has not changed that much in the thirty years since I was last here.”
“Thirty?” Jenna asked.
“I was a girl missioning here,” Catrona said. “It was my last stop—and a dare.”
“Why a dare?” Jenna asked.
“Because it was so far from my own Hame and across the famous forest of the Grenna and because it was the very first Hame. And because I had boasted too much about not being afraid to come.”
“And were you afraid?”
Catrona laughed. “Of course I was afraid. I may have been a bit of a boaster, but I was no fool. I never saw any Grenna, of course. Doubted they existed. But fog and mist and men I found plenty. As for the men, well, I kicked my way out of several encounters and marched with a black eye but my maidenhead intact into Wilma’s Crossing Hame.” She chuckled at the memory.
“And …”
“And they laughed at me and gave me a hot bath and told me the facts of a woman’s life, which somehow I had neglected to listen to when my Mother Alta imparted them. I got my flow that next week and had a man on the way back to my own Hame. Katri never forgave me for not waiting for her.”
Jenna blushed furiously.
“Yes, this is the road to Wilma’s Crossing. There the road goes back through the forest.” She pointed to the long, empty path. “And there are Alta’s Pins.” She pointed ahead to a pair of rolling hillocks, grass-covered dunes that stretched for almost a mile. “Nothing like them in the whole of the Dales.”
“Thirty years,” Jenna mused. She combed through her hair with her fingers, then braided it up, twisting a dark ribband around the bottom to hold the plait in place.
“Thirty—or more,” Catrona said.
“How much more?”
“I would tell you if I knew, child. I puzzled all night on it.” Giving Jenna a swift, sure hug, she added, “As for that dream we both had, I recall there was food in it as well.” She went to her own blanket and the saddlebags that she had used for a pillow. Opening up the flap of one, she rummaged around. “Yes, here. Quite a dream, that can supply such as this.” She pulled out two loaves of a braided bread and a leather flask. “Come, girl, First up, first fed, we used to say in the army.” She broke off the heel of the bread and handed it to Jenna. “In fact, First up, finest fed. As I recall, you were always partial to the ends, even as a babe.”
Jenna took the bread gratefully and started chewing. At the first bite, a sharp burst of some sweet herb filled her mouth. She sighed.
Smiling at her, Catrona took a long draught from the flask, then grinned. “The red. She gave us the red. Bless her.”
At that, Jenna laughed. “Only you, Catrona, would bless someone for wine.” But she reached out and took a sip herself. She was careful not to mention to Catrona that the wine was not red at all but the gentle rosy drink that she preferred. Either Catrona was losing her judgment, or there was a strange magic at work here. It was not worth mentioning either way.
The others were up soon after, finishing off both loaves of bread and the flask which, though no one remarked it greatly, supplied milk for Petra and some kind of dark liquid for each of the boys, which Jenna thought might be tea.
They saddled the horses and were away just as the sun climbed between the rolling hills Catrona had called Alta’s Pins.
“As I remember it,” Catrona told them, “it is but a morning’s walk from here to the Hame.”
“Then it will be a short ride with the horses fresh,” said Jenna.
Following Catrona, they threaded their way in a single line through the Pins and across a boggy meadow that was full of spring wildflowers, white, yellow, and blue. Quite soon they saw the wreckage of several buildings jagged against the clean slate of sky.
“Too late,” Jenna whispered to herself as they neared the ruined Hame. She braced herself for the inevitable bodies and the horrible smell of death. “Too late for any of them.” The whisper took on Sorrel’s accent and she cursed herself and her companions for spending the time they had in Alta’s grove.
Dismounting at the broken gate, they wandered through the silent ruins. Vines twisted up between fallen stones. The weedy arberry had taken root in the cracks. There was a scattering of linseed along the pathways, the blue flowers bending in a passing wind. But there were no bodies; there were no bones.
“This be not happening yesterday,” Marek remarked cautiously, his fingers smoothing down his new moustache.
“Nor the day before that,” Petra added. She plucked up a yellow flower and crushed it against her palm. “How long …” her voice trailed off.
Squatting, Catrona smoothed her hand across the gravelly ruin of a side wall. “A year. Or two. Or more. It takes a season at least for arberry and linseed, tansy and hound’s tooth, to take hold in a waste. A season at least for vines to begin to twist up through the walls.”
Sandor’s eyes grew wide. “And see how high they go.”
Jareth measured the vines and they were five times the width of his hand, from little finger to thumb. He spread his hand, counting silently. Five.
Sitting down heavily on a great stone, Jenna drew in a deep latani breath. When she finally spoke she hoped her tones were measured. “We must find out what year it is. Whether one has passed or …” Glancing at Jareth, whose hand still silently tallied the length of the vines, she finished her thought. “Or five. We must know how long since we rode out.”
“And then find out what damage to the Hames,” Petra said.
Jenna nodded. “And then …”
“Hush! Now!” From her squatting position, Catrona had flung herself onto the ground, ear down, listening. For a moment she was still. Then suddenly she sat up. With a sweep of her hand, she whispered, “Riders!”
“Our horses …” Jenna cried, but she threw herself down on the ground and felt the pounding of the earth under her cheek. The riders were close. Saying no more, she drew her sword from its sheath and lay on the ground, waiting. All of her anger, unhappiness, and fear were focused for what was sure to be a fierce battle. The ground foretold many horsemen.
Petra and the boys flung themselves down as well, the boys wriggling about to draw their knives.
Jenna could see between two of the fallen stones, as if through the narrow line of an arrow slit. At first all she could make out were the trees across the road; then a gray cloud of dust from the horses’ hooves rising up against the background, obscuring the trees. Slowly, the front line of the oncoming riders resolved itself and Jenna could see that one of the lead horses was gray.
“A gray!” she called over to Catrona, not sure if her voice could be heard in the building thunder. “A company of king’s horse.”
Catrona nodded.
Jenna could feel a shiver run across the back of her shoulders, as if something cold had snaked its way over her neck. Then she shook her head and whatever it was she had felt was gone. Looking aside at the others, she nodded. The boys nodded back but Petra’s eyes were wide and unseeing. Jenna guessed she was praying.
A prayer would not be amiss, she thought, trying to remember one. But the pounding of the hooves and the rising dust and the sun on her head and the fear that her friends might die because of her pushed all prayer from her mind except the one word: now … now … now.
Then Catrona leaped up, sword raised, and Jenna followed, screaming what was left of her fear into the faces of the galloping troop. She could feel heat in her face and the remains of the rosy wine threatening to leave her stomach and a throbbing of a vein over her right eye.
And then suddenly the first of the horses, a black gelding, was pulled to a rearing stop by its rider. Behind it, the gray and then the others fanned out. There were more than twenty-one. Many more.
Jenna’s sword hand began to shake. She reached over with her left hand and grasped her right wrist to hold it steady. She heard a strange braying coming from Catrona’s direction and could not make it out. She dared a quick glance.
Catrona was laughing and lowering her sword. Laughing!
The man on the black horse was laughing as well. When the noise had settled, he spoke. “Well, well, well, Catkin. Like an old copper, ye turn op in the oddest of hands.” He grinned, showing a mouth gapped with uneven teeth. His beard was luxuriantly black and white; his eyes narrow and the piercing blue of a cold spring sky; his tongue strange to Jenna’s ears.
Catrona sheathed her sword. “As often as not I turn up in your hands, Piet.”
The man Piet dismounted. He was a big man, his solid flesh starting to run to fat, but he moved with a feline grace. “Ye’ve not been in my hands for so lang a time, girl.”
“How long a time?” Catrona asked, almost casually.
Jenna held her breath.
Piet narrowed his eyes even more and grinned. Her caution had not fooled him. “Looking for compliments at yourn age, my catkin? Or somewhat more, eh?” He laughed. Jenna had been expecting a cold sound, and calculating, but it was full and warm. “And where is that dark, daring sister of yourn?”
“She is around,” Catrona said. She held out her hand to him and he took it. Instead of shaking it, he simply held it, his massive fingers wrapping hers.
Jenna was surprised that Catrona let her hand be prisoned that way.
“I’ve missed ye, girl. No doubt of it. Nane to drink me doon like ye can, after a good fight. And nane like ye ever for a blanket companion, eh?”
Catrona laughed lightly, gaily, a sound Jenna had never heard her make before.
Clearing her throat, Jenna moved toward Catrona. Petra came over to stand by her side. The three boys, knives still tightly in their hands, clustered together.
“The kittens are restless,” Piet said, dropping her hand at last. “Introduce us to this litter of yourn.”
Catrona turned and signaled them to her and they came like bidden children, though Jenna was not happy at the thought.
“The boys are from Callatown. Sandor and Marek are, as you can see, brothers. And the small one is Jareth.”
Piet put out his hand to them each in turn, nodding and saying their names aloud. Sandor and Marek gave him greeting but Jareth’s silence troubled the big man.
“He is mute,” Catrona explained.
“From birth?” asked Piet. “Can he sign his wishes?”
“God touched,” Petra said, stepping forward. “And it is new.”
“Ah, the collar,” said Piet, as if he understood. “And ye child, what name is yourn?”
“I am no child, but priestess-trained. My name is Petra.” She lifted her head and stared into his eyes.
“Ye be a child still to me, for all ye speak daily with gods. But well come, Petra. I like children—and I like priestesses. They all speak in riddles. It makes a big man like me feel small.” He grinned at her. She could not help but grin back.
“And this beauty,” he said, turning toward Jenna.
“Watch your tongue,” Catrona said, “or she will have it. She is the best of us. She is the reason we are here.”
At her tone, his grin faded at once. “And what do ye mean, me girl.”
“She is Jo-an-enna. She is the White One. The Anna.”
For a long moment Piet stared at Jenna, measuring her by some internal reckoning. Then he shook his head and laughed out loud, a wilder braying than Catrona’s. When the bold laughter had run its course, he stared at her again. “The White One? Have ye taken leave … Catrona? Ye’ve never owned such nonsense afore. The White One! She’s nowt but a girl.”
“Nonetheless …” Catrona began.
Just then the man on the gray dismounted and walked over to them, limping badly, his right leg swinging stiffly from an unbending knee. “Jo-an-enna, you say. Could you be called else? A pet name? Or a family name?” His face was clearly thinned down with old pain, but Jenna thought there was something terribly familiar about his cheeks and the long lashes and the hair.
“Jenna,” she whispered, staring at him. “I am called Jenna by my friends.” The limping man was and was not like Carum. But how many years had it been? He was taller and darker and she felt nothing when she looked at him but a vague tug of reminiscence. Nothing at all. How could that possibly be?
“Are you Carum’s White Jenna, then?” he asked. Something narrowed in his face so that he had a fox’s look, sly, calculating, cautious, and feral. Carum had never looked like that.
Jenna breathed out slowly. She hadn’t realized she’d been holding her breath till it sighed out of her. “You are not Carum,” she said, but it was almost a question.
He grinned, looking more wolflike than fox. “I—Carum? What a thing I shall have to tell him when I see him next. Five years goes by and the girl he loves mistakes his older brother for …”
“His older brother!” It was an explosion of sound and relief. “No wonder you look like him. You must be …” She reached back in memory and pulled out a name. “You must be Pike.”
“Pike … I have not been called that in years.”
Piet interrupted smoothly, “He is Gorum. King Gorum. Majesty-in-exile now. Best remember.”
“Five years in exile then? We have much to talk about, Piet,” said Catrona.
“And plenty of time afore dark to speak of it,” Piet said. “And after dark—well, plenty of time for that, too, eh?”
Catrona patted his hand.
“But why do ye call this girl the White One?” asked Piet. “What signs brought ye to it? Ye, Catrona, of all folk?”
The forty or so men dismounted, gathering around noisily.
Looking them all over, Catrona snorted. “I will tell it once the horses are pastured and we have split a bottle and some bread.” She smiled at Piet. “You do have bread? And bottles?”
“What army goes without?” asked Piet.
“Is this an army?” Catrona countered. “Ragtag, and scarcely one shield amongst three? No helms. No pikes—begging your pardon, Majesty.” She made a quick almost mocking obeisance.
“It is but part of one,” Piet admitted.
“And the rest?”
“On a rade. With his brother.”
“His brother?” Jenna could feel a strange ache suddenly start up in her belly.
“Him that’s called Longbow,” Piet answered.
“Longbow? Carum? On a rade? It cannot possibly be. He is a scholar, not a fighter,” Jenna said.
“Perhaps back then when there weren’t no war, twas a scholar, gel. Perhaps he bain reading up on bow shooting in his books. He is a good shot now, though he doesna like swords yet,” Piet said. He gave Jenna another searching look, then spoke to Catrona. “Come into the Hame, gel. It’s nowt but shambles, but the kitchen still stands. We have bottles well hidden. And bread. And a couple of deer hanging.”
“Well, well, well,” Catrona mused. “When you are not on a rade, you are in a well-stocked kitchen.” She patted Piet’s belly. “This is not just five years’ growth.”
Laughing, Piet put his hand over hers. “This belly’s been longer than five years growing, gel, as well ye know. And I’ve been slimming these last months. But ye be no great beauty yersel. There’s gray in yer hair now.”
“At least I have it all.”
“I have enough,” he said, laughing.
Jenna’s mouth drew down into a thin line, her eyes narrowing. “Should there be guards?”
“We own the road,” the king said, a bit petulantly.
“Not good enough,” Petra whispered. “You missed our coming.”
“What makes ye think ye were missed?” Piet asked.
“You were just not accounted a problem,” said the king.
“Not good enough,” Jenna seconded, “for the sisters who dwelt here first.”
“That is an old, old story,” Piet said, his hand still over Catrona’s. “And not a pretty one. This is a new.”
“Tell us,” Jenna demanded. “Tell us the story. Now!”
“How is it ye know it not?” came a voice out of the crowd. “If ye be the Anna?”
“And where have ye been all these years?” asked another, a man with a scar lacing his right eye like a mask. “Under the hill or somewhat?”
Jareth’s hand went suddenly to his collar, and Sandor made a small, sharp sound, like a startled daw.
“Yes,” Catrona said slowly, drawing the word out as she drew her hand away from Piet’s. She turned toward the questioner. “That is exactly where we have been. Under the hill.”
Piet barked a laugh. “Ye have never been a good teller, my girl. And until this moment, I would have called ye the hard-headest warrior I have ever known. But now …” He shook his head. “Five years ye’ve been gone. I went seeking ye, at that Hame of yourn. Looking for fighters, we were. And nane seen the hide of ye. And now ye appear with a child’s tale and asking us to believe it.”
Sandor murmured, as much to the ground as the men near him: “She be saying you would not believe.”
“And she is right,” the king said. “Under the hill. Which of us can believe such a story.”
“Believe it.” Jenna spoke the words angrily. “Believe it. Though we still scarcely can credit it ourselves.” She would say no more.
When the horses were unsaddled and hobbled to graze outside the walls, they gathered in the open kitchen, where an unbroken chimney thrust up against the sky. There they started a fire in the hearth and set stew pots to boil. It was then that Pike, the king-in-exile as the men called him, began the tale.
THE HISTORY
The so-called Gender Wars took place over a period of no less than five years and no more than twenty, if the Book of Battles is to be believed. The disparity in numbers is due to the fact that the G’runs counted by the years in a king’s reign rather than by a running tally. As they did not count in the years when the usurper K’las was on the throne, it is unclear exactly how long the battles continued. The reign of the king-in-exile (or the King in the Hills, as Doyle translates it) may be counted sequentially with K’las’ reign or simultaneously. We have few notes from the Continent that refer even obliquely to the doings in the Dales at that time. It was as if a great cloak of mist had been wrapped around the island kingdom. If K’las himself ever penned any histories, they were likely burned by his enemies. History is always written by the victors.
Magon, of course, makes much of the difference in counts, citing legend and folk stories of the strange passage of time “under the hill” in Faeryland. But as such passages are common coin in the world’s folklore (cf Magon’s own “Telling Time in Faerie” Journal of International Folklore, Vol. 365, #7) such maunderings do little to add to our working knowledge of the awful, devastating Dale wars.
That these were wars of succession rather than a war of men against women, no matter the appellation that has carried down to modern times, is quite certain. In the Book of Battles we see lists of both sexes fighting side by side. This was not one great war but a series of small skirmishes over a number of years in which first one and then another king was placed on the precarious throne.
The seeds of this particular anarchy had been sown when the G’runs, a patriarchal society from the Continent, had conquered the learning-centered matriarchy of Alta worshippers. But over the four hundred years of conquest, the bloodlines thinned for the G’runs married only within narrow clans, hardly ever mixing with the lower, conquered classes. The once-united clans began to vie for power after a G’runian king made the mistake of taking a Dalian for his second wife, naming their son a legitimate heir. One chief of a powerful northern clan, a crafty warrior named K’las, managed to orchestrate a bloodless coup. As he was hereditary head of the clan armies (the Kingsmen) as well as a provincial governor, he had a strong power base. He ruled, as such army-backed leaders often do, with an iron fist. Or, as it says in the Book of Battles “never his hand came out in friendship but in anger.” Of course, the book was penned by a member of the opposing party and so we must read carefully between the lines, as first Doyle and then Cowan have done. (See especially Cowan’s intriguing “The Kallas Controversy,” Journal of the Isles, History IV, 7).
There is a popular legend known as “The King Under the Hill,” found in some thirty-three variants in both the Upper and Lower Dales, in which the king is killed upon his throne and his three sons flee the province. One is slaughtered from the back, one is badly wounded, and the third, called majesty-in-exile, lives under the hill with the Greenfolk until his troops rally and call him forth into the light of day. Magon has taken great pains in trying to justify the legend with the history as we have been able to reconstruct it. But much of his verification rests heavily on his own much-disputed thesis about an historical figure he calls the White One or the Anna or the White Goddess who fights side by side with the king. Magon mixes folklore and history liberally in a soup that ends up lacking both the meat of verifiable research or the good hearty flavoring of the folk. Cowan, on the other hand, lays down a solid substrata of history, reminding us that there is only mention of one son in the Continental books of the period, not three, and he most probably the bastard of the Dale woman, the G’run king’s second wife. Also, it would be well for us to remember, three is a potent number popular in folklore.
According to Cowan, the battles for the throne involved not only the overthrown G’runians but a good many of the Dalites as well. After four hundred years of unquestioned subservience to the invaders, the indigenous populations (the Upper Dalite sheep farmers and fisherfolk and the Lower Dalite artisans and city dwellers) had had enough. Young men called Jennisaries (named after one of the martyred leaders, Cowan hypothesizes brilliantly) roamed the countryside destroying the towns and Hames they considered of G’run manufacture. The ruins of one such incursion can still be seen today in the Wilhelm Valley. According to Cowan—and I can only agree wholeheartedly with her—it was not torn down and sown over with sturdy grass as others of its kind because it had become a shrine. The legend goes that it was here that the martyred Jen was murdered and the king crowned.
That the eager young Jennisaries pledged themselves to the new G’run king in exchange for a vow that he would marry one of theirs is something both Cowan and Magon agree upon, though they agree on little else, because it clearly states in the Book of Battles that “So it is pledged that the dark king and the light queen shall wed, bringing day and night into the circle, that the people themselves might rule.”
However, much else in the Book of Battles remains unclear. For example, there is little that can be said about the final evocation:
See where the queen has gone,

Where her footsteps flower,

For they lead into the hill,

They lead under the hill,

Where she waits for her call,

Where she waits for her king,

Where she waits for her bright companions.

Neither Doyle nor Cowan can offer any easy solution to the puzzle of that final piece. And we must utterly reject Magon’s ridiculous proposal that the poetry means exactly what it says—that some queen (presumably the one of Dale extraction) remains neither living nor dead under the hill waiting to be recalled to a battle which has yet to be fought.
THE STORY:
“My father,” the king-in-exile said, “was a good man and a kind man. But he was also a blunt man, given to speaking his mind. That is good breeding in a farmer but not in a king. He had little talent for the sly exercise of politics and he did not understand compromise. He went where his heart led.” Pike’s face softened with the memory.
“His wife …” prompted the man with the scarred eye.
Someone poked up the fire in the broken hearth.
“His first wife, my mother, died giving me birth. She had had trouble birthing my older brother, Jorum, and the doctors warned her that she dared have no more. Jorum was so big he had torn her all up inside. But kingdoms need heirs. One is not a safe number. So I was sown in that ruined terrain. And killed her leaving it.” He spoke dryly. It was obviously a story well rehearsed, and the emotion had been leeched from it by so many tellings.
Jenna said in a low voice, “I killed my own mother in just that way.” Hesitating, she added, “My first mother.”
The men nearest her murmured, turning that bit of information over and over, and one repeated out loud, “First mother.”
Gorum seemed not to hear, but continued staring silently into the fire. Then he shook himself all over and went on. “The midwife was a lovely little Dale woman, small and dark. She sang lullabies with a voice like a slightly demented turtledove. She nursed me through that first cold year when my father could not think about babies because they made him so angry.”
Jenna burst out, “My second mother was a midwife. She died carrying me in her arms.”
Some of the men nodded, as if acknowledging something as yet unsaid, but Gorum simply stared at Jenna for a long moment, then turned back to the fire and his tale.
“On the day I walked toward him, taking my first baby steps away from her arms, he forgave me. I called him Papa, which she had so carefully rehearsed with me, and he wept and called me his Good Son. He married her in secret at the year’s turning, not so much for love but for gratitude. His real love was buried in my mother’s grave. When three years later she gave birth to a healthy babe, and she herself still strong, he announced the marriage and claimed the child an heir.”
“That was Carum?” Jenna asked.
Gorum smiled at her, the first generous smile she had won from him. “That was Carum. He was small like his mother so, unlike the rest of us, he learned the art of compromise.”
“Here, he’s not so small as that,” cried out a wiry, short man from the sitting crowd. “He be a head taller than me. That’s not short.”
“Short may-be,” said another, “but he baint called Longbow for nowt.”
The men chuckled at that. Even Sandor and Marek smiled.
Jenna blushed, though she was not sure why, and Catrona sitting next to her put a hand on hers.
“Do not mind them. You will have to get used to it. Men in a mob are all randy-mouthed. It means nothing,” she whispered.
“It means less than nothing to me,” Jenna replied, “since I do not know what they mean.”
“Then why have you flushed like some spring maiden at a court dance?” asked Catrona.
Jenna looked down at her hands and twisted the priestess ring around her little finger. “I do not know,” she said. “I am not sure. I do not even know what a court dance is!”
The king-in-exile laughed along with his men, then took a deep draught of his wine. “The marriage was the mistake Kalas had hoped for. A mistake he could use directly against the king. It was only an excuse, of course. He would have found another in time.
“He began to spread rumors, and those rumors sparked small rebellions: knives in taverns, rocks at the king’s gate. What Kalas promised was the sanctity of the clans against the mixing of blood and seed with the Dales. Sanctity! As if we had not been sowing babes throughout the Dales for four hundred years! There was never an uncompromised clan on this island since the first days our forefathers set foot here.
“I have bred horses, boy and man, and this I know—the lines without a wild strain thin out. Bones break, blood runs rose. The people of the Dales make the clans stronger, not weaker. My uncle, Lord Kalas, will find this out in the end.”
“To the king!” two of the men shouted spontaneously, raising their cups.
“To the kingdom,” countered Gorum, raising his.
“To the Dales!” Jenna said, standing. In the late afternoon sun her white hair seemed haloed in light, electric with the puzzling wind.
The rest of the men leaped to their feet, foremost among them Piet and the king-in-exile.
“To the Dales!” they shouted, the thunder of their voices bounding back oddly from the broken walls and cracked stones. “The Dales.”
They raised their cups, draining the last of the wine in the resounding silence. And into that silence there insinuated another sound, a low, insistent pounding.
“Horses!” Catrona cried. She was quick to reach for her sword, but Piet was quicker.
Placing his hand over hers, he said, “Those are our own.”
“How can you know?” Jenna asked, coming close to him.
“Our watch would have given warning.”
“Your watch!” Jenna laughed. “They gave no warning of us.”
“We needed no warning of ye—two warrior girls and a priestess all on our side and three unarmed boys.”
“What if the watch were slain. That was done at one of the Hames …” She hesitated, remembering the girls slaughtered at Nill’s. “Then there would be no warning.”
“Ye do not understand horses, girl. A man’s eye may be fooled but never a horse’s nose.” He put his finger alongside his nose. “Their horses have been fed on oats and ours on open graze. A horse can smell the difference. But look!” He pointed to the horses still quietly nibbling on the sparse grass outside the walls. “They seem content.”
“Oh!” Jenna could think of no other answer.
Piet smiled and clapped her on the back. “How could ye know horses, girl, stuck away all your life in a Hame. Now, me—I was taught by a hard man, name of Parke. Oft I felt the weight of his hand. But he taught me well. His teachings have kept me alive all these years.” He spoke with a blunt jollity, but having finished what he had to say, turned and walked purposely out of the kitchen, his hand never straying far from his sword.
As if his movement were a signal, the rest of the men went quickly to what seemed to be appointed places, seven standing around the king-in-exile.
Jenna spoke hurriedly to the boys. “See how the seven guard the king. Do likewise with Petra.”
“I need no such guard,” Petra began.
“Do it!” Jenna said.
The boys did as they were bid, Jareth drawing his blade, and Jenna went back to Catrona’s side.
“You did not tell me about Piet,” Jenna whispered.
“You did not ask,” Catrona said.
“I did not know the questions.”
“Then you deserved no answer.”
Jenna nodded. Catrona had been her teacher, her guardian, her sister, and one of her many mothers at Selden Hame. But, Jenna suddenly realized, she had known little—she had known nothing—about Catrona. And she had never asked.
“Now, why have you told me nothing about this Longbow who calls you White Jenna and has loved you for five years?” Catrona asked.
“You did not ask,” said Jenna. “Besides—there is nothing to tell.”
“Yet!” Catrona laughed. Then her voice got strangely serious. “Did Amalda ever get a chance to explain to you the way of a woman with a man? Or did Mother Alta as part of her preparation for your mission? Though …” She made an explosive sound that was supposed to be a laugh but was much too bitter for one. “Though I would guess that one knows aught of it, as Piet would say. She loves only herself—and her dark sister. Perhaps I should tell you …” She glanced at Jenna.
Jenna colored. “I know what I need to know.”
Nodding, Catrona said, “Yes—I judge you do. And the rest you can learn. But remember, sweet Jen, what they say: Experience is rarely a gentle master.”
The dust of the approaching riders so filled the air then, Jenna was forced to raise a hand to wipe her tearing eyes. When she could see again, there were fully a hundred dark horses milling outside the walls and occasionally pushing in through the broken gates. The smell of them was overwhelming.
Jenna saw a single gray horse in the crowd. If the king had been riding one, she thought Carum might be on the other. Carum! She began shoving her way toward the gray.
Using her shoulder, she pushed first one horse then another aside. As often she was pushed back by a large dark shoulder or rump. I shall be flattened for sure, she thought. I shall smell like a horse. She wondered suddenly about her hair, about the clothes she had slept in for days, about the face that must have changed in the five years—five years!—since he had seen her. She thought about turning back, but the horses held her hostage to her first impulse.
And then the gray loomed before her. Putting a hand on its neck, she found that her hand was shaking. All around her men were dismounting and cursing pleasantly at one another. Suddenly, she did not dare look.
Only the man on the gray remained in his saddle. At last she raised her face to stare up at him. He was enormous, towering over her on the gray. Heavily bearded, with long black hair bound up in seven braids, he stared back. Each of the braids was tied off with a piece of crimson thread. A red and gold headband, smudged with dirt and blood, was pulled so tight around his forehead, the skin was taut below it. There was a deep gash over his right eye. As he looked at Jenna, his mouth twisted into a strange smile. It was then she noticed his hands were tied behind him.
Starting to turn away, Jenna heard his harsh laugh.
“So,” he said, “some of Alta’s fighting sluts still live.”
She paused, her hands growing icy, the palms wet. Drawing in three careful latani breaths, she forced herself to move away from him without speaking. She would not draw sword against him. Whoever he was, he was injured. And bound. But her eyes were as wet as her palms. With anger, she reminded herself, not sorrow or fear. Blinded with the tears, she bumped into one of the men.
“I am sorry,” she whispered.
“I am not.”
The voice was deep, deeper than she remembered, as if time or pain had sanded it. He wore a vest without a shirt and his arms were tanned and well muscled. Around his neck, on a leather thong, was a ring with a crest. His head was helmless and his light brown hair, now almost shoulder length, was tangled from the ride. The lashes were as long as she remembered, so beautiful on the boy, even more compelling on the grown man. There was a faint scar running from his left eye that lent him a slightly wanton look. His eyes were as blue as speedwells. He was exactly as tall as she.
“Carum,” she whispered, wondering that her heart had not stuttered in her breast.
“I said we would see one another again, my White Jenna.”
“You said … a lot of things,” Jenna reminded him. “Not all of them true.”
“I have been true,” he replied, “though I heard reports that you had died. Still I did not—could not—credit them.”
“And I heard that you are not called Longbow for nothing.” She bit her lip wishing she could recall the words.
For a moment he looked startled, then he grinned. “I shoot well, Jenna. That’s all. Stories feed the mind when the belly is not full.”
She forgave neither of them for the exchange.
Carum reached out and touched a piece of hair that had strayed across her brow. “Do we meet to quarrel? We parted with a kiss.”
“Much has happened since then,” Jenna said. “I left you in safety to return to a Hame full of dead sisters.”
“I know. I couldn’t rest there having heard what news Pike had of the other Hames. I feared desperately for you yet I couldn’t leave Pike with his wounds. But I told the others all about you. How you were the White One of prophecy, the Anna. How Ox and Hound had bowed before you. They were ready to love you for what you had become.”
“And you?”
“I already loved you. For what you were.”
“You knew nothing of what I was. Of what I am.”
“I know everything I need to know, Jenna.” He smiled shyly and she saw the boy behind the face of the man, yet she could not seem to stop picking quarrels.
“How can you know?”
“My heart knows. It knew from the first moment I saw you and cried you merci. I cry it again. Here. Now.”
Jenna shook her head. “You have grown a fine tongue. Is that what a prince who shoots well says.”
“Carum! You are safely returned.” It was the king. He threw his arms around his brother. “I always worry, you know.” He smiled at Jenna. “I do not forget he is my baby brother.”
“Not only returned safely, Gorum, but having surprised and killed a company of the usurper’s horse and captured the man on the gray.” He turned to his own mount and untied something from the saddlebag. It was a helm. He held it out to his brother.
Jenna felt herself turn cold. She had seen a helm like that before, had held one in her hands, had thrown it into an open grave. She stared at the thing in Carum’s hands. It was dark, covered with a hairy hide. There were two ears standing stiff at the top and a snout and mouth with bloody fangs.
“The Bear!” Jenna whispered.
“By Alta’s Hairs!” Gorum cried. “You have captured the bloody Bear. Well done, brother.” He took the helm from Carum’s hands and held it above his head. “The Bear!” he cried. “We have the Bear!”
The name echoed around the encampment, and the men who had been waiting joined the returning riders cheering the capture.
THE BALLAD:
King Kalas and His Sons
King Kalas had four sons




And four sons had he,




And they rambled around




In the northern countrie.




And they rambled around




Without ever a care,




The Hound and the Bull




And the Cat and the Bear.




The Hound was a hunter,




The Hound was a spy,




The Hound could shoot down,




Any bird on the fly.




The Hound was out hunting




When brought down was he




Alone as he rambled




The northern countrie.




King Kalas had three sons,




And three sons had he,




And they rambled around




In the northern countrie.




And they rambled around




Without ever a care.




And they were the Bull




And the Cat and the Bear.




The Bull was a gorer,




The Bull was a knight,




And never a man who would




Run from a fight.




The Bull was out fighting




When brought down was he




Alone as he rambled




The northern countrie.




King Kalas had two sons,




And two sons had he,




And they rambled around




In the northern countrie.




And they rambled around




Without ever a care.




And the names they were called




Were the Cat and the Bear.




The Cat was a shadow,




The Cat was a snare,




Sometimes you knew not




When the Cat was right there.




The Cat was out hiding




When brought down was he




Alone as he rambled




The northern countrie.




King Kalas had one son,




And one son had he,




And he rambled around




In the northern countrie.




And he rambled around




Without ever a care,




And the name he went under




Was Kalas’ Bear.




The Bear was a bully,




The Bear was a brag,




His mouth was brimmed over




With bluster and swag.




The Bear was out boasting




When brought down was he




Alone as he rambled




The northern countrie.




King Kalas had no sons,




And no sons had he




To ramble around




In the northern countrie.




Though late in the evening




The ghosts are seen there




Of the Hound and the Bull




And the Cat and the Bear.




THE STORY:
After the horses were unsaddled, brushed, and set out to graze, the men gathered for food in the Hame’s roofless kitchen. Jenna heard bits and pieces of the story of the battle as she stood, tongue-tied, by Carum’s side. He was so at ease with the men, trading banter and small slanders without hesitation, she wondered what had happened to the shy, scholarly boy she had known so briefly. War had happened to him, she thought suddenly. And something more. That the something more might be the passage of five years was a traitorous thought she pushed far away.
They had come upon the company of horse near a small town. “Karenton,” Jenna had heard one man say. “Karen’s Town,” another. Surprise and numbers had been in their favor. The usurper’s bloody men had never had a chance. Some of them had even begged to surrender, but no quarter had been given. Except for the Bear. Longbow had insisted that he would be delivered in chains to the feet of the king-in-exile.
When they spoke of the Bear, the men’s mouths had been soiled with his name and deeds. They called him “Slaughterer of a Thousand Women,” and “Butcher of Bertram’s Rest,” and yet even as they spoke of the horrors, Jenna could not help thinking that there was admiration as well in their voices. The details of his merciless killings seemed more like tales to frighten young children. She had walked deliberately over to the tree where he had been bound to see whether the sign of his bloodlust was imprinted upon his face.
One of his braids had unraveled into three kinked strands, but otherwise he looked as he had on his horse: big, hairy, leering, but no more a beast than others of the men milling around.
There were two guards standing by him, swords drawn.
“Best not get close,” said one, wiping his nose with his sleeve.
“He’s a tricker,” said the other, the man with the scarred eye.
“He’s bound,” Jenna pointed out. “And what can he do to me with his hands and legs so prisoned?”
The Bear’s head went back at that and he laughed a loud, roaring laugh. Then he turned to the first guard. “She wants to know what I can do without hands or legs? Do you want to tell her—or shall I?”
The guard slapped him hard with the back of his hand, so hard his lower lip split open and his mouth filled with blood.
“Do not speak to the White One that way,” he said.
“The White One?”
“The Anna. Who made your brothers the Hound and the Bull bow low.”
The Bear sucked on his lower lip until the bleeding stopped, then he stared at Jenna, grinning. His teeth were stained. “So, you are that girl, the one who lost her dolly at the Hound’s grave. The one who lopped off the Bull’s hand so he died a long, horrible death when the green took him. That girl. I will have something special for you, later.”
This time the scarred-eye man slapped him. The Bear laughed again.
“I took no pleasure in the killings,” said Jenna.
“Well—I do. And pleasure in other things as well.”
If Jenna had hoped for forgiveness or understanding, she got none. Not from the Bear nor from the guards, who stared at her puzzled.
“Killing them two was a blessing,” the man with the scarred eye pronounced.
“Death is an odd sort of blessing,” Jenna said. “The old wisdom is right: Kill once, mourn ever.” She walked away.
The Bear’s voice boomed after her. “We add, Kill twice, mourn never! I will have something special for you. Later. And you’ll remember it ever, you will!”
She thought she heard the sound of yet another slap. And his laughter following. But she did not turn around.
Carum was standing with his brother, Piet, and Catrona, away from the knots of men recounting battles and bawdy tales. As Jenna headed toward them, Carum detached himself from his companions and met her halfway. She stopped and he stopped. Though inches apart, they did not touch.
“Jenna …” he began, hesitated, looked down.
“You said to me once that there are some people, I forget their names, who believe that love is the first word God memorized,” Jenna whispered, conscious of the men all around them.
“The Carolians,” he whispered back, still not looking at her.
“I thought about that. I tried to understand it. I think I understood it when you said it but I do not know what it means now.”
Carum nodded and looked up. “So much time between us,” he said.
“So much blood,” she added.
“Is it gone?” His voice, while still strong, held a wisp of agony.
She reached out and touched a piece of hair that had strayed across his forehead, remembering his earlier touch. “You have lived the past five years, Carum Longbow. But I have not.”
“What do you mean?”
“If I tell you, you will not believe me.”
“Tell me. I will believe.”
She spoke of the Grenna, the cave, the grove. She described Alta in her green and gold dress. She told him of the collar, the wristlet, and crown. All the while he shook his head, as if unable to credit it.
“I said you would not believe.”
Reaching out, Carum took her hands in his. He twisted the priestess ring slowly around her little ringer, then twined his fingers in hers. “We have a saying in my clan that If you have no meat, eat bread. Jenna, what you say is unbelievable. But I have no better explanation. You would not lie to me. You have been gone these five years, not a word of you but rumors and tales. You say you lived under the hill along with the Greenfolk and Alta. You say the five years were but a day and a night. Meat or bread. You offer me bread. What can I do but take it from your fingers.” He held her hands against his chest and she could feel his heart beating under the leather vest.
“You are seventeen plus five years old. You have lived each year. I am thirteen plus five years, yet I feel thirteen still.”
He leaned over and kissed her forehead. “You … you were never thirteen, Jenna. You are ageless. But I have the patience of a tree. I will wait.”
“How long?”
“How long does a larch wait? How long does an oak?” He dropped her hands, but she could still feel the touch, as if his skin had fitted exactly over hers.
Side by side, they walked back to where the king, Piet, and Catrona waited.
The sun was low on the horizon, staining the sky with red. A small, cool wind puzzled around the broken walls of the compound, lifting dust and swirling it up and over their boots. From across the road, birds cried out their evening songs, decorating the deeper rumble of the men’s voices.
Seeing Jenna, the boys and Petra came forward. They followed her, then stood in a circle, shoulder to shoulder while the king spoke to them in low, urgent tones.
“We have been waiting long for you—or something like you, Jenna. The men have fought hard, but we have been so alone.”
“This is all there be to our army,” Piet interrupted. “Good men. Brave. Loyal. None better. But they be all.”
Catrona nodded her head, as if counting.
Jenna nodded, too, adding, “But what can we do? We are but six bodies more. Yet we are ready to help, if it means helping the sisters.”
Piet cleared his throat as if preparing to speak, but it was the king who did the talking. “Already the men are speaking about you. The White One. The Anna. Who made the Bull and Hound bow low. They have recalled the old stories all afternoon.”
“Good men they be,” Piet added, “but not cautious in their beliefs.”
“You do not believe I am the Anna,” Jenna said, both relieved and a bit annoyed.
“Belief is an old dog in a new collar,” Piet said.
“There are the signs,” Carum said, putting his hand up and counting them out on his fingers. “The three mothers, the white hair, the Bull and the Hound, the …”
“You do not need to convince me, little brother,” the king said. “I know how much we need her. As does Piet. Our belief is not necessary here. But for the men …”
“If we had the Anna,” Piet added, “think how many others would join us just to march by her side.”
“But I am the ending before I am the beginning,” Jenna pointed out. “Remember, that is in the story, too.”
“We have already had enough endings,” the king said, slapping his bad leg. “My father is dead. Murdered. My stepmother, too. My older brother killed foully in his bath, his blood mixing with the soapy water. So I am king now in truth. But that toad, Kalas, sits upon the throne, poisoning the very air he breathes with his piji breath, while we are forced to live in these ruins and make due with a rock for a throne.” His voice roughened as he spoke, his eyes narrowing until they were smudges on his face.
Jenna thought once again that he looked like a wolf, or a dog let run too long in the woods.
“You have had a lot of endings, too,” Carum reminded Jenna gently.
Remembering the women, their tunics and aprons stiff with blood, laid side by side in the ruined Hames, Jenna shuddered.
Gorum added, as an afterthought, “Yes, the senseless slaughter of the women in ten Hames. The rape of their daughters.” He spoke the words slowly, articulating them with care, but his voice growing raspy again at the finish. “Is that ending enough for you, Anna?”
“Ten?” It was Catrona. “Ten Hames?” Her eyes stared unseeing.
“I do not know,” Jenna whispered. “I do not know what is enough.” She reached out and touched Catrona’s shoulder.
Gorum smiled his wolfish smile. “It will be enough for these men. Enough so that they will gladly follow their king. And their queen. For that is in the story as well.”
“No!” Carum cried, understanding before anyone else.
“There must be some sign,” the king said slowly, as if talking to children, “some sign for the men here and now. What better sign—than a wedding. My father married a woman of the Dales. And so can I.”
“Never!” Carum cried again. “You cannot think it.”
“I think what is necessary, brother,” Gorum said. “I think what is best for the kingdom. That is what a king does. That is what a king has to do. That is why you would make a terrible king and it is lucky for the Dales that I am still alive.”
“Nevertheless, you shall not force her,” Carum said.
“I shall do what must be done.” Gorum was no longer smiling. “And so shall you. And so shall she.”
For a moment they were all silent, so silent the birdsong seemed like a battle cry. Then Jenna spoke.
“Never! There is nothing here for you.” She struck herself on the breast with a closed fist.
Gorum leaned toward her. “My dear child,” he said softly, “the first lesson in kingship my father taught me was that In the council of kings the heart has little to say. There is nothing in here”—he struck himself on the chest—“for you either. I love you only through my little brother’s eyes. But the people will love you, for your white hair and your history. Kingship is all symbols and signs.”
“No!” Jenna said. “You cannot make me. If you do, you would be no better than the toad on the throne, for all your breath is sweeter. What good is kingship if the heart cannot speak aloud?”
“She is right,” Catrona said. “And while you talked much to me this past hour, you said nothing about any marriage.”
“The weddings of kings do not concern you, woman of the Hames,” Gorum said, turning sharply toward her.
Before Catrona could answer, Petra had moved into the center of the circle, her voice pitched in the strange priestess tone. “As long as men speak to women thus, the ending is not yet reached, whether one Hame is gone. Or ten. Or all.”
“Right!” Marek shouted.
“This is our fight as well as yours, Majesty,” Catrona said. “Indeed, it was our fight first.”
“First before Kalas stole the throne? Never!” exclaimed the king.
“First when Garuns be stealing our land,” Sandor said, as surprised as any of them at his outburst.
Hand to his throat, Jareth strained to speak, but what warning he had to give remained unsaid.
“First or last,” Carum said, his hand lightly resting on Jenna’s shoulder, “our kingship will not be bought back with such a coin.”
“My kingdom, brother. Not yours. Do not forget it. My kingdom until I die. And my heirs thereafter.”
“I will not be the king’s bride,” Jenna said. “Nor give him heirs. No matter what the prophecy.”
Petra intruded with the same strange oracular voice. “On the slant,” she intoned. “Prophecy must always be read on the slant. We read it through slotted eyes or we read it wrong.”
“Still, there must be a sign,” the king said, trying to snatch back the momentum along with the power. “And this sign …”
“I know what sign the men be taking,” Piet said suddenly. “It is not weddings that claim them.” He wheeled from their circle and called out to the restless men. “Come. Come witness the White One’s return.”
They gathered uneasily, a great crowded circle around the smaller one.
Piet went over to one man, whispering hurriedly in his ear. The man nodded once and, unsmiling, pushed through the circle.
“Tell them,” Piet said softly to the king. “Tell them who she is. They’ll know her soon enow.”
The king held up his hand and there was an immediate silence. Jenna thought it a miracle that so many men could keep so still.
“You have heard of Her,” the king began. “And spoken of Her.”
Without thinking, Jenna stood straighter, shoulders back, head high.
“She is the White One.”
Petra broke in, her soft voice pitched loud enough so that all could hear her: “And the prophet says a white babe with black eyes shall be born unto a virgin in the winter of the year. The ox in the field, the hound at the hearth, the bear in the cave, the cat in the tree, all, all shall bow before her, singing …”
The men who were Garunian joined her, in the same singsong manner. “… Holy, holy, holiest of sisters, who is both black and white, both dark and light, your coming is the beginning and it is the end.”
Petra completed the speaking of the prophecy alone. “Three times shall her mother die and three times shall she be orphaned and she shall be set apart that all shall know her.”
“She is white and dark,” cried out a man from the crowd.
“And I heard her talk of three mothers,” another shouted.
“And …” the king said, “it was her sword that slew the Hound, dropping him into a lonely grave, to rescue Prince Carum.”
There was a moment of silence; then suddenly the men shouted as one, “The Hound!”
“And her sword cut off the hand of the Bull, Kalas’ great pet ox, who later died wasting of the green illness,” the king continued.
This time there was no silence. “The Bull!” they shouted back at him.
Just then the man Piet had sent away pushed through the crowd leading the lumbering, bound captive by the front of his shirt.
Piet whispered hurriedly in the king’s ear and the king smiled slowly. Jenna did not like that smile.
“The prophecy says the ox and the hound, the bear and the cat, shall bow before her, singing …” The king held his hand high.
“Down. Down. Down,” the men began to chant as Piet pushed the bound Bear to his knees before the king, pulling his shirt open so that the mat of black chest hair showed.
“Sing, you bastard,” shouted the king. “Sing.”
The Bear looked up and spit on the king’s right hand, silencing the men. Piet drew his sword. The Bear grinned at him. Piet nodded twice, then turned and handed the sword to Jenna.
“Kill him. Kill him now, girl. Then they will follow ye for e’er and ye can marry who ye will!”
Jenna hefted the sword in both hands. It was twice as heavy as her own. She walked over to the kneeling man and stared at him.
“What do you say?” she whispered into his upturned face.
“I say you are Alta’s bitch,” he answered. “And no better than the dogs who follow when you are in heat. Strike now for you will not have the chance again.”
She raised the sword above her head, drew in three latani breaths and began to count the hundred-chant to steady herself. Before ten were done, she felt again the strange lightening and she pulled out of her body to stare down at the scene below. There was the kneeling prisoner, laughing up into her face, with Piet, Carum and the king at his back, and the larger crowd of the king’s ragtag army and her friends before him. Beyond, smelling the rising excitement, the hobbled horses stirred restlessly.
Jenna felt herself drawn toward the three men at the Bear’s back, away from the heat of the crowd. Her translucent fingers reached down to touch them one at a time on the very center of the skull. Piet was a solid white flame, the colors unchanging. The king was a cylinder of blue-white ice that burned to the touch. And Carum …
She hesitated before touching Carum. She remembered how he had felt the other time she had let herself be pulled into him at Nill’s Hame; how she had been drawn past pockets that were restful and pockets filled with a wild, alien heat. She had fled back into the air again, grateful to be unconsumed by his passions.
But she was stronger now. She reached out, touched him, and let herself fall.
He seemed deeper than before, with more pockets. There were the restful ones, the fretful ones, and ones filled with strange, engaging objects for which she had no name. The alien heat was there still, but somehow it did not frighten her now. Down and down, as if there was no end to him, as if she could explore forever.
Forever. She did not have forever. Her arms ached. She suddenly recalled the sword she was holding. Leaping into her body again, she stared down into the Bear’s leering face.
“Kill him … kill him … kill him …” The chant was unrelenting. Jenna felt her arms shaking. Slowly she lowered the sword. When its point rested lightly on the Bear’s chest, over the heart, she frowned.
The men were suddenly silent. The Bear’s eyes were wide, preparing to look directly at his death. The entire clearing hushed, as if drawing a single breath, waiting.
“I … I cannot kill him this way,” Jenna whispered. She took a step back and let the sword point drift slowly toward the ground.
The Bear’s head went back. He roared and the roar turned into a laugh. Then he stared at Jenna. “I would not be so foolish, little bitch. What will your hunting pack do to you now?”
“They will do what they will,” Jenna said to him quietly. “But if I am no better than you, then the ending is indeed at hand. With no beginning after.” She dropped the sword and walked away.
Carum followed, the men parting to let them through. Only Jareth was smiling.
They walked silently past the broken walls, across the road, and into the trees. Jenna sagged against the thick trunk of an oak and bit her lower lip. Still she said nothing. When Carum reached out to touch her shoulder, she shrugged away his touch.
“No,” she whispered.
“I understand.”
“How can you understand when I do not understand myself.”
“Jenna, you’re thirteen going on forever. How could you possibly kill an unarmed man?”
“He is no man. He is a monster.”
“He is a murderer. He is a slayer of women. He is a slaughterer of children. He is beyond saving.” Carum’s voice was steady. “But he is a man.”
“And I am but a woman?”
“No—you are the Anna. You’re better than he is. Than Gorum is. Than we all are.”
“No, I am just me. Jenna. Jo-an-enna. A woman of the Hames. A woman of the Dales. Do not make me more than I am. My Mother Alta once called me a tree shading the little flowers—but I am not such a tree.”
Carum smiled slowly at her. It was the face of the boy she remembered. “To me you are no tree, no flower, no goddess. You are Jenna. I kissed you once and I know. But for all of them you are The Anna. And when you put on Her mantle, you are more than just Jenna.”
“Jenna could not kill a bound man whatever the Anna might do.”
“Jen, the Anna is the best you are. And better. She wouldn’t have slain him that way, either.”
She leaned over and kissed him quickly on the mouth. “Thank you, Carum. Your brother is wrong: you should be king.” Then, before he could make more than a slight sound, she turned and walked back across the road.
He had to run to catch up.
The large circle of men had broken into many smaller, knotted groups, arguing loudly. The bound prisoner was nowhere to be seen. Jenna found Catrona in the middle of one of the loudest circles, her hands moving rapidly as if they were a second and third argument.
“Catrona!” Jenna called.
The men in the circle turned and, seeing her, seemed to shrink away, leaving her face-to-face with Catrona.
“One thrust, Jenna,” Catrona said. “One thrust and we would have had them. I taught you that stroke with this hand.” She held up her right hand. “And now all that training for naught.”
“You also taught me that in the Book of Light it is written that: To kill is not to cure. Surely that means killing a bound man.”
“Do not quote the Book to me like some petty priestess,” Catrona said. “The Book also says: A stroke may save a limb. Like any maunderings of holy writ, the Book can say whatever you want it to say.” She was shaking with anger. “Jenna, you must think. Think. We need these men. We need this army. We need this king. I would not have you marry him to get his followers. But Piet was right. There was another, a better, way. And the Bear will be killed eventually—by this angry crowd, as like as not. If you had done it then, coldly and with great flourish, it would have fed the tale.”
“I am no story,” Jenna cried. “I am no tale. I am real. I feel. I hurt. I bleed. I cannot just kill without conscience.”
“A warrior has no conscience until after the war is done,” Catrona said.
Jenna put her face in her hands and wept.
Catrona turned away.
The moon rose, pale and thin, over the ruined Hame, climbing until it crowned the kitchen chimney. Jenna stood alone while throughout the encampment the arguments raged.
“You were right,” came a voice from behind her.
Turning slowly, she saw Skada.
“And you were wrong,” Skada said.
“How can I be both?”
“You should not have killed him, but you could have done it with words that would have still made them believe.”
“What words?” Jenna asked.
“You might have said: The Bull has bowed down, he need not die by my hand.”
Jenna nodded. “And I could have said the moon is black, but I did not.”
Nodding back, Skada laughed. “No, you did not. And now, my dear Anna, who is both dark”—she pointed to herself—“and light”—she pointed to Jenna—“you are in a fix.”
“We are in a fix,” Jenna amended.
“So now it is we! At last you are including me, sharing the burden, parceling out the guilt.” Skada’s mouth twisted with amusement.
“How can you laugh at such a time?”
“Jenna, there is always time to laugh. And part of you is laughing already, which is why I can. I am not other than you. I am you.”
“Well, I do not feel like laughing,” Jenna said miserably.
“Well, I do,” said Skada. She put back her head and let out a delighted roar of laughter.
Unable to help herself, Jenna did the same.
“There,” Skada said, “feel better?”
“Not really.”
“Not at all?” Skada grinned.
“You are impossible,” Jenna said, shaking her head.
Imitating her, Skada shook her own head. “No, I am not impossible. I am hungry. Let us find something to eat.”
Arm in arm, they walked toward the kitchen.
Jareth stopped them halfway. He tried to talk with his hands, painstakingly spelling out his concerns. His frantic fingers wove complicated messages, but all Jenna could read was a warning.
“The cat …” Jenna said.
“The bull …” Skada added.
Jareth’s eyes pleaded with them, his throat straining with the effort to speak.
“We will be careful,” Jenna promised. “Do not worry. You have warned us well.” When they were away from him, Jenna whispered, “I would cut that collar from his neck and let him speak.”
“Whatever the consequences?” Skada asked.
“Whatever the consequences.” Jenna’s face was tight with anger. “How can Alta’s magic be good when it punishes Her followers and Her enemies equally? Ten Hames gone. Jareth silenced. We are made murderers and monsters in Her name.”
“And heroes,” Skada said.
Jenna turned suddenly to face Skada. “Look around, sister. Look with care. Do you see any heroes here?”
They looked together. By the kitchen’s chimney stood the king, a cup in his hand. He was staring sullenly into it as if he read some unhappy future there. By his side towered two guards in dirt brown tunics and torn trews. One was polishing his blade with his sleeve. Around the fires that blossomed throughout the compound were groups of men drinking and telling stories. Near the gate, a small fire illuminated the smudged faces of Petra and the boys. She was describing something with her hands. In a far corner, where the ruins of a staircase still acended five steps into the air, sat Piet. On one side of him was Catrona, on the other Karri. They were both whispering into his ears. Smiling, he stretched his arms out and enfolded them both in his embrace. They stood together and walked off down the road in the moonlight.
“What does a hero look like?” Skada asked quietly. “Polished helm, fresh tunic, clean hair, and a mouth full of white teeth?”
“Not … not like this anyway,” Jenna answered.
Skada shook her head. It was as if a breeze blew across Jenna’s face. “You are wrong, sister. We are all heroes here.”
THE TALE:
There was once a tyrant of whom it was prophesied that he would be overthrown only when a hero who was not born of womankind, who neither rode nor walked, who bore neither pike nor sword, could conquer him.
Long reigned the tyrant and many were the men, women, and children who were swept away by the bloody winds of his wrath.
One day, in a small village, a child was born, ripped from her dead mother’s womb by the midwife’s knife, lifted out through the stomach, though not from the canal. She was put to suck at the teat of a she goat, raised with the goat’s own kids.
As the child grew, so did the kids, one male and one female. And they played together as if they were all in the same family. They played butt-head and climb-hill and leap-o’er-me and other games beside. And the girl grew tall and beautiful despite her poor beginnings.
The years went by, and still the tyrant reigned. But he grew old and sour. He even longed for death. But the prophecy held true and there was no hero, not even the greatest swordsman, who could kill him—though many tried.
One day, the girl and her goats came into the capital city. As was her wont, she rode atop first one, then the other, her feet dragging along the ground.
The tyrant was out walking and saw the girl who, though astride, was not riding, for her feet were on the ground. He stopped her and asked, “Child, how was it you were born?”
“I was not born but taken from my dead mother.”
“Ah,” said the tyrant. “And how is it you ride?”
“I do not ride, for this is my brother. And this is my sister. It is but a game we play.”
“Ah,” said the tyrant. “You must marry me, for you are my destiny.”
So they were wed and he died, smiling, on his wedding night, conquered by love. So the prophecy was true. And the sages say surely a hero is not easily known for who could tell that a girl astride two goats could be a hero when many men with swords were not.
THE STORY:
“Jenna!” Carum found them as they stood.
Jenna turned and Skada, in perfect unison, turned with her.
Carum stared, first at one, then the other. “It is true, then. Not twins, but sister light and sister dark. I never dared credit it.”
“It is true,” they said together.
“All the time?”
“You spoke to me before alone,” Jenna said.
“The moon,” Skada added. “Or a good fire. And then I will appear.”
Carum’s face looked troubled, but he did not speak.
“Or a candle by the bed.” Skada laughed. “Do not make your forehead like a pool rippled by a stone, Carum. Blow out the candle, and I am gone.”
“I would not have you gone, sister,” Jenna said, reaching out for Skada’s hand.
“There are times when you will,” Skada said in a low voice. “And times when you will not.” She spoke softly to Carum. “I know her mind and I know her heart, for they are mine as well. Walk into the trees, young prince, where the branches overlace the forest floor. No moon can pierce that canopy nor can a dark sister appear by her light sister’s side there.”
“But you will still know …”
She shrugged. “Jenna is what she is. You loved her before. And kissed her knowing.”
“I did not know.”
“I am what I am,” Jenna said. “And you did, too, know.”
He shook his head unhappily, but at last admitted, “I knew. And I did not know.”
And knowing? Skada left the question unasked but he heard it anyway.
“Come into the woods, Jenna,” he whispered. “That we may talk. Alone.”
Jenna looked at Skada who nodded. Jenna nodded back, slowly. Then the three walked across the road, the moonlight bright overhead. When they reached the treeline, Skada began to tremble like a leaf in a breeze though the night was warm. There was a steady peep-peep of frogs from a nearby pond. Skada smiled tremulously as they walked into the woods and flickered like a shadow for a moment more, then was gone.
“Skada …” Jenna said, turning.
Carum’s hand was on her forearm. “Don’t go back,” he begged. “Don’t bring her back. Not right now.”
They moved deeper into the dark, just the two of them. But they did not touch again.
Jenna had never talked so long and so intensely with anyone before. They rehearsed their entire lives to one another. Jenna told Carum about growing up in a Hame, and he in turn spoke movingly about life in the Garunian court. She remembered stories and songs which she shared with him; he parceled out tales from the Continent which had been reshaped by four hundred years in the Dales. They spoke about everything except the future. It was as if the past had to be dealt with thoroughly, first; and all the time they had not known each other accounted for. In the beginning they spoke hesitantly, offering each piece of the past as a gift that might be refused. But soon the words came tumbling too quickly; they interrupted each other over and over as one past overlapped the other.
“That happened to me, too,” Jenna said as a memory of Carum’s triggered her own.
“It was that way with me,” Carum said, prodded by one of Jenna’s tales.
It was as if their lives were suddenly braided together, there in the darkling woods so far from home.
In the middle of one of Carum’s stories about his father, a man who had not let kingship intrude upon his own hearth, there was a sudden great, horrible shouting from the ruins of the Hame, and the loud stampede of horses. Jenna and Carum stood as one, though they could make nothing of the words or the cries.
“Something awful …” Jenna began.
“… has happened,” Carum concluded, grabbing for her hand and yanking her to her feet. They ran quickly toward the sound.
Once they were on the road, the moon, almost down beyond the line of trees beyond the Hame, lent them Skada’s faint presence.
“What is it?” Jenna called to her dark sister as they ran.
“I know no more than you,” Skada answered, her voice a shadow.
Racing through the broken gates, they headed toward the angry boil of men centered by the hearth. Carum plowed a path through them, with Jenna and Skada in his wake.
“Is it the king?” Carum cried.
There were a number of answers, none of them clear.
“The Bear!” someone called.
“Got loose,” said another.
“The bastard. He done ’er.”
“Gone. Gone to tell.” It was the first man.
“No, Henk’s got ’em.”
“B’aint true. Got his horse. Got the king, too.”
“Nah.”
“The king!” Carum grabbed the man’s shoulder who had mentioned his brother. “Did he hurt him? Did he hurt Pike? Did he hurt the king?”
“Not he,” the man said, shaking his head so fiercely long black hair covered his right eye. “Look!” He pointed.
The men moved apart and Jenna could see that the king and Petra were bending over something, but in the shadowy dark she could not tell what held them so. Then she saw it was Piet, sitting on the ground by the broken stair, cradling a body in his arms. When Jenna went over and spoke his name, he looked up. His mouth, with its uneven teeth, opened and closed like a fish; his sky-colored eyes were clouded over.
Jenna knelt on one side, Carum the other. In the darkened corner, Skada was gone. Putting her hand out to touch the body Piet held, Jenna was unable to say the name.
It was Carum who whispered it. “Catrona.”
Catrona opened her eyes and tried to smile up at Jenna. There was blood on her tunic and blood trickling down her right arm. “We were so busy … we did not hear … did not see … I missed the thread, Jenna.”
“What does she mean—missed the thread?” Carum asked.
“She taught me the Eye-Mind Game,” Jenna whispered, remembering. “A game to train the senses. There was a thread. I saw it. She did not. It was all so long ago.”
“Jenna … the thread …” Catrona struggled.
“Hush, girl, hush,” Piet whispered. “Talking takes yer breath.”
Jenna picked up Catrona’s right hand and it lay in hers boneless and still. She remembered when Catrona had first shown her how to thrust, with a sword that was much too heavy for her because Jenna had been too stubborn to set it down. Your hand is your strength, Catrona had said, but it is the heart that strikes the blow.
“What happened,” Jenna whispered.
The king explained. “The Bear—who should have been dead by your hand—worked himself loose. He strangled the guards. Took their swords. When he went for a horse, he came upon Piet and his blanket companion, away from the rest. He thrust Catrona from behind, nearly skewering Piet as well. Then he was gone. Others have gone after him. I doubt they’ll find him in the dark.” He recited the facts as if reading them, little emotion in his voice.
Jenna stared at the ground. Should have been dead by your hand. He was right and there was no apology strong enough. She shook her head.
“What good are you to me, White Jenna? You have caused the death of three good fighters. No one will follow you now.” His voice was low so that only those bending over could hear.
Catrona struggled to sit up, away from Piet’s arms. “No, she is the one. On the slant. Listen to the priestess. On … the … slant.” She fell back, exhausted by the effort.
“Oh, Catrona, my catkin, don’t ye be going,” Piet cried. He began to weep soundlessly.
“I will not let her die,” Jenna said.
Piet stared up at her, fighting to control his sobs. “Ye is too late, girl. She are dead already.”
“Do not sew the shroud before there is a corpse? Catrona said suddenly. “Do they not say that in the Dales?” She coughed and bright red blood frothed from her mouth.
“I will take her to Alta’s grove. She will not die there,” Jenna said. “Alta said I could bring one back. It will be Catrona.” She slipped her arms under Catrona’s body, trying to wrest her from Piet’s grasp.
The movement caused Catrona to gasp and another frothing of blood bubbled out of her mouth. She swallowed it down. “Let me die here, Jenna, in Piet’s arms. There are no shadows in Alta’s grove. No shadows. I would not live forever without Katri. That is no life.” She smiled and looked up into Piet’s face. “You are alright, my Piet. For a man.”
“I’ve always loved ye alone, girl. Ever since that first time. Your first. And mine. We were children then. I thought to find ye when the king was on the throne. To grow old with ye, my girl. To grow old …” He bent his back and whispered into her ear. She smiled again and closed her eyes. For a moment Piet did not move, just sat with his mouth against Catrona’s ear. Then he put his cheek against hers. No one else moved.
At last he sat back up. “That’s it, then. That’s the end of it.” His eyes were dry but there was a dark furrow across his brow.
Petra bent over Catrona’s body, putting her palm on Catrona’s forehead. She recited in a calm, low voice:
“In the name of Alta’s cave,



The dark and lonely grave



And all who swing twixt



Light and light,



Great Alta



Take this woman,



Take this warrior,



Take this sister



Into your sight.



Wrap her in your hair



And cradled there



Let her be a babe again.”



The men were silent until she finished the prayer, and then a low murmur of voices began: angry, passionate sounds. A few cursed Jenna out loud, calling her a “bloodless bitch” and “Kalas’ helpmeet.”
Petra turned slowly from Catrona’s body and stared around at them. She raised her hands for silence and they were, unaccountably, still. “Fools,” she cried. “You are all fools. Do you not see what this means. Catrona herself said it. You must read this death on the slant.”
An anonymous voice called out, “What do you mean?”
“Who has died here? Catrona. A warrior of the Hames. Also known as Cat. Cat! So the Cat has been slain, and all because the Anna chose not to slay the Bear first.”
“But it be the wrong Cat!” the man with the scarred eye said, pushing his way to the front of the pack of men.
“And how do you know which Cat Alta meant?” Petra asked. “Or which Cat the Garuns’ own prophecy named?”
“But I thought …” he began.
“You must not think on prophecy. When it comes, you just know.” Petra’s face was alive with her feelings. She raised her voice. “Catrona … Cat herself reminded us before she died. She said: She is the one. The one who made the Hound and the Bull and now the Cat bow low.”
“No!” Jenna cried, slamming her fist on the ground. “Catrona’s death was not written.” But her protest was swallowed up in the rising swell of the men’s shouts.
“The Anna! The Anna! The Anna!” The chorus was loud and Petra, hands above her head, fists clenched, was leading it. “THE ANNA! THE ANNA! THE ANNA!”
No! Jenna thought. Not for this. Do not accept me for this. But the shouts went on.
“Men in mobs—so unpredictable. So easily swayed,” whispered the king. He grinned and put his hands under Jenna’s elbows and pulled her up to stand by his side. “One minute you are a villain, the next a saint. You need not be a king’s bride, now, child. You are the Anna. They have said so. The Anna for now.”
The Anna for this turning. Will-less, she stood beside him as the chants continued.
“ANNA! ANNA! ANNA!”
The horizon behind them was stained with first light. The birds, unable to compete with the cries of men, had taken flight and the sky was peppered with them. Even Carum joined the shouting chorus that echoed back and forth across the ruined walls. Only Jareth, who could make no sound, and Piet, who was still holding Catrona’s body against his chest, were still.
THE BALLAD:
Death of the Cat
The trees were growing high



And the wind was in the west



When a hunter aimed his arrow



Into the Cat’s broad chest.



And she died, she died



Against her lover’s breast



And we laid her in the earth



So long and narrow.



It was early, so early



In the graying of the morn,



When we sang of the days



Before the Cat was born.



And how from her mother



She was so swiftly torn,



As we laid her in the earth



So long and narrow.



So, come all ye young fighting men



And listen unto me,



Do not place your affections



Upon a girl so free



For she’ll take the mortal wound



Another meant for thee,



And you’ll lay her in the earth



So long and narrow.



THE STORY:
They buried the two guards by the broken gates, but Jenna and Petra insisted that Catrona’s body had to lie in state between two great fires until they could find the Hame’s burial cave. Piet agreed. When the second fire was lit, Katri’s body appeared by Catrona’s side and Marek, who had not wept before, suddenly broke into loud, embarrassing sobs which even his brother could not stop.
By evening the boys had found the cave, and they accompanied Jenna and Petra and Carum who carried Catrona’s body up on a wooden bier. The king and Piet stayed behind, drinking toasts to the dead warriors with the rest of the men.
“Toasts to Lord Cres, the God of Fine Battles,” Carum explained as they trudged up the hill with their bitter burden.
Remembering what he had once told her about those toasts, Jenna added, “May you drink his strong wines and eat his meat forever.”
“And throw the bones over your shoulder for the Dogs of War,” Carum ended.
Petra shivered. “What a horrible prayer.”
“Is it any wonder I prefer none,” Carum said.
They placed the bier before the entrance to the cave, and Jenna went ahead to light torches in the wall. The cave was cool and dry and there were many shrouded bodies lying about. She had to be careful where she stepped. When she lit the great torches, the bodies of the dark sisters in their careful wrappings appeared, crowding the cave further.
Leaving the cavern, she took a deep breath. The shrouded bones of the dead sisters had not frightened her.
She had been to burials in her own Hame and she knew that the bodies were just the cast-off homes of the women who now lived, suckled against Alta’s breast. But those were just bones and what lay at her feet in its bier, wrapped tightly in a torn shirt and blanket, was Catrona: her sister, her teacher, her friend. And the victim of Jenna’s conscience.
Kneeling, Jenna put her hand on the corpse’s breast. “I swear to you, Cat, the Bear will know my vengeance. I swear to you, another Cat shall die as well. That may or may not be written in any prophecy, but it is written clearly on my heart.”
She stood. “Petra and I alone will take her into the cave. It is a holy place and a holy time.”
“We understand,” Carum said.
The other boys nodded.
Jenna picked up Catrona’s body and, with Petra following, went in.
When they left again, it was dark. There was no moon.
They rode out of the ruined Hame at first light, a silent army. Petra rode Catrona’s horse, which left only Marek and Sandor doubled up, though they did not seem to mind.
The king, Carum, and Piet rode at the head of the troop, but Jenna refused a place at the front. Shaking her head, she guided Duty to the middle of the pack. The men smiled when she rode among them, thinking she did it for love, never guessing she did it in order to push away the memory of Catrona’s lifeless hand in hers.
One thrust, Jenna. She heard Catrona’s voice at every turning. One thrust … and now all that training for naught. Her face was grim with the memory. She took Catrona’s death as the death of her own innocence. What did it matter that she had already killed one man, maimed another in the heat of battle? What did it matter that she had buried a hundred dead sisters? It was this death that gnawed and fretted her. She felt herself growing old, the years like a cold river rushing past, and she unable to stop the flow.
Jenna spoke to no one as they rode relentlessly down the road, but her mind rehearsed what had been. One thrust … one thrust, dead Catrona continued to rebuke. One thrust.
As they galloped, Jenna flexed her right hand as if feeling the sword again, pommel tight against her palm. Her fingers retained the weight of Piet’s heavy blade. She longed to take the moment back, thrusting surely, finally, into the Bear’s burly chest. What satisfaction it would bring her now, the slipping of the sharp edges through his flesh, past bone, to strike at last the bloody, pulsing heart. One thrust. She could feel his heart’s blood spurt up the sword to her wrist, run along the blue branchings of her veins, race past the crook of elbow, across the muscles of her forearm, and snake under her right breast to lodge in her own ready heart.
Lifting her arm at the thought, she watched, fascinated, as if she could actually see the Bear’s blood traveling along the route of her arm, as if she felt the jolt of it entering her heart.
She dropped her arm to her side. One thrust. Yet it was not in her. She was not such a killer. Even to bring Catrona back she would not kill a bound man. She could not. The Anna could not. And she was the Anna. There was no question of that now. It was not prophecy that told her. Nor Carum’s impassioned belief. Nor Alta’s soft persuasions in the Grenna’s grove. Nor the king’s wily importunings. Nor all the shoutings of the men. It was simply this: the blood running from hand to heart rejected the wild hatred of the Bear and his brothers. She was the Anna. For this time and this turning and this now.
Jenna urged Duty forward. The other horsemen parted to let her through and she galloped to the lead of the riders, taking her place between the king and Carum, only slightly ahead.
THE MYTH:
Then Great Alta drew up the dead warriors with the ladders of her hair, dark warrior by the golden hair, light warrior by the black. She set them to her breast, saying, “You are my own dear babes, you are my own sweet flesh, you are now my own bright companions.”



BOOK FOUR
GENDER WARS



THE MYTH:
Then Great Alta struck the light sister on both cheeks, first one and then the other, for the deaths she had caused. Then she struck her on the back for the deaths she had not caused. Then she faced her toward the sun saying, “Now you must ride long and ride hard and ride well till you start again what has been ended here.” She set the light sister upon a great gray horse and blew a wind at the light sister’s back that she might have speed on her journey and no memory of sorrow.
THE LEGEND:
It was in Altenland, in a village called The High Crossing, that this story was found. It was told to Jenny Bardling by an old cook woman known only as Mother Comfort.
“My great aunt, that would be my mother’s mother’s sister, was a fighter. Fought in the army as blanket companion to the last of the great mountain warrior women, the one that was called Sister Light. She was almost six feet tall, my great aunt said, with long white braids—not gray, mind—and she wore them tied up on the top of her head. Her crown like. She kept an extra dirk there and, when quiet was needed, would strangle her foe with them braids. She fought like a Fog Demon, all silence and whirling.
“’Twos known no one could best her in battle for she carried a great leathern pack on her back and in it was Sister Dark, a shadow who looked just like her but twice as big. Whenever Sister Light was losing—not often, mind—she would reach into that pack on her back and see the shadow fighter free. Sister Dark could move faster than the eye could see and quiet as grass growing. They used to say of her:
Deep as a spell




Cold as a well




Hard as a hate




Brutal as fate.




That was Sister Dark.
“Of course she only used that shadow when she was desperate because using it ate away at her, from the inside out. Like all such magicks. From the inside out. My great aunt never saw it proper, mind you. No one did. But everyone knew of Sister Dark. They did.
“Well, Sister Light died at last, in a big fight, a month long it was and the sun refusing to shine all that time. And where is a shadow without the sun, mind. It could only creep out of that pack with the sun bright overhead. Did I forget to tell you that?
“After the month was gone, someone found that pack, resting on the bleached bones that had been Sister Light. Long-boned she was, too, my great aunt said. That someone opened the pack, searching for treasure to be sure, and out crept the shadow. She looked around, eyes dark and nothing to be read there but hate. The land was blasted; what had been green was dust. And Sister Light nowt but bones, mind. She put back her head and howled, a sound they say still heard on that desolate plain.
“My great aunt told me—afore she died—that Sister Dark can still be seen, sometimes, when the sun beats down full over the land. Looking for her mate, maybe. Looking for someone else to carry her. Someone she can fight for, someone she can eat away at.
“You have to be careful, up there on the high moors. Especially in the mid of the day. That’s where the saying Never mate a shadow comes. They’ll eat away at you if they can.”
THE STORY:
The first day of long riding tired them all except for Jenna who rode with Catrona’s restless voice in her ear. The road passed through small woods of birch and alder alternating with large stands of old oak, across the tops of gently rolling grassy hills, and over two streams. The fords had deeper pools on either side that hinted at trout stoking their fins behind dark granite boulders, but the king did not let them stop. As there was no wind to whisk away the dust of their riding, behind them, for a long way, their passage could be read as a gray sentence up against the blue of the sky. When they stopped at last for the sake of the weary horses and to cook a quick meal over small fires, the king sent three scouts on ahead.
“Catrona would have rested earlier,” Jenna murmured to Petra and the boys.
“And be sending scouts afore time,” Marek added, shaking his head. Clearly he thought little of the king’s woodsense, his own so newly developed.
But an hour later, the three men sent out returned with little to warn against. The road ahead, they said, was clear of Kalas’ men, the small farm holdings undisturbed by soldiers or rumor of war. In fact, one shepherd, newly returned from the great market town of New Steading—a good day’s ride to the north—reported to them that even the usual company of king’s troop had departed before he had left there. If the Bear had gotten back to his master, he surely had not ridden this way, or else he had not mustered them out with his story.
The king thanked them with a drink from his own leathern flask and an embrace that Jenna noticed came strictly from his arms. His eyes and mouth were not smiling. Returning to the smaller circle that consisted of Jenna, Carum, Piet, Petra, and the boys, the king pursed his lips.
“I expect Kalas will wait, choosing the Vale of Cres for a final battle,” he said. “It’s the gateway to the castle and there his numbers could overwhelm us on the field.” He stood with his hands clasped behind him, a line furrowing his brow. “He will wait knowing that if we are to win anything, we must go to him. He will not expend himself over the whole of the Dales.”
Piet nodded. He was squatting before a small cookfire, staring into the flames. He had not eaten, but simply looked into the fire as if discovering some wisdom there.
“He would be a fool to wait so long for us,” Carum said, running his fingers through his hair. “And a fool to give us time to gather strength. We might be years coming to meet him.”
“I agree,” Jenna said. “Surely he will strike at us when he knows he has superior numbers. He has nothing to gain by letting us find more women and men for the fight. He is no fool.”
“I agree he is no fool,” said the king. “Still, he believes that a troop of his horse can beat any numbers of my men. My untrained Dales men.”
“But you just beat the Bear with that untrained force …” Petra began.
“And that, my dear, is why we are racing so fast, stopping only to keep the men and horses from revolting—or dying. To gather as much brute strength and numbers as we can while we have our lure still fresh and enticing,” said the king.
“The lure?” Sandor asked.
“The Anna, my young friend,” said the king, gesturing casually at her. “The Anna!”
“Me!” Jenna said at the same time, her right fist over her heart.
“And then we be marching onto the Vale?” asked Marek, eager for the fight now.
“No!” Piet said. For the first time he stood and looked at them all.
“Piet is right,” the king said smoothly. “We will go in a great circle around the Vale, recruiting more and more to the Anna’s banner. And when we are large enough and strong enough, we will march on Kalas from all sides, a great bloody circle of us, like a noose, tightening around his ugly neck.” He closed his fingers slowly into a fist.
“And while we bide our time, Kalas kills more women and fires the rest of the Hames.” Jenna’s voice was as bitter as if Catrona spoke from her mouth. “We cannot wait. We must not wait.”
“By saving a few, we would lose the many,” the king warned. “You are too young to understand it.”
“I am near as old as you,” Jenna retorted.
“Not by ten years—or a hundred,” the king replied. “War means that some must die that others might live. A king is no certain age, for he is made up of all those hard judgments. The king—and not his wife or his brother or his war chief or his friend. The decision is mine alone. We ride north to New Steading to start our recruitment.”
Jareth grabbed Gorum’s arm, spinning him halfway around and Jenna had to hold onto Piet’s arm to keep him from striking the boy. Strangled sounds came from Jareth’s throat, more animallike than man. When it was clear no one understood, he tried to beat that same message on the king’s sleeve with angry fingers.
“He knows something,” Jenna whispered to Piet. “We must listen to him.”
“He says nothing,” Piet said, shrugging away from her grasp.
The king brushed Jareth away from him. “He knows nothing and says less.”
“He knows we cannot let more die just for the sake of an argument.” Carum’s voice was deep with passion.
Smiling the sly smile Jenna had come to fear, Gorum said, “My brother, there is no argument. There is only the king’s decision. You have studied too many old texts. I have studied men’s hearts. We will go from town to town gathering a great army to us and word of it will reach Kalas. He will try and warn us off by his killings. They will become even more brutal. He will be sure to let us know of them. But with every ugly act, he will win us more men to the Anna’s side. And when we can match him man for man …”
Carum stared at his brother. “Then you do not care how many more die or how horribly?”
“I welcome it. Does that shock you, brother?” Now the king looked grim. “They say in the Dales, Longbow, that You cannot cross the river without getting your feet wet.”
“You are no better than Kalas,” Petra said. She turned away and stared at the little groups of men chatting quietly together all down the road.
“I am much better than Kalas, because I do what I do for the right. He is only for himself. I am for my people.” The king’s voice was very quiet. “My people, not his.”
Carum cleared his throat. “Gorum, in those texts you so despise, there are many stories in which a small force beats a large one by cunning and guile. Do not forget cunning and guile and rely only on the gathering of brute strength. Do not forget the tale of the mouse and the cat my mother told us the day that bully Barnoo bloodied your nose.”
The king smiled again. “Barnoo is dead.”
“And Jenna killed him.”
“And I am alive. I am the one with cunning and guile, dear brother, not you. Do not forget it. Such stories of the little overcoming the great are only wishes devised by a conquered people. Your mother was of the Dales. You are half her blood. I am wholly Garun.”
“You are …” Carum began angrily.
“No, brother, you are … an open book. I have made those books my chiefest study. When I am returned to the throne, you can be my court philosopher, my teller of tales, my fool, dispensing scholarly wisdom. Then you can remind me of the stories your Dalian mother told us and the stories in your pretty books, all interlined with pictures of pussies and mice. But now we are soldiers. The stories we want to hear are of our great victories.” He patted Carum on the shoulder as one would a scolded pet or a small child. Then he turned and called out to his men: “Mount up. Mount up. We ride to New Steading where we shall show them the Anna.” He waved his right hand.
“THE ANNA! THE ANNA!” The call came back to him, continuing under the orchestration of his uplifted arm until he was satisfied. Then he nodded at them, turned and winked at Carum as if to underline his possession of the men, and dropped his arm down with a decisive chop. The men all mounted.
The last one up was Carum, his rage barely checked. Jenna pulled her horse’s head around and urged it toward him with her knees.
“He is right about one thing, you know,” she whispered. “Your face is a clean slate upon which all your thoughts are writ large.”
“I am useless to him,” Carum whispered back miserably. “And he lets everyone know it. Even you.”
“No, you are right and he is turning now, even as we watch, into as much of a callous monster as the toad on the throne. But you must tell me of that story.”
“What story?”
She reached out and touched his horse’s neck, the skin silken under her fingers. “The one about the mouse and the cat. If a small force can indeed overcome a great one, it would comfort me to know how before I try.”
He smiled at her slowly. “Before we try.”
Stroking the horse’s neck, she waited.
Carum told her the tale in a few short sentences and when she nodded in understanding, he sent his horse forward to the front of the line with a swift, silent, energetic kick.
The next day, close to evening, they rode into New Steading from the south. It was market day and the stalls were still open, fruits and breads and silks displayed one next to the other without any discernible order. The cobbled streets, crowded with buyers, were abuzz with the chants and cries of traders. Even above the sound of the horses, Jenna could hear the strange babble of bargains: Fresh haddock, fresh … bread HOT from the … blood root newly dug … buy my weave, buy my bright weavings …
Never having been in such a crowd before, she turned uneasily to stare back at her friends. Petra’s eyes were wide with amazement. Beside her Marek and Sandor were openly gawking and pointing. Only Jareth seemed contained, as if his own silence cocooned him.
They rode in a disciplined line through the main street. Though a few glanced sideways down the twisting narrow ways where tiers of narrow houses leaned familiarly across the alleys, not a one dared straggle. The king was pleased: pleased with the crowds, pleased with his men, pleased with the ease of his entry. His faced showed it.
At the front of the line of riders, Duty suddenly began a high prancing which Jenna could not control. It was as if the horse, faced with an appreciative audience, remembered some previous training. Jenna nearly lost her seat at the first sideward motion. She grabbed the reins, jerking hard. This pulled Duty’s head in and the horse arched her neck until her chin actually touched against her burly chest. Jenna pressed inward with knees and thighs, thinking that any harder and they would go straight through the horse’s sides. Instead, it turned out to be a special signal. In response, Duty raised her own knees in an even higher strut.
Jenna felt a fool, rolling from side to side on the horse’s broad back before the delighted crowd. But the market-goers cheered the horse’s tricks and the king grinned broadly. No one seemed to think it foolish or dangerous, except for Jenna who clung grimly to the reins, keeping her thighs so hard against Duty, they trembled with the effort.
All the way along the main street Duty danced with Jenna fighting to keep both her seat and her dignity. Behind her, the riders began their chant of her name: “THE ANNA! THE ANNA! THE ANNA!” the sound of it bouncing crazily off the stone facades of the houses. Jenna could hardly believe so much sound could come from a simple echo until she realized there were people leaning out of the windows of the houses, waving their hands and calling back to the riders.
“THE ANNA! THE ANNA! THE ANNA!”
It was not clear that they knew what they were shouting, or if indeed they were shouting any distinguishable name. But the sound of it was deafening and some of the horses were made nervous by it, shying away or houghing uneasily through their noses. Their riders sawed at the reins and one or two actually used their whips, which further agitated the mounts. Only Duty seemed to enjoy the scene, actually playing up to the crowds.
The main street ended at wide stone steps that led up to a palatial building. Duty set her front feet on the first step, stopping suddenly, nearly flinging Jenna over her head. Jenna answered by giving a last, hard, angry pull on the reins, wrenching Duty’s head up. The horse whinnied loudly, reared, and kicked her front legs in the air. Jenna hung on. An admiring cheer rose from the children who had scattered along the steps to watch.
When Duty settled down again, Jenna dismounted, shaken, and handed the reins to one eager child. Her legs ached and, for a moment, she was afraid she might not be able to stand. Then she bit her lip, almost drawing blood, and forced herself to face the gathering crowd.
The king dismounted as well, and when he did there were one or two who recognized him immediately despite the worn and tattered clothes.
“It’s the old king’s son,” someone cried out.
“The new king, then,” an enormous woman said.
“Gorum!” The name was spoken first by a black-haired young man, taken up quickly two and three times by his friends.
“The king’s Pike,” one added.
Word of him paced the arrival of more New Steadingers, and soon the square was packed tight with townsfolk, most of whom now swore they had known the king at once.
Gorum let the tension build and build, and Jenna had to admire how he acknowledged it, nodding slowly and turning slowly so that all could get a glimpse of him. As the crowd grew, he moved up one step at a time, always careful to keep Jenna on his right hand, Carum on his left, Piet to guard the back; until at last they commanded the very top stairs before the palace, with his men ranging down the sides like an inverted letter V, the king and Jenna at the point. Jenna wondered if Gorum and his men had long planned such a maneuver, for they moved with such precision, or if kings were just born knowing how to do such things. She glanced across at Carum who just shook his head twice but said nothing.
The king raised his hands and everyone quieted; not all at once but in a kind of ripple, from the point of the V downward. When total silence had been achieved, he began to speak, with a grand enunciation, so different from his regular speech.
“You know me, my good people.”
They filled the sudden silence with his title: “THE KING! THE KING!”
He let the echo fade, then smiled. “Not King Kalas. Not that usurping, murdering, piji-eating toad. Not he.”
They laughed and applauded each phrase.
“I am the true-born king, Gorum, son of Ordrum and the lady Jo-el-ean.”
He waited for their approving murmur before continuing. “The king thrust off a throne made vacant by the untimely deaths of my poor murdered father and his wife, your sister of the Dales.”
As if this were the very first time they had heard of the murders, the people groaned. Gorum let the groan swell up, then die away, a falling drift of sound. Just before the last of it was gone, he added, “And the cowardly killing of my brother, the saintly Jorum, who was next in line to be king.”
They moaned again on cue. Jenna noticed Carum shaking his head slightly, though whether it was at the king’s crafty manipulations or the naming of his older brother as a saint, she could not guess.
“But I am here for you, good folk. And as you can see, I am not alone.” This time when he waited there was no vocal reaction at all, but the silence was filled with anticipation. Jenna thought he looked pleased. She was not sure why.
“You see Her,” he said suddenly. “You know Her. You have already named Her.” He held out his right hand to Jenna.
The child holding Duty’s reins cried out in a high, piercing voice that carried around the crowded square: “The White One.”
Caught up in the mummery of the moment, Jenna suddenly put her hand into the king’s, moving closer to him than she had done before. His palm was ice-cold, his fingers iron-strong. Realizing what she had just done, she tried to pull her hand away, but he prisoned it in his. She could not get loose without making an ugly scene, so she stood still, her face a mask.
“Yes,” the king continued smoothly as if Jenna’s hand in his were easily held, “she is the White One, good folk. The one we have awaited. She was born of three mothers and all of them dead. She killed the Hound to save my brother Carum.” He pointed with his left hand at Carum, but Carum neither moved nor nodded and Jenna felt grateful for that show of quiet dignity.
“And she slew the Bull to save her own sister. We have his ring as proof.” He opened his left hand as if waiting for Carum to drop the ring in. When Carum did not move, the king hesitated for only a second, then dropped Jenna’s hand with a flourish and strode over to his brother. He reached for Carum’s neck, fishing up the leather thong around it. At the thong’s end was a heavy crested ring. Jenna suddenly recalled the severed hand that had last worn it. Dangling the ring before the crowd, the king smiled. The watching people began to cheer.
Dropping the ring against Carum’s chest, the king turned. He let the cheering continue for a long moment and then, with a savage slicing motion of his hand, cut them off.
“And because of the White One, a woman named Cat was killed just two days past.” He waited for the challenge he knew would come.
“’Tis the wrong Cat,” the enormous woman called out. “The Cat that was meant still lives. And drinks his milk from Kalas’ hand.”
Slowly the king turned toward her, his manner courteous but firm. “And do you, my good woman, know how to read prophecy? Are you a Garunian priest? Or a priestess of Alta’s Hames?”
She looked back at him, discomforted. “I know what I know,” she mumbled.
“Then know this as well, woman, prophecy cannot be read straight on. It must be read on the slant!” He roared the last so that all could hear. Then he walked down three steps, leaving Jenna and Carum behind him, passing grim-faced Piet, so that he was in the very middle of the V, the center of all eyes.
“The prophecy says but Cat. Not this Cat nor that Cat. But CAT! And Cat was killed. That makes three.” He held up his hand, counting slowly on his fingers. “One, the Hound. Two, the Bull. Three, the Cat. All killed by the White One, as is writ in prophecy, the Anna for whom we have so long waited. And we have but one more, the Bear, to go and the prophecy will be fulfilled. For She is the one who signals the end of the false reign, the beginning of the new. The Anna.” He flung his right hand back and pointed up at Jenna.
“What you call new was once old,” the enormous woman whispered, but it was clear any argument she had had already met defeat. Trying one last time, speaking loudly enough so that her nearest neighbors could hear, she added, “Besides girls dressing like men, playing at war … taint … taint natural. We’ve all said it.” But her voice was drowned out by the cheers, first of the children, then the grown men and women. And mixed in with those cheers were the names of the king, the Anna, and Carum all intertwined.
THE SONG:
The Heart and the Crown
They rode into town




On the thirteenth of Spring.




She gave him her hand




And he gave her his ring.




She gave him her heart




And he gave her his crown,




But they never, no never




Went down derry down derry down.




Her horse was pure white




And his horse was a gray.




She wanted to go




But he asked her to stay.




She gave him her heart




And he gave her his crown,




But they never, no never




Went down derry down derry down.




Her eyes were pure black




And his eyes were so blue.




She wanted him strong




And he wanted her true.




She gave him her heart




And he gave her his crown




But they never, no never




Went down derry down derry down.




Come all ye fair maidens,




And listen to me,




If you want your young man




To be strong and free,




Just give him your heart




And he’ll give you his crown




Just as long as you never




Go down derry down derry down.




THE STORY:
They had supper in the open atrium of the great town hall with the members of the New Steading council. It was a tremendous banquet, more impressive, Jenna thought, because it had been put together so quickly by the townfolk.
Though she was apprehensive, Jenna discovered that no one really expected her to speak. In fact, her presence at the dinner made most of the New Steadingers uncomfortable and few sought her out. However, most tracked her movements around the tables with cautious, fascinated eyes. It was as if they planned to commit every detail of her dinner to memory, making it into ballads and stories after.
Jenna commented wryly to Petra, “And will they sing about The Day the Anna Ate Apples or rather How the White One Washed Her Fingers?”
Laughing, Petra made up an instant rhyme.
“When Jenna ate apples,



Her teeth crunched the pips,



She stuck bits of bread



Into melted cheese dips,



She ate stalks of celery,



Drank cups of tea



And after went looking



For somewhere to …”



“Enough,” Jenna whispered. “Enough.” She put her hand over her mouth to keep from laughing aloud. But when she sat down at the head of the table, beside the king, she found she had no appetite. The near-unseating by Duty’s clever prancing, the lingering feel of Gorum’s cold hand, the memory of Catrona’s burial, the staring of the New Steading strangers, all conspired to kill what hunger she had had. Even though they put a plate before her, she ate nothing, simply pushing the bits of vegetable and browned meats around with her knife.
The watching councillors saw that she did not eat and a few even wondered aloud at it.
The king said, as if under his breath but loud enough for those closest to hear, “The gods rarely eat of our food.”
His words passed from breath to breath around the table, as he knew they would. Some even believed them.
Petra heard, but did not pass on the king’s message. She could hardly keep from laughing and mouthed at Jenna: “and after went looking …”
Jenna lowered her eyes to the table and did not notice Petra tucking a piece of chicken breast, a large slice of cornmeal bread, and a spring leek into her napkin. But Jareth sitting beside her did, and he added several white mushrooms and a twist of brown bread to Petra’s hoard.
After the dinner, the king spoke again, urging the councillors to conscript men for his army. “To fight the toad,” he said.
They needed little urging, especially sitting as they did under the eye of the Anna and with seven or eight hearty toasts of the dark red wine behind them. They even signed a paper promising him two hundred young men and their weapons. He kissed them each on the right cheek for such largesse and promised that they and New Steading would be remembered.
Jenna waited until the writing was done. But during the congratulations, she stood. The moment she was up, all other movement ceased. Even the serving girls, weighted down with platters, stopped in mid-stride. Jenna wondered what she might say to them. The king had such ease with words, and she had none. She suddenly envied him. Opening her mouth to give at least some thanks, she found she had nothing to say, so she closed her mouth abruptly so she might not sound stupid in the attempt.
At the other end of the long table, Carum leaped to his feet. “We have had a long riding,” he said. “And another to come in the morning. Even an avatar of the Goddess must rest. Human flesh, though it be just the clothing of a great spirit, tires.” He walked to Jenna’s end of the table and took her hand in his. Slowly he raised it to his mouth and set his lips formally on her knuckles. His hand and mouth were warm.
Jenna smiled. Then slowly, gracefully, she withdrew her hand. He let it slip easily through his fingers.
“Thank you,” she said simply to the New Steadingers. “For everything.” Then she nodded at the king, at Piet, and Petra with the boys, and turned. Carum followed her to the door.
“Don’t worry,” he whispered. “I’m right behind you.”
They fumbled the first turn in the dark hall and had to backtrack.
“This is worse than the Hame,” Carum grumbled.
Remembering which Hame and what she had found there on her return, Jenna said nothing. None of the doors off the hall looked familiar. Any one of them would do, she thought. All she wanted was to be away from the oppression of so many staring eyes.
“That one!” she said, suddenly pointing.
They went through the door and found themselves in a large room. A little light filtered in through corbeled windows that looked out onto the great stone stairs. Jenna realized they were in some sort of council room for there was a wooden table set about by heavy wooden chairs. Along the sides of the room were more chairs and several couches. She sat down on the nearest couch, drew in a deep breath, and sighed.
“What would I do without you, Carum?”
“I hope you never have to,” he answered quickly.
“Do not play at word games with me. I am not one of your Garunian followers nor a peddler from New Steading.”
“I don’t play games with you, Jenna.”
“All you Garunians play games. Your brother worst of all.”
“And you don’t?” His usually gentle voice was sharp.
“No. Never.”
“Then can you tell me what game it was you were not playing when you went to my brother this evening?”
She looked up. He was only a dark shadow in the room looming over her. She could not see his face. “I did not go to him,” she protested, feeling again that cold hand under hers, the iron grip of his fingers.
“I saw you.”
“He pulled me. He would not let me go.”
“You slipped your hand out of mine easily enough just now in the dining room.”
“You let me go. You did not force me.”
“I would never force you.”
“Then what are we arguing about?” She was truly puzzled. Recalling something he had said the weeks, the months—the years—ago when they had met, she suddenly understood. “You are jealous. That is what it is. Jealous.” She expected him to deny it.
He sat down beside her on the couch. “I am. I admit it. Horribly jealous.” His voice was once again soft.
“And what about that oak?” She laughed. “What about that larch? Are waiting trees jealous?”
He laughed back. “Of every passing wind. Of every flying bird. Of every squirrel on a branch and every fox in its bole. Of anything capable of moving toward you.”
She put her hand out blindly in the dark and found his face. She could feel, even without seeing it, that his brow was ridged; he was wearing that furrowed look he got when he was thinking. She smoothed the furrows with two fingers.
“What are you thinking of?” she asked.
“Of how I love you despite the deaths that lie between us.”
“Hush,” she whispered. “Do not soil your mouth with those deaths. Do not think of the Hound. Do not think of the Bull. Do not remember Catrona or the women of the Hames. We must not let their blood come between us.” She realized that she had said nothing of the other word, love, and wondered if he realized it, too.
“I saw more of those deaths than even you have, Jo-an-enna. I cannot help think of them. I cannot help think of my part in them.” But then he did hush, giving himself over to her ministrations.
For a long moment, her fingers on his forehead were the only contact between them. Then he put his hands up and found her waiting face in the dark. Slowly he ran his fingers down her braids, and began to unplait them. She did not move until he had shaken her hair free of its bindings, tumbling it over her shoulders, where it lay smelling of wind and riding.
She had all she could do to remember to breathe and then, somehow, she was right next to him and his mouth was on hers. They were lying on the sofa, covered in the canopy of her hair. She felt she had to give him something, some great gift, but she could not speak the word love.
“My true name,” she whispered at last, “is Annuanna. Annuanna. No one knows it now but my Mother Alta, my dark sister, and you.”
“Annuanna,” he whispered into her mouth, his breath sweet with it.
Then mouth on mouth, tongue to tongue, without ever saying the word love, they learned more than she had ever been told or he had ever discovered in his books about it, and they learned it together, far, far into the night.
THE HISTORY:
The sexual taboos of the ancient Garunians and Dalites differed so greatly that one would be hard put to find any commonalities. The Garunians had a sophisticated society and had borrowed eagerly from their Continental neighbors for both their hetero- and their homosexual tastes. By the time they had conquered the island kingdom of the Dales, they had been through many baroque periods of alternating orgiastic and celibate marriage modes. We have much evidence of this from Continental sources. (See Doyle’s earliest work, her doctoral thesis: “Amatory Practices, Obligatory Vows” which was later turned into the popular book I Do, We Do: Or What the Garunians Did.)
But of the Garunians after the conquest of the Dales we know little, and must make do with educated guesses. Doyle, sensibly, assumes they carried the group marriage concept, then so popular on the Continent, across the Bay of All Souls with them. Again, with eminent sensibleness, she hypothesizes that polygamy allowed the Garunian nobles to marry within the Garun hierarchy and the Dalian upper classes; a king might have wives from both without violating the strict Dale code of sexual ethics.
As the Dalites were matriarchal at that time (see Cowan’s brilliant “Mother and Son: How Titles Passed Through the Dalian Line,” Demographics Annual, Pasden University Press, #58.) all monies, land, and titles passed maternally so the conquest by the patriarchal Garuns must have meant quite a change. There is even evidence that the Dalites did not understand the man’s role in the creation of children, believing in some odd form of female cloning, the “mirror twins” which Magon is so fond of exploring. (Diana Burrow-Jones uncovers this attitude in her chapter “The Papa Perplex” in Encyclopedia of the Dales.) However difficult the change may have been on the Dale psyches, things evidently went relatively smoothly for four hundred years. The Garun kings took wives from the Dales, staying carefully abstinent with them but nonetheless binding the Dale tribes to them in this way. The Dale wives were given the title of priestess and made honorary mothers, or Mother Altas according to Sigel and Salmon, though their evidence is still rather fragmentary.
Magon, of course, in his typical inane leaps, tries to prove that many of the later kings (especially Oran, father of Langbrow, and Langbrow himself) actually bedded their Dale wives, producing offspring. He cites as evidence a few old and rather coarse rhymes, including the infamous
When Langbrow put his awl in



To carve a wooden babe



That of a larch and of an oak



Was so securely made …



as well as the tender dedicatory note writ in hand (and by whose hand we do not know) on the one extant copy we have of Langbrow’s Book of Battles: This littl booke is for thee Annuanna, my luv, my lighte. Leaving aside the fact that Langbrow’s Garunian wife was named Jo-el-ean (the infamous Jo-el-ean who refused to sit by her husband’s side and thus brought down his reign in ruin and infamy) the name Annuanna, despite its feminine ending has long been considered a man’s name, being the shortened form of Annuannatan. If in fact the dedication is in Langbrow’s hand, it makes more sense that he would sign the Book of Battles to a male friend; Annuannatan can only be his homosexual lover, his blanket companion from the army. If Dr. Magon had done this kind of root work, he would not now be making a fool of himself in scholarly circles.
THE STORY:
It was two days before they left New Steading, for it took that long to round up and equip two hundred young men. In fact, there were two hundred and thirty-seven by actual count, including the mayor’s oldest son. And there was new clothing for the men already following the king, as well as dozens of pikes and swords loaned by the town fathers. Carum looked splendid in a wine-colored jerkin and trews and a showy white shirt pipped with gold. The king was all in gold weave. Even Piet looked resplendent, though he had chosen green and brown “to blend in with the woods,” he had muttered, adding, “Gold is fine for ceremony, my lord, but war is another matter altogether.”
Gorum had laughed at that. “Wherever a king is, there is ceremony.”
“Wherever a king is, there is war,” Carum had put in, but they ignored him.
Jenna had refused her new clothes since all they offered her were women’s skirts and bodices dressed with fancy beading. She knew the skirts would make riding difficult, guessed the beads would catch in any brush and leave an easy trail to follow. Instead she brushed out her old skins, borrowing a needle and thread to mend the few tears. She did not need to be fancy. In war one needed the proper equipment. And as Catrona had reminded her in training: In a fight anything is a sword.
She did accept their offer of a bath, however, and spent over an hour soaking. Her only regret, as she sank into the warm water, was that the smell of Carum’s flesh on hers disappeared in the first soaping, though when she closed her eyes, she could recall its deep, tangy odor. She thought she would know him anywhere, just from that smell. Still, as the water enveloped her, she gave herself over to its ministry. Such long ridings offered only cold country streams and though she was used to the chilly lavings, having had long practice out in the woods, and washed herself dutifully every day they found so much as a catchpool, she had, after all, been brought up in a Hame with a famous deep-heated bath. It was the only bit of civilization she really missed.
When had she taken her last hot bath? It felt like forever since she and Petra had soaked in the Hame together. But in the Dales they said: Forever is no distance at all.
Jenna knew that the distance was there. Something had certainly changed Petra—or changed Jenna. She and Carum had emerged from the council room holding hands but once they had found the main door, had moved apart swiftly, walking down into the town square so removed from one another, they could not have touched even by stretching.
They had found Petra leaning against a wall, nibbling on a piece of chicken, eyes closed.
“Petra!” Jenna whispered.
Petra’s eyes opened slowly, almost reluctantly.
“And where did you two get to?”
Carum turned and left abruptly, without even trying to offer an excuse. Jenna refused to watch him go.
“I saw you did not eat,” Petra continued, as if Carum had never been there at all, had not been included in her initial accusation. “So I saved a whole napkin full of food for you for later. Such theft does not come easily to me. I am trained to be a Mother Alta. And then you were nowhere to be found.”
“I was …” Jenna began, then realized that she could say nothing to Petra. Nothing. Petra was still a girl, after all, and Jenna was a girl no longer. Change had happened, slowly, yet suddenly. And Petra had not shared it. Jenna wondered that the change did not show easily—on her cheeks, in her eyes, on her mouth, still soft from all those kisses. Reaching out, she picked off a bit of the chicken in Petra’s hand.
“Thanks,” she said. “I am starved.”
“No wonder,” Petra said. “If the gods do not eat of our food, they are bound to get hungry.”
“Rarely eat,” Jenna corrected her. “He said rarely!”
Petra handed her the leek bulb, but Jenna shook her head, so Petra chewed it herself.
“They want me to stay here,” Petra said.
“Who does?”
“Everyone. The mayor …” She hesitated.
“Perhaps you should,” Jenna said slowly, horrified at the thought.
“They said women should not be at war. That we are not strong as men. The townsfolk said that.”
“And what about me? What about the Anna?”
“You are a goddess. That is different.”
“Alta’s women should be where they will. We are trained to war as well as to peace.”
“I knew you would say that.” Petra grinned. “And that is what I told them. That and that Alta’s priestess must ride at the Anna’s side. After all, many women have already died that you might ride on and I ride with you.”
“That is not why they died.”
“You know what I mean.”
“Stick to your rhyme. You are clearer that way.” Jenna bit her lip. How could she have said such a cruel thing?
But Petra laughed, missing the cruelty entirely, or dismissing it. “You are right, of course. If I am to be your priestess, I had better be very clear—or very obscure. But correct either way!” She gave Jenna a hug.
“Whew!” Jenna said. “If you insist on eating spring leeks, your breath will be as strong as five men’s even if your arm is not.”
They both laughed then, friends again, and walked into the town hall.
The ride out of New Steading toward the east had been accompanied by the cheering of the townsfolk. Jenna kept Duty from prancing, having been instructed by one of the men in how to keep the horse under control. She rode next to Carum, but that was as close as they had gotten since he had walked away from Petra’s questions. After that they had both been too busy, always surrounded by men.
Over the thudding of the horse’s hooves, the fading shouts behind them, Jenna called, “Do you … still …” She hesitated. How could she scream that word where others might hear it?
His mouth twisted wryly, the scar under his left eye crinkling up, as if winking wantonly at her. “Of course I still remember, if that is the word you want. I remember every move. Every … thing.” He gave her a big grin. “An oak remembers. And you?”
She smiled back. “Jo-an-enna means lover of white birches.”
“What?” The hoofbeats had obscured her answer.
She repeated it, calling: “If you are a tree, I am a tree.”
“I am a man,” he said. “Not a tree.”
“I know,” she whispered. “That I truly know.”
Then their horses, forced by the ones following, broke into a canter which stopped all talk as they galloped on down the winding road.
They paused at two smaller towns on the way, adding a dozen men to their force, the king showing off Jenna as if she were some sort of exotic animal imported from the Continent. Carum grumbled about it loudly, but even he had to admit the show seemed to be working.
Piet was not so pleased. “Twelve men when we need twelve hundred,” he said. “When twelve thousand would not be amiss.”
“Then what about women?” Jenna asked. They were stopped at the next rest, the new boys being well introduced while the horses made quick work of the grass by the roadside. “Surely we are near some Hame.” She paused, adding quietly, “There must be some Hame still unharmed close by. You said ten gone, but there were …” her voice cracked, “seventeen.”
Piet grunted; what answer he meant to give was unclear. But the king shook his head. “These are not regular army men used to blanket companions. These are boys right off the farms or right out of their fathers’ shops. The girls they know cook and sew. If we are to keep their minds on their new swords …”
“The women of the Hame know how to wield their swords. And they have a reason to …”
“There is one Hame nearby,” Carum interrupted suddenly. He reached into his saddlebag and drew out a map. Spreading it across his horse’s flank, he ran a finger along a wavering black line. “We are somewhere here …”
“Here!” Piet said, jabbing at the map with his forefinger.
Carum nodded. “And there—” His finger pointed to a strange hatching of marks. “That is M’dorah Hame.”
“M’dorah?” Jenna thought back to the list that Catrona had reeled off when their fateful journey had started. Selden, Calla’s Ford, Wilma’s Crossing, Josstown, Calamarie, Carpenter’s, Krisston, West Dale, Annsville, Crimerci, Lara’s Well, Sammiton, East James, John-o-the-Mill’s, Carter’s Tracing, North Brook, Nill’s … remembering Nill’s she set her jaw. But there had been no mention of a M’dorah. Aloud, she said, “I have never heard of it.”
Looking up, Carum said, almost absently, “It’s an odd place, Jenna. Not exactly a regular Hame, at least that’s what the books say. They broke away from the first Alta and built their Hame atop an inaccessible cliff. The only way up is by rope ladder. They will have nothing to do with men. They have never sent fighters to the army. And they have never sent …”
“M’dorah,” Petra mused. “They never send missioners out. My Mother Alta always threatened that if we did not behave, she would send us to M’dorah on our mission: High-towered Hame where eagles dare not nest. I thought it but a story.”
“Perhaps that’s all it is,” Carum said. “But it is supposed to be nearby.”
“Let us go,” Jenna said suddenly. “If it exists at all, we will bring back many women fighters to swell your ranks. And they will be women who want nothing to do with your men, so the boys will not be troubled by them.”
The king laughed. “Then you do not understand boys! They can make a woman out of flowers, out of trees, out of dreams. Their bodies smell of springtide all year long.”
Jenna blushed furiously.
“There is nothing there. No one,” Piet growled. “It means taking time out for a mere tale.”
“Perhaps not,” Carum put in. “Stories have to start somewhere.”
“This one started as a joke after too much wine,” Piet groused. “And too few women.”
“From the map,” Jenna said, “it looks to be less than a day’s ride from here. And you did say you needed more fighters. And you wanted to buy yourself time. Let me go. I will persuade them.”
“Persuade eagles!” Piet said.
“You are too precious to let go.” The king’s face was thoughtful.
“I will go with her,” Carum said. “We will return.”
Looking at the map carefully, the king traced the road from the hatched site of M’dorah. Finally he turned to Jenna. “We will camp there for the night,” he said, pointing to the place where the road to M’dorah turned off. “You will have until morning. No sleep, but then as they say on the Continent: Surely a dream is worth a little sleep!” He laughed silently. “Piet will go with you. Carum, you will remain here.”
He knows, Jenna thought. He knows about Carum and me. The thought embarrassed her, then made her mad, as if Gorum had sullied them by knowing.
Carum began to protest, but Jenna nodded abruptly, cutting off his argument. “Piet,” she agreed. “And Petra. I will need my priestess with me if I am to convince them to join us.”
“Piet for protection and the girl for conviction. An unlikely pair.” He smiled.
“I am my own protection,” Jenna said. “And Piet is for your convictions.”
Gorum nodded solemnly. He put his hand out. “Your hand on your return.”
“You have my word on it,” she said. “Besides, you have here those I most care for in the world.” She gestured to Jareth, Marek, Sandor. That her circling hand did not include Carum was proof to herself that she was not being entirely truthful to the king. After all, she had not mentioned Pynt or A-ma or the other women of Selden Hame either. Surely they were the ones she most cared for.
If the king noticed her omission, he did not mention it, holding his hand steadily toward her. She was forced to take it, feeling again its lack of warmth as palm to palm they made their pledge.
The road to M’dorah was hardly a road at all, just an overgrown path where the trees suddenly widened. It was Piet who recognized it as a roadway, though when challenged afterward by Marek, he could not explain how he had known.
The king called a halt and the large company encircled the meadow, setting up camp. Scouts were sent to locate water and to track ahead down the main road. But Piet, Petra, and Jenna turned along the scant path.
Jenna looked back only once, hoping to see Carum watching. But he was nowhere in sight. She entered the trees thinking about the perfidy of men; how love, like memory, could be false; and conscious of Duty’s broad back beneath her.
The trees were tall and full, a busy forest of much variety. Jenna identified beech, oak, whitethorn, and larch with ease, but there were many trees she had never seen before, some with spotty barks, some with needle leaves, and some with roots that twisted over and around one another above the earth like a badly plaited braid of hair. Ahead of them bright birds piped warnings from the branches, then flew away in noisy confusion. If there was sign of larger animals, Jenna did not notice for Piet kept up a quick pace, threading them through the trees on the ever-ascending path as if he knew where he was going.
After a couple of hours, the path suddenly narrowed and they had to dismount, leading the horses for another hundred yards until the path disappeared entirely. They were forced to leave the horses tied loosely, and set off on foot. The way Piet chose wound upward at an even steeper angle, and soon they were all three breathing hard. Jenna felt a small pain under her breastbone but she would not admit it out loud.
It was clear Piet understood the deep woods. He knew how to check before stepping. But Petra, in the full skirts she had been given by the New Steadingers, was having a great deal of trouble in the pathless ascent. Her clothes caught frequently on the thorny bushes and they lost precious time freeing her. Jenna clicked her tongue against the roof of her mouth in annoyance, glad that she, at least, had kept her skins for the trip.
At last the ascending woods thinned out and they could see a clear space ahead. When they reached it, they found themselves at the start of a high, treeless plain. The plain was covered with what seemed to be a forest of gigantic, towering rocks, some slim needle points, others wider sword blades, still others enormous leaning towers of stone, all hundreds of feet high. They had to crane their necks to see to the tops.
“It is true, then,” Petra said when she had caught her breath.
“The cliffs at least are true,” Piet said. “As to the Hame …”
“Look!” Jenna pointed. Atop one of the broadest of the stones, far across the plain toward the north, was some kind of building. As they moved closer, over the rock-strewn plain, they could make it out. It had wooden galleries scaffolded into space and a roof like a series of giant mushrooms. Jenna could see no continuous path cut into the rock’s side. “There must be steps on the other side,” she whispered to herself, but the others heard.
“We’ll look,” Piet said.
It took them another two hours, into the fading light of evening, to circle the stone, but they found nothing.
“Then how does anyone get up?” Petra asked.
“Perhaps they fly like eagles,” Piet suggested.
“Perhaps they burrow like moles,” Jenna added.
They were still offering suggestions, when not twenty feet from them first a sound and then a cascading of something down the stone face brought them to the spot. It was a hinged ladder of rope and wood.
“Someone is up there,” Petra said, staring beyond the ladder, her hand shading her eyes.
“Someone who knows we are down here,” Piet said. He began to draw his sword.
Jenna put her hand on his arm. “Hold,” she said. “It is a woman. A sister.”
Piet looked up. Someone was descending the rope ladder. He slipped the sword back in its sheath, but his hand did not stray from the hilt.
In the swiftly darkening night, it was hard to make out the figure climbing down. The shadow was stocky, heavier on top than on the bottom, somehow badly misshapen. Jenna wondered if only disfigured women—or the deranged—would remove themselves to such a place. Then she remembered Mother Alta of Nill’s Hame: blind, twisted, with six fingers on each hand. She had not needed a sanctuary apart from the others. We women take care of our own, she thought. There is another reason for this forbidding Hame.
The shadow unwound itself from the ladder and stood before them. It was a woman, of that there was no doubt by the closeweave bodice she wore. But her strange humped back was …
“A babe!” Petra said.
At that very moment, the child bound to the woman’s back gave a cry of delight, waving its one free hand.
“I be Iluna. Who be ye?” the woman asked abruptly.
“I am Piet, first lieutenant to …”
Pointedly ignoring him, Iluna stepped up to Petra and Jenna, putting her back to Piet’s face. The babe, seeing his heavy beard, stopped laughing and pulled in her little arm tight against her chest.
“Who be ye?” Iluna asked again.
“I be … I am Petra,” Petra began, “of the ruined Nill’s Hame, in training to be priestess to my own.”
“And ye?”
“I am Jo-an-enna of …”
“She is the White One, the Anna, the anointed of the Great Alta,” Petra said. “She is the one of whom prophecy sings.”
“Nonsense!” Iluna shifted the baby slightly.
“What?” Clearly Petra was startled, but Jenna decided in that instant that she liked Iluna.
“I said nonsense. She is a woman. Like you. Like me. Even in the shadows I can see that. But she is a woman with a message.”
“You know …” Petra began.
“Else she would not be here. Nor ye. No one comes to M’dorah, lest they be terribly lost, without a message or a quest.” She turned back to the stone and put her hand upon the ladder. “Come. After I am half up, put thy hand to steady the rung, then mount. The bearded one stays here.”
“I go with them,” Piet protested.
Iluna turned, her face unreadable in the almost-dark. “If ye mount the ladder, it will be cut when ye near the top and ye shall fall the hundred feet and we will leave thy bones below. No man enters M’dorah and lives. Be ye starving at the foot of our tower, we will throw down food. Be ye wounded, we will send a healer to ye. But mount the ladder, and we will cast ye down without another thought. Believe it.”
“We believe it,” Petra said quickly.
“I will return, Piet. On Catrona’s grave, I swear it. I will go back with you,” Jenna promised.
When Iluna was halfway up, Petra began to climb, holding onto the shaking ladder with sweaty hands. By Jenna’s turn, it was pitch-black, the sky overhead sprinkled with stars that gave no light. She grasped the ladder and found rung after rung by feel alone. A slight breeze brushed loose hair over her eyes. Drawing in the spider breaths meant for difficult climbs, she felt her arms and legs begin to move fluidly, the rock face a blankness before her eyes. One slow breath after another, she drew herself up the ladder. When the ladder stopped its strange tremblings, she guessed that Petra had reached the top. Twenty more rungs, and she heard voices above her, calling encouragement. The last rungs held steady as they were wood set right into the stone itself with iron bands.
“Welcome, sister,” a woman called.
Jenna looked up into a lantern the woman held. It illuminated the ladder with a strong light.
“Or should I say welcome, sisters!”
“Thank you,” a voice said suddenly by Jenna’s side, “though in the dark I made little of the climb.”
“Skada!” Jenna turned slightly, surprised to see her dark sister clinging to a shadow ladder on the rock face next to her.
“Well, Jen, and what have you been up to these past few days, eh?” In the lantern’s glow, her mocking smile was unmistakable.
Unaccountably, Jenna blushed.
“You need not get red-faced on my account, sister,” Skada whispered. “He does smell sweet.”
“Sssssskada!” Jenna hissed. Then she laughed uneasily. Of course Skada would know everything.
As if reading her mind, Skada laughed back, “Not everything, sister. After all, it was very dark in that room and you lit no candles. I have only your memories …”
“I will light no candles. Ever! Carum would not allow it!”
“Hmmmmm,” Skada said, “and have you asked him?” But then she was forced to laugh at Jenna’s discomfort and Jenna, in turn, laughed with her.
“Come, sisters,” the woman called down to them, “ladders are no easy places for conversation. Join us at our meal. It is a simple feast, but there is enough for three more.”
“Feast?” Skada said. “And I starving!”
They scrambled up the last few rungs and the woman led them toward the building. Hung now with soft lights that bobbed in each twist of wind, the Hame was of both wood and stone, built to accommodate the various surfaces of the rock tower. Yet unlike a dirt foundation that might be smoothed for the easy placement of a house, the stone had resisted the makers who had to erect according to the cuts and crevices nature offered them. It made for a strange building, Jenna thought, with rooms on many levels and odd risers within a single room.
The dining room was on three different levels, all dictated by the rock. A great table sat on the highest level with over twenty chairs around it. On the next level there were a half dozen smaller tables with between four and eight chairs. The lowest level held serving tables, loaded down with food. When they got close, Jenna saw that the tables and chairs were not of solid make but pieced together.
The meal held many familiar foods: eggs boiled in the shell, forest greens, mushrooms, crisped and browned hare, roasted birds. But there were also strange berries Jenna did not know, and several pies whose fruits were a strange color. There was no wine, only water and a bluish watery milk.
“What of Piet below?” Jenna asked.
“Men can graze like cattle,” a woman answered.
“If he were starving, we would throw food down,” said another. “But Iluna says he does not have the look of a starving man.” She put her hand out before her belly in gross imitation, and laughed.
The others laughed, too, as they brought their heaping plates up to the great table. Jenna, Skada, and Petra were ushered before them. When they were all seated, they introduced themselves one after another, the names coming so quickly, even Jenna could not sort them out.
“And ye three,” asked Fellina, the woman who had held the lantern, and one of the few names Jenna had caught. “What message do ye bear?”
Petra began, “I am …” but Jenna and Skada stopped her with a hand on her forearm.
“We are sisters from different Hames but with the same message,” Jenna said. “And it is a message of war.” She slipped the ring from her little finger. “This was given me by the Mother of Nill’s Hame.”
“My Hame,” Petra said in a quiet voice.
“Before she and all the women there were cruelly slaughtered,” Skada added. “By men.”
“Kalas’ men,” Jenna amended. The women were so quiet, she went on. “Mother Alta said that I must go from Hame to Hame to warn them that: The time of endings is at hand. She said the Hame Mothers would know what to do. But you are …” Her voice cracked, and she looked down at her plate, suddenly overwhelmed by her memories.
“We are what … go on, child,” Fellina said gently.
Oddly comforted by being called a child again, Jenna looked up at the women around the table. The faces were different, yet they were somehow as familiar as those at Selden Hame in their concern. She drew in a deep latani breath and counted silently to ten. At last she spoke. “Yours is the only Hame I have found so far beside my own that has not been destroyed.”
“How many have you actually been to?”
“Two. But …”
“But we have had reports of ten destroyed utterly,” Petra said.
“Ten of how many?”
“Of seventeen,” Jenna answered.
“Eighteen, if you count M’dorah,” Skada added.
“No one ever counts M’dorah,” Iluna said, unstrapping the baby from her back with the help of her dark sister. She began rocking the child slowly in her arms.
“I had never even heard of M’dorah till yesterday,” Jenna admitted.
“I had—but I thought it only a tale,” Petra added.
“Ten. Gone utterly. Ten.” The number seemed to make its way around the table, drifting down even to the women sitting on the lower level. Slowly they mounted the four steps to stand by their sisters.
Jenna and Skada looked around, waiting until everyone was silent. Then Jenna spoke, articulating the way the king had on the great steps at New Steading, consciously letting her voice carry. These were her people. She had to speak now.
“I have been called the White One, the Anna, though I have not really claimed it. Whether or not you believe that is who I am, believe this: I come with a message. There is war. Men against women; men against men where women still suffer greatly. Something is ending, so prophecy warns. I do not know if it is the world that is ending, but surely the world of the Hames is being destroyed.”
“Destroyed utterly,” Petra muttered. “Go on, Jenna.”
“We cannot let that world go without fighting to retain something of what it means. Something must remain of Great Alta’s teachings. Some of us must be sure there is a place in the new for sisters side by side.”
“Side by side,” Iluna echoed, spinning the phrase around the table.
“What would ye have us do?” the woman next to Iluna asked.
“Come down from this hidden Hame, from this secret safety and join us. Fight with me, side by side as the old rhymes say. Do not let only men fight for us. For when men fight alone, the victory is also theirs alone.”
“Ye would have us leave this secret safety to die among strangers? Among men?” Several voices called out, then answered themselves, “No!”
“No!”
“No!” The word spun crazily around the table.
Jenna could not tell which of them had spoken.
“Speak for us, Maltia,” someone cried.
A woman and her dark sister stood at the opposite end of the table from Jenna. They were both tall, with jet-black hair ending in graying braids, as if the crown of their heads were younger than the ends. They stared down the long table at Jenna.
“I be True Speaker of this Hame,” one of them said at last. “And this be my sister Tessia.”
Jenna nodded her acknowledgment, as did Skada.
“We have no Mother Alta as ye have,” Maltia continued. “We have no one ruler. I be the True Speaker but I do not otherwise lead. In this way we broke long ago from the false Alta’s teachings, coming to this place of eagles and bright air, worshipping only the true Alta. She who waits in the green hall where it be said Every end is a beginning and it is also said No one stands highest when all stand together.”
“Jenna,” Petra whispered to her, “that is what the Grenna teach.”
Jenna pursed her lips and stood herself, Skada by her side. She addressed Maltia directly. “We understand more than you think, True Speaker. We have been in Alta’s grove with the Greenfolk. We have stood in their circle. We have seen both cradle and hall.”
“Ahhhh!” The sound came from all around the table.
“But …” Jenna said, hesitating for effect, “we were not women alone there. We were women and men. Petra and I and …” This time it was not for effect.
“And thy dark sister?” asked Tessia, her face full of a cunning Maltia’s did not hold.
“There are no shadows in the grove,” Jenna said quietly, “though you would have me stumble on my memories and say it was so.”
“Ahhhh!”
“What men be there with ye?” Iluna asked suddenly.
“Iluna!” Tessia’s voice was sharp. “Ye be not True Speaker.”
Iluna seemed to draw back into herself, holding the baby against her breast as if it were a shield.
“Who be those men?” Maltia asked as if there had been no interruption. “Was the bearded one with the belly below one of them?”
For a moment Jenna considered lying, considered saying that Piet had been with them, for such an admission might help him, help their cause. But then she set aside the idea as unworthy—unworthy of the audience and unworthy of Piet himself. She was, after all, talking to their True Speaker. She must be a true speaker herself. To do otherwise, was to be like the king.
“No,” she said, still looking straight at Maltia, “they were not three grown men at all, but boys. One Alta gifted with a crown, one with a wristlet, and one with …” She put her hand to her throat, for a moment unable to speak.
“And one She gave the collar?” asked Maltia.
“Yes!” Jenna croaked. “And because of it he cannot speak.”
“Ye would not have him speak his terrible truths,” Tessia said. “They would bring doom on all. True Speaking be as much truth as any human can bear to hear, though it be but a shadow of the Herald’s words.”
“You know …” Skada began.
“They be The Three,” said Maltia. “The Young Heralds. The Harbingers. We know. But how any followers of the false Alta could know of this, be too much of a puzzle for me. It be writ nowhere but in the Second Book of Light.”
“The second Book?” interrupted Petra. “There is no second Book.”
“It be the Book of M’dorah,” said Maltia, “written by the true Alta herself when She left the grove and came to this place of high rocks to build a sanctuary, an aerie where even eagles dare not rest.”
“Where even eagles dare not rest …” Petra whispered, “Jenna, Alta said others had come to the grove.”
Maltia and Tessia sat down heavily in their chairs. “We must think on this.”
“You have no time to think!” Skada roared, pounding her fist on the table. “You only have time to act. We must be back down and to our army before the sun’s light.”
“Skada!” Jenna cautioned, though Skada had spoken only what she, herself, had been afraid to say.
But Maltia and Tessia were lost to them, hands over eyes, deep into latani breathing and thought.
Standing suddenly, the baby still clutched against her and her own dark sister by her side, Iluna cried, “I will go, though no one else goes with me.”
“And I!” Two long-faced young women stood.
“And I!” A middle-aged woman with deep carved lines from nose to mouth rose slowly. By her side rose another woman, the lines on her face more shadow than real.
Maltia looked up. “Wait!” she cried. “We may not be part of this ending, nor part of this beginning either. Do not rush into it. Remember: If ye rise too early, the dew will soak thy skin. Do not drown M’dorah in this.”
“What of the other signs?” Tessia added. “We have but one, and that may be compounded of our own longing.”
“Ye have spoken truly,” the middle-aged woman said. “As befits the dark sister of the True Speaker. But the White One knows of the Three Heralds. Surely that be sign enough.”
“One is not a multitude. It says clearly in the Book.” Maltia’s voice was low.
“What other signs?” Skada asked. “Tell them to us.”
Tessia laughed. “If ye need ask, ye know them not.”
“What signs, True Speaker?” Petra was standing. “We have seen many, but how are we to know which are yours without a hint. We will give you all, but you must give us some.” Her voice was stronger than Jenna had ever heard, stronger even than when she had spoken at Selden Hame.
“Who anointed her to the task?” Maltia whispered.
Tessia roared out the same question. “Who anointed the White One to the task?”
Petra closed her eyes for a moment and Jenna could almost see memories crowding across her brow. Then she opened her eyes and stared past Maltia, to the window beyond. “My Mother anointed her. My Mother who had six fingers on each hand. Who saw without eyes. Who stood without …”
“… without feet.” Maltia’s voice trembled. “Who spoke without voice. Who …”
“Who spoke without voice?” Jenna whispered to Skada. “What by the Great Goddess does that mean?”
“On the slant, Jenna,” Skada whispered back. “Hush. We have them.”
All of the women were on their feet now, reciting along with Maltia their litany of the impossible. As their voices rose to the finish, Jenna could feel the excitement. The air was electric with it.
“… born without a father. She shall anoint the One.” Maltia held out her hand toward Jenna. Tessia did the same. “Ye be the One. Forgive us that we did not know ye.”
Jenna nodded. If there was more relief than forgiveness in that nod, she did not let them see it.
“We be ready,” Maltia said. “M’dorah ends this night, as the Book prophesied. And what begins, we will all write together.”
It took the rest of the short night for them to pack what they would need: swords, wooden shields, knives, packets of food. There were but three babes, harvested they said from farms as far away as Market, wherever that was, and these were bound to their mothers’ backs.
“What place be this army?” asked Maltia as she packed a woven basket.
“At the place where the road to M’dorah and the road from New Steading meet,” Jenna said. When no one seemed to understand, she knelt and sketched a map on the floor with her finger.
“Ah, New Steading,” said Iluna. “That be what we call Market.” She looked up. “Only the youngest of us go there, to get those things we cannot ourselves supply.”
“What can you supply, here on this aerie?” Petra asked.
“We hunt. We raise birds. We have gardens,” Maltia said.
“Where? We saw none,” Jenna asked.
“They be well hid from prying eyes.” Tessia smiled.
“And New Steading—Market—is where you take the babes?” Petra asked.
“We take only the ones left out, the ones neglected, the ones illtreated, the ones thrown away,” Iluna said.
Like me, mused Jenna to herself.
“Like my Scillia,” said Iluna. “Who has but one arm.”
I was whole, Jenna thought, and still I was given away.
“They know we will take what they do not want,” Tessia said. “So next to the babes, they leave money or gifts of seed. If they leave wine, we do not take it. The Book says plainly: The grape brings slow death.”
“And they never speak of M’dorah,” explained Maltia. “For we take away their shame. They say we do not exist. M’dorah be but a story to them. Women alone are not natural.”
“They deny us but still they leave us the gleanings of their poor crops,” Tessia added.
Skada laughed. “So it is with the other Hames. What is so different, sisters, that you shut yourselves away up here?”
“Our Alta denied us all men until the coming of the Three. Your Alta went among men and had commerce with them. Our Alta sat in the circle. Your Alta sits on a throne. Our Alta …” Maltia said.
“Alta has many faces,” Petra interrupted smoothly, “yet in the end we are all babes again at her breast. Is that not so?”
“In the end, and in the beginning, yes,” said Maltia. “And by thy coming, we know it be the end. That is why we go from M’dorah, this high and holy place.” Her face was bereft of all happiness.
Jenna looked around. All the women, intent on their final duties, wore the same mask of sorrow. They are in mourning, she thought, not for any one death but for the death of M’dorah.
They set fire to the Hame, each with a torch so that everyone shared equally in the ending. It was accompanied by a plainsong chant:
Came we out of fire



Came we out of grove



Came we from desire



To the rocks above.



Now return to fire



Now remake the grove



Now the heart’s desire



Goes to ground with love.



Then, driven by the fierce heat of the conflagration, they dropped a dozen ladders over the side of the rock and began their descent.
Once over the edge, with the fire unable to cast shadows, Skada and the other dark sisters disappeared, cutting the numbers of women in half. Jenna felt more alone than she had in days.
At the bottom of the ropes Piet was waiting, arms crossed. He looked as though he had been waiting in that position all night long.
“What is the fire?” he asked when Jenna reached the ground. “It set the sky ablaze. When I saw it, I would have climbed up to get girl. But there were no ladders and no footholds that I could find.”
“It is the end of M’dorah,” Jenna explained. “More I will not say. Now we have a hundred warriors to add to Pike’s army.”
“I count but half that,” Piet said.
“When the moon rises …” Jenna began.
“It is days until the moon.”
“Then the force will double.”
He nodded. “But now?”
“Now we have all that move by day. There is no one left in that eagle’s nest.”
He nodded again and started to turn toward them. Jenna put a hand on his arm.
“Hold, Piet. They will take no direction but my own.”
“The king be not pleased at that,” Piet murmured.
“The king will have to live with it,” Jenna answered. She turned and waved her hand and the women followed her, threading carefully down the pathless hillside. They were more silent than any army Piet had ever heard. Even the three babes, swaddled and strapped against their mothers’ backs, were absolutely still.
When they got to the place where the horses were tied, Piet mounted up but Jenna and Petra remained on foot.
“Ride on, Piet, and tell King Gorum we come with a dozen dozen women behind.”
“I was not to leave ye,” Piet said.
“If you do not leave now, he will not know in time.”
Piet nodded.
“And faithful Piet,” Jenna said, moving by him and putting her hand on his leg. “I have a special message for you alone, not the king.”
Piet bent over, steadying the horse with the reins in his right hand.
Jenna whispered, “These women came not because they believe in me but because of some strange holding of theirs about three heralds, three messengers of their own Alta. Those messengers carry crown, wristlet, and collar.”
“The boys …” He stopped himself, nodded again.
“Tell them. Tell the boys. Warn them.”
“They will be warned.”
“And something else.” She hesitated. “Tell Carum I …”
“He knows, girl,” said Piet.
“Knows?”
“And I know. We all know. We have eyes. Cat knew even afore thee.”
“No one knew before me.”
Piet grinned. “The first, that’s the hardest. And the dearest. And the best.” There was some sort of forgiveness in his eyes. As quickly, it was gone. He nodded again, sat up straight, jerked the horse’s head with the reins, and plunged them both into the undergrowth.
She could hear the sound of his passage for a long time after.
With that many women, it took them several more hours to reach the deep woods. Jenna could read Piet’s passage before them and hoped that he was already with the king for the sun was peeking through the interlacing of the trees. When she turned to look at the women behind her, she saw what a great swath they had left.
“An army cannot move easily in the woods,” she murmured to Petra.
Petra agreed. “We do not leave a trail but a highway.”
“What does it matter what we leave behind?” Iluna asked. “It is what lies ahead that matters.” Her eyes were bright with excitement.
“What lies ahead,” Jenna pointed out, “is war. And that means some of us will die.” Without thinking, she flexed the fingers of her sword hand, suddenly remembering the feel of the sword sliding through a man’s flesh. She shuddered. “Many of us will die.”
Petra put her hand around Jenna’s, folding her fingers tightly under. “But some of us will live, Jenna. You must remember that after the ending is the beginning. So it is prophesied.”
“On the slant, Petra. We must read prophecy on the slant, or so I have been told often enough,” Jenna said.
They walked on.
They were nearly halfway through the woods, following Piet’s easy trail, when Jenna held up her hand. The women stopped at once as she strained to listen.
“Do you hear that?” she asked at last.
Petra shook her head. “Hear what? I hear some birds. The wind through trees. And”—she smiled—“and a baby chuckling.”
Iluna put her finger over her shoulder and the baby took it into her mouth.
“No more baby,” Petra said. “And the birds have quieted as well.”
“No. Another sound. Deeper. Unnatural.”
“I hear something.” Iluna moved closer to Jenna. “But it is not one sound. It is several. Some are high, some low. Not the sound of the woods, though. I have been here often on the hunt and that I know.”
Maltia and several other women moved closer to Jenna, silently over the fallen leaves and low branches. Only one twig was snapped, and it shockingly loud in the stillness. They formed a tight circle around Jenna, Petra, Iluna, and the horses, and stood in an attitude of listening.
After a long moment, Jenna said, “There. Do you hear it?”
“We hear,” Maltia said. The others nodded.
Jenna drew in a deep breath. “Do you know what it means? I fear I do. It is the sound of sword on sword and the cries of men. I have heard that sound in my dreams. There is a battle raging—and I am not with them. I must ride.” She put her hand on Duty’s back.
“I will go with you, Jenna,” Petra said.
“No, Petra, you have no skill with a sword, and these women need you.”
“Not to show them the way, Jenna. They know these woods better than I.”
“You know the world, Petra. That is the way you must show them. Come as soon as you can. And take this.” She stripped the priestess ring from her finger, placing it gently in Petra’s hand. “You have the map of the Hames and now the ring. If anything happens, you must carry on the warning and the women of M’dorah with you.”
“Nothing will happen,” Petra whispered. “You are the Anna.”
“I am Jo-an-enna first and anything can happen to her.” She mounted her horse.
“You cannot go alone into battle,” Petra said.
“I will not be alone. The men are already fighting and you will come right after. Besides we have only two horses and who but you can ride.” She gathered Duty’s reins.
“I can!” Iluna cried. “At least I have been on a horse before. Once before.” She turned to Petra. “Give me the lines.”
“The lines?”
“She means the reins,” Jenna said. She pulled back on her own reins and Duty reared suddenly, nearly throwing her. “And take the child from her back.”
“I will not be parted from my Scillia. Is it not so with the sisters of thy Hame?”
Jenna nodded her head and quieted Duty while Iluna was hoisted onto the horse by Maltia and Petra and two other women. Mounting was not something Iluna had acquired in her brief riding lesson. But once atop the horse, she sat with the kind of stillness necessary, though whether from fear or from skill, Jenna could not have said. She pulled roughly on the reins once again and, as Duty spun to the right, called out to them all:
“Follow as swifly as you can. Your swords will surely be welcome. The king thought to pit force against force, but he has too small an army yet. This battle is an unwelcome surprise. His brother and I had hoped to convince him to use cunning, the mouse’s wits against the cat’s claw. Let us hope that there are some mice left.”
Maltia put her hand on Duty’s neck. “But if they all be men, how will we know which to draw against?”
The simple question stunned Jenna. What answer indeed? To these women all men were the enemy. In battle how could one be distinguished from the other?
Petra smiled. “If a man draws against you, True Speaker, he is your foe. Our men will be the ones who welcome your help.”
Jenna nodded, though some part of her still resisted that easy answer, hearing again in her mind the woman at New Steading protesting: Girls dressing like men, playing at war, taint natural. We’ve all said it. Aloud, she spoke only soothing words. “Petra is right. The men who welcome you are the men you should aid.” Then she kicked Duty hard with her heels and the horse took off down the faint path.
Behind her Iluna’s horse began to trot, with Iluna hanging on grimly to the reins. Jouncing merrily, the baby at her back waved her hand at the women who followed.
It did not take them long to bull their way through the rest of the forest, the sounds of the battle drawing them on. Jenna cursed herself for the meal at M’dorah, the necessary arguments, the slow walk through the woods, all conspiring to keep her from the start of the battle. She knew that she was but one more sword, but if that sword could keep Jareth or Marek or Sandor alive … She did not let herself think about Carum. In her mind she called him Longbow, just another warrior in the king’s troops. She urged Duty ahead with a hard kick of her heels.
Then they burst out of the woods and the battle sounds exploded around them. Jenna pulled up short when she saw the once-pleasant field. Beside her Iluna, too, reined in her horse.
To the left across the meadow, under a stand of overhanging trees, three men were setting upon one. He was hewing with his great sword, keeping them at bay. Ahead a knot of nearly thirty men were tangled together, their swords gone, wrestling and kicking, and hitting with their fists and knees. Over to the right, where a few horses grazed disconsolately, was a ring of a dozen men, swords drawn, standing shoulder to shoulder. Their swords pointed outward, and inside the circle lay several fallen comrades. One, half upraised on his elbow, was being tended by a great bear of a man. The rest of the field was littered with bodies, some in uniform, some in fine cloth. Jenna scanned nervously for one in wine-colored weave. She thought there were several, but she was too far away to be sure.
Dropping Duty’s reins, she whispered, “Too late. Again too late. Just as the Grenna said.” Her hands fell helpless to her sides and she was overcome by a sudden strange lethargy.
But Iluna, raising her sword, dug her heels into her horse and headed toward the stand of trees where the one man fought against the three. She screamed “M’dorah!” as she rode.
The three men scattered before her charge. Dropping the reins, she slid off the horse’s back and turned to say something to the big man she had just rescued. As Jenna watched from afar, the man lifted his sword and struck Iluna in the middle of the breast with his blade. She fell, twisting at the last onto her side in order to save the child at her back. The man straddled her body and threw his head back, roaring. Jenna could hear it all the way across the field.
Suddenly the warmth of the lethargy gave way to a surge of ice-cold power. Screaming Iluna’s name like a battle cry, Jenna dug her heels again and again in Duty’s side and they galloped toward the stand of trees.
The man waited for her, grinning. She knew who it was even before she was halfway to him. What had been icy cold running through her body turned into a red heat in her head. She recalled Alta’s words in the grove: Remembering is what you must do most of all. She remembered the fire on top of the towering stone, and it became a river of fire in her veins. She could feel the sweat on her forehead and under her arms.
Just before reaching the trees, she leaped from Duty’s back. The horse veered right, Jenna rolled to the left, then stood, sword upraised. She wondered the man was not seared by her heat.
“So, little Alta’s bitch, do you think you have the blood to do now what you could not do before? And with my hands free this time?” He lifted the sword over his head with both hands, swinging it around. It cut the air, making a horrible whirring. The sword was much heavier than hers, its blade still slick with Iluna’s blood, but if its weight tired him, Jenna could not tell. She had no hope blade against blade to defeat him. She would have to cool her fire and use cunning, the cunning of the mouse.
Something sounded in the broken grass behind her but she knew better than to turn. It had to be the three who had scattered before Iluna’s horse. Whoever they were, if they had been fighting the Bear, they were on her side.
“Name yourselves,” she cried out to them, her eyes on the Bear.
“Anna, it be Marek.”
“And Sandor.”
The strangled sound coming from the third proclaimed it as Jareth. Alive—all three!
“Blessed be,” she whispered, then said aloud, “Good boys!”
“Boys they be right enough,” the Bear said. “Pups! And even three full-grown hounds are not strong enough to pull me down. Not even three grown hounds and their bitch mother.” He laughed.
Jenna heard one of the boys gasp and start forward.
“No!” she cried. “Let him waste his breath in boasts. Do not crowd him. His sword has a long reach.”
“A very long reach,” the Bear agreed. “And after I dispose of the pups, I will teach the bitch a lesson. A lesson you will long remember. At least as long as you live.” He laughed again. “Which will not be that long after all.”
“Anna …” It was Sandor.
“No. After this is over I will tell you a story that Ca—that Longbow told me. About a cat and a mouse. For now, I would have you remember the Grenna and how they rule.”
“What be your meaning—oh!” Someone had obviously elbowed Sandor in the side. Probably Jareth. Jareth would have understood first.
The boys fanned out in a wide circle, none higher or lower, none nearer or farther, under Jareth’s silent tutelage. Just like the Grenna’s circle.
Then another sound reached Jenna, though she never took her eyes from the Bear. She suspected from the sound and the slight widening of his eyes that the tangle of men in the center of the field had at last unknotted itself. Or the circle of swords had dispatched several warriors. She could tell that the number of men around the Bear had doubled and guessed that none of them had arrows left, or he would have been dead by now.
“Follow Jareth’s lead,” she cautioned to them. “Do not get within the Bear’s sword range.”
“Come, little puppies; come, little snuffling hounds,” the Bear taunted. “One of you must make the first move. One of you must be brave enough to show the others how to die.” He kept turning, keeping them off guard, bringing his sword from left to right. “Which shall it be? You, with the pretty green band round your throat? Or you, with the long stalks for legs? Or shall it be Alta’s slut, whose white braid I shall cut off and hang upon my helm?” He continued turning, addressing them all, but Jenna’s warning kept them far enough away so that even when he thrust forward, they were out of his reach.
“Let him tire,” Jenna said. “Do not let his sword take more of us.”
“I do not tire,” he said. “I will outlast you all.”
If she hoped to tempt him into making a false move, he was too smart an old warrior for that. He continued circling Iluna’s body, never losing his footing, never stumbling over her corpse, occasionally kicking at it as if to underscore his ability to kill them all, one at a time.
Jenna began to feel his rhythm. Catrona had taught her that: how to watch for an animal’s particular rhythm in the woods. What the pace? Catrona had cautioned them. What the pattern? It had been a constant lesson in the woods, the only way to be sure a hunt would end successfully. And this was just another hunt, Jenna thought. Hunting the Bear.
What was the Bear’s pattern then? He moved feint, feint, feint, thrust; feint, feint, thrust. But always, right before the thrust, there was the slightest of movements, a hitching of his right arm that signaled the forward cut of the sword. She watched another few minutes to be sure, all the while cautioning the men to wait. The waiting was clearly wearing on them, but it would wear on the Bear as well.
When his back was momentarily turned to her, she bent swiftly and removed the knife from her boot. Across the circle, several men watched her. One man’s eyebrows went up. It signaled the Bear, but he did not quite know what it meant. As he turned toward Jenna, more alert than he had been before, he saw the knife and smiled, guessing what she meant to do. He hitched his shoulder. But fooling him, she flung her sword point first, as they used to do in the game of wands at the Hame.
The Bear startled for a moment and beat the sword away with his and was back at attention in seconds. But at the same moment, Jareth, alert to Jenna’s every move, flung his sword as well. He had never played at wands and did not understand the balance of a sword, how to compensate for the heavy braided hilt. Instead of going point first, the sword flipped and struck the Bear in the chest with the grip. He grabbed it with his left hand, laughing.
But at the same moment Jenna flung herself through the air. Before he could bring either sword up, she was on top of him, sinking the knife point between his eyes. He fell backward with Jenna on top. When she twisted the knife a half turn to the right, she felt the grinding against the bone. His right hand still clenching the sword came up behind her, as much a reflex as a stroke. One of the boys at her back gasped loudly and she hoped he had not been caught on the blade.
Then she stared down into the Bear’s face, watching as the eyes below her glazed over. There was something horribly, hauntingly familiar about the feel of the knife in the bone and the man’s dying eyes staring up at her. She could not recall where she had seen such a thing before.
“For Catrona!” she whispered into his slackening mouth. “For Iluna. For all the women you have killed.” She could feel his body under hers tremble slightly, stiffen, then relax. He made no answer except to exhale a sour sigh through his rigid lips.
Jenna stood slowly, her hands bloody. Even more slowly she wiped them on her vest. When she turned away, she was shaking uncontrollably, as if she had caught a sudden fever. Jareth put his arms around her, trying to hold her still, but she could not stop shivering.
And then she heard a strange, thin cry that built up to a high, unrelenting pitch.
“Scillia!” Jenna whispered, turning back, all her trembling ended by the demands of that cry. “You poor little babe. You are mine, now.”
She unstrapped the child from Iluna’s back and held her tightly, but the babe would not be comforted. Her cranky crying—that strange, tearless sobbing—continued.
“Let her cry,” Jenna said. “She has lost both mother and home in one short day. If she cannot cry for that, she will cry for nothing all the rest of her life.”
“She be just hungry,” Sandor said sensibly.
“Or wet,” someone else commented.
Jenna ignored them, bouncing the swaddled infant in her left arm and leading them all across the field, past the dying and the dead.
As she walked, she made careful note of their faces. It was the New Steading boys, mostly, who had died upon that lea in their bright clothes and with their untried swords, still sheathed. There were few familiar faces among the dead. But somehow that made her all the sadder, that these boys had died strangers to her, without a word of comfort. She had promised herself not to cry for death, but she could not help it, though she wept silently that no one should hear, tears streaming from her eyes. Seeing Jenna’s tears, the baby stopped her own crying and, fascinated, reached out her hand to touch a tear and trace its path. Jenna kissed that tiny hand.
None of the dead men on the field was Carum. Jenna made quite sure of that before heading toward the ring of swordsmen, now relaxed and waiting. As she approached, one came out to speak with her. She recognized him at once, Gileas with the scarred eye.
He put a hand to his forehead, a sketchy kind of salute.
“Anna, you must come quickly. It is the king. He’s dying.”
“And his brother?” she asked quietly, suddenly aware of the other bodies within the circle of men. “Carum Longbow. What of him?”
“Took!” Gileas answered. “Took like a good many of ’em. They blew a victory on their bloody horns, took what they could, and were fast away, leaving whatever of their men was dead and whichever was still fighting behind. Took!”
Took! Her mind could not quite hold it. She repeated it to herself over and over and still did not grasp it. Took!
He guided her to Gorum who lay against Piet’s knees. There was a smudge of old blood around his mouth. He was not smiling. How Jenna longed to see that wolfish smile now.
“Pike,” she whispered, realizing how easy forgiveness could come. She knelt by his side. The babe in her arms cooed and reached for the king.
Still unsmiling, Gorum lifted his hand and touched the child’s outstretched fingers.
“Jenna,” he said, his voice a shadow. “You must find him. Find Carum. Bring him to me. I must tell him. He will soon be king.”
Jenna looked up, startled. “No one has told him?”
Piet shook his head.
“Told me what?” The old fire returned to his voice, then trailed off.
“That Carum …”
Piet put a finger to his lips.
“That Carum … is still fighting. Bravely. Well. Not just with the bow, but the sword, too.”
“I was wrong, then. He will make a fine king.” He closed his eyes for a moment, then opened them again.
“You are the king,” Jenna whispered, “as long as you are alive. And you are not dead yet. You will live long. I know.”
“You are a prophecy, girl, not a prophet. I am dead already. A king …” He coughed and fresh blood frothed at his mouth. He swallowed it down painfully. “A king knows even more than a girl. That is why I am the king.” This time he managed to smile. “You will make a fine queen, Jenna. I was right about that though wrong about the other.”
“Wrong?”
“Hush, dinna waste breath,” Piet cautioned.
“It doesn’t matter, and don’t you go being a silly nursemaid now,” the king said. “I need to tell her.” He tried to sit a little straighter, slumped back into Piet’s arms. “I was wrong. We had not the might to go against Kalas. Not yet. Not ever. Remember the story of the mouse and the cat that mother … did he tell you? I don’t think I have the breath for it now.”
“He told me.”
His voice was barely audible. “Remember …”
“I will remember.”
“You really are the end,” he whispered. “At least, you are mine.” His eyes closed.
“I killed the Bear,” Jenna whispered, sure she was talking to a dead man.
“Of course,” the king said, eyes still closed. “It was written.” He did not move again.
They sat for many minutes, Piet cradling the king in his arms. No one spoke, though every now and then a cough shattered the stillness. The baby slept with a bubbling stillness and Jenna carefully set the sleeping child by Gorum’s side.
Piet looked up. “Gone,” he admitted at last.
Gone. The word reverberated in Jenna’s head. The king was gone. Carum was gone. One dead, the other missing. Both gone. She was about to speak when Sandor shouted.
“Hold! An army. Through the trees.”
“Hold, indeed,” Jenna said. “Those are women. The sisters of M’dorah. Do you not see Petra in the lead?”
“Women, bah!” a boy’s voice called out. Others echoed him.
“Shut that silly trap of yourn,” Piet said. “Have ye never seen a girl fight? I have. Side by side, I have. And they are the best of us. Certainly better than thee, boy. And the Anna here, is the best of all. Hasn’t she just done the Bear? What has thee to squawk about now?”
“Nowt.” The boy looked down. The ones who cheered him originally were silent.
“Welcome them, then,” Piet said. “Raise yer bloody voices and call them in. Girls like that.”
They set up a cry, compounded of grief and welcome, and waved their arms, a strange ululating that brought the sisters of M’dorah across the blood-soaked field to their midst.
They buried their own men in one common grave, the men of Kalas’ army in another. The king and Iluna had separate graves. Above the king’s they set a marker with his name and a crown carved by Sandor, who had some skill. He carved a marker for Iluna’s as well, the goddess sign copied from the ring Petra was wearing.
The sisters of M’dorah were good nurses, binding up the wounds of those for whom binding would make a difference, the men who could still ride. The others that Piet determined could stand to travel, he insisted be sent back to New Steading. He had the men build makeshift sleds from the tree limbs, cushioned by blanket strips. These the horses could pull. Three of the older women, who were not warriors anyway, volunteered to guide the horses down the road and report on what had happened.
“The babes go, too,” Jenna said. “If this is indeed an ending, then one of the things that ends here is our bringing children into any fray.”
“But it has always been done,” Maltia protested.
All around her the women nodded vigorously. “Always,” they murmured.
“It says in the Book that: A foolish loyalty can be the greater danger. This I was reminded of by the one who anointed me. Surely you would not disagree?”
There were many looks passed between the women and not all of them, Jenna was sure, signaled an easy agreement.
“One can be as foolishly loyal to past customs as to people,” Petra said.
“Yes.” Jenna’s voice was firm. “And this custom ends here. Today. We will, I am sure, sing of it in the future.” She handed little Scillia to the True Speaker. The child whimpered as she went from hand to hand. “But I shall return and take this child for my own.”
“She belongs to us, Anna,” Maltia said. “She belongs to M’dorah.”
“M’dorah is no more,” Jenna reminded her gently. “When I took her from Iluna’s care, my hands were still red from the blood of Iluna’s killer. She is mine, little Scillia. I will love her well.”
“I will keep her until ye return,” Maltia said. “And then ye can tell me, without the wind of battle in thy mouth, how well it is ye love her.”
Jenna nodded.
The other two babies were handed to the sisters, with many whispers of farewell. Then the women embraced, not once but many times. Strapping the children onto their backs, Maltia and the other two women took up the horses’ reins and started to guide the line of roped horses and their sleds down the road to New Steading.
“Mount up!” Piet called when they were nearly out of sight.
“We do not know how to ride,” a woman cried out.
“You will learn on the way,” Jenna promised cheerily, “even as I did.”
“Horses!” a rosy-cheeked young woman said, and spat. “They be an abomination.”
“But a necessary and quick one,” Petra said. “If the Anna can learn to ride, anyone can.” She smiled.
After several missteps and one disastrous hard fall suffered by an older woman with a chunky face and a determined mouth, the sisters were finally mounted.
“Which way now?” Jenna asked Piet.
“Farther north. They rode off that way and, I suspect, to Kalas’ holdings. With prisoners—especially the young prince—they will not be staying in the old king’s palace. Too many of his supporters live there yet. Besides, Kalas always had the biggest dungeons.”
Jenna digested that information, then asked, “And they will not return here to end what they so foully began?”
Piet smiled sourly. “They believe it already ended. And so it seemed to me, girl. The Bear slew the king. They carried off Prince Longbow and another double dozen of our fighters. They trust the Bear to finish the rest and that he will follow.”
“Do you truly believe that?” Jenna asked.
“I bet my life upon it,” said Piet.
“You just have,” Jenna answered. “And mine as well.” She turned and signaled them all to follow and they rode, three abreast, toward the north.
THE TALE:
There was once a nest of seven mice who lived behind the kitchen wall. They had been warned by their Mam before she disappeared that when they were old enough to go out of the nest, they had to go with great care and all together, not one at a time.
“For if you go one after one,” she said, “the great cat who lives by the stove will eat you up. It will catch you if It can.”
Now the little mice listened to her, but that was all she said. And so how could they be afraid of an It they had never seen? One by one, when they were old enough they crept out of the hole. And one by one they disappeared into It’s mouth. Until at last there was only the smallest mouse left, named Little Bit.
Little Bit’s turn came on a bright spring day. But he had heard the sound of It’s teeth and claws outside the hole. And though Little Bit was small, he was cunning. He peeked out of the hole and sure enough there was the monstrous It, snoring by the stove, with one eye open.
“This needs a plan,” he told himself. So he searched throughout the hole and all along the inside of the boards, until he came up with enough materials to complete his plan. He worked for many days, well into the evening, for plans take patience and time. But at last he was done. He looked at his handiwork: an army of twenty mice made from sticks and gray cotton, with raisins for eyes and string for tails. He tied them one to another and the last he tied to his own tail with a special knot.
“All home free!” he cried as loud as he could, to alert the cat. “Come on, boys!” Then he ran out of the hole hauling those toy mice behind him, lumpity, bumpity, over the floor.
Well, It was up in a single jump, certain of the fine meal ahead. And It picked off the mice from the back end first: one, two, three … but they were all stuck together. Their tails tangled in It’s claws. It howled in anger and stuffed two in It’s mouth. Phew! Phwat! Psssaw!
Little Bit ran free, as the knot slipped loose from his tail. When he got to the kitchen door, he stopped for a moment, singing out:
“I am just a Little Bit,



But I made a fool of It.



Greedy guts and greedy paws



Makes a tangle out of claws.”



Then he ran out into the spring meadow to look for his Mam.
THE MYTH:
At last Great Alta shook her hair and a gift fell out of it onto the land below. The gift was a Babe in whose right hand was a star of purest silver. Her left hand was hid behind her.
“The star is yours, though you were not born with it. And in your left hand is a star of gold. Whichever you choose shall shine brightest of all. The star will be both your guide and your grief. It will be your light and your loss. It will be your close companion.”
The child tossed the silver star into the night sky. It glittered there and shone down on the roads throughout all the land.
At this the child smiled and brought her left hand to the front. She opened it. There was no star there.
Then Great Alta smiled. She braided up her hair, both the dark side and the light, and pinned it on her head as a crown. A golden star gleamed in the center.
“You have chosen and it is so,” quoth Great Alta. “Blessed be.”



BOOK FIVE
THE DARK TOWER



THE MYTH:
Then Great Alta set a pillar of darkness on the one end of the plain. On the other she set a pillar of fire. In between ran a path as thin as the edge of a knife and as sharp.
“She who can walk the path and she who can capture both towers is the one I shall love best of all,” quoth Great Alta. “But woe to the woman whose foot is heavy on the path or whose heart is light at the tower, for she shall fail and her failure will bring doom to the land forever.”
THE LEGEND:
There is an odd plain not far from Newmarket that grows neither grass nor trees. All that is there are dozens of high rocks, great towers of stone, some hundreds of feet in the air. The tallest of all stand almost two hundred feet high, one on the north side and one on the south.
The rock on the north side of the plain looks as if it had been blasted with fire. The rock on the south has the mark of the sea.
Atop the Fire Rock are strange remains: wood ash and bone buttons and the carved handle of a knife with a circle and a half cross incised in it. Atop the Sea Rock there is nothing at all.
The folk of Newmarket say that once two sisters lived on those two towers of stone, a black-haired one on Fire Rock, a white-haired one on Sea Rock. They had not spoken in fifty years. Their argument had been lost to memory, but their anger was still fresh.
One day a child came riding across the plain on a great gray horse. The child was beautiful, his hair a dazzling yellow, his face Great Alta’s own.
Both sisters looked down from their rocks and desired the child. They climbed down and each tried to cozen him.
“I will give you gold,” said the dark sister.
“I will give you jewels,” said the light.
“I will give you a crown,” said the one.
“I will give you a collar,” said the other.
The child shook his head sadly. “If you had offered love,” he said, “gladly would I have stayed though you gave me naught but stone to eat and naught but rock for a pillow.”
The anger that the sisters had so honed for one another bubbled hot once again, and the desire that each had conceived for the child added to it. The dark sister took the child by the right hand, the light sister by the left. They pulled first one way and then the other until the child was pulled entirely in two. Then they scrambled up each to her own lonely rock, cradling the half child in her arms, singing lullabies to the dead babe, until they died of grief themselves.
Their tears and the child’s blood watered the top of the tower of rocks causing a lovely flower to grow. Partling, the Newmarket folk call the flower, and Blood-o-babe. It brings ease to the pain of childbirth when boiled in a tisane.
THE STORY:
Kalas’ army, having no need to disguise its trail, was easy to follow.
“North and north and north again,” Jenna pointed out.
“To the castle,” Piet added.
“And the dungeon,” Jenna whispered grimly. “Surely it is not as bad as you say.”
“Worse, girl. It is called Kalas’ Hole and them that calls it so, mean no mere hole in the ground.”
Piet made sure their approach was little noted by the few villages along the way. This was accomplished by breaking the riders into smaller groups, though the women of M’dorah refused to ride alongside any men. Marek, Sandor, and Gileas rode carefully ahead, reporting back every few hours. Though Jenna was frustrated by their slow progress, she agreed fully with Piet when he remarked, “Speed brings notice.”
They supplied themselves in the woods without any great trouble, even with so large a group. The women of M’dorah were wily hunters and it being late into the spring, there were ferns, mushrooms, and good berries aplenty. For half the trip a small river paralleled the road and their skin bags were kept topped off with fresh water. Even when the stream turned and meandered on a more easterly route, they were never far from some small pond or stream. Fish were plentiful.
One man became sick from a purple berry, and seven of the remaining New Steading boys deserted one night. Two of the M’dorans developed horrible sores on their inner thighs from riding. The man recovered, though for a day he wished he might die. The boys were gone for good, but no others joined them. The two women could ride no longer and were left at a lonely farmhouse in the care of an old woman who welcomed them rather stiffly but nevertheless promised to treat them well.
That left barely one hundred riders, though they were well supplied with swords and knives, bows and shields.
Jenna had never been so far north and was amazed at the change in the woods. Used to the fellowship of larch, elm, and oak, she recognized fewer and fewer trees but the hardy pine which left scattered beds of sweet-smelling ground cover. When they camped the first time, Jenna remarked to Petra, “If there were not such need to go on, I could almost enjoy this.”
“You do enjoy this,” Petra said, leaning on one elbow. “You enjoy it for all that you know blood waits at the trail’s end.”
Jenna thought about Petra’s words as they rode the next day. She wondered if Petra was right, and if so, what that meant about her own nature. How could she enjoy a journey whose ending would undoubtedly be blood-soaked? How could she admire a countryside that was the burial ground for so many good women and men? How could she let the scented pine needles rain through her fingers when the man she loved above all others lay in a foul-smelling dungeon? How could she even notice the difference in meadow and wood when they were potential battlefields? Her mind boiled like a soup pot with the questions. But the road held no answers for her and Duty’s steady rolling stride only brought her closer to the bloody ending of which Petra warned.
The journey would take seven days.
“Four,” Piet explained, “if care were not needed.”
“Three,” Jenna added, “if you and I went alone. And did not sleep.”
“It would be good, girl, to cut that time. But then we’d be cutting our chances as well. Kalas’ castle is nigh impregnable. All rock and stone with but one big gate and three portcullises, inner iron gates. Well guarded, too. They built it right into the cliffside so the back cannot be attacked. Then they made another cliff for the front.”
“There is one thing good,” Jenna said.
“And that be?”
“The M’dorans are rock climbers.”
“I am thinking that, too.” There was approval in his voice for the first time.
“They could be the other mice pulled along behind me …” Jenna mused aloud.
“For the cat to snatch up first.” Piet chuckled. When Jenna looked surprised, he said, “That is an old family tale of mine. My mam told it to my little sister and me and she told it to her sons.”
“Her sons …” He had thrown in the revelation so casually, Jenna could scarcely credit it. Finally she blurted out, “Are you … the king’s uncle?”
He laughed. “The king’s uncle? What be … oh, no, girl. They be Garuns and I be wholly of the Dales. No mixed blood in me at all. But my little sister and Carum’s Mam, were childhood friends.” He rubbed his finger roughly against his beard. “Met those boys when Carum was five years old. Prettiest little child ye ever did see. The darling of the court. And smart as a …”
“Not Carum’s uncle then.” She felt, somehow, disappointed.
“I was just back from the Continent. Horrid place. Full of foreigners,” Piet said, throwing his head back in a laugh.
“So you knew them all?” Jenna asked. “Even saintly Jorum?”
“Jor—saintly? Who gave ye that idea? He was as sly as they come. Always in trouble. Always running up stairs to put the blame on someone else. And Carum always willing to take it. If there be a saint in that family … but not their uncle, no. For all they were good kings, they dinna think much of the folk of the Dales. Garuns first—and the Dales to make the sacrifice. That were the way. Though they were good to me and mine. And Carum, being half Dale, he was good altogether.”
“Would …” Jenna suddenly interrupted. “Would it be wrong to pull the others along behind, to sacrifice them that I might get to the castle and get Carum out?”
“That is no sacrifice, girl. That is a ruse.” He stroked his beard again and looked at her strangely. “Young Carum is king now. We must all do our part to set him free and some will likely die. That is the bloody way of war.”
They rode on.
The days were as warm as ever, but as they rode north the evenings turned chilly, and the nights were positively cold. Northern weather made no obeisance to spring. The men were forced to share blankets with other men, the women with women.
The first time Jenna and Petra lay side by side, Jenna’s blanket on the ground beneath them, Petra’s on top, Jenna could not sleep. She stared at the sky for a long time counting the stars and Petra’s smooth, even breaths. She got to a thousand before making up her mind.
At last she peeled back her side of the blanket and slipped out, careful not to disturb Petra. Signaling the men on watch, she walked to the edge of the woods, some fifty feet from the sleepers. Someone was there before her; she recognized one of the M’dorans, a young woman whose name she had never actually heard or, if heard, did not recall.
“You could not sleep either?”
The young woman grunted her response, then, as if the questions released something, began to talk in a whispery voice, alternately braiding and unbraiding one of a dozen thin plaits in her hair.
“Sleep? How could I sleep? I grieve. Iluna was my friend. My closest friend, closer even than my dark sister. And now she is gone. Gone. Gone where I cannot follow.”
Jenna nodded, having neither an answer nor an easy sentiment to offer. She knew that sometimes simply talking out a grief made it easier to bear.
“I do not understand,” the girl continued. “One minute we were all so … so …” She hesitated, looking for the right word, her hands still busy with yet another braid. “Happy—unhappy. Those words had no meaning on our rock. We were …” She gave a sharp tug on the braid as she found the word she was looking for. “Continent. We were content. And then ye came, a prophecy most of us had never heard of and some of us could not believe in. Word become flesh.” She turned slightly, her face all in shadow. It was as if a mask spoke.
“I thought …” Jenna began. “I thought you all recited the prophecy together and that was what convinced you.”
“Words!” the girl said, voice shaking. “That is all it was: words. But Iluna was real. She was flesh and blood. Flesh of my flesh, blood of my blood. We swore to love one another always. We even cut our ringers and mixed our lives in blood when we were children. See.” She turned and held out her hand to Jenna.
Jenna took her hand and held it up, as if she could read the girl’s history there, but it was only a hand. Like her own. Nothing more.
“Words are for the old women. Iluna and I, we planned to leave M’dorah together. To see what else the world held. And when we were satisfied it held nothing, then we planned to return. But together. Together. And now she is … she is …” She began to snuffle, running the hand she had held up to Jenna across her mouth and nose, as if to stifle the sound.
Jenna nodded. “I understand. You will want the child after.”
“The child?”
“Scillia.”
“Oh no. I had told Iluna the child was not to come. It was our one argument, the only one we had ever had. No, White One, ye can keep the babe. I only want”—the snuffling began again—“Iluna.” The name was a sob in her mouth.
Jenna put her arms around the girl, letting her cry. But she could not still her own thoughts. What if Carum said the same thing when she told him of the child. Would he cry out, “I want only you”? Would she still take the little one-armed babe if he denied it? She bit her lip hard to remind herself that her entire rehearsal of that conversation depended upon finding Carum alive. Taking the girl by the shoulders, she shook her.
“Enough! Iluna would not have you cry for her. She would have you remember with courage.”
Pulling away from Jenna’s grip, the girl nodded. She scrunged her shirttail over her face, drying her eyes and blowing her nose loudly. Then she walked away as if embarrassed that Jenna had comforted her at all.
For a moment Jenna considered following her. Then she shrugged and turned back to the encampment. Jareth, who happened to be on watch, stared at her, his hand covering his throat.
“Just battle jitters I expect,” Jenna said, brushing a stray hair back from her face. She sighed. “Oh, Jareth, I am so tired of this. I want to be home. I want …” She looked at him. “I want to be able to talk to you. You were such a comfort before.”
He stared at her for another moment, then took his hand from his neck. It was bare.
“Jareth—the collar—where?”
He mimed a sword cut, an upward blow. She suddenly remembered the sound of a gasp behind her when she had buried the knife between the Bear’s eyes.
“Then you can talk now? You have been able to talk these past days?”
He shook his head vigorously, pointing strangely at his mouth.
“Gone?” she whispered. “The collar off and your voice still gone? Was it all a lie, then? Like the cradle and the hall? Is Catrona dead, Carum captured, and all those buried back there in the field for a lie?” She reached out to touch his arm, heard a noise behind her, and turned. Marek and Sandor stood close together.
“He can talk but he will not, Anna,” Sandor said carefully, using her own dialect. “He dare not talk else he shatter the fellowship.”
“What fellowship,” Jenna asked, her voice heavy with sarcasm. “Women who will not speak to men and men who laugh at women. A Dale warrior who rightly blames me for the death of his beloved, and three boys who believe a scared, incompetent girl is some sort of goddess?”
“You be leaving out Petra,” Sandor said softly, slipping back into his own speech.
“A rhyming priestess,” Jenna said, “who surely could not kill without getting sick on it.”
“We be all that,” admitted Marek. “Do you be feeling better saying it?”
“No,” Jenna said miserably.
“Well, we be a fellowship nonetheless,” Sandor said.
“That we be,” Marek added, smiling.
“But what if it is lies,” Jenna whispered. “If it is all lies?”
“He still be not talking, Anna, because he believes,” Marek said.
“And I,” added Sandor. “Not until the king be crowned and the king’s right hand be winning the war.”
“You be his right hand,” Marek said.
“And Carum king. I be glad of that,” Sandor finished.
“Oh, you brave, loyal boys,” Jenna whispered, suddenly remembering Alta’s fire that went ever before. “So much braver and so much more loyal than I.”
They put their arms about her then, all four thinking about what had already been and what must surely come. Jenna, Sandor, and Marek whispered memories back and forth as if telling themselves a wonderful tale, but they did it quietly, so as not to disturb the sleepers around them. And when at last they pulled away from one another, their faces hot and tight with unshed tears, they were each silhouetted against the night sky. To Jenna the three boys looked as though they had been crowned with stars.
She went back to the blanket which Petra had now firmly wrapped around herself. Unwilling to wake her for a share, Jenna lay down on the cold ground beside her and willed herself into a dreamless sleep.
THE SONG:
Well Before the Battle, Sister
Well before the battle, sister,




When the sky is crowned with stars,




And the world is clean of wounded,




And the ground is free of scars.




Well before the battle, sister,




When content with what we know,




We will sing the lovely ballads




From the long and long ago.




THE STORY:
By the time they reached the outskirts of Kalas’ Northern Holdings, on a path which Piet insisted was marked by blood, though there was nothing to show it—not bones nor broken armor nor mounds of buried dead—the moon was coming into full again. That doubled the number of women at night, making even Piet uncomfortable. The men came up with both feeble and outrageous suggestions as to where the women had come from.
“Out of the woods,” Gileas said to the New Steading boys. “They be trailing us all along.”
“Mayhap they live here around,” one boy said.
The others thought that a foolish idea, and told him so loudly.
“Nay,” Piet said. “They be friends of our girls. Cousins, most like. See how much they resemble one another.” It was the explanation they settled on in the end.
But it meant that at night, at least, the enlarged band was hard to disguise. Since Piet knew the land well, having served one year in the North, he kept them in the forest as deep as could be managed with horses. Under the heavy cover of trees, their numbers were once again halved. If the men wondered about it, they did so silently.
They left the horses crowded together in a small dell and went by foot the last mile toward Kalas’ castle, single file and without talking. At the woods’ edge, Piet signaled them to halt and they fanned out along the edge, being careful to each stay behind a tree.
Under the eye of a leperous moon, Kalas’ castle was a great black vulture throwing a vast predatory shadow over the plain. It had two stone wings, the crenellated walls like feathers of rock. A single tower stretched up, the bird’s naked neck. And in the single window, like a staring eye, a light gleamed. It was the only visible light in the place.
“There,” Piet said, pointing. “The girls will climb straight up that rock face while I take the men to the gate there.” His hand moved slightly. “We will make a great clamour and a rattling of swords. If they lower the gate to get at us, some will go through it. If it stays up, we will climb up it ourselves.”
Jenna nodded.
“Two lines of mice are better than one against this great cat,” Piet added.
“And the dungeon?”
“There is no way but from inside. That is why you go up the tower.” His pointing finger shifted two palms worth to the left, where the rock seemed to grow right out of the ground forming an impenetrable wall.
“Kalas’ tower!” Jenna whispered.
“How will you get up that, Jenna?” Petra asked.
Where the rock ended, the tall brick cylinder rose straight up into the air. Not a vulture’s neck, Jenna thought, but a spear jabbing at the sky.
“Slowly,” Jenna said. “And with a great deal of difficulty. But I will get up it all the same.”
“If anyone can, you can,” Petra said in her ear. “The prophecy knows it. Alta will see to it.”
Jenna looked steadily at the tower. It was at least a hundred feet high. Privately, she prayed that Alta had a very long arm. “When I get to Kalas’ room,” she said steadily, “I will put my knife to his throat and make him take me personally to the dungeon to set the king free. If there is blood this night, it will be Kalas’.” She spoke with the firm enunciation she had learned from listening to Gorum, but her heart beat erratically as she spoke. She was not nearly as certain as she appeared.
“We will have the surprise this time,” Piet said grimly. “They think us all dead.”
“We be having the right on our side as well,” Marek added.
“Ah, lad, on the Continent they say: The mice may have the right but the cat has the claws. Whenever did right guarantee a victory but in a tale?” He stared ahead at the castle. “Do not be counting on the right. King Gorum did, and we buried him. I dinna want to bury you, too.”
“Nor we you, Piet,” said Jenna.
They waited until a shred of cloud covered the moon, then the women raced forward to the near wall, the men veering off toward the only gate.
Jenna set off on her own, avoiding Petra’s attempt to catch her eye. If she thought about Petra or about all those who might be killed in the attempt on Kalas’ castle, she knew she would become paralyzed, unable to climb. She forced herself to think only of the rocks ahead.
When she got to the precipitous stone, its sheer size overwhelmed her. At its base, she could see nothing above and nothing to either side but more and more stone, an endless wall of it. In the dark she could discern no handholds at all. Then suddenly the moon came out of its covering of cloud, and Skada was beside her pointing out the route.
“There!” she said. “And there.”
“An odd sort of greeting,” Jenna complained, tucking her braid down the back of her shirt.
“We have no time for pleasantries,” Skada said, fixing her own hair. “And you are already breathing hard even before the climb.”
“If I could appear and disappear under the light as you do,” Jenna said testily, “I would not need to breathe at all.” But nonetheless it was a good reminder that she had forgotten the first rule Mother Alta had taught her so long ago, that of proper breathing. She forced herself to think about the careful spider breaths for climbing. As she did so, she heard Skada’s breathing synchronizing with her own.
Slow hand by slow hand, feet slotted into the shallow ridges, they began to climb. Every few moments they waited together, breathed together, gathered strength, then moved on up. The soft leather of their boots was scraped, their skin leggings had a hole in the right knee. Still they climbed.
The moon suddenly disappeared behind another cloud and Skada was gone, but Jenna, so intent on the rock under her hand, foot, and face, never noticed.
A minute later the moon came out again and Skada reappeared, clinging as Jenna did to the stone.
“You breathe hard, sister,” Skada said.
“In my ear, sister,” Jenna replied. “You are doing this to annoy. I wish to Alta you would stop.” But she slowed her breathing down again and found the climbing easier.
The wall, shadow-scarred and crumbling, fooled both hand and eye. What seemed a chink was often solid. What appeared solid, a handful of dust. The mistakes cost them precious minutes, took them equally by surprise. Jenna wondered whether the others had reached their goals, the women scaling the far side of the castle, the men at the gate. But when she thought about them, her right hand slipped and she found herself desperately grabbing for rocks that kept failing to pieces beneath her. One shard cut deeply into her palm. She cursed, and heard an answering curse from Skada. With great concentration, she found another handhold and Skada’s sigh was a welcome sound.
Above them—way above—was the lighted window. Jenna knew that they had to be there before dawn because she needed Skada, both for the sword she could wield and the comfort she might give. She said so aloud.
“Thank you for the thought,” Skada whispered, “but keep on climbing.”
For a moment, Jenna stopped, put her right palm to her mouth, and licked the small, bloody shred. Skada did the same, almost seeming to mock her. Neither of them smiled. Then Jenna set her hand back on the rock and began the climb once more.
Inches were gained at the cost of minutes. The wall did not so much fight them as resist them; their own bodies became their worst enemies. There is only so much stretch in the ligaments, so much give to muscles, so much strength in even the strongest arm and thigh. But at last Jenna’s hand felt along the top of the stone wall.
“Tower base,” she whispered. But the moon was once again behind a cloud and there was no longer anyone to whisper to.
“Alta’s Hairs!” Jenna muttered, using a curse she rarely allowed herself. She pulled with both arms, heaving herself over the top. Even the skins were little protection against the wall. She could feel the roughness of the stone through the hides.
Rolling to her knees, she found herself staring at a large pair of boots.
“Look up slowly,” came a voice. “I would like to see the surprise on your face before I strike you down. Look up, dead man.”
From her knees, Jenna looked up slowly, never stopping her prayer for a sliver of moonlight. When she finally stared at the guard, his face was suddenly lit by a full and shining moon.
Jenna smiled at him.
“By Cres, you are no man,” he said, relaxing for a fraction of a second and starting to smile back.
Jenna looked down coyly, a maneuver she had seen on the face of one of the serving girls in New Steading, and held out her hand.
Automatically the soldier reached down.
“Now!” Jenna cried.
Startled, he stepped back. But he was even more startled when, from behind him and below his knees, he was struck by another kneeling form. He tumbled over and was dead before the blade came sliding out of his heart.
Jenna hoisted the man’s body on her shoulder and heaved it over the wall. She did not wait to hear it land. When she turned to speak to Skada, Skada looked stunned.
“What is it?” Jenna asked.
“I … I have never actually killed a man before,” Skada whispered. “The knife went in and out and he was dead.”
“But we killed the Hound,” Jenna pointed out. “And the Bear. And cut off the Bull’s hand which led to his death.”
“No, Jenna, you did that.”
“You are my dark sister. You feel what I feel. You know what I know.”
“It … is … not … quite … the … same,” Skada said, pulling each word across her tongue with great difficulty.
“No,” Jenna said at last. “You are right. I do not feel about this unnamed guard what I felt about the others. My hand does not remember his death in quite the same way.”
They touched hands for a moment. “We had better resume the climb up that tower. This is just the first stop. If there are other guards …”
Skada nodded.
“And once daylight comes, you are of no practical use. If I die …”
Skada smiled grimly. “You do not have to remind me. Every dark sister knows the rules of living and of light. I live as you live, die as you die. Only get up that wall. I cannot start without you.”
Jenna stared up at the tower wall. The bricks were newer than the stone along the great wall they had just climbed, but the ravages of the northern winds had pulped part of the facade. Bits of the brick would crumble underhand.
As they began the new ascent, whispers volleyed between them, though nothing so loud they would awaken any guards. Occasionally, they cursed. The curses served as a cup of borrowed courage might, strengthening their resolve and reminding them that anger would serve when purpose faltered.
Jenna reached the tower window first, but only fractionally. Below one torn fingernail blood seeped. The cut on her palm ached. Her legs were beginning to tremble with the effort of climbing. There was a spot between her shoulders that was knotted with pain. She ignored them all, concentrating all her effort on the windowsill and the light filtering over it. Under her tunic, muscles bunched as, with a final pull, she hoisted herself up to the sill onto her stomach. The sill was broad and her legs kicked Skada’s head. All she felt was relief to be off of the wall and irritation with Skada.
“Out of the way.”
“It is your legs that are at fault,” Skada answered huffily. “My head only moves in a limited direction.”
Pushing herself up, Jenna tumbled them both off the sill. She caught hold of a lantern to stop the fall and dashed them both against the floor. The lantern landed first and went out; the fall seemed to take forever.
Voices scrabbled around Jenna in the dark.
“I have him,” someone cried and Jenna felt her arms seized. She was pushed to her knees, the sword belt slashed from her waist. Struggling did no good; it only forced her arms up higher behind her till she was sure they would break. She relaxed into the hold, waiting.
“Light the torches, fools,” came a command. The voice was soft, but no less powerful for its softness.
A torch was lit, stuttering to life. It was held over Jenna’s head. An odd scrambling sound from the corner made the voice from the darkness add: “There’s a second one, double fools. And idiots, all. Bring the torch over there.”
Two men, one with the torch and one with a drawn sword, ran over to the corner but the strong light disspelled all shadows. Only along the far wall, where no one but Jenna looked, were a bent leg, a quick turn of head.
“There is no one, Lord Kalas.”
“Just a trick of light,” Jenna said smoothly. “Would I have been captured so easily if I had had a companion? I come alone. I am always alone. It is …” She hesitated thinking of the right word to cozen him. “It is my one conceit.”
The men brought the torch back and held it close to Jenna’s face.
“It is the White One, my lord Kalas,” the man with the torch said. “If we have her as well as the prince, the rebellion is all but over. They say …”
“They say … they say altogether too much,” Kalas said. “Let me look at her. Why, she is scarcely out of childhood.” He laughed. “I had thought her a grown woman. She is but a long-legged, white-haired colt.”
Meanwhile Jenna looked at him, past the glare of the torchlight. She had heard many things about him from Carum and Piet, and none of them good. But could this faded coxcomb, with the dyed red hair and the dyed red beard that only emphasized the pouching under his eyes, be the infamous Lord Kalas of the Northern Holdings? How could he be that wily toad they all so hated and feared?
“I’m not interested in what the others say, but you may be fascinated by what that late, lamented, sniveling princeling Carum—who calls himself Longbow for no discernible reason—says about you.”
Jenna controlled her tongue, thinking quickly that Kalas had put Carum’s name in both the past and the present. But the guard had not. Was Carum dead? It was not possible. She would have known, she would have felt something if he had died. Late. Lamented. Perhaps Kalas was referring to the title of prince and not the man himself. Garunians liked to play with words. She allowed herself to smile up at her captor, showing him nothing of what she felt.
“And shall I tell you what the very late and not at all lamented Bear had to say about you, you dyed rooster?”
“Ah,” Kalas whispered, “not a child then. A woman with a woman’s wiles. I should have known you even had you changed your hair color. Longbow’s White Goddess. He said your mouth opened as quickly as your legs, like most women of the Dales.”
“Carum would never …” She closed her mouth, feeling like a child, indeed, to have fallen for such a trick.
“A man on a rack says many things, my dear.”
“Few of them true,” Jenna added.
Kalas leaned over and put his hand lightly on her head, as if to stroke her. Instead he pulled the braid out of her shirt and yanked.
“Girls playing at women have a certain kind of charm. Women playing at girls another. But women playing at warriors bore me.” He pulled a smile over his discolored teeth, yellowed with piji. “And you, for such a pretty girl, do it badly. Your prince is in the dungeon, not my chamber, so all your climbing has been for naught …” He tapped her right knee with the flat of his blade. “Except to strengthen those comely legs.”
“By Alta’s Hairs …” Jenna began, hoping that by swearing she might better disguise her feelings.
“Alta’s hairs are gray and much too short to keep her warm,” the smooth, mocking voice replied. “And that is what we have you by—Alta’s short hairs!” He laughed at his own crudity. “But if you insist on playing a man’s game, we will treat you like a man, and instead of warming my bed—which you would doubtless do with little grace though youth does have certain advantages, even Dalian youth—you will freeze with the others in my dungeon.”
Jenna bit her lip, trying to appear frightened, when actually the dungeon was the very place she wanted to be. Though she wanted to be there with both her sword and her dagger.
“Ah, I see you have heard of it. What is it they call it?” He yanked her braid again, this time wrapping it three times around his fist and bringing his face close to hers. For a moment she was afraid he was going to kiss her. His breath was sickly sweet with the odor of piji. The thought of that mouth on hers made her ill.
“They call it … Kalas’ Hole,” she whispered.
“Enjoy it,” he said, pulling his face away. “Others have.” He turned from her so quickly, his lizard-skin cape sang like a whip around his ankles. Then he was gone.
The guards pushed Jenna down the stairs, descending it quickly. Much more quickly, she mused, than the laborious climb up that wall.
Her hands were so tightly bound behind her, she had lost the feeling in her fingers by the second level. The one consolation was that the man with the torch went ahead, and so the shadows of their moving bodies were ranged behind them. If he had been at the end of the line, there would have been a second bound woman on the stairs, with a dark braid down her back, leggings with a hole in the knee, and a head that ached.
Jenna promised herself that she would do nothing to make any of the guards look back to where Skada was following; neither by a remark nor by a movement would she betray her.
The stairs twisted round and round through the tower. When they began a straight descent, Jenna knew the tower had ended and the main part of the castle had begun. At each level, the air grew cooler and mustier. There were great wooden doors on either side, with a single barred window. As they passed, she could see pale patches at the windows, but it was only after the third that she realized they were faces. After that she lifted her head, turning toward the doors, so that whoever was inside might see and recognize her. She would not be buried in secret.
At the stairs’ end was a final heavy wooden door barring the way. It took three keys to unbolt the door and when it was finally opened, Jenna was pushed in without further ceremony and the door locked behind. Not a word had been spoken the entire trip down the stairs.
The dungeon certainly deserved its name. Lord Kalas’ Hole was dark, dank, wet, and smelled like the hind end of a diarrhetic ox. Even without ever having been behind one, Jenna knew the smell.
To keep herself from gagging, Jenna turned back and shouted at the departing guards, “May you be hanged in Alta’s hair. May She thread your guts through Her braids and use your skull…”
“I have never heard you curse before,” came a voice made almost unfamiliar with fatigue. “But you could at least try something original.”
“Carum!” Jenna whispered, spinning around and trying to find him in the dark. “That we were put in the same cell.”
“Oh, this is the special one, lady,” came another voice from the dark. “The worst.”
It was not wholly black. Some faint light trailed in through the barred window in the door. After a bit she could distinguish some shadows, though she was not sure which was Carum and which the other captives. Of Skada there was no sign, but with just that splinter of light, Jenna hardly expected to see her. And she did not wish her dark sister the pain in her wrists.
She felt fingers touch her shoulder, move down to her bound hands, and begin to work at her bonds.
“Actually,” Carum whispered in her ear, “I think you have it wrong. I looked it up once. The curse is really: May you be hanged by Alta’s heirs, meaning the sons and daughters she bore. Not the long braids you copy. It was in a book at Bertram’s Rest. Still, I love your hair. You must never cut it. I mean to shake it free again in the light.”
He was having trouble with the ropes around her wrists and she stood absolutely still to let him work on them, though her legs suddenly trembled. He smelled nothing like the Carum she knew, but she doubted she smelled very good either.
Finally he got the knots undone and silently rubbed her aching wrists. “There. What good is my right hand tied?”
“What good am I at all,” Jenna asked wearily, “if I am caught? At least I know you are alive. I had hoped to stick my knife in Kalas’ mouth and pick his piji teeth.”
“Did you see him?” Carum’s voice was suddenly cautious.
“See him? The toad caught me. As easily as a child catches an eft.”
“Did he …” He stopped, drew in a breath, and let it out saying “… touch you?” His arms encircled her protectively.
Very gently she turned in his arms. “He said since I was playing a man’s game, he would treat me like a man.”
“Bless your Alta for that,” Carum said.
“Could his bed be worse than this dungeon?” Jenna asked lightly.
Carum did not answer, but someone in the dark did. “Far worse, lady, for the girls of the Dales. He worships the Garunian women. They, alone, are exempt from his foul attentions.”
She whistled a long, low sound through dry lips.
Carum whispered again, this time so softly no one but Jenna could hear. “Are you by yourself?”
“I am here in the dark,” she answered as softly.
“I don’t mean Skada. I know she is gone without the light. But the others? They aren’t all …”
“Dead? Gone? No. Though your brother … oh, Carum, you are the king now. I am sorry.” She turned so that the light lit her face just a little that he might see that she was truly sorry.
“It’s as I expected,” he whispered. “As Kalas hinted. And Jenna, I’m sorry, but it’s as prophecy wrote. You are to be the king’s bride, and I would let no one else wed you. I’m not surprised.”
“You will not be king if we are in a dungeon. And by my sword, which I have unfortunately lost and my dirk which …” She felt in her boot knowing it was gone, too. “And by my temper, which is fast going, I can’t think in the darky.”
“You can’t think with your hands tied,” Carum said, raising his voice to match hers. “But you do very well in the dark.”
For a moment she was furious with him, turning their lovemaking into a joke. But when she heard the slight rattle of laughter around them, like cold water over bone-dry stones, she realized it was the first laugh these men had had in days. It stumbled inexpertly out of their mouths, but it was a laugh. She knew instinctively that men in dangerous situations needed laughter to combat that feeling of helplessness that would, in the end, conspire to defeat them. She put her pride behind her and added a line to his. “Longbow, you do fairly well yourself in the dark.” Then she spoke rapidly, more thinking out loud than a question to him, “But why so black? Why is there no light at all?”
A slight shift of sound and a shadow moved. One of the men stood up. “Lord Kalas’ jest, Anna. He is a true Garun. He says one’s enemies are best kept in the dark.”
Her wrists still hurt where the ropes had cut into them, and she rotated them to work out the ache. “When do they feed us? And do they do that in the dark as well?”
“Once a day,” Carum said. “In the morning, I think, though day and night have little meaning here.”
“I came in the night,” Jenna said, adding as casually as she could, “and there was a fine moon.”
Nodding, Carum whispered, “Skada?”
She did not answer him directly. “But do they bring light then?”
“They bring a single torch, Anna,” came a voice by her shoulder.
Another added, “They set it in the wall, over there, by the door.”
“For all the good it does. It shows us how degraded we have become in three short days.” Carum laughed a short angry bark. “Or two days. Or ten. Is it not ironic what a little bit of dirt and dark and dank and a delicate diet can do to beggar a man?”
“Carum, this does not sound like you,” Jenna whispered, furious.
“This doesn’t look like me either, Jenna,” he answered. “Oh Jen …” His voice caught suddenly. “I’ve made a royal hash of it.” He laughed shortly at his own bad joke. “And I wouldn’t have you see me this way.”
“I have seen you many ways, Carum Longbow,” Jenna said. “And not all of them handsome. Do you remember the boy running from the Ox, scared and curious at the same time? Or the boy dressed in girl’s skirts and scarf at the Hame? Or the drowned ratling in the River Halle?”
“As I recall it, you were the ratling and I the rescuer,” Carum said, his voice almost back to normal. Then it dropped again. “How could I have let Gorum talk me into …”
One of the other men put his hand on Jenna’s arm. “They put something in the food, Anna. A sprinkling of some witch’s berry. It takes a man’s will away. Yet we must eat. Each of us has his moments of such despair. Do not tax him with his answers. We are all like that—high with expectation one moment, low and despairing the next. You will feel the corrosion of it soon enough. We are our own worst torturers.”
Jenna turned back and placed her hand against Carum’s cheek. “It will be better by and by. I promise.”
“Women’s promises …” he began before his voice bled away, like an old wound reopened.
“What do you mean?”
“It be an old bit of wit from the Continent, lady,” a new voice said. “Best leave it.”
“No—tell me,” Jenna said.
“No, Anna.”
“Carum, what do you mean?”
His old voice was suddenly returned. “It is something Kalas is fond of saying: Women’s promises are water over stone—wet, willing, and soon gone.”
“Water over stone …” Jenna mused. “I had that advice once, long ago. Be water over stone. It meant something quite different.”
“Don’t tax me with it, Jen,” Carum pleaded.
“I keep my promises, Carum, and well you know it. All I need is that light.”
Carum was about to speak when one of the other men broke in. “It will do you no good, Anna. It does none of us any good. They hold the light up to the hole in the door and then they make us lie down on the floor, one atop another.”
“One atop another?” Jenna asked.
“It is a cruel and humbling act,” Carum said. “They do it in the dungeons of the Continent. An invention of Castle Michel Rouge, where most of the instruments of torture come from as well. Kalas has cousins there.” He hesitated, finally admitting, “As do I.”
“They count us aloud, lady, afore they open the door. After each lock they count us.”
“Better and better,” Jenna said mysteriously.
“If you have a plan, tell me.” Carum’s voice was strong and full again.
“Tell us,” a dozen men’s voices agreed.
Jenna smiled into the dark, but with her back to the single sliver of light in the door, none of them could see. “Just be sure,” she said to them, “that I lie on top of the pile.”
The men gave forced, muttered laughs, but Carum added—as if he understood—“It would not do to have the Anna, the White Goddess, lie beneath.”
Jenna laughed with them, extending the joke. “Though there have been times when I have fancied that place as well …” She was glad they could not see her face, hot with furious blushes. If Carum continued this jest, she swore to herself she would kill him before Kalas ever got the chance. But sensing her desperate embarrassment, he let it go. The men were as buoyant as they were likely to be. Jenna walked over to the door. Holding up her hand into the splinter of light, she watched as Skada’s hand appeared faintly against the far wall. Jenna waved and was delighted to see Skada’s hand return it.
“Will you be ready?” she called to the wall.
Thinking she was addressing them, the men cried out, “We will, Anna.”
“For whatever you require,” Carum added.
But Jenna had eyes only for the hand on the wall. It made a circle between thumb and finger, the goddess’ own sign. For the first time Jenna felt reason to hope.
Forcing herself to sleep on the cold stones, Jenna gave her body time to recover from the long climb. She curled next to Carum, breathing slowly, matching her breath to his. When she slept at last, her dreams were full of wells, caves, and other dark, wet holes.
The clanging of a sword against the iron bars of the window woke them all.
“Light count,” came the call. “Roll up and over.”
The prisoners dragged themselves to the wall and attempted a rough pyramid, not daring to complain. Last to sit up, Jenna watched as the sturdiest six, including Carum, lay down on the floor. The next heaviest climbed on top, and then the next until a final skeletal two—obviously long interred for other crimes against Kalas—scaled up to the perch, distributing their weight as carefully as possible. It was easier to see all this because of the additional light from the torch shining through the window in the door.
The sound of the guard’s voice counting began. “One, two, three …”
“Wait!” It was a new voice, well in command. Not Kalas’ voice. Jenna was disappointed but not surprised. After all, why should Kalas himself oversee a dungeon full of prisoners?
The voice had a soft purr to it. “You misbegotten miscalculators,” came its smooth mockery. “Don’t deny us the best. His highness, King Kalas, spoke movingly of the lady. Is there not room on top for her?”
“There is room,” Jenna said, her voice soft so that the speaker had to come closer to the door to hear her. She could only see a shadow, a smallish shadow, almost boy-sized.
“Always room,” came the purring voice, “because a pyramid is altogether a pleasing figure.”
Jenna guessed. “The Cat!”
He laughed. “Smart women are annoying. But I understand I have nothing to fear from you. You have already killed one cat. And I have lives to spare, is that not so?”
His men chuckled.
“Climb up, my lady. Ascend your throne.”
“Why should I?”
“Ask the men upon whose backs you will make your climb,” the Cat said in his purring voice.
“We tried denying him his pleasure in the pyramid,” Carum said, “and they simply refused to feed us at all until we lay one atop another.”
Jenna nodded and kicked off her boots. Then she set her right foot carefully on someone’s buttocks and began the climb. When she reached the top, she lay down gingerly, trying to distribute her weight evenly.
“Will they bring the light now?” Jenna whispered to one of the men under her.
“Yes,” he whispered back. “Look, here it comes.”
Two men—one with a torch—entered the room. The Cat, disdaining to draw his own weapon, entered after them. He was a small, wiry man who looked pleased with himself, like a puss over a saucer of cream.
The light-bearer stood at the head of the pile of bodies counting them aloud once again. The second went to a corner, sheathed his sword, and dropped a bag that had been draped over his shoulders onto the floor. He emptied its contents on the stone. Jenna made out a pile of hard breads and wrinkled her nose. Then she looked up at the wall nearest the door where shadows thrown by the flickering torch moved about.
“Now!” she shouted, flinging herself from the pile.
She calculated her roll to take her into the shoulder of the guard at the pyramid’s peak. His torch flew into the air, illuminating another hurtling body that seemed to spring right out of the far wall. Skada rammed into the Cat, just as he unsheathed his sword.
Jenna reached for the guard’s weapon as Skada grabbed for the Cat’s, then completed identical rolls in a single fluid motion and stood up.
At the moment of their impact, Carum and the other captives collapsed the pyramid. The strongest leaped to their feet, surrounding the guard near the bread and stripping him of his sword and a knife in his boot. Holding the torch aloft, Carum laughed.
“At least one of those lives ends here, my Cat.”
“Perhaps,” the Cat said, smiling. “But indulge me for a moment and let me ask the lady why at yesterday’s count, there were twenty prisoners in this cell. Yet today, though there should have been twenty-one, a perfect pyramid, there was one extra. Where did the extra come from?”
Skada laughed behind him. “From a darker hole than you will ever know, Cat.”
Jenna hissed through her teeth and Skada was immediately silent. But the Cat smiled.
“Could it be …” he said, his eyes crinkling, “could it be that the stories about you witches raising black demons out of mirrors is true? Mages lie, but images …”
Skada made a mocking bow. “Truth has many eyes. You must believe what you yourself see.”
Jenna bowed as well. When she stood straight again, the Cat had a finger to his lips, obviously thinking.
“I see sisters who may have had the same mother but who had different fathers.” He took the finger away. “It is well known that the mountain women take pleasure with many men.”
“Some,” Skada said, “take no pleasure with any men.”
The Cat laughed, and at the same moment leaned forward dashing the torch from Carum’s hand. It fell to the stone floor, started to gutter, and almost went out. Without the light, Skada was gone and the Cat’s sword which had been in her hand clattered to the floor. He bent quickly and picked it up.
“Like my Lord Kalas,” he said into the dark, “I chew piji. It stains the teeth but gives one wonderful night sight.” His sword rang against Jenna’s.
“Dark or light,” cried Jenna, “I will fight you. Stand back, Carum. Keep the others out of the way. And do not mover!”
The Cat was not as strong as the Bear, being a small man, and so he could not overcome Jenna with sheer strength. But he was a clever swordsman, quick on his feet, and cunning. Twice his sword stroked open a small wound, once on her right cheek, once on her left arm. But he counted too much on his night sight, thinking it an advantage. What he did not know was that Jenna, like the other Hame warriors, had learned swordplay and wandplay in both dark and lightened rooms. Though she could not see as well as he in the blackness, she had been taught to trust her ears as well as her eyes. She could distinguish the movement of a thrust that was signaled by the change in the air; she could read every hesitation of breath. She could smell the Cat’s slight scent of fear under the piji, the change in the odor of his sweat when he realized that he did not have the upperhand after all.
She slowed her own breathing to give her the steady strength she needed and with one last twist of her wrist managed to catch up his blade on hers and send it clattering away into the corner.
“Light!” Jenna called.
Carum picked up the torch and held it overhead. Once off the cold stone it managed to flutter back into smoky life.
The Cat stood with both hands held out, almost playful in his surrender, though no one was fooled by his stance. Jenna’s blade remained in his belly. Behind him, Skada had her sword at his back.
“If you move,” Skada whispered to him, “I will spit you like a sheep over a roasting pit. And I will turn that spit very, very slowly.”
He shrugged, but with exaggerated care.
“You have rightly guessed that Jenna and I are sisters,” Skada continued. “And that we are not at all alike. I do not yet have your blood on my blade, though it is she who has sworn your death.”
Jenna turned to Carum. “Keep the torch high, my king. And stand at the head of the line as we go. Skada and I will take the rear.”
They left the Cat and his two men locked in the dungeon without any light at all, and made their way up the stairs. Carum held the torch in his left hand, one of the guard’s swords in his right. After him came his men. At the rear was Jenna, the wound on her cheek and arm wiped clean of the fresh blood and already starting to close, though both still stung. And, when the light was right, Skada trotted along behind.
At each new door they fumbled the locks open with keys they had taken from the Cat’s belt. Carum greeted each released prisoner in turn, both those who had ridden with him and those who had been in Kalas’ Hole for other crimes.
All in all, they opened eight dungeon doors and gathered almost a hundred men, most still in fighting condition, though they had only three swords and nine torches for weapons. There was not even a chair or a table that might be broken into cudgels.
“My lord, Carum,” a thin voice cried.
Jenna strained to make out the speaker in the flickering torchlight. Carum spotted him first and, handing the torch to someone, gave his hand to the speaker. The man was as thin as his voice, and knobby; his hands were too big for their wrists, his nose oversized on a bony face.
“What is it?” Carum asked.
“I know this castle well, sir. I have served here all my life, first as serving lad, then as cook’s boy, now as cook.”
Someone laughed. “Don’t they say: Measure a cook by his belly? This one is all bones.”
The man shook his head. “I have been in the dungeon four or five weeks now. It thins a man.”
“Maybe less,” someone cried. “If he cannot remember.”
“He’s a spy,” another called.
Carum held up his hand for silence. “Let him speak.”
“If I do not remember rightly,” the cook said, “it is because time has no dominion here. Day is night. Night is day.”
“That be true enough,” a man with a blond beard said.
“To your point,” Carum urged.
“I know every passage in this castle, every hall and every stair.”
Coming forward, and heedless of Skada following her, Jenna put her hand on the cook’s arm. It trembled slightly beneath her touch. Skada took his other arm. His trembling increased.
“Then tell us where this passage leads to.”
“Out of the Hole, lady.”
“He is a spy,” came a voice.
“He must give us more,” came another.
“And what does the door open into,” Jenna persisted. She suspected he was the kind of man who could not say anything straightaway but must have it pulled from him.
“An arras, lady.”
“What does that mean?” asked someone.
“A curtain, he means. An arras is a curtain,” explained Carum.
“He is a spy. Spit him!”
Jenna tightened her hold on the cook’s arm. “These men are getting restless and Longbow and I will not be able to control them if you do not speak plainly.”
“No, listen to me,” the cook said hastily. “This passage leads to an open door in the wall of Kalas’ Great Hall and it is hung over, covered over, by an arras.”
The muttering men hushed.
“That is better,” Jenna said, relaxing her grip.
“Much better,” Skada said from the other side.
But the cook, once started, seemed unable to stop. “It is a heavy arras,” he said. “One of the finest in the castle. A tapestry dedicated to Lord Cres. He is feasting with his heroes and they are …”
“Throwing bones over their shoulders to the dogs of war,” Skada whispered to Jenna.
The cook did not hear and continued in his thin voice, “… hangs over the door. But often King Kalas …”
The men began to mutter again at that, an angry sound, like bees. Carum silenced them with a cut of his hand.
“… I mean, Lord Kalas when he dines has the arras pulled back to listen to the cries from the Hole. He calls it seasoning for his meals.”
Carum’s lips closed tight together but he made no comment other than a nod.
“Lord Kalas had been away much lately, but he returned precipitously a few days ago. After a message from one of his chiefs.”
“The Bear!” one man said, turning to stare at Jenna.
“Na, how could he know all that?” asked another.
“They tell it to me, the guards,” the cook said quickly. “To crow over it. My pain their pleasure; their gossip my only meat.”
“I don’t like it, sir. ’Tis too easy,” one of the men cautioned Carum. Several others agreed.
“But it makes good sense,” Jenna mused.
“Who guards this arras, this tapestry?” Carum asked in a harsh whisper. “How many? What arms?”
“It is an open door, my lord. Kalas’ boast is No one escapes from the Hole whole. Sometimes he shows the gaping door to the ladies, just to frighten them a little bit.”
“What ladies?” Jenna asked, hardly breathing.
“The ones he captures. The ones he beds. Young ladies, some of them. Scarce more than girls.”
Jenna shivered, thinking of Alna and Selinda, thinking of Jareth’s Mai, thinking of the children from Nill’s Hame.
“Do you mean no one guards it?”
“I mean it opens directly into the Great Hall which is always full of an army of men, especially when Kalas is home.”
The men mumbled their opinions, volleying them back and forth. Crowding tightly together, they discussed their options.
“It’s no good then.”
“We’re doomed.”
“Better dead at once than dying slowly down there.”
“Wait,” Skada said. Now that the torches were close together, she held her shape. “Listen. There is something you do not know.”
Jenna nodded. “There are one hundred armed women on the walls outside who may have already made it to the top.”
“And fifty armed men battling through the gate.”
The cook laughed mirthlessly. “There are three portcullises between the gate and the keep. They will not get in.”
“Whether they get in or not,” Skada said, “they will be a distraction.”
“They are the mice,” Jenna cried to Carum.
“And we already have the Cat!” he rejoined.
“Listen,” Skada said, “we have few weapons but the torches.”
“Do you mean to burn him out?” asked someone.
“Trust me,” Skada said. “Set all you can on fire. If it is day and the women have gotten in, they fight—better—near a fire.”
“Better a hot woman than a cold dinner,” someone called.
Laughing, they started up the stairs again, but became quiet at the next turning for it was clear the exit out of the Hole lay just ahead.
Jenna and Skada signaled them on, and they crept silently up the rest of the cold stone steps, amazingly quiet, Jenna thought, for so many men.
Since only Carum, Jenna, and one other man were armed with stolen swords, they went ahead. Skada, with her shadow weapon, followed close behind. When they reached the last step, Carum poked the sword slowly at the heavy curtain, looking for a way out. Finally Jenna knelt down; she tried to lift the arras. It was a heavy weave and weighted along the bottom. She gestured with her head for help. Two of the unarmed men stepped forward to lift the curtain up, and Jenna and Skada crawled through, sliding their swords before them.
It was bright daylight on the other side of the tapestry and Jenna blinked frantically, trying to adjust her eyes to the sudden light. She turned to speak to Skada but Skada was gone. Jenna felt a terribly loneness, as if she had been forsaken, though she knew it was but a trick of the sun. Skada would be back again in the evening. If they were still alive by evening.
Then she realized that the room was unnaturally quiet for the central room of a castle. Slowly she looked around. No one was there.
“Empty,” she whispered at last to the slightly raised tapestry.
The curtain inched its way higher until there was a doorway held between hands. The rest of the prisoners boiled through, blinking awkwardly in the light and staring about in confusion. If they had expected anything, it was not this. The Great Hall was totally deserted.
“I don’t understand …” Carum began.
“I do,” Jenna said. “Listen!”
They all heard it then, the faint tumble of voices coming from outside where an uneven battle was being waged.
“We must help them,” someone cried.
“First set fire to this hall,” Jenna said. “You—the curtains there. And you—the arras on the other wall.”
“And break up those chairs. At least we will have clubs to fight with,” Carum called.
The tapestries smoldered slowly at first, refusing to take up the flame, till at last one section flared suddenly, and within minutes that Cres and his heroes were completely consumed by the fire. The men armed themselves with chair legs and the table bracings and several caught up cushions from the chairs to use as shields. The rest of the furniture they piled in the middle of the hall and set on fire. As the central flames rose higher, Skada danced next to Jenna for a second.
“I will follow whenever I can,” she said.
“I know,” Jenna whispered, then waved to the empty air as she followed Carum and the men out of the door and down a wide hallway.
Racing along the door-lined hall, they followed the cook’s shouted directions, heedless now of any noise. They came upon two guards who turned to face them but were quickly and efficiently disarmed and bound by Carum and three of the men wielding clubs. The guards’ swords were taken up by two of the men, and a dagger in a boot was found as well.
“I will take that,” said the cook, pointing at the dagger. “And I’ll dice the next one into small, bite-sized pieces.” He giggled.
“Just get us outside,” Carum cried, “and you can carve up who you will.”
The cook led them to a wide stone stairs flanked by a pair of magnificent banisters polished to a high gleam. At the bottom of the staircase, ranged across it to block them, were some twenty castle guards armed with swords and fully shielded.
“What now?” Jenna asked. “We have but five swords and a knife.”
“Let them come up to us,” Carum said. “They’ll have a harder time of it, unbalanced on the stairs, though what I would give for a bow now. Still, we have more men. And clubs.”
As if guessing Carum’s strategy, the guards remained below, unmoving. Long minutes went by.
At last Jenna said, “We cannot just wait.”
“If we go down there one at a time, they’ll take us one by one. If we try and rush them with the weapons we have, it will be a slaughter.”
“Then we must fool them with a line of false mice.”
“Too late. They’ve seen us and counted our weapons. Time is on their side,” Carum said.
“Cook,” Jenna said suddenly, turning. “What of those doors we passed in the hallway. Any escape there?”
“They are closets, lady. With extra dishes and linens and …”
“Ha!” Jenna said, turning back to Carum. “We will have our mice! You”—she touched one of the men on the shoulder—“take my sword. And you—take Carum’s.” When they hesitated, she shoved her sword at one, took Carum’s and handed it to another man. “And you three”—she pointed to some of the weaker-looking men—“come with us.”
Carum chose a raw-boned, blond-bearded man to be in charge while he was gone, then ran to catch up with Jenna. “Where are we going?”
“To make us a line of mice.”
Kicking open the first door, she stripped the shelves of priceless wool and linen weavings, of banners and toweling.
“Take it all,” she told them.
The second closet yielded goblets and platters and, best of all, carving knives.
A third closet would not open even to their frantic kicking, and they left it, hurrying back to the stairs with their treasures. The guards were still waiting below with the studied calm of hunting cats, but the men at the top of the stairs had not been as patient. A few were several steps down and pacing. One had already tried to get through the line by himself, his bloody body testimony to the foolishness of such an act.
“He was not one of us, my lord, but a prisoner of Kalas’ from before. He had not our training,” the blond-bearded man said.
“Still we must count him as ours,” Carum said softly. “He died on Kalas’ blades.”
“Here is what I would have us do,” Jenna said, showing them how to tie together the line of banners and linen, threading into place the cups and platters and bowls.
“A woman’s wiles,” complained one man.
“A mouse’s,” Carum said, smiling grimly. “Listen to her.”
Below the soldiers were curious at first, but at a shouted command from their captain, stilled again, waiting with swords raised.
It took precious minutes to complete the little mice, as Jenna called the strange assortment of cobbled-together tableware. She traded the men carving knives for cudgels, adding the pieces of wood to her strange tapestry. Then she gave the final orders in a whisper, telling the men of their places.
“The signal,” she explained, “is For Longbow!”
She stationed herself at the top of one banister, one end of the tied banners slipknotted around her waist. Carum stood at the other. He had a similar line bound around. They each held a sword. Behind them, not yet taut across, was the quick weave and behind it, the waiting men, knives, torches, and three swords at the ready.
“For Longbow!” Jenna shouted suddenly, and at the signal she and Carum both leaped onto the banisters as if onto horses. They pulled the line taut between them, a strange curtain of heavy implements, and slid straight down. Screaming their defiance, the men came trampling down the stairs right after. The bemused guards watched their advance.
The mouse-line hit the guards neck high, tangling them long enough for Jenna and Carum to slip the knots from their waists. By the time the guards had gotten free of the weaving, Carum’s men were on them, too close for the swords. The carving knives, sharp enough for tough venison, found little resistance in the soft meat of a man’s neck. It was over in minutes, and only one of Carum’s crew had been injured from tripping in the lines himself and cutting his shin on a piece of broken glass.
Quickly they stripped the guards of their weapons and shields and then hurried, under the cook’s nervous direction, toward the main doors. A heavy piece of wood deadbolted the door, but they managed to push it aside. When they flung open the doors, the scene outside in the courtyard was bedlam.
Outmanned but fighting steadily and well were the women of M’dorah, light sisters only, battling under the glaring eye of the afternoon sun. There was no sign of Piet and his men.
“They are still behind the gates,” Jenna cried.
“Or caught in the trap between the portcullises,” Carum added. “We must raise those gates.”
“I will, my lord,” cried the blond-bearded man. “I’ll take several with me.” He hurried out, careful to sidestep a number of the fighting guards. Jenna watched as he made his way across the courtyard and knew they could count on his success, for he was single-minded in his march, and the men around him saved him from many a blow.
“And where is Kalas?” Carum cried. “Where is that toad? I do not see him.”
Jenna realized that she had not seen him, either.
“He is where toads always are, my lord, hiding in a hole,” the cook said. He smiled and Jenna saw that his teeth were as yellow as Kalas’ had been. As yellow as the Cat’s. She wondered that a cook could afford such an addiction.
“In his dungeon?” Carum asked.
“In his bolt-hole,” the cook said. “He will wait there till he is sure of his victory.”
“Are you sure?” Jenna asked, staring in fascination at the man’s teeth.
He nodded and, mistaking her attention, picked at his teeth with the knife.
“And you know where that hole is?” Carum asked.
“I do, sir, I do. Surely I do. And haven’t I many times taken him his meals there?”
“The tower!” Jenna said suddenly.
The cook nodded his bony head. “The tower.”
“Take me,” Carum said. “I have a score to settle with him.”
“Take us both,” said Jenna. “We have lost more than one family each.”
They trailed after him back up the stairs, along the hallway, and into the Great Hall again. The fires they had started there had sputtered out, and one wall of the tapestry was but partially burned. There was still heavy smoke in the air, as if the floor had been draped with gray bunting. Putting their arms across their faces to shield themselves from the smoke, Jenna and Carum followed the cook to a door in the wall next to the gaping opening down to the dungeon.
“Here,” the cook said, pulling open the door and pointing up the twisting stairs.
“You go before,” Carum said. “I trust you more in front of me than behind.”
“He has done nothing wrong, Carum,” Jenna said, though she was uneasy as well.
“Like my men, I feel things have been too easy so far,” Carum said. “And as they said at Nill’s Hame: The day on which one starts is not …”
“… the day to begin one’s preparations. You are right,” Jenna said. “Better to be safe than buried, we said at our Hame. He will go in front.”
The cook mounted the stairs before them. The passage wound up and up, unrelieved by any landings or windows, and was the darker since they had just come from the light. They went up by feel alone, putting their feet where the stone was worn smooth by many treadings.
“If we had a torch now,” Carum whispered.
“Skada would appreciate that,” Jenna whispered back. “And we could certainly use the extra sword.”
As they rounded the final twist, a sliver of light announced an open door. Jenna pushed aside the cook and put her eye to the crack. She could see nothing but a wedge of light on a polished wood floor, but she could hear Kalas’ voice speaking in an oily, cozening fashion. Having heard it only for a few minutes the night before, she could still not forget it. It was at once powerful and weak, full of dark promises and hinting at even darker secrets.
“Come, my dear,” Kalas was saying, “it will not be so bad as all that. Once done and it need never be done again. At least with me.”
Jenna breathed slowly. So he was alone—with only a girl as company.
There was a silence, and then a young woman’s voice, wheezy and achingly familiar.
“Leave me be,” she said, catching her breath. “Please.”
“Alna!” Jenna’s mouth shaped the name though she did not speak it aloud. Surely that was her Hame mate’s voice. Alna, who had been on her mission year to Calla’s Ford, had been stolen away. But it had been weeks—no, years in actual time—since she had heard Alna. She could not be sure without seeing her. Still, she could feel heat rising to her cheeks, could feel her stomach roil, as if her body already believed what her mind hesitated to accept. Turning to Carum, she whispered, “Kalas is alone in there with a girl. I can handle this. Best you see to the others.”
“No. I will not leave you.”
“The sword is my weapon, not yours. This is my fight. That is my Hame mate in there.”
“It is my fight, too. Kalas murdered my family.”
“I will not match blood with you. But if you stay and your men below go marching off to Lord Cres because you did not lead them …”
He kissed her cheek, turned, and left, so light on his feet she did not hear his footsteps go. When she turned back it was to see the cook tapping lightly on the door.
“No!” the woman inside screamed, then coughed violently.
Jenna pushed the cook hard on the small of the back, and he fell against the door, springing it open.
“It is a trap!” the woman cried, but she was too late.
Jenna was already inside. Before her was Alna, hands bound behind her, lying on a great canopied bed. To her right Kalas squatted toadlike on a carved chair. Ranged before him were seven large men. Very large men, Jenna thought. Seven to her one, with little room to maneuver as the door swung shut behind her. The stranger’s sword in her hand was lighter than she was used to, the pommel sitting awkwardly in her hand.
She knew she had to stall. Stall—and silence the cook who had betrayed them. She took a half step to the side and kicked the fallen man in the head, hard enough to quiet him for an hour or two, not hard enough to kill him. But her eyes never left Kalas and his men.
“Jenna!” Alna managed to get out, “it is you. I could not be sure it was not another lie.”
“Alna!” She could not spare her old friend another glance, not even out of the corner of her eye, though she had known her at once. Alna was older and thinner than when they had parted on the first day of their mission year. And that, Jenna thought wryly, was the day she had believed that her life was at its worst, when she had been separated from her best friends and sent off to a strangers’ Hame alone.
“Alone again, White Jenna,” Kalas said slowly, as if he had been able to read her mind. “What an odd habit you are developing. Always arriving uninvited into my little tower room.”
“Perhaps not entirely uninvited,” Jenna said. “I think you sent the invitation by way of this skinny bit of …” She kicked again at the cook, this time deliberately bruising his ribs. He did not stir.
“Ah, you have uncovered my little deception,” Kalas said, smiling. “But not—alas—soon enough.”
“Tell me,” Jenna said, “was he at least a good cook?”
“A terrible cook, but he had his other uses.”
“What I do not really understand,” Jenna said, “is why you let us get away, why you did not just kill us in the Hole.”
“Such an uninteresting death, don’t you think?” Kalas asked. “And I have made such a study of death, it would not do to just kill people outright. Besides”—and he laughed, showing again his horribly yellow teeth and running his fingers through his thinning red hair, which exposed darker roots—“I did not believe that even you, Prince Longbow’s White Goddess, would really dare the castle on her own. I needed you as bait for the redoubtable King Pike, who is even now at my door.”
Jenna’s eyes opened wide, but she let nothing else betray the fact that she was startled. So Kalas did not know that Carum was king; did not know that Gorum was dead. She would keep that little piece of information to herself.
He smiled again, reminding Jenna of her Mother Alta when she had a particularly devastating bit of news to impart. “I did not expect you to escape, not with my Cat watching carefully at the Hole. What a fascinating little mouse you are. But I have clipped the Cat’s claws for him. He will not make that mistake again.”
Jenna nodded. Keep him talking, she reminded herself. “But how did you know we had gotten out?”
“Oh, little girl, I know everything. This castle is mined with passages and set about with traps. You cannot go from one level to another without my knowing. Everything.”
“Then we could not have gotten out without you letting us go?”
“Not in a hundred years,” Kalas said. “Not in a hundred hundred years.”
She had her back to the tower’s one window, could feel the sun warming her. She could always leap out as a last resort, but she knew—having climbed it so painfully the night before—that it would be a long and fatal fall to the wall below. And that would leave Alna to the mercy of Kalas still, and the rest without their Anna.
There would be no help from Skada either. The sun was only half down the sky, so Kalas had no torches lit. Carum was gone below, sent away by her, past recalling. And Jenna knew she was out of polite conversation.
“Get her!” Kalas said to his guards, no change in the pitch of his voice.
They moved in a well-trained wedge toward her and she stepped quickly to the other side of the bed, putting it between the men and herself. When they split and three came after her, she leaped onto the bed, straddling Alna, and beating them back with some quick, though awkward sword work. Then with a quick slash of her weapon, she severed the hanging curtains from the canopy’s crossbar, tangling the men below in its heavy brocaded folds.
As they fought to free themselves, their companions came to their aid, giving Jenna just a moment. It was all she needed. She flung the sword point first into the breast of one of the guards. He did not have the Bear’s quick hands and the sword pierced him straight through, skewering the arm of a man beneath him who cried out in agony.
Jenna bounced once on the bed and grabbed the cross bracing of the canopy, swinging herself feetfirst nearly out of the door.
“After her!” Kalas cried.
But before the remaining guards could untangle themselves, Carum and two of the M’dorans burst through the open door, swords in hand. Behind them came a fourth woman, carrying both a sword and a torch. She flung the torch onto the bed.
The linens caught fire at once and Alna, moving faster than Jenna would have guessed, rolled off the bed on the window side, scrambling over the guards, where she cowered against the far wall.
7As the cloth flared to life, Jenna moved around the bed to stand between Kalas and the flames. She was weaponless while he still had a thin rapier in his one hand. The other hand rested on a heavy tapestry behind his chair.
“My sword, Jenna!” cried Carum, ready to fling it to her.
She shook her head, smiling. There was nothing sweet in that smile. “I need no sword, my king.” She spoke the final two words with deliberateness, to be sure Kalas understood, then added, “Do you not remember that tribe in the East you told me about so long ago.”
With one sharp movement, Kalas drew back the tapestry disclosing an open door. But Jenna put her hand in back of her neck, pulling her white braid forward, stretching it between her hands, like a rope. Behind her was the blazing bed sending crazed shadows against the wall. One of those shadows, framed in the doorway behind Kalas, was a womanshape holding a black braid stretched taut between her clenched hands.
Jenna reached up, exposing her breast to Kalas’ blade, and leaned forward. He smiled triumphantly until he felt the braid from behind slip over his head and catch him, suddenly, around the neck. He dropped the blade and tried to rip the noose from his throat but Skada and Jenna had, simultaneously, pulled their braids tight, twisting and twisting it.
Kalas’ face turned a strange, dark color as he struggled against the garroting plait. At the end his hands dropped to his sides and his feet beat a final tattoo against the wooden floor.
“Alaisters!” Carum said suddenly. “Alaisters was the name of the tribe. They were …”
“… never weaponless because of their hair,” Skada said, unknotting the noose from Kalas’ neck.
“Promise me you will never cut your braid,” Carum said.
They both nodded, but neither one of them smiled.
THE BALLAD:
The Ballad of Langbrow
When Langbrow first was made the king,




Proclaimed by all his men,




He took to him a goodly wife




Whose name was Winsome Jen.




He took to him a goodly wife,




Her name it was Sweet Ann,




And light her hair, and long her limb,




And Langbrow was her man,




And Langbrow was her man.




When Langbrow first was made the king,




Proclaimed by all his peers,




He opened up the prison gates




That had been closed for years.




He opened up the prison gates




With just one little key




And all the men condemned within




Straightways were all set free,




Straightways were all set free.




When Langbrow first was made the king,




He killed the callous crew




That tortured many a fine woman




And slaughtered not a few.




That tortured many a fine woman




And brought them many a shame




Till Langbrow came to rescue them




Returning their good name,




Returning their good name.




When Langbrow first was made the king,




The country did rejoice




And sang the praises of the king




With cup and wine and voice.




We sang the praises of the king




And of his winsome Jen




And of the men who followed him,




And also the wo-men,




And also the wo-men!




THE STORY:
Carum carried Kalas’ body down the stairs and into the courtyard where he threw it onto the stones. Jenna stood by his right side, her hands clasped together, watching.
As soon as Kalas’ body hit the ground, a strange hush fell upon the crowd. The soldiers, most of whom had been hired from the Continent, flung down their weapons. Those who were Garunian bred knelt, offering up their swords.
Carum ignored their fealty, speaking instead as if it had always been his, saying, “I am the one and true king, for my brother Gorum is dead. And here”—he pointed to the corpse at his feet—“here is the one who would have severed us. Even Lord Cres will not have him, for only heroes feast at the dark lord’s side.”
The kneeling men stood, sheathing their weapons. Behind them, rising slowly over the crenellated castle walls, came the moon. Jenna saw it and smiled.
Carum took the leather thong from around his neck, holding up the crested ring that they all might see. “Here is the sign of the Bull and it belongs where I vowed it belonged—on the body of its dead master.”
The ring bounced on Kalas’ chest and tumbled onto the ground beside him. Watching silently, the crowd waited for Carum’s next words.
Instead, Carum took up Jenna’s left hand and set his mouth solemnly on her palm. Then he looked up again at the waiting men and women before speaking. As if weighing his words carefully, he said at last, “By my side is the one who was promised us, the White One of prophecy. Born of three mothers, born to lead us out of the ending of one era and into the beginning of the other, she is both light and …”
At that very moment, as though he had timed his speech exactly, the great full moon cleared the walls entirely, moving above the crenellations. Shimmering like water and starlight, Skada came into being next to Jenna, her black hair and dark eyes marking Carum’s text.
There was a sharp intake of breath from the watching men who did not even notice that the same was happening to all the women by their sides. Only Carum, staring down at them, and Piet, who stood near his king, saw that for every M’doran woman there were now two.
Carum held his hand up again and there was a complete hush.
“She is both light and dark, and shall rule by my side. She has made the hound, the bull, the cat, and the bear bow low. She has herself killed Kalas, and with that brought to an end his hideous reign.” For a moment after, the courtyard seemed to echo with his words.
Then Petra mounted two steps to stand in front of Carum and Jenna. She bowed her head to him briefly, solemnly, before turning more toward Jenna and raising her hands above her head, fingers extended, palms flat.
“Holy, holy, holiest of sisters,” she intoned.
The men chorused back, “Holy, holy, holiest of sisters.”
Petra turned and signed to Sandor and Marek to stand by her, and they climbed to her side.
“And Alta said this one shall crown the king,” Petra cried.
“The first Herald!” shouted one of the women.
Reaching into his shirt, Marek took out the circlet of sweetbriar which was, by some miracle, uncrushed, and placed it carefully on Carum’s head.
A great cheer went up from the crowd.
Petra raised her hand for quiet, and there was complete silence again.
“And Alta said this one shall guide the king’s right hand.”
Sandor slipped the wristlet of wild rose off his own arm and slid it onto Jenna’s. It hung loosely around her wrist.
An even wilder cheer, this one led by Piet, rose from the men and women.
Petra spoke into the noise and they quieted at once. “And Alta said that one shall be True Speaker for all, yet say nothing until the king be crowned, lest he sever the fellowship. Can you speak the truth to us now, True Speaker?”
Jareth pushed forward from the crowd, holding up the piece of green rag that had been his collar, calling in a strange croaking voice: “The king shall live long and longer yet the queen. They shall be for us whenever there is need.”
“Long live the king!” Piet shouted.
The crowd gave back its answer: “Long live the king!”
“And his queen, Jenna,” a woman with a wheezy voice cried.
“Long live the queen!” the crowd answered.
Petra turned her head slightly and winked at Skada who winked back. Then, as if singing an ancient chant, to the tune of the most sacred Altan prophecy’s plainsong, Petra let her voice ring out over the crowd:
“Then Longbow shall be king,



And Jenna shall be queen,



So long as moons they reign,



So long as groves be green.



Holy. Holy. Holy.”





“And what will that one turn into?” Jenna whispered.
“Some ballad sung in taverns and accompanied by a plecta and nose flute,” Skada answered. “Called When Langbrow was Made the King or How the Warrior Jenna Broke Heads or some such.”
“But,” Carum added, grinning, “it will be lovingly sung.”
THE HISTORY:
To the Directors, Dalian Historical Society Sirs:
Although I have been a member in good standing for twenty-seven years, a past president, and two-term general secretary, I find it impossible to remain a member any longer now that the Society has seen fit to give its highest award to that charlatan Dr. “Magic” Magon.
By so honoring Dr. Magon, you have given credence to his theories about the dark and light sisters, and his left-wing ravings about the circle of the Grenna as well as the cultural superiority of the indigenous populations of the Dales.
History must needs be even-handed and there is nothing surer than that legend, myth, balladry, and folktale are cultural lies that tell us the truth only on an incredible slant. To believe them without adjusting the glass, as Dr. Magon does, makes for warped history and a warped historian.
That this Society is now crediting such history and honoring such a historian forces me to tender my resignation until such a time as history itself shall prove me the prophet and Magon the liar.
Yours,
THE AFTERWARD:
Carum Longbow ruled the Dales for a full fifty years, till his hair was as white as Jenna’s and age had bent him.
Jenna was not always by his side, for she called the throne “a troubling seat” and she was ever uneasy with ceremony. Often she took long journeys into the countryside, accompanied by her one-armed daughter Scillia or one of her two sons.
At these times she sometimes traveled back to the southern parts of the Dales, passing by the Old Hanging Man and Alta’s Breast, to visit with old friends. Selden Hame, where the last of the remaining women of Alta lived, was always a home to her.
At Selden there were no priestesses anymore; the last—Jenna’s original Mother Alta—had died twenty years earlier. The M’dorans who had settled at Selden Hame had chosen a singleton without a dark sister as their True Speaker. Her name was Marget, still known to Jenna as Pynt, and she helped all the women in the Hame learn new ways, though that is another story altogether.
When Jenna was at court, her closest friends were Petra and Jareth, who married after a long mourning period for Jareth’s Mai. Petra proved a gentle stepmother for Jareth’s five girls, the eldest of whom was called Jen.
But Jenna did not stay at either court or Hame very long. She always found herself searching the woods and fields, the small vales and great valleys, for something. She could not have named it, though Skada—if asked—would have said she was searching for another great adventure. And perhaps Skada, who knew her best of all, was right.
However, her daughter swore that Jenna was looking for a simpler time, her sons, Jem and Corrie, for a finer one. Carum made no guesses at all, but welcomed her back from each trip with open arms and no questions asked except one: Are the people happy and well?
And they were happy and well. Carum made certain that all his people—Dale and Garun alike—were well fed, well housed, and safe from marauding strangers. With Piet as the head of the army, the Dale shores were patrolled and the peace kept. Marek stayed on to become one of Carum’s advisors, but Sandor returned home, taking over his father’s ferry and writing the story of his youthful adventures in a small spidery script for his own sons.
It was fifty years and a week since the coronation that Jenna came back from one of her sojourns in the hills. She had been uneasy the whole time, though she could not have said why. The journey had been undertaken alone, with nothing in her pack but a skin of spring wine and a loaf of bread. The hunting had been plentiful; she had not wanted for food. It was midway through the moon time, and Skada had not appeared, except for one evening when Jenna had put her blanket right next to the fire. They had quarreled briefly, for no reason, Skada as uneasy as Jenna, so that Jenna had not been cast down when the fire burned out and Skada was gone.
Jenna cut the journey short, heading back to the castle, for it was in her mind that perhaps Carum had need of her. Often they knew one another’s thoughts before a word was said, even as she did with Skada, though with Carum it came from living with him so many untroubled years.
She rode up the long, winding road on her white horse, one of Duty’s great granddaughters, with the smoothest canter and the sweetest mouth of any horse she had owned. As she went forward, the great gates opened and a rider came galloping toward her. She knew immediately it was Scillia by the missing arm.
They greeted one another from afar, Scillia calling, “Quickly, mother, it is father. He is sick and the doctors fear for his life. I was coming to trail you.”
Jenna nodded, her uneasiness gone. She knew now the author of her unhappiness. They raced back into the castle together.
Carum was propped up in bed surrounded by both sons, the doctors, and even Petra, as gray-faced as Jenna felt. Jenna sent them all away. She sat on the bed by Carum’s side and did not speak until his eyelids had fluttered open.
“You have come back in time,” he whispered.
“I am always in time.”
“Ich crie thee merci.”
“I will give it, my love.” She held his hands in hers. “I will take you to the grove. Alta said I might bring one back. And we will live there, young again, until the end of time.”
“I cannot leave the kingdom,” Carum said.
“Nonsense. Our sons and our daughter have been helping you run it these past twenty years. You have trained them well in castle ways.”
“And you in the forest.”
“So …”
He smiled, that old slow smile. The scar beneath the one eye, caught up in the wrinkles of laugh lines, disappeared. “So … I never quite believed in the grove.”
“Believe it,” she whispered. She kissed his hands and then leaned over and kissed his brow as well, before standing. “It will be a short journey, Longbow, and you will go in comfort.”
A carriage with a bed carted Carum to the King’s Way where the forest still lay unbroken on either side.
“We are almost there, my love,” Jenna whispered to him when they had stopped. “Now we come to the difficult part. You must leave your comfortable bed and ride on the sledge.”
“As long as you are near, my Jen,” he said, his voice hardly audible with the wild caroling of birds around them.
She dismissed the men and women who had accompanied them, then turned to Scillia.
“You must make sure that they all return to the castle. No one”—she stopped, then repeated—“no one must remain behind.”
“Do you know what you are doing, Mother?” Scillia asked.
Jenna reached out and smoothed a lock of Scillia’s hair that had come unbound in the ride. “Oh, I do. And so do you and Jem and Corrie. You belong to now and your children to the future. It is another turning.”
“Riddles! You know I hate that kind of talk.”
“Ah, Scillia, I learned long ago that riddles hold their own truth. And the truth is that your father and I were the beginning, but …”
“Will I ever see you again?”
“When you look in the mirror, child. When you speak to your own daughters and sons. Kiss me now. I will be with you when you need me most.”
They embraced, and Scillia turned away, before her mother could see her tears, gathering the others to her. Jenna watched until they were out of sight, then tied up her braids atop her head like a crown. Picking up the ends of the sledge on which Carum was bound, she pulled it off the roadway and across the grassy field.
The Grenna met her halfway through the meadow. She could not tell if they were the same ones she had met before. They looked the same: ageless, with the translucent green glaze of skin over fine bones. They made a circle with Jenna, Carum, and the sledge in the center, but they did not offer to help pull. Carum watched them fascinated, often half sitting up until the motion exhausted him.
Three times the circle stopped that Jenna might make Carum more comfortable and give him a drink of water. For a while he tried to get them to talk, but they were silent. When the odd procession got to the woods, where even the shadows were green, one of the Grenna said, “Here.” That was the entire conversation. At the Grenna’s voice, Carum slipped into a kind of fitful sleep.
A new moon rose overhead, but Jenna had only intermittent glimpses of it through the lacings of the trees, and it was not until they came to the clearing that ended on the cliffside that Skada appeared. The moment she was visible, the Grenna faded back into the trees. But Skada only smiled wryly, and bent to take one pole of the sledge. It moved more easily then and they brought it quickly to the front of the black cave entrance framed by oaken doors.
Jenna touched one of the carvings, Skada another.
“Apple,” Jenna whispered. “Bird.”
“Stone, flower, tree,” Skada countered. “Jenna, you must choose.”
“I know,” Jenna said. “I have thought of nothing else since this journey began.”
“Alta said you can bring one other into the grove, Jenna. One.”
“And there are no shadows within.” Jenna paused. “I do not know how this will end.”
Carum moaned, then opened his eyes. “Are the Grenna gone, Jen? Are we there?”
“Almost there,” Skada answered him.
“Good, you are here, too, Skada. For we are all three, or we are none,” Carum whispered.
“Candle by the bed or not, I know you loved me well, my king,” Skada said.
“I loved you best for your true tongue,” Carum answered.
“You have been listening!” Jenna’s voice was suddenly accusing.
“A king’s privilege.” He tried to shift a bit on the sledge, and moaned again. “The trip was long. But I would not have missed it. Jenna, you do not have to choose between us. I am dead already. Let the stories tell what they will. Our children will rule wisely and well.” He closed his eyes again. “And whatever we do here matters not. It’s the stories told about it that will last.”
Jenna smiled. “I know that, my love. But still we must do what the heart reminds us. Sister? Are you ready?” She held out her arms.
Skada smiled, her arms out as well. “Ready, sister.”
THE LEGEND:
There are two tales told about White Jenna and how she returned to Alta’s cave. One is told by women and one is told by men.
The men’s story speaks of a sledge on the cliffside, where, years ago when the Wilhelm Valley was mined for gold, it was discovered before an entrance to a cave. The sledge held the long bones of a man bound to it with bindings of leather and gold. Still, the men say, on moonlit nights two women can be seen running naked through the glades, women compounded of starlight and water. They run through the glades, past the rocky cliff, step over the long bones, and disappear into the cave just at dawn.
But the women tell a different tale. They say that White Jenna carried her lover, King Longbow, in her arms through the cave to the grove where Alta greeted them. And there they were made young again, and hale. They wait there, with their bright companions, feasting and drinking, until the world shall need them again.
THE MYTH:
Then Great Alta took down her hair, both the golden side and the black, and lifted the dark and light sisters out of the abyss of the world, saying, “You have come at last to the end of this turning. Whether you go forward or whether you go back, whether you go left or you go right, whether you go up or you go down, the end is the beginning. For each story is a circle, and each life a story. The end is the beginning and only I am the true end and only I can begin the circle again.
Here Ends Book 2:
White Jenna



THE WISDOMS OF THE DALES
The heart is not a knee that can bend.
Telling a tale is better than living it.
Fish are not the best authority on water.
When a dead tree falls, it carries with it a live one.
Wood may remain twenty years in the water but it is still not a fish.
If your mouth turns into a knife, it will cut off your lips.
Miracles come to the unsuspecting.
Spilled water is better than a broken jar.
There is no medicine to cure hatred.
Does the rabbit keep up with the cat?
Words are merely interrupted breath.
The sun moves slowly but it crosses the land.
You must set the trap before the rat passes, not after.
Better the cat under your heel than at your throat.
No tracks, no trouble.
Three are better than one where trouble is concerned.
Spring berries are for dye and dying.
Downy head and thorny spine/On the roots you safely dine.
Hunger is the best seasoning.
A foolish loyalty can be the greater danger.
Wicked tongues make wicked wives.
Laugh longer, live longer.
Sleep is the great unraveler of knots.
Not to know is bad, but not to wish to know is worse.
The day on which one starts out is surely not the time to begin one’s preparations.
Do not measure a shroud before there is a corpse.
In the wrong, in the Rest.
Better in the Rest than in the battle.
They stumble who run ahead of their wits.
Sisters can be blind.
Sleep is death’s younger sister.
The heart can be a cruel master.
A cat who boasts once is a cat who boasts once too often.
No blame, no shame.
It is a fool who longs for endings, a wise woman who longs for beginnings.
It is best to eat when the food is before you than go hungry when the food is behind you.
In a flock of black birds, t’would be harder to miss one than find one.
The gift horse is the swifter.
A crow is not a cat nor does it bear kits.
The swordsman dies by the sword, the hangman by the rope, and the king by his crown.
An hour can spare a life.
A man’s eye is bigger than his belly and smaller than his brain.
In war one takes quickly and saves regrets for the morning.
Stand in the way of a cart and you will have wheelmarks across your face.
If a man calls you master, trust him for a day; if he calls you friend, trust him for a year; if he calls you
brother,
trust him for all ways.
Perfection is the end of growing.
First up, first fed.
First up, finest fed.
Experience is rarely a gentle master.
Stories feed the mind when the belly is not full.
Kill once, mourn ever. (Kill twice, mourn never.)
If you have no meat, eat bread.
Belief is an old dog in a new collar.
In the council of kings, the heart has little to say.
To kill is not to cure.
A stroke may save a limb.
You cannot cross the river without getting your feet wet.
A warrior has no conscience until after the war is done.
In a fight, anything is a sword.
Forever is no distance at all.
A dream is worth a little sleep.
Every end is a beginning.
No one stands highest when all stand together.
If you rise too early, the dew will soak your skin.
One is not a multitude.
The grape brings slow death.
The mice may have the right but the cat has the claws.
Women’s promises are water over stone—wet, willing, and soon gone.
Measure a cook by his belly.
Better to be safe than buried.



THE MUSIC OF THE DALES



The Ballad of Langbrow

2. When Langbrow first was made the king,



Proclaimed by all his peers,




He opened up the prison gates




That had been closed for years.




He opened up the prison gates




With just one little key




And all the men condemned within




Straightways were all set free,




Straightways were all set free.




3. When Langbrow first was made the king,



He killed the callous crew




That tortured many a fine woman




And slaughtered not a few.




That tortured many a fine woman




And brought them many a shame




Till Langbrow came to rescue them




Returning their good name,




Returning their good name.




4. When Langbrow first was made the king,



The country did rejoice




And sang the praises of the king




With cup and wine and voice.




We sang the praises of the king




And of his Whitsom Jen




And of the men who followed him,




And also the wom-en,




And also the wom-en!




Anna at the Turning

2. Sweet in the springtide, sour in fall,



Winter casts snow, a white velvet caul.




Passage in summer is swiftest of all




And Anna at each turning.




3. Look to the meadows and look to the hills,



Look to the rocks where the swift river spills,




Look to the farmland the farmer still tills




For Anna is returning.




4. They laid her down upon the hill,



Rosemary, bayberry, thistle and thorn,




And took her babe against her will




On the day the child was born.




5. They left her on the cold hillside,



Rosemary, bayberry, thistle and thorn,




Convinced that her new babe had died




On the day the child was born.




6. She wept red tears, and she wept gray,



Rosemary, bayberry, thistle and thorn,




Till she had wept her life away,




On the day her child was born.




7. The sailor’s heart it broke in two,



Rosemary, bayberry, thistle and thorn,




The sisters all their act did rue




From the day the child was born.




8. And from their graves grew rose and briar,



Rosemary, bayberry, thistle and thorn,




Twined till they could grow no higher,




From the day the child was born.




Ballad of the Twelve Sisters

2. A handsome sailor one did wed,



Rosemary, bayberry, thistle and thorn,




The other sisters wished her dead




On the day the child was born.




3. “Oh, sister, give me your right hand,”



Rosemary, bayberry, thistle and thorn,




Eleven to the one demand




On the day the child was born.




The Long Riding

The Trees in the Forest

Sister’s Lullay

King Kalas and his Sons

2. The Hound was a hunter,
The Hound was a spy,
The Hound could shoot down
Any bird on the fly.
The Hound was out hunting
When brought down was he
Alone as he rambled
The northern countrie.
3. King Kalas had three sons,
And three sons had he,
And they rambled around
In the northern countrie.
And they rambled around
Without ever a care.
And they were the Bull
And the Cat and the Bear.
4. The Bull was a gorer,
The Bull was a knight,
And never a man who would
Run from a fight.
The Bull was out fighting
When brought down was he
Alone as he rambled
The northern countrie.
5. King Kalas had two sons,
And two sons had he,
And they rambled around
In the northern countrie.
And they rambled around
Without ever a care.
And the names they were called
Were the Cat and the Bear.
6. The Cat was a shadow,
The Cat was a snare.
Sometimes you knew not
When the Cat was right there.
The Cat was out hiding
When brought down was he
Alone as he rambled
The northern countrie.
7. King Kalas had one son,
And one son had he,
And he rambled around
In the northern countrie.
And he rambled around
Without ever a care,
And the name he went under
Was Kalas’ Bear.
8. The Bear was a bully,
The Bear was a brag,
His mouth was brimmed over
With bluster and swag.
The Bear was out boasting
When brought down was he
Alone as he rambled
The northern countrie.
9. King Kalas had no sons,
And no sons had he,
To ramble around
In the northern countrie.
Though late in the evening
The ghosts are seen there
Of the Hound and the Bull
And the Cat and the Bear.
Death of the Cat

2. It was early, so early
In the graying of the morn,
When we sang of the days
Before the Cat was born.
And how from her mother
She was so swiftly torn,
As we laid her in the earth
So long and narrow.
3. Come all ye young fighting men
And listen unto me.
Do not place your affections
Upon a girl so free.
For she’ll take the mortal wound
Another meant for thee,
And you’ll lay her in the earth
So long and narrow.
The Heart and the Crown

2. Her horse was pure white
And his horse was gray.
She wanted to go
But he asked her to stay.
She gave him her heart
And he gave her his crown.
But they never, no never
Went down deny down deny down.
3. Her eyes were pure black
And his eyes were so blue.
She wanted him strong
And he wanted her true.
She gave him her heart
And he gave her his crown
But they never, no never
Went down deny down deny down.
4. Come all ye fair maidens,
And listen to me,
If you want your young man
To be strong and free
Just give him your heart
And he’ll give you his crown
Just as long as you never
Go down deny down deny down.
Well Before the Battle, Sister










The One-Armed Queen
Jane Yolen




For Elizabeth Harding
and Louisa Glenn—
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One to make it,


Two to break it,


Three to carry it away.
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THE MYTH:
Then Great Alta took the warrior, the girl with one arm, and set her in the palm of Her hand.
“There is none like you, daughter,” quoth Great Alta. “Not on the earth nor in its shadow. So I shall make you a mate that you might be happy.”
“And why must I have a mate to be happy?” asked the one-armed girl. “Do you, Great Mother, have a mate? And are you not happy? Perhaps I could be your blanket companion.”
“To reach too high is to fall too far,” Great Alta replied.
THE LEGEND:
When the White Queen Jenna was still alive, she brought her three children to the town of New-Melting-by-the-Sea where she still, herself, had cousins.
The children were twin boys and a girl whose short cropped hair and leather trousers led her to be mistaken for a third boy.
The queen planted a rowan by the old Town Hall, the boys each planted a birch. But that night, the girl sneaked out from the encampment and broke off the tops of her brothers’ saplings, leaving only the rowan standing whole.
In the morning she confessed, her crime and was whipped in front of her mother by the head of the royal guards with switches from those same damaged trees.
But lo! After the queen’s entourage left the town, the rowan tree died. However, the birches grew round and about one another, twisted and twined.
You can see them there still by the tumbled wall. They are old and weathered, their trunks supported by metal poles. They are so grown together, they are often mistaken for a single tree.
THE STORY:
The queen’s party had passed by the Old Hanging Man early in the day, but the weather was so foul, nothing of the rocks could be seen. Jem and Corrie had been fighting since dawn, the sort of squabbling that seemed to be made up of endless name-calling. Even the queen’s good captain Marek could not keep them separated for long.
“Is it the weather?” the queen asked, peering into the gloom. “Or the nature of this place?”
“It is the nature of the boys, Jenna,” Marek said, his long friendship with the queen allowing him such familiarity.
“It is the nature of all boys,” Scillia complained.
Her mother shot her a sharp glance.
“Well, it is,” Scillia muttered. The stump of her left arm ached, which was odd. It was not an old wound that could be expected to pain her in rain or cold. She had been born without the arm and for her to be one-armed was as normal as for her brothers to have two. But somehow today, riding next to her mother on the endless track, her brothers quarrelsome as pups, she felt an ache there as if she had but recently lost the limb. Reaching up with her right hand, she massaged the shoulder and partway down the stump.
“I will rub oil into your shoulder when we rest, child,” the queen said. Scillia did not like the servants to touch her.
“I am fine, mother,” Scillia answered. “If only the boys would be silent.”
But they would not. Or could not. Calling one another “Catch-pole” and “Woodworm,” “Gar-head” and “Toad,” they had settled into a rhythm of slander, beating the names back and forth between them till it got to be a game that eventually had them both laughing.
Scillia only scowled the more.
“It is a boy’s nature to make games of troubles,” Marek remarked to the queen. “And a girl’s nature to disapprove of game-playing.”
Jenna sighed deeply and ran a hand through the fringe of her white hair, “I thought, my dear old friend, that we fought a war not thirteen winters past over such gross statements: A boy does this, a girl does that. It does not become you to speak this way.”
He smiled wryly at her. “Don’t we say in the Dales: A snake sheds an old skin but still he does not go skinless.”
She had the grace to laugh back at him. Shaking her head, she added, “Then I will expect to have to skin you now and again. Just for old time’s sake.”
“As you wish, my queen.” He saluted and kicked his horse into a trot till he had caught up with the boys. By riding between them and telling them some of his old war stories, he managed to turn their attentions elsewhere and the game of calumny was ended.
“Why do you put up with him, mother?” Scillia asked when Marek was too far away to hear. “Why do you just make light of such things? Why do you …”
Jenna turned to her daughter. “Do you remember the old saying, Before you make a friend, eat dirt with him?”
Scillia shook her head. “I always thought that a particularly dim bit of wisdom.”
“Not if you had eaten the dust of travel and the clods of battle with him. Not if you had buried dear ones and had him weep silently by your side.”
“Battles and wars. It is all you ever talk about.”
Jenna’s face went first red, then white. “I talk peace and pacts, child. I talk of rebuilding lives.”
“When I was young you talked of that. Now it is all rumbling about war. The war that was, the war that will come.” Scillia’s voice was high and harsh.
The queen’s white horse seemed to take exception to the tone of the girl’s voice and shied from it as if from a serpent on the ground. It took Jenna a moment to calm the mare down. When the horse had at last returned to its good ground-eating walk, she looked at her daughter with as mild an expression as she could muster. “You are still young and therefore I forgive you.”
“I am thirteen. And the boys are nine and ten. Old enough, mother.”
“Old indeed,” her mother said. Then, fearful of saying more, she kicked her horse into a canter, passing Scillia, the boys, Marek, and the small bodyguard with ease.
THE BALLAD:
THE TWO KINGS
There were two kings upon the throne,


Lonely, oh lonely, the queen rides down.


There were two kings upon the throne,


When one was gone, one ruled alone,


The queen rides in the valley-O.


The one ruled East, the one ruled West,


Lonely, oh lonely, the queen rides down.


The one ruled East, the one ruled West,


And neither ruled the kingdom best,


The queen rides in the valley-o.


Ill
fares the land where two are king,


Lonely, oh lonely, the queen rides down.


Ill fares the land where two are king,


For names and swords and bells do ring,


And blood flows down the valley-o.


THE STORY:
Lunch was a dismal affair, as they ate at a local farmhouse. Eating with the villagers—usually the lowest of villagers at that—was one of the things the queen always insisted upon. She would never eat at a Village Hall under the watchful eye of some magistrate or other. She considered it the mark of her reign that she cared for the poorest folk first. And she always paid for what food they ate. Unfortunately, that was no guarantee of the cook’s skill.
Scillia toyed with the stew on her plate. It had not been a good winter; two months of deep frost had frozen even the deepest of root cellars. The vegetables in the stew were tasteless, the chicken clearly had starved to death. And the farm wife, a matronly woman with a half-cast in her right eye, had never been taught the use of strong spice. Scillia thought of the castle’s kitchen with longing.
The boys ate it all uncomplaining. They even asked for seconds. The farm wife gave it to them cheerfully, chucking each of them familiarly on the cheek. She was unaware that it was sheer bulk they were after.
The pudding was a swollen, pasty thing. Jenna smiled as she ate it, and the boys shared Scillia’s helping after she refused it. Marek ate his without complaint, used to such fare himself since a boy. The bodyguard had their supper of trail rations outside and when the farm wife brought them what was left over from the queen’s table, they were grateful for every bit.
Once the farm wife disappeared outside with the scraps, Jenna turned to her daughter. “You must learn to disguise what you feel.”
“Why?” Scillia toyed with one of her braids. “Don’t you always tell me to be honest?”
“There is honesty—and brutal honesty,” Jenna said. “Something I have learned these last years on the throne. Villagers have quite enough of honest weather and honest frost. But if they believe you believe in them, they will follow anywhere a queen leads.”
“I will never be queen, so what does it matter,” Scillia said. “I am not deaf; I have heard the talk. I am not your true daughter. I was the daughter of some warrior killed in the war. Jemson will be king.” Her face was bleak and there was the beginning of a line settling between her eyebrows, drawn in by anger or sorrow.
Jenna was furious. “Who dared tell you that?”
“Well, is it true?”
Her mother was silent.
“True, Queen Jenna. Without disguising what you feel. I am no farm wife to be cozened.”
“Where did you hear such a thing?” Marek asked gently, seeing that Jenna was too stunned to reply.
For once the boys remained silent, staring down at their bowls. Jem twiddled with his spoon, as if he could not will his fingers to be still, but young Corrie sat like a stone. When he dared look over at his sister, her face was white and hard.
“Where?” Marek asked again, only not so gently this time.
“Everywhere,” Scillia said. She shrugged but it was no casual gesture. “There is even a rhyme about it.”
“A rhyme about it?” Jenna’s voice was barely a whisper.
Jem’s voice sang out:
“Jenna’s girl is nowt a queen,


Hair is black and eyes are green,


Only one arm to be seen,


And she’s got no father!”


Corrie kicked him under the table and the last word ended on a scream.
“Toad!” Jem cried. “Stupid, sucking toad.”
“Marek, take the boys outside,” Jenna said, and when no one moved, she added imperiously, “Now!”
Marek stood, his eyes like flint, and ushered the boys out, though it was clear that neither one of them wanted to go. Jem even opened his mouth to protest, and Marek clipped him on the back of the head. That Marek would do such a thing to one of the princes so startled Jem, whatever he had been going to say was forgotten. He put his hand to the back of his head and escaped through the door like a hare through its bolthole.
Jenna waited until the door closed behind them, then took a deep breath, and faced her daughter. Scillia’s eyes were clouded with tears, but there were no tears on her cheeks.
“You are my daughter,” Jenna began.
“The truth, mother,” Scillia whispered hoarsely.
“That is the truth,” Jenna said. “Someone else gave birth to you, a fine warrior, murdered in the Gender Wars. You were strapped to her back. I took you from her and slew the man who had killed her. And from that moment on, you were mine.”
“And what was my name?” One tear had started out of Scillia’s left eye and ran straight down her cheek. She did not bother to wipe it away.
“Your name then—and now—Scillia.” Jenna did not move. The light coming in from the window lay across her shoulders like a shawl. She would have welcomed its warmth, but it seemed cold. So cold for a spring day. She shuddered with the chill.
Only then did Scillia scrub at her face with her fist, leaving a dark smear where the tear had traveled. “Why was I not told?”
“What was I to tell you?” Jenna asked. “You are my daughter. My only daughter. Nothing anyone says can change that.”
Scillia’s shoulders trembled visibly.
“Perhaps I should have said something. Your father wanted you to know. And Skada.”
“Your dark sister and father agreeing on something?” That almost brought a smile from the girl.
Jenna took that almost-smile and gave it back to her. “When it is about something I have left undone, they always agree,” she said. “Oh, my darling child, I would not harm you for the world.” She stood shakily and went over to Scillia. Kneeling beside her, Jenna encircled her daughter’s small waist with her arms.
It took almost a minute before Scillia trusted herself to reach down and begin stroking her mother’s long white hair. It was stiff and wiry to the touch.
They sat that way, not speaking, till the light from the windows dimmed and the cottage was dark with shadows.
“Come, Mother,” Scillia whispered at last, “time to have the farm wife light the fire. You can tell Skada all.”
“I am sure she knows it already,” Jenna said with a sigh. Then almost as an afterthought, she murmured, “And will never let me forget it.”
“Neither will I,” said Scillia.
Jenna could not tell if that was a promise or a threat.
THE HISTORY:
Memo: Dalian Historical Society
For a biography of my late father, who was a past member of the Society and two-term General Secretary, I am seeking anecdotal material as well as letters concerning his lifelong quarrel with certain individuals in the Society on the subject of the true history of the Dales.
As you are all aware, he felt that history should remain uncorrupted by legend, myth, balladry, and folklore, considering them “cultural lies.” And while his own lens may have been somewhat shortsighted, I am not so sure that he was otherwise incorrect in his assessment of matters concerning the indigenous populations of the Dales.
Because of his untimely and tragic death, I have taken on the task of organizing his papers and publishing what will be both a critical and yet loving book about his work, as only a daughter—and fellow historian—can.
Thanking you in advance,
THE STORY:
The farm wife came back into the house to light the fire. Then bowing her way out again, she left Jenna and Scillia together.
Once the fire had caught well enough to throw shadows across the grate, there was a low chuckle from the chair next to Jenna’s.
“Sister, too late by half and too short for a whole,” Skada said.
“And too cryptic by far for me to understand,” Jenna retorted. She pushed her fingers once again through the fringe of hair on her forehead and Skada imitated her. “I hate that kind of talk.”
“She means, mother, that you should have told me years ago and you have not told me all of it now.”
“She’s always been the brightest of your children,” Skada said. “Though Corrie’s a love.”
“Don’t push me.” Jenna turned angrily to her dark sister.
“I only say what you will not.” Skada glowered back at her. “And Jem …” Jenna’s face was suddenly drawn in on itself, like an apple left out all winter. Skada stopped whatever it was she’d been about to say.
“Jem is going off to the Continent when we are back from this trip. A little less family and a little more schooling is all he needs,” Jenna said steadily.
“Then I am not to be queen,” Scillia interrupted. “Nowt a queen.” Her voice was eerily like Jem’s. “He’ll learn about ruling with a hard hand there. I could never do such a thing.”
“Of course you are to be queen,” Jenna said. “You are the oldest, and that’s all there is to it. Your brothers will make you excellent counselors.”
“If they ever give up squabbling,” Skada added.
“We never have,” Jenna said.
She rose and Skada rose with her. They matched pace for pace to the door. Jenna turned suddenly, but not too quick for Skada. Their faces held the same concern as they gazed back at Scillia.
“When I die …” Jenna began. “And your father as well. You will …”
“If you die, mother. You are a hero. You are a legend. Such people do not die. They just … are no longer physically in the Dales. But they aren’t dead.” Scillia’s face in the shadow looked much older, as if a mask of age had suddenly slipped down over it. “They are always with us.”
“Definitely the brightest!” Skada said.
Jenna turned on her heel and flung open the farmhouse door. The afternoon light slanted down to outline her in the doorway. When she stepped outside, no one was by her side.
“Mother!” Scillia called. There was pain in her voice but little hope. “Mother …”
“We ride,” Jenna cried out. And without thanking the farm wife, she got onto her horse, kicking it hard enough to surprise it into a canter, leaving Marek to organize the children and guard to follow.
They rode till past supper and into the dusk. As there was no moon to call Skada forth, Jenna rode at the forefront alone.
She was tired. Thirteen years as a queen had exhausted her. She had long found the throne a troubling seat and missed being able to spend weeks off in the deep woods. On the other hand, Carum reveled in the details of the royal work: the sums and substitutions of a kingdom’s finance, the niggling judgments, the exacting language of the law. But Jenna hated it, escaping whenever Carum could spare her.
This time he had let her out of a meeting with the mayors and aldermen of the northwest Dales. She had taken both the boys and Scillia with her, promising Carum that they would all stay with the guard. That promise was dragged from her, but she argued more from form than need. Both Jenna and Carum knew she needed the trip and they hoped it would be good for the children as well.
“I will go back to Selden Hame,” Jenna had said. “Scillia has never been inside. It has been years since I’ve gone myself. Once we are safe within, the boys and the guard can stay in the village.”
“I know how much you have missed Pynt and the women,” Carum had answered. The years sat more lightly on his brow than on Jenna’s, though his hair was now as white as hers. “And I know all the letters back and forth between you and Pynt have still not salved the wound of parting. You were friends long before I found you. Selfishly I took you from her. But it was for the kingdom. The people needed their Anna, their White One.”
She had waited, not smiling, but knowing that he would say the words which, as ever, she could not resist.
“As do I, sweet Jen. As do I.”
“I will not stay at the Hame, Carum. I will return. I am like the old tale, the girl who could not stray from home.” She had smiled then, putting her hand on his.
“But which is your home, I wonder?”
She knew he asked the question to himself and so did not return him an answer.
As they rode, Jenna remembered the scene with some sorrow. She bit her lip, guessing how Skada would have played it out. “But I am not my dark sister,” she whispered to herself, knowing full well that she had talked to Carum about the trip in the palace garden in daylight just so Skada could not intrude her sharp wit into their conversation. Just as Jenna always lay with Carum in the full dark of their room, the great wine-colored drapes pulled tight across the oriel windows and the fire burned down to embers. Skada might be her shadow, her other self, but there were some things Jenna preferred to do without her.
She remembered suddenly the birth of her first son. Jem had arrived with difficulty, laboring thirty hours to creep from her womb. He had tried to make up for it ever since: walking early, talking early, fighting early, always at odds with both his brother and his sister, the uneasy in-between. She loved him the more for it, her difficult first-born.
Skada had insisted on sharing the second birth and, as she predicted, the birth had been easier therefore. But then Corrie had always been an easy child. Easy and stubborn at once. Jenna could not sort it out.
But of the three, Scillia was the child of Jenna’s heart, and she had always hoped that, woman-to-woman, they would live into old age together. More like sisters than mother and daughter; they were not, after all, that many years apart. And so it had been, until this last year when Scillia had changed beyond reckoning: critical, unhappy, listless—and always angry. Jenna could not remember having herself gone through such a change.
“You spent your change-time fighting a war,” Skada reminded her. “With me by your side. Who had time for such drama when people were dying? Who had time for selfishness when there was blood being spilt?”
But that did not explain it. Not at all.
They entered the town of Selden in the dark. The Hanging Man hostel had been forewarned of their coming, and had warm food waiting.
“Scillia and I will go on to the Hame,” Jenna told Marek. “We will not stop here with you.”
“The guard will ride with you to the walls,” Marek said.
“They will not.” Jenna yanked on the reins and her mare half rose on her hind legs, whinnying annoyance. “I am not a child to need a nurse.”
“You are the queen and need safe passage,” Marek said, but found he was speaking to her back.
Shaking her head, Scillia kicked her gelding into a canter. She caught up with her mother a half mile up the road.
They went along in less-than-companionable silence until they came to a bridge where they paused.
“The water is not yet in flood,” Jenna remarked dryly, hoping to cut through the uncomfortable tension between them.
“Unlike your temper,” Scillia said.
“A woman’s mouth is like a spring flood? That is a Garunian adage,” Jenna said. “I would not have you speaking so.”
“Then why are you sending Jem across the sea to the Garuns? That is the very sort of thing he will learn there, and he will be the worse for the getting of such wisdom.” Scillia’s voice broke in the middle, anger and sadness competing in it.
“I send him for the peace,” Jenna said, “which you have so recently accused me of forgetting. And we are taking one of their princes into our court in his stead. It is a kind of exchange to guarantee amity between our lands. Besides, Jem is excited about it.”
“What kind of peace is it, Mother, that takes little boys to hold it?”
“I thought you didn’t like Jemmie.”
The wind had begun puzzling through the trees. Jenna remembered that particular sound, such a part of her childhood in the Hame: trees, river, and the mountainside changing the tone.
“He is my brother and I love him. Even when I cannot abide him.”
“He is my son, Scillia, and though I cannot stand the thought of sending him away, it is what is best for our land. Once the Dales had little girls fighting a war. Surely a little boy can be charged with the peace.” She kicked the mare into a trot across the bridge and her voice threaded back through the clatter of hooves. “I am tired of talking.”
But Scillia would not let it go, and she chattered for another mile up the winding mountain path before the thick, close dark finally stopped her.
When Scillia finally quieted, Jenna relaxed into memory. Even though the forest had changed somewhat in the plus twenty years since she had wandered it alone—fourteen years as queen, the several years of war, the five years under the hill with Great Alta—by squinting she could still see the place as it had been. It was a palimpsest forest, with enough of the old growth left, the old turnings of the road, to remind her.
But she could not get back the child she had been, who had played the Game of Memory so well, who could sort out the scratchings of coon and cat and bear with a single glance.
She sighed, a sound well lost in the mix of pounding hooves. But the sigh reverberated inside. It was Scillia’s youth and her lack of passion for rather than passion against that irritated Jenna. She remembered herself at age thirteen, and Scillia was no mirror of that girl. Skada’s answer that it had been a war that made the difference between them was not answer enough.
Perhaps, Scillia will find that child at the Hame, she thought. But she did not dare finish that thought: that perhaps she might find the child she had been there as well.
THE HISTORY:
From a letter to the editor, Nature and History, Vol. 45:
Sirs:
Your recent article on “The Last Goodly Hame—A Look at the Walls of Selden” by that eccentric scholar, Lowentrout, makes much of the folk history of the area. But to state, as he does, that Selden Hame remained a center of culture and learning for women of Alta and their dark sisters, merely perpetuates the myth that the Dale females were able to call up some mysterious Other Self. I thought we had long ago dismissed such maunderings as mere fairy stories.
It is clear from the stones that have been examined by careful scientists, that the walls that stand on the site are but several hundred years old, not a thousand. The wall construction is typical of the Middle Period, not the Old Dales. Lowentrout’s assumption that there had been new buildings built exactly over the bones of the old, because of stories of ghosts or some such, merely flies in the face of science and technology.
As long as we repeat the old legends and folk tales as something more than simple imaginative stories, using them to reconstruct a historical base, we will continue to make the same old mistakes in our archeology. There were no dark sisters; the great Queen Jenna was but a jumped-up folk hero, more legend than real. And as for those beliefs that state she and her consort still sleep Under the Hills till the Dales shall need them again … well, really! That’s a folk motif that can be traced all around the world and is typical of hero tales in most primitive lands.
THE STORY:
As they approached a seemingly impenetrable rock face, Jenna waved her hand oddly at it. The trail twisted abruptly to the right and up and the mare followed it without urging. Scillia’s gelding plodded placidly along behind.
“Was that some kind of signal?” Scillia asked.
“Yes.”
“Wouldn’t they have changed the sign after so many years?” Scillia’s voice held a measure of amusement.
“I do not even know if they still use watchers at the turnings,” Jenna said. “But the hand has its own memory. I could no more have gone past here without signalling than … Wait!”
They both reined in their horses, for a light of some kind seemed to be coming down the mountainside toward them. When the light came closer, they saw it was not a single light, but two torches—held aloft by a pair of women.
“Hail, Jenna,” the watchers said together. “Hail, Scillia, daughter of women.”
As the torchlight touched her horse’s back, Jenna felt the familiar warmth of Skada behind her.
“And what do you return to them?” Skada whispered into her ear.
“Hail, sisters,” Jenna said. And all her anger and troubled thoughts slipped away with the words.
They rode slowly along the path, following the torchbearers. The light only occasionally fell upon Jenna and so Skada flickered in and out of hearing. But whenever she was there, comfortably behind Jenna on the mare’s broad back, she continued to comment on everything along the way.
At last Jenna held up her hand for silence. “Enough! You are worse than a jay.”
“I would prefer conversation,” Skada said. “But who is to supply it? Scillia is all but asleep on her horse and the two up ahead are paying us no heed. As for your sulking presence …”
“I am remembering, not sulking.”
“With you the two are often the same,” Skada said.
“And with you …” But whatever it was Jenna was about to answer was never spoken aloud, for just then the great wooden gates of Selden Hame were pushed open by the torchbearers and light blazed forth in welcome.
The doorway of the main house was crowded with women, all in pairs, except for one small woman at the front who was singularly alone. Her black hair was worn long in a warrior’s braid but curled like a crown atop her head. It added little to her height. So fine-boned, she seemed almost a girl but for the great strength of purpose that shone in her face.
“Pynt!” Jenna cried out, leaping from her horse. She held out her hands to the small woman.
“I am called Marga now,” the woman said sharply. “Or as the M’dorans among us say, Marget. No one but you knows me by that old name.” She touched hands with Jenna, then Skada, then turned to help Scillia down. “And this, of course, is the M’doran child.”
“My child,” Jenna said.
Scillia held out her one hand to the small woman but did not say anything, being slightly overwhelmed by fatigue and the fact that the woman—Marga—had challenged her mother. No one—except maybe Skada and her father, Carum, and old Marek—no one spoke like that to Jenna. As much as her mother liked to believe she was of the people, Scillia knew they held her in too much awe, as both a legend and their queen, to talk back to her.
“Her womb mother was Iluna. You have raised her in a hero’s place.”
“Pynt, she is my child in all but birth. How can you, above all people, say other?” Jenna’s face was no longer shining with pleasure, but beginning to darken. Skada’s face was glowering even more.
Marga pulled Scillia close to her and with the light on them for a moment—just a moment—they looked like a pair of dark and light sisters. “I am True Speaker for the M’dorans, Jenna. I say what must be said. I do not say it in anger or in chastisement. But it must be spoken for truth’s sake.” She turned a moment and whispered something to a woman near her, then turned back. “But come, we have a light meal for you. It is never good to sleep on an empty stomach, worse to sleep right after too great a meal.” She smiled briefly and drew Scillia into Selden Hame, forcing Jenna and Skada to follow.
THE SONG:
PYNT’S LULLABY
Sleep, my child, wrapped up in a dream,


The stars looking down where you lie.


The stars have no words to tell of your past


And neither, my child, have I.


Sleep, my child, for the past is a dream,


And women do weep that it’s gone.


But we shall not weep anymore for the past


For after each sleep comes the dawn.


Sleep, my child, into dawn’s eager light


And wake to the song of the dove.


Forget all the dreams of the past, for the past,


Is present in all of my love.


THE STORY:
Scillia had no memory of that first meal at the Hame. It was hazed with candlelight, firelight, sleep.
And dreams.
She had dreamed and woken and dreamed again. All that she remembered of those dreams was that someone had been singing to her, and it had not been her mother.
Rising, Scillia got dressed in what clothes had been placed at the bedfoot for her. Not her riding clothes, the leathers stained and smelling of horse, but a soft, white shift with an overdress of linen the green of late autumn. There was a pair of hose in the same green. The boots alone were her own, brown, heeled, scuffed-toed, and comfortingly familiar.
Whoever had left the clothes had also opened the curtains and she could heard mountain doves coo-coo-rooing from the trees outside. It was a homey sound, not so different from that of the birds that littered the hedges and ledges back at the castle.
She went over to the window and looked out. After days of foul weather—spitting rain and a wind that had found every crack in her clothing—the sky had finally turned a slatey blue and there was not even a cloud to mar it.
Something moved in the trees closest to her window. Scillia thought at first it was one of the doves till she glimpsed a stockinged foot and heard a laugh.
“Mother!”
She was shocked beyond measure that her mother should be climbing trees like some young, hoydenish villager, and was preparing to say so when Jenna’s face poked through the leaves.
“Awake then, lie-abed?”
“What are you doing out there?”
Jenna laughed again. “Rediscovering my childhood.”
Scillia’s lips drew down into a thin, disapproving line. “Mother! You are the queen.”
“Then I am rediscovering the queen’s childhood,” Jenna answered placidly, unwilling to be drawn into an argument. “And it included climbing many a tree.”
Scillia turned away from the window abruptly and went back to the bed, flinging herself face down upon it. She covered her head with the pillow. Why, she wondered. Why? Why? Why? Why? She had no idea what it was she was questioning.
She felt a hand on her back and slowly lifted the pillow from her head. Turning over, she expected to see her mother.
It was Marga.
“Brush your hair, child, and come down to breakfast. This first day you will have no chores. We give guests—even royal guests—a day of rest before we work them. Then …”
“What do you mean even royal ones?” Scillia asked. “I cannot think you have had many.”
“Royal guests we work the harder,” Marga said. “Though …” and here she laughed, “we have had none before you.”
“As it should be,” Jenna said, swinging in through the window. “That you work royal guests the harder, I mean. Does it not say: The king should be servant to the State.”
“I have never heard that bit of wisdom before,” Scillia said.
Marga smiled. “Your mother has spent the morning reading The Book of Light.”
“My mother has spent the morning climbing trees,” Scillia muttered.
“In many ways it is the same thing,” Jenna said. “Come. Let us go down to the kitchen. I am starving.”
Marga put her arm around Jenna’s waist, as comfortable as any old friend. “You sounded just like Skada then.”
“I am Skada. Or Skada is me. It is just that sometimes I forget that when the crown sits too heavily upon my head.” Jenna draped her arm over Marga’s shoulder, and they walked out of the room together.
Scillia would have lingered longer to show her displeasure, her anger, her dismay. But she was suddenly much too hungry for such displays. Without even tidying her hair, she ran after them.
At breakfast Jenna seemed absolutely transformed and Scillia could not get over it. The mother who had been so distracted with matters of state, so distant with worry, so often quick to judge or to correct, was gone. In her place was some stranger who told jokes and laughed loudly, who recounted incidents in which she was as often the villain of the adventure as the hero, and who broke into snatches of old songs.
Scillia was embarrassed beyond telling, and though she had thought herself starving, she suddenly found she could not eat a bite.
She excused herself and left the kitchen, going out the door they had come in, turning right, and quickly getting lost in the maze of halls. At one last turning, she found herself in a room that was steamy and moist.
“Baths!” she breathed, her word almost forming in the hot, wet air. No one had mentioned baths last night, when she had been filthy and aching from the long riding. And though one part of her remembered that she had fallen asleep at the dinner table, the other part counted the lack of mention as a rough snubbing. She turned and walked out of the room, but her clothes were a moist reminder.
“Probably cold water anyway,” she muttered, though the steam had certainly argued against that. But she was feeling too put out to let logic get in the way of her anger. With a few more turns, she thankfully found herself outside.
She walked through a courtyard where several straw targets leaned against the stone wall. Three hens clucked at her, but she ignored them. There was an open gate, and she slipped past it.
Clearly it was not the main gate, for there was a meadow on the left, not a forest, and the path that skirted the meadow was not the worn road they had ridden up in the night.
She started down the path, expecting at any minute to be summoned to return to the Hame. She even set her back stiffly, ready to refuse the call.
But no call came.
The path went down steeply at first, then crested over a small rise. At the top of the rise she could see into a great natural amphitheater. Some sort of rough stone altar was at the center of the circle, flanked by three old rowans.
She tried to remember the stories she had heard of the dark and light sisters who had lived in the Hames. A few of the stories her mother had told her, casually, and in an off-handed manner, and only when pressed. Others Skada had recounted, with a great deal more vigor. But Skada’s tales were always vigorous in a way scarcely to be relied upon. Most of what Scillia knew about the Hames—Selden being the only one left of them—came from her old nurse. Nana had spoken much about the sisters, and not all of it complimentary.
“Your royal mother, the Anna, being the exception, my cherub …” was how many of Nana’s stories began.
She could not remember any stories about sacrifice, however, so she wondered what the altar was for.
She must have spoken the question aloud, because suddenly there was an answer from behind her.
“For Mother Alta to sit and rule.”
Scillia spun around. One of the sisters of Selden was standing, hands clasped in front of her, smiling. Scillia did not know her name.
“Our last Mother was not a happy woman. She was hard and not always fair. But she was ours and so we loved her. She’s dead now, almost ten years. Best to remember only the good of her. The Book of Light says: One can never repay one’s debts to one’s mother.”
“Especially,” Scillia replied under her breath, “if one’s mother is the queen.” She went around the woman and back up the path toward the Hame.
THE TALE:
There was once a king who had three daughters, each one more beautiful than the last. But though he loved his daughters well, he loved the golden bird in his garden more.
One day the golden bird disappeared. All that was left was a single feather. The king took the feather and held it to his breast, crying:
“Oh, me, oh my, oh me, oh my,

Without the golden bird I shall surely die.”

And he lay down on his bed and was indeed seen to be dying.
The youngest daughter wept and wept until her eyes were red with weeping.
The middle sister threw herself on the floor and thrashed and moaned till she was quite black with dirt.
But the oldest daughter said, “Father, do not die. I shall find your golden bird.”
She left the palace and rode and rode until she came to a place where the road forked. There was an old woman, dressed in rags and looking quite pitiful. The princess got down off her horse.
“Old woman, may I help you?”
“Some food and water would be nice,” said the old woman.
So the princess gave her food and water and her own crimson cloak besides.
“As you have given something to me, so I will give something to you,” said the old woman.
“But you are poor and have nothing to give,” the princess said.
“I have something I can give away and yet still keep,” said the old woman.
“And what is that?” asked the princess.
“Advice,” the old woman replied.
“I am listening,” said the princess.
“I can tell you where the golden bird nests or I can tell you where your own fate lies. I cannot tell you both.”
The princess shook her head. “My father’s fate and mine are intertwined,” she said. “Tell me where the golden bird nests and I will get it for my father so that he will not die.”
So the old woman told her that, but not where her own fate lay, which was actually quite a different thing altogether, and might have been better for the kingdom than saving a cranky, self-devoted monarch from death.
Do you think the princess made the right choice?
THE STORY:
If Scillia had expected lunch to be different, she was soon disabused of the notion. Her mother acted neither like a mother nor a queen, but some stranger telling tales about other strangers who played at something called the Game and something else called Wands.
“What are those?” Scillia whispered to a woman by her side, a woman whose mouth seemed overfull of teeth.
The woman turned and stared at her. “What? Jenna’s daughter has never heard of Wands?” She grinned and the entire range of teeth seemed to conspire at some joke. She turned back to the table and spoke to Jenna. “A child of yours knows not of Wands? Then we must show her.”
“I don’t want …” Scillia began. But the toothy woman already had her by the hand, dragging her up from the table and over to the hearth where a small group of women—including her mother—formed a rough circle.
Marga took a long leather cylinder from the mantel and another woman, a blonde with hair cropped like a man’s, took down a small hand drum. As Marga untied the cylinder’s top with much ceremony, the women began to chant a slow singsong, accompanied by the steady beat of the drum.
Round the circle, round the ring,


The Wands of Alta now we fling.


Praise Alta’s name, all blessings flow,


As round the ring the willows go.


Finally the cylinder’s knots were undone and Marga poured a set of twelve ivory-colored willow wands into her left hand. Plucking two wands from the set, she flung them with quick flicks of her right hand one after another into the circle.
One wand was caught by the toothy woman next to Scillia, one by Jenna who was on the other side of the ring from them.
Slip-slap.
They flung the wands underhanded across to one another, the passage in midair making a strange shushing sound. The toothy woman caught hers smoothly, but Jenna had to make a second quick grab for her wand, an awkward recovery.
“You are out of practice, my queen,” called Marga as the wands went back again.
Slip-slap.
“With wands,” Jenna replied, but she was smiling.
“She is soft,” someone else called out.
“A wand is not a sword,” Jenna replied, but she was grinning as she flipped the wand swiftly across to the speaker.
Slip-slap.
The wands were traveling more quickly now, end over end, with a fine, sharp rhythm. Then, just as Scillia was getting used to the sound of them, Marga called out “Two!” and set another pair of wands flying.
Now the game became considerably more complex, as four willow wands cartwheeled through the air.
Slip-slap.
Slip-slap.
“Two!” Marga called again, adding a third pair to the ring.
Several more women left the table to enter the circle and soon Scillia lost count of the number of wands whizzing past.
“Two!” Marga called again. And again, “Two!”
“You catch one, child,” the toothy woman whispered to her. “Go on. We like to say, A girl is never too young for the game.”
“I can’t,” Scillia said, turning her head and gesturing with her hand, as if to remind the woman she had but one. As she turned, a wand smacked into her hand.
Slip-
But the satisfying echo of slap did not follow as the wand fell, clattering to the floor.
No one seemed to mind. One woman simply leaned down and picked up the wand and the game continued.
But Scillia minded. “It is a stupid game for old women to be playing at,” she said, walking out of the circle and heading toward the door. Her palm tingled where the wand had slapped it. “And stupider still for a cripple.”
Somehow Marga was by her side and with a hand on Scillia’s arm, stayed her. “Women with one hand have played before,” she said. “Do you think you are the only such one in the world?”
“I think I am the only such one to find it a silly game.”
“That is the second wrong thing you have said,” Marga told her. “It is not just a game. It is practice as well.”
“Practice for what?”
“For swords.”
“These women are past fighting prime,” Scillia said witheringly. “Besides, they are cooks and farmers and carders of wool. I doubt any of them could hold a sword in battle.”
“Then you would be wrong a third time,” Marga said. “Most of them fought by your mother’s side in the great battles of the War, or fought with their backs to the walls for the life of their own Hames. And they are hardly old. Except, perhaps, to one of your age.”
Scillia shrugged and turned her hand up to a window’s light. There was a bright red mark in the center of her palm from the wand.
“We call that ‘Alta’s Wound,’” Marga said. “You are one of Hers.”
“I am not one of Hers or anyone else’s,” retorted the girl. “I am my own.”
She turned and walked out the door and after several wrong turnings, found her way to the stairs that led up to her room.
Jenna showed up moments later. “You were rude,” she said. “And you were unkind. Queens do not have leave to be either.”
“I am not the queen, mother,” Scillia said. “You are.”
Jenna sat down on the bed and looked away from Scillia toward the window where the sky was darkened for a moment by a rush of flying crows. “I know how to be a queen. But it seems I no longer know how to be a mother. You try me, my child.”
“I am not a child anymore. I am thirteen. And I am not your daughter, though it seems I cannot get out of the habit of calling you mother.”
“Is that what this is all about?” Jenna turned to look at her. “Is that what all this tasking has been about?”
“I want to know her name at the very least. And what she was like.”
Jenna sighed. “She was …”
“Besides being brave and being murdered, I mean,” Scillia warned.
“Come, sit by me and I will tell you all.” Jenna patted a place by her on the bed.
“Are you ordering me as my queen?”
“I am asking you as your mother.”
“I prefer to stand.”
Jenna sighed again. “Her name was Iluna and she was one of the few who ever saw that I was a woman, not a myth. I liked her for that.”
Scillia sat on the bed, as if her legs would suddenly no longer hold her up, but not too close to Jenna. She left enough space between them that another woman might sit there.
“Iluna.” Scillia made the sound of the name last a long time.
“She lived atop a rock with her sisters.”
Scillia leaned toward her mother. “A rock? What do you mean?”
“There was a Hame called M’dorah carved into a great cliff. And there Iluna lived with her sisters. They did not have a Mother Alta, a priestess, to lead them, as did all the other Hames. Instead they had someone called a True Speaker who …” Jenna’s voice trailed off. “My little Scillia, do you really want me to tell you all of this? What does it matter now? I have forgotten so much.”
Scillia pulled back from her, sitting up straight. “It matters to me. She was my real mother. I want to hear it all.”
“The True Speaker told us that they had broken with the other Hames and worshipped the real Alta who waits in the green hall where no one stands highest when all stand together.”
“And what does that mean?”
Jenna stood and walked over to the window. “If you interrupt me, the tale will never be done.”
“Done? You want it done? I want to hear it now. This moment. And tomorrow. And the next day after that. I want you to repeat it to me till the parts you have forgotten come back to you. This is my life, oh queen, that you have purposely kept from me. Yes—I want to hear it all!” Scillia’s body shook with her anger.
“Then listen. At that place, M’dorah, where I had gone to enlist more warriors to our cause, there were many women. But the very first to volunteer to fight was Iluna. She said—and this I will never forget—she said ‘I will go though no one else goes with me.’ Though of course you had to go with her, tied as you were to her back by cradle strings.”
“I was tied to her by more than that. By flesh. By blood.”
“Not by flesh. Not by blood.”
Scillia stood and went over to stand so close to Jenna, their shadows were one on the rush floor behind them. “What do you mean?”
“The M’dorans got their daughters from the New Steading folk. They took those the countrymen left out, neglected, ill-treated, or threw away. Iluna told me that is where she found you.”
“But Marga said Iluna was my womb mother.” Scillia unconsciously began to rub the shoulder of the stunted arm. If she was unaware of the gesture, Jenna was not. She reached out and gently pulled the unresisting girl to her.
“Marga did not know Iluna. I let the story stand.”
Scillia spoke, her words partly muffled in Jenna’s shirt. “Was I thrown away because … I was not whole?”
Jenna stroked her hair. “I was whole, my darling, and yet I, too, was thrown away as a babe. Girls were of such little value in those days. It is a custom your father and I have worked hard—and fought hard—to change. No children—boys or girls—should ever again be lost that way.”
They stood, breast to breast, mother to child, until the darkness beginning in the sky was neither crows nor clouds but simply day’s end. They did not cry for they were past crying with one another. But they did not speak either, until night rushed in around them.
Then Jenna said, “Do you want to hear more?”
Scillia shook her head imperceptibly, adding aloud, “In time, mother. In time.”
THE HISTORY:
Memo: Dalian Historical Society (First Draft)
The materials you have sent over so far included one of Magon’s infamous challenges to my late father’s scholarship, specifically Magon’s insistence that the empty leather cylinders found at the Sigel and Salmon digs—which he labeled “wand carriers”—was further proof of the dark sisterhood in the Homes. It is yet another quarrelsome piece in the war of words my father had with this insufferable man. I hesitate to use the word “scholar” in his case.
Is it not laughable that, so many years after their-conflict, Magon’s words still have the power to wound me. Of course, his work is vow mainly discredited and the dark sister thesis, which he held on to so tenaciously, is hardly even referred to in scholarly circles any more. But it is fascinating to see how he tries to bend or warp every Dalian artifact to prove his ludicrous point. Metaphysical claptrap it was then, and metaphysical claptrap it remains.
But what else can we expect from a man who spent his final years in front of one of the excavated mirrors trying in vain to call up his own Dark Brother? If his ending had not been so pitiful, it would have been amusing. I have actually considered writing a screenplay based on his life.
This brings me to the core of this memo. To whom must I apply for permission to print the unpublished memoirs and memoranda from Magon? I am sure that if Magon’s entire correspondence with my father and other members of the Society were made available to the general public, my father would finally be avenged given the credit he deserves.
THE LEGEND:
It was in the town of New Teding, at the yearly Lammas Fair, that a certain Mrs. Morrison saw the one-armed child. A baby it was, unwrapped and sleeping, lying in a cradle of rushes near the Clamat River.
Thinking the child’s mother was nearby, Mrs. Morrison did naught but cluck at its poor missing arm, and cover it up with the blanket. Then she went on to the Lammas Fair with her pies.
On returning, she saw the basket still out in the open air. And thinking that was surely a long time to leave a child on its own, she went over to check on the puir wee thing.
This time there was nothing in the cradle but a figure of sticks, one branch of which was broken off at the crossing. It was a tinker’s sign.
Mrs. Morrison thought nothing more of this, till the following year when she was once again going home from the Lammas Fair, and she once again took the shortcut past the river.
There was the rush cradle again, lying on the river bank, close by the water.
Being a good soul, though a bit nosy if truth be told, Mrs. Morrison went over to peek in. There was nought lying in the rushes but the figure of sticks with the blanket snugged up under its broken-off arm.
The next year Mrs. Morrison took a different route home. Best to take care. There is no knowing what the tinkers—the Greenmen—will do if you meddle too often with their things.
THE STORY:
That evening, before dinner, the women of the Hame gathered in the amphitheater. It was in the lee-time of the moon, and so but half the sisters stood silent in the meadow. Once the torches around the inner bowl were lit, the number of women was immediately doubled. Only Marga and Scillia were without a dark twin.
Standing next to Marga, her cape pulled tight against the cold, Scillia asked, “Why of all these women are you alone?”
“A long story, child. But in the short: It was my own choice.” She moved away before she had quite finished speaking, the word choice floating back to the girl like the train of a bridal dress.
Mounting the steps to the altar, Marga looked neither right nor left till she reached the stone. She put her hand on it, turned, and only then surveyed the women below whose faces were silvered in the flickering torchlight.
“Who bears the child?” she asked.
“Mother, we do.” The speakers were Jenna and Skada. They moved to stand by Scillia.
“What are you doing?” Scillia asked.
“Something Jenna should have done thirteen years ago,” Skada said. “No one ever said she was quick about things. Though in the old days we did these rites in the summer time, and not on an achingly cold early-spring night.”
Jenna took Scillia’s hand in hers. Skada covered them both.
“Is this some sort of …” Scillia began.
“Hush!” Jenna and Skada said together, pulling her up onto the first of the steps.
“And who bore the child?” Marga asked.
“A woman of New Steading,” Jenna said.
“And she gave her away,” added Skada.
They pulled the now rigid Scillia to the second step.
“And who bleeds for the child?” Marga asked.
“Iluna, a warrior of M’dorah bled for her,” said Skada.
“And now we bleed for her as well,” Jenna said.
“Don’t do this, mother.” Scillia’s voice was a harsh rasp.
They yanked her onto the third step and Marga leaned forward, holding out a hand.
Scillia was trapped between. Ignoring Marga’s hand, she pulled away from Jenna and Skada. “You could have asked me.”
Marga whispered. “There is no precedent for asking. This is done to a baby. A baby has nothing to say in the ritual. We thought it best therefore …”
“Best for who?”
“For you,” said Jenna.
“For whom!” Skada said at the same time, a hint of laughter in her voice.
“We haven’t done one of these ceremonies in years,” Marga explained.
“Well, don’t start again on my account.”
“I told you it was a bad idea,” Skada said to Jenna.
“You said it was better now than never.”
“I did not.”
“Indeed you did.”
“Jenna, you have ears like the Garunian cat, the one who hears wind passing but knows not the weather.”
Jenna’s voice was nearly breaking. “I just wanted Scillia to understand that we had ties, too, greater than old blood. I wanted her to know she is as much mine as Iluna’s. And more certainly mine than the poor fool who …” Her voice trailed off.
“… who threw me away?”
It was as though they had forgotten Scillia was even with them. Both Jenna and Skada turned, startled by the girl’s remark. But even as they were turning, Scillia pulled loose of them, running down the few steps and past the assembled sisters, going so quickly the tail of her cape fluttered as if there were a strong wind.
“I knew I should never have allowed this,” Marga said. “Jenna, you still have the power to talk me into mischief.”
For once Jenna and Skada were both silent.
Leaning forward, Marga whispered to them. “Things have changed greatly in the years, my dear friends, though we here at Selden have changed least of all. We do not do these old ceremonies anymore for a reason. There are no more girl children for us to take in, and that is a good thing you have done for the Dales, Jenna. You should have trusted in your legacy. Selden is a Hame for old women now, not girls.” She straightened and said in a voice that carried to all: “Let us go back inside. It is too cold to stand about here in the meadow. And the child refuses the rite. We have many chores still, and the infirmarer needs no one sick with a spring chill.” She descended the stairs, followed by the still silent Jenna and Skada.
There were whispers as they walked past the rows, but Skada was wise enough not to comment back until they reached the Hame. Then all she said to Jenna was “I did not!”
It was enough.
Jenna returned no answer, but left the well-lit dining hall at once and went into her bedroom where she guttered the torch against the metal brackets so she might be alone.
Her thoughts were jumbled, water over stone, and though she lay down at last in her bed, she did not fall asleep until dawn.
THE BALLAD:
SONG OF THE THREE MOTHERS
One is the mother who bore me,


In bright red rivers of blood.


Two is the mother who wore me,


Through fire and fever and flood.


Three is the mother who carried me


Year after year after year.


And she is the mother who married me


To my faults and fancies and fear.


One to make me,



Two to take me,



Three to carry me away.



One is the mother who bred me,


A moment of passion and heat.


Two is the mother who fed me


Her blood and milk and meat.


Three is the mother who led me


Through love and pain and war.


She is the mother who’s wed me


To all that is worth living for.


One to make me,


Two to take me,


Three to carry me away.


THE STORY:
“Jenna, wake up! You must get up! She is gone!”
Sunlight puddled on the floor near the window, too far from the bed to wake a really deep sleeper. But Marga’s insistent voice pulled Jenna out of her dreams at once.
“Who is gone?” she asked sleepily.
“Scillia. She did not come to dinner, but then neither did you. But her bed was not slept in which we found when we went to call her for breakfast. We have searched the Hame for her. She is not here.”
Jenna sat up in an instant. “Why did you not call me sooner?”
“We thought she was just hiding. Or sulking. We are not so old that we have forgotten what it is like to be thirteen. And many of the women here were part of the old cullings, adopted into Hames by second mothers. They are not unsympathetic to the child.” Marga handed Jenna her leathers.
“Have you forgotten my own history?” Jenna growled. “I had three mothers, just as Scillia had. But worse, there was the scandal of my last mothers, dark and light, who quarreled over me which led directly to their deaths. Surely you recall it?”
Marga did not answer her question, but said only, “Her horse is gone as well.”
Jenna pulled on trousers and tunic, then bound up her long braid with a thick ribband. She vowed to herself not to say a word more to Marga about the past. Only the present. Finding her boots, she pulled them on with two quick tugs. “Did Scillia take any food as if for a long trip?”
“Not that we could tell.”
“Then she was being stupid. She is not trained for the woods as we were, Pynt.”
“Perhaps,” Marga said slowly. “But perhaps she only means to be gone for a little. To frighten you.”
“She has frightened me,” Jenna said. “And probably frightened herself as well by now. Are there still cats in the woods?” She walked out of the room without waiting for Marga’s answer.
Marga followed quickly behind. “They are mostly gone.” She almost had to run to keep up with Jenna’s long strides. “But it was very cold last night.”
“A little discomfort and a little cold should bring her to her senses,” Jenna said cooly, but the speed of her steps belied the coolness of her voice.
“It never brought you to yours,” Marga replied.
In the kitchen Jenna grabbed up half a loaf of bread and filled a skin with water. “You check the woods close by here,” she said to Marga. “I am going on to the village. She may have slept the night with her brothers.”
“Send us word.”
Jenna was already out the door and heading toward the stable. “I will,” she called back.
Only the final word, will, floated back to Marga. Will. She whispered to herself, “There is already too much will in that family.” Then she abruptly turned to organize a further search for the girl.
Scillia had left directly from the aborted ceremony, wandering about in the dark woods for hours. Only luck kept her from a rough trail that ended up in a cat’s cave. Only luck kept her from a rock slide into an icy stream. She paid little attention to where her feet led her, her anger keeping her warm.
Never, she thought, have I been so humiliated. It wasn’t true, of course. But truth has little to do with anger. She forgot in her anger the time her brother Jem had tugged so hard at her skirt for attention, the bands on the material had split and he’d fallen backwards, the entire skirt bunched in his little hand. She forgot as well the day in her first year of riding, when the horse had thrown her off and she had landed at the feet of her father who’d been boasting of her skill to a visiting delegation of Garunians. She forgot the hundred of other slights and mishaps that befall a growing girl, even a growing girl who is a princess.
But the more she rubbed this particular wound, the sorer it became.
There was no moon, but the sky was clear and the stars shown brightly. Luck brought her to the road, luck and those stars hanging comfortably overhead. She knew them all from her lessons: the Huntress, the Great Hound, Alta’s Braid, and the rest. They showed her the road back to the Hame where in the mid of night she quietly saddled her horse and rode him back down into the village.
The hostel’s lanterns were still lit, illuminating the sign. The Hanging Man looked extremely jolly for someone swinging on a gibbet. Scillia shuddered, as much from the gruesome sign as from the cold.
She dismounted and led her horse around back to the inn’s stable, giving the horse over to a sleepy stable boy. Then she went around to the front and entered the hostel without even hammering upon the door.
The heat of the place hit her at once. Her eyes teared up and her nose began to run. Quickly swiping her hand across her face, she found the source of the heat: a great open hearth on the north side of the common room. Without so much as a greeting to the innkeeper, she went over to the fire, shrugged off her cape, and held out her hand to the flame.
“There are other ways to get warm, sweetheart.”
She turned abruptly and stared at the speaker, a man in his late twenties, a wide gap between his two front teeth, and laugh lines about his eyes like deep scars. At the same time she was taking in his face; he noticed the sleeve of her blouse tucked up to cover the missing arm. Something in his eyes went a bit dead.
“There is a saying in my house,” Scillia said coldly. “Do not roll up your trousers before you get to the stream.”
The man threw his head back and roared.
Scillia blushed. She had meant to wound him, to make him go away. She had no idea why he was laughing.
“I like women with fire,” he said. “As we say in my house: The sharper the thorn, the sweeter the rose.”
“And as we say …” came a dark voice behind him, “Do not speak to a man’s girlchild lest you come bearing a wedding ring.” A heavy hand on his shoulder spun the laughing man around.
The laughing man continued to smile, but he put both his hands up. “Peace, traveler, peace. I was just having a bit of fun. I did not know she was your daughter.”
“She is a child,” Marek said.
“Leave him, Marek,” Scillia ordered. “He meant me no harm. Not after he saw my arm, at any rate.” She blushed again saying it.
Marek withdrew his hand from the man’s shoulder, but only as far as the hilt of his own sword.
“I did not know her for a child,” the laughing man continued, his voice remaining calm and even. “I saw only a lovely woman who was all alone at the hour of bedding. And I am always ready to give a compliment where it is due.”
Scillia picked up her cape and flung it across both her shoulders.
“One arm or two does not change true beauty,” the laughing man added. “Surely you know that.” He sketched her a quick bow, saluted Marek, and walked to a back table, far from the hearth.
Scillia watched him go, then turned to Marek. “Why did you say I was your child?” she asked quietly.
“Would you have me tell him—and the world—that you are the queen’s daughter? That the queen’s two sons lie abed in back with but a small guard to keep them safe? We would be issuing an invitation to every clodpate and dissident to make a run at us. As your father knew. As your mother should have known.” Marek’s face was red with the effort of controlling his anger.
“The people love my father and mother,” Scillia said. “Surely we are safe in our own land.”
“The people should love them,” Marek said, “after all they have sacrificed. But it is far easier to love a hero than a king when the small harvest is in and the taxes handed over.”
Scillia thought about that for a long moment, looking down at the wooden floor strewn with old rushes. When she looked up again, her eye caught the eye of the laughing man. He winked at her and it made her blush once more.
“And why are you here, child? And come through the dark without an escort of any kind?” Marek asked.
“I could not stand another moment with all those old women. It seemed … unnatural.”
“Old?”
“Old enough,” Scillia replied. And then, to put the knife further in, she added, “Ancient even.”
“Your mother gave you leave?” he asked, as she knew he would. He was not called Jenna’s Lapdog behind his back for nothing.
“What do you think?” she asked, then added quickly. “I am starving, Marek. I came away without dinner. Is there something in this hostelry to eat?”
Marek turned and went into the kitchen and was back quickly with a bowl of stew and a mug of cider. “Come, sit and eat it by the fire. The cider is still hot, and the stew is remarkable.”
“I would eat by myself,” Scillia said in her queen’s child’s voice.
Marek nodded and took a seat at another table, but pointedly between Scillia and the laughing man.
She ate the stew slowly, savoring it. It was, in its own way, as good as any she had ever got from the castle’s cook, savory with sprigs of thyme and marjoram. The cider was a common variety, but spiced with a cinnamon stick. She could feel it go right to her head. Suddenly she was overwhelmingly sleepy.
“I will tuck in with the boys,” she said. “No need to fuss, Marek.” It stopped him from organizing another room and thereby ruining her plans. “Just show me where they are sleeping.”
He took her down the long corridor and indicated with a nod a room to the right. When she went in, closing the door carefully behind her, the familiar smells of her two brothers and their light little snores made her smile for the first time that night.
She lay down on the edge of the bed next to Corrie, wrapped herself in her cape, and was asleep almost at once. She was too tired to dream.
She awoke four hours later with a start when Corrie, in turning over, pushed her off the bed onto the floor. It was still dark out, but through the window she could see the sky was already beginning to lighten along the horizon.
“Pssssst,” she hissed at the boys. When neither one wakened, she poked them, then quickly put her hand over Jem’s mouth, knowing he’d be the first to complain. “Hush.”
“What are you doing here, Sil?” Corrie whispered. “Is something wrong with mother?”
“Nothing is wrong. But we are going off on an adventure.” She kept her hand over Jem’s mouth just in case. She could always convince Corrie to go along; Jem was another matter altogether.
“An adventure?” Corrie sat up. “What will Marek say?”
“How can it be an adventure if Marek is along?” Scillia whispered back.
Jem eeled away from her grasp. “You just mean he doesn’t know …”
“Of course he doesn’t know,” Corrie said sensibly. He was entirely on Scillia’s side already. “Where are we going?”
“That would be telling,” Scillia said.
“She doesn’t know,” Jem added acidly.
“I have spent the night exploring the forest between here and the Hame,” Scillia said. “I know enough.”
“It’s cold out,” Jem reminded them.
“When you go on an adventure,” Corrie said, “cold is part of it.” His voice was withering, and Jem gave into it at last, pulling on his clothes quickly so as to be ready first.
“The hardest part will be sneaking out of here without the guard knowing,” Scillia said.
“No, that’s the easy part.” Jem grinned and pointed dramatically to the window. “Marek complained about it but there was no better room for us. Look.”
Right outside the window was an apple tree, gnarled and ancient. The boys skinned down the tree with no trouble at all. It was a bit more difficult for Scillia, but she’d been all her life with just one arm. She managed, though not with any grace.
The boys waited at the tree foot and gave her what help they could at the end of her descent; then they held a hurried conference.
“Do we take horses?”
“They will hear.”
“Is this an adventure—or an escape?”
“Escape from what?”
“A little bit of both?”
“It is perishing cold.”
“It is almost spring. What would you have done in winter?”
“Stayed abed.”
“Toad, toad, stuck in the mud.”
“We’re going to freeze.”
“Mother says: Dogs bark, but the caravan goes on.”
“I don’t know what that means.”
“Hush.”
They hushed, listened, heard nothing, and as if some kind of agreement had suddenly been reached, turned away from the stables and headed toward the trees behind the hostel. They became shadows and, once in the tree shadows, all but invisible from the inn.
The three remained quiet until the dark of the forest enclosed them. Then Jem began his litany of complaints again.
“It is cold,” he said. “And dark.”
Scillia made a noise of contempt and added, “Tell us something we don’t know.”
“Well, it is.”
“See, Jem, it will be warm and light soon,” Corrie said. “That’s why we are in the forest now. To get as far as we can from the hostel before the warmth and the light.”
“That doesn’t make any sense, you know,” Jem answered.
“That’s what makes it an adventure,” Corrie said.
“Hush,” Scillia hissed. “Do you hear something?”
But though they all strained to listen, there was nothing more to be heard.
As they groped their way deeper into the forest, the boys began to enjoy themselves. And as the forest lightened and birds began to decorate the air with song, they started their familiar bantering. But Scillia’s mood got lower and lower, for she alone suddenly realized the foolishness of her plan.
“Which is no plan at all,” she muttered to herself. She had thought that by running away, she would force her mother to understand how deeply unhappy she was. Her brothers were a kind of insurance that someone—anyone—would come looking for her. Now she was worried that something awful would happen to one of the boys and she, alone, would be to blame. If there was one thing she could not stand, it was to be found wrong in a matter concerning her brothers.
“This is silly,” she said aloud when they reached a small clearing.
“What is?” Jem asked.
“This.” She gestured around them.
“It’s not silly. It’s fun!” Corrie said. “No-grownups and no …”
“No food,” Jem finished for him.
“Mother lived in the woods during the war,” Corrie said. “She ate mushrooms and nuts and berries and …” Here memory failed him. “And stuff.”
“I don’t want to eat stuff.” Jem turned to Scillia. “Do you want to eat stuff?”
“I think,” Scillia said slowly, “that we ought to go back.”
“Go back?” Corrie sounded stunned. “We’ve just got here.”
“Which way is back?” asked Jem sensibly.
“That way,” Scillia said, pointing. It was clear which way they had come for the trail was marked by broken branches and scuffed earth.
They plunged into the undergrowth, only this time Corrie did the complaining, not Jem. It took them about fifteen minutes to realize that they were thoroughly lost.
“At least it’s daylight now,” Jem said. “And we can yell.” He proceeded to do so, calling out “Help! Help!” loudly until Scillia slapped him.
“Hey!” he cried. “What’s that for?”
“Now listen carefully,” Scillia said quickly. “It is one thing to be on an adventure. It is another to let every … every … clodpate and dissident know the queen’s children are lost and available for kidnap and ransom.”
“Kidnap?” both the boys breathed as one.
“Ransom?” Jem added.
Miserably, Scillia nodded her head.
“So why did we come out here alone in the first place?” Jem asked.
“Because …” Scillia was suddenly too embarrassed to say anything more.
Loyal Corrie came to her rescue. “Because she thought we’d have fun.” And when Scillia broke into tears, he put his arm around her.
Making a sound of disgust, Jem turned away from them and started off on his own.
“Wait!” Scillia called out, her voice still thick with emotion. “Jem, we have to stick together now.”
It was such a sensible thing to say that even Jem had to acknowledge it, and he came back.
“All right,” he said. “But you have made such a hash of things, I am going to get us back. I am the oldest boy, after all. And the king’s true son.” He said it on purpose, knowing how it would hurt Scillia, and smiled when her face took on a stricken look. Then, glancing around, he added, “No one move. We will have to be careful not to make any more new trails.”
They stood still and tried to unravel the proper direction to take, but it was quite beyond them all.
Finally Jem said, “I think this is the way,” and started toward an opening between the trees with such authority, Scillia and Corrie followed at once.
When they came at last to a stream tumbling around enormous boulders in its spring spate, Scillia sat down grumpily on the bank. “We did not pass a stream before.”
Jem nodded miserably, his failure too obvious for excuses. But he made one anyway. “I was not the one who got us lost first.”
“Never mind,” Corrie said, “we could all use a drink.” He kneeled down at the water’s edge and proceeded to lap at the icy water.
There was no warning growl as the great cat leaped from an overhanging branch, landing on Corrie’s back, and tumbling him into the river. Corrie screamed with pain and shock and Jem, on the bank, screamed back in fright. But Scillia tore off her cape, grabbed up a fallen tree limb, and waded into the water. She began to whack hysterically at the floundering cat, and occasionally landed a blow.
The cat was flustered by the attack, hampered by the rushing water. It backed away, snarling, then was caught by a heavy undertow and swept downstream a hundred yards. When it emerged, it was on the other side of the river and too far away to mount a second attack. It shook itself angrily, growled once in the direction of the children, then turned and trotted off to find easier prey.
“Are you hurt?” Scillia cried, pulling the sodden Corrie onto the bank where he stood shakily, staring into space.
“What a stupid question,” Jem said, his voice still high with fright. “His neck’s bleeding.”
“Where?” Scillia turned Corrie around. His eyes were cloudy with shock and his teeth chattered. Two deep holes on the left side of his neck bled profusely now that the cold water was no longer staunching them. “Does it hurt, Corrie?”
“Hurt?” The word was ghostlike, breathy, full of pain. He began to tremble. “Hurt?”
Scillia put her arm around his waist.
“Of course it hurts.” Jem was in charge once more. “We have to get him some help.”
“Help?” Corrie seemed incapable of more than one word at a time. He looked as if he were about to fall down.
“Jem, we will have to carry him.”
“Carry him? He weighs more than I do.”
“If we hold our hands together, hand over wrist, we can make him a seat,” Scillia said.
“Seat?” Corrie was breathing funny; his face had lost all color.
“The first thing you had better do,” a sensible voice, a bit out of breath, said behind them, “is to get him out of those wet clothes and see how bad the bites are.”
Scillia turned so suddenly, she nearly let go of Corrie. The speaker was the laughing man, though he was not laughing now. He took Corrie from her and laid him down on the ground. Stripping off the boy’s wet jacket and shirt, the man rolled him gently onto his right side.
“Deep punctures but no tears,” he said. “Good news—and bad.” He swabbed at the bleeding wounds, then held Corrie’s wet shirt hard against the punctures. “We need to get you a good salve, my lad. And dry clothes.”
“He can have my cape,” Scillia said.
“Give me your jacket, boy,” the man said to Jem, ignoring Scillia’s offer.
“Wouldn’t Scillia’s cape be better?”
“You young snot! She was in the water herself after that cat, and you still wetting your pants on shore.”
“I never!” Jem said. But he handed over his jacket quickly. Then he asked, his voice suddenly sly, “If you were close enough to see all that, why weren’t you in the river, too?”
Scillia stared at the man, her face full of the same question.
He shrugged. “I had my bow out and an arrow nocked, boy. I was waiting for a shot that wouldn’t hit your brother. But then your sister waded in with her cudgel and the cat was gone downstream before I could let it fly. You can go back and pick up my gear. I dropped it and came at a run.” He gestured back along the river bank with his head. “I was out hoping for some deer meat. I didn’t expect to be carting home such a young buck!” He laughed. “Up you come, my lad.” He picked up Corrie easily in his arms and walked along the river side.
Scillia trotted next to him, holding on to Corrie’s hand.
After a moment’s hesitation, Jem ran back, found the bow and arrows on the trail, gathered them up, then followed quickly after.
THE TALE:
Cat was sleeping in a tree by the river when he heard a call for help. Looking down, he saw Boy being swept along by the water.
“Whatever are you doing?” asked Cat, arching his back and walking to the end of the limb.
“I am drowning,” Boy cried. “Pray give me a hand.”
“As I am a cat, I have no hands, only paws,” said Cat. “And how do I know you will thank me for what I do? Besides, water is not my element, and the river is much too cold this time of year. And …”
But by the time Cat’s excuses were counted, Boy had drowned.
Moral from the South Dales: Help first, chat later.
Moral from the Northern Provinces: If you cannot swim, do not go near the water.
Garunian adage: Never trust a cat to do a dog’s job.
THE STORY:
They met one of Marek’s men halfway back to the inn.
“What goes?” he cried out the moment he spotted them, then came at a crashing run.
“A tussle with a mountain cat,” the laughing man said. “And a plunge into the river. But he’s a tough lad. He’ll have scars to show his mam.”
“His … mam …” the guard spluttered, and Scillia had to cover her mouth with her hand to keep from giggling aloud.
“My mother is …” Jem began, drawing himself up proudly.
“Jem!” Scillia cautioned, but it was too late.
“My mother is Queen Jenna,” Jem announced. But if he thought this news would devastate the man who had so recently been calling him names, he was mistaken.
“I know,” the laughing man said. “We all know around here. But if the Anna wishes to see her old mates, and do it in private, we can all turn a blind eye.”
Scillia rounded on him. “You knew when you … you … you …” Her blush deepened.
“I did not know who you were till the captain claimed you,” he said. “So the compliment stands, lass.”
Scillia thought he must have known when he had seen her empty sleeve, and she couldn’t decide which was worse, his knowing or his not knowing.
Just then Marek himself appeared on the trail. “By Alta’s Hairs!” he called and ran toward them. “Is he hurt? Is it bad?”
By then even Corrie was willing to attempt conversation. “I’ll have scars,” he said, an obvious pride in his voice. “A mountain cat. It was an adventure.”
“Adventure, my ass!” Marek exploded.
Scillia began to giggle in earnest then, and her laughter rose precipitously toward hysteria. “I’m sorry,” she gasped. “I am sorry, Marek.”
“Sorry puts no coins in the purse,” the laughing man quoted.
Marek took off his cloak and wrapped it around Corrie. “Give me the boy.”
“Gladly,” the laughing man said. “He’s no small burden.”
“And tell me your name that we might reward you.”
“As for my name, it is Kerrec. But reward the girl. It was she drove off the cat and pulled her brother from the river.”
Jem pulled a long face at that. “It was Sil’s fault he was in the river to begin with. She …”
“Kerrec’s right,” Corrie interrupted. “Sil saved me. But my neck hurts something fierce. Is it all right if I cry now?” His voice was hoarse and there was a bit of a whimper in it, though he tried valiantly to hide it.
“Cry on, lad,” Kerrec told him. “If it had been me, I would have been out-howling that cat long since.”
The men took turns carrying Corrie, quick-marching him to the hostel.
But all the way back, Scillia could not help but agree with Jem’s assessment. It was her fault that Corrie had been in the water and under the cat’s claws. She knew she would never forgive herself for it.
THE HISTORY:
Memo: Journal of International Folklore
In your Volume #372/4, you published an article by the late professor of history, L. M. Magon, entitled “Cat’s Cradle: A Study of Feline References in Dalian Lore.”
Magon postulates in this article that a great cat, somewhat between puma and African lion in size, roamed the Dales in the period just before and after the Gender Wars. He makes this incredible claim though no fossil evidence for any such animal have been found in the Dales past the Late Pleistocene. He cites ballads like the famed “Lullaby to the Cat’s Babe” and widely-disseminated folktales such as “The Cat and the Drowning Boy” (Folk Motif #763, Long Excuses) to support his hypothesis, but nothing at all in the way of fossil history.
As you no doubt know, the cat family can be traced through fossil records about forty million years into the Lower Oligocene. They were recognizable as cats even back that far while most other modern mammal types looked scarcely the same creatures as today. However, cat distribution in the Dales was always spotty after the land mass broke away from the mainland, about one million years ago. This information in short form is available to anyone with an encyclopedia, though for a more in-depth look, see Dr. M. J. Piatt’s remarkable book The Catastrophe of Cats (Pasden University Press). Therefore I am puzzled as to why you let such a piece of pseudo-scientific maundering into your otherwise fine scholarly journal.
It is certainly true that Dalian folklore is liberally sprinkled with references to cats. I have no quarrel with that. Adages such as “Better the cat under your heels than at your throat”; songs like the above named ballads; the ever-popular Cat Cycle of stories; and even the famous March Tapestry in which Great Alta is pictured with a cat’s head and one cat’s paw peeking out from beneath the folds of her dress. But there is no way a careful scholar can connect these references to a hitherto unknown species of large wild cat roaming the Dales. Not if that scholar has paid attention to the well-documented studies of the family Felidae published both here and on the Continent.
I uncovered this travesty of scholarship while researching my father’s life. He was a man who spent years battling the false notions and absurd allegations put forth by “Magic” Magon.
Therefore I hope that you will run my letter in your regular letter column and answer it—if you can.
THE STORY:
Jenna was at the inn when they arrived back. She gathered Corrie up and saw to his doctoring without recriminations of any kind.
Scillia thought that her mother’s attitude seemed careless, but Jenna was being rigorous in her even-handedness. She was afraid that if she started to scream—at Scillia for casually leading the boys off into danger, at the boys for being so stupidly biddable, at Marek and his men for their damnable inattentiveness—she would not be able to stop screaming. Mostly she was afraid to task Scillia for running away because of the answers she might get back from her. Jenna felt the weight of guilt descending on her, a guilt she had been feeling more and more of late. Before, it had been guilt about the kingdom, about how she and Carum were managing the ever-increasing burden of it. Guilt about taxes, about short crops and long winters, guilt about the threat of invasions from the Continent. That she would now have to add guilt concerning her children to that litany made her afraid.
She had grown used to the guilt.
She was not used to the fear.
The Hame’s infirmarer, a stern-faced woman with a large jaw, was providentially with Jenna’s party, not still out searching the woods with others from the Hame. Even more providentially, she carried a vulnerary in her leather kit.
“Lay the boy down by the fire,” she said. “I will do what is necessary.” She made him comfortable, got him into dry clothes. And as he dozed by the fire, worn out from fear, shock, and blood loss, she made a poultice out of HealAll and bandaged his neck.
“Soup when he wakes,” the infirmarer said, “and wine for the strengthening. He is not to be moved from here or agitated for a full week.”
“Boys are boys. He will be up and complaining in a day,” Kerrec whispered to Marek who nodded his agreement. But neither of them said it aloud.
Jenna shook her head. “But we were planning to leave sooner than that.”
“You may leave,” the infirmarer told her as though she were the queen and Jenna a mere subject. “The boy must remain.”
“I will stay with him,” Marek said.
“And I,” Kerrec added. “He will come to no harm here.” He grinned suddenly, the laugh lines around his eyes deepening. “No further harm, that is.”
The infirmarer turned to the two men, patently ignoring Jenna who was all abristle with guilt. “The boy’s wound does not touch the great muscles and he will not lose the use of the arm. But boys being boys, he will need to be encouraged in the use of it later in the week or it will go stiff from his fear of moving it.”
“I understand,” Marek said, his face reddening.
The laughing man just grinned.
“And I will leave the vulnerary. The poultice should be changed beneath the bandage four times daily.”
“I have some knowledge of that,” Kerrec said.
“Good.” The infirmarer’s large jaw seemed to chew on the word. Then she turned to Jenna. “Now, you see, there is no need for you to stay. I will myself return daily to check on the boy as well.”
“No need,” Jenna said aloud, adding only to herself, except the need of the heart. She sat down next to Corrie and ran her fingers through his fair hair. He did not even stir.
He has, she thought, his father’s face. The same long lashes fanning and shadowing his cheeks. She sighed. He is so young. Fighting back the tears, she thought: I have been so stupid in this. These children are not just mine. They belong to the Dales. I must preserve them.
She turned to Marek. “We go back this very day. You will remain here with Corrie and I charge you not to move him till he is fully recovered. The rest of us go home for I promised the king not to be overlong.”
“May I stay, mother?” Scillia asked quietly. “May I help nurse Corrie?” If she could do this one thing, she thought, there might be a bit of atonement in it for her.
“You are the throne’s heir,” Jenna said. Her voice showed her exhaustion. It was uncharacteristically distant. “You will not mope about here trying to assuage your guilt. You will act like a queen and return with me. It is past time you learned what it is to rule.”
“Me, too?” Jem asked. “Me, too?”
“Of course you will come, too,” Jenna said. But there was only crankiness in her sentence and Jem’s eager face turned wary. They both knew that he was soon—too soon—to be shipped off to the Continent, a hostage to the fate of the Dales. To tell him with good grace that he was coming home when it was not to be for long and certainly not to rule, would have broken even Jenna’s resolve.
Turning, she signaled the guard. “Be ready to ride before the noon meal. We will eat along the road.” Then she was gone back to Selden Hame to gather up her things and Scillia’s for the long trail home.
THE MYTH:
Great Alta took the girl child in her hand and turned her this way and that.
In the sun of Alta’s gaze, the upper half of the girl turned dark, as if baked by the sun. But her lower half remained light.
Then Great Alta broke the girl in half, as if she were a cake fresh from the oast, holding a piece in each hand.
“So you shall be broken by history, by family, by love,” quoth Great Alta. “And when you are repaired, you shall be greater than before.”
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THE MYTH:
Then Great Alta took the boychild to place him in the oast of her gaze. But the boychild twisted and turned and managed to slip from her grasp. He ran across a great bridge that spanned an ocean and was gone from sight.
“The farther you run, the nearer you stay,” quoth Great Alta.
THE LEGEND:
Jess Hamesford of New Moulting has an iron figure that has been in his family for generations. The figure is in the shape of a ginger-bread boy. The top half is painted a light color, the bottom dark.
It is said by the Hamesford family that the figure was one of twenty handed to the men—ten Garuns and ten from the Dales—who accompanied the Two Princes when they were exchanged at the port of Berike. The captains of each accompanying force got the same, but their figurines were made of pure gold.
THE STORY:
The day the princes were exchanged was one of those cold, grey days in late winter when there was a skim of ice on the ponds, and both horses and humans breathed out a moist mist.
King Carum had insisted the family have red robes lined in ermine for going down to the dock, ostentatious for the Dales but necessary for the occasion. And warm, he reminded himself as a sop to his conscience. Their inside wear was just as ornate. Jem and Corrie wore green and gold cottas, and stockings of green embroidered with gold leaves. Jenna and Scillia were in dresses of the Garun courtly style—low in the bosom and high in the waist, with ribbands below the bodice bound round to the back and tied in a false bow. They looked beautiful and uncomfortable in equal measure.
Jenna did not complain but held her head in a manner that suggested—to those who knew her well—pain and distance. It looked to outsiders like royal disdain.
However Scillia voiced her dis-ease and unhappiness at every opportunity.
“Papa,” she told Carum, “they are all staring at me.”
He knew she meant that people were staring at the one empty sleeve, so apparent in the formal dress.
“They see me next to mother and know I am not …”
Not whole. He knew that was the bald statement beneath her plaint. Not entirely whole. So he did what any father would have done: he wrapped his arms around her, no matter the councillors gaped at it, and whispered, “You are the loveliest girl in the room. Lovelier even than your mother.”
The last was too blatant a lie for Scillia to stomach. “Oh, papa—not you, too!” She pulled away from him and would have fled the room except that the first of the Garuns chose that moment to arrive in full regalia and with trumpets—trumpets!—blaring.
Carum looked over at Jenna and for the first time she raised an eyebrow at the proceedings. Holding out his hand, he said: “Come. We will see their trumpets and raise them.”
Jenna, who did no gaming, looked slightly puzzled, but took his hand anyway. He led her away from the children to the twin thrones on the raised dais. A dais just new-made for the occasion, he reminded himself, careful not to move awkwardly as he took the high step up. He held Jenna’s hand firmly to keep her from turning around too soon, their backs to the Garunian delegation almost—but not quite—an insult. Then just short of the full snub, he turned them both in place and slowly he sat onto his throne.
Jenna sat on her throne at the same time, holding herself upright, aloof. Partially—Carum suspected—to keep from weeping at the prospect of letting her son go across the ocean. But partially because the low bodice of her dress embarrassed her.
Their three children stood slightly to the right of the platform, backs to their parents, all in a line. The privy council—three men and two women—stood slightly to the left. It made an imposing picture.
There were no candles or torches ablaze near the thrones. Carum had been quite specific about that. He would rather be in the half-shadows than have Jenna’s dark sister Skada with her brutally honest tongue mixing in the final negotiations. Honesty had its place, but Carum knew its place was neither in horse trading nor treaty talks. This, he thought with sudden bitterness, is a bit of both.
For all that he disliked the Garuns—a silly, contentious people—Carum had his son’s welfare to consider. He had no illusions about his children, though he loved all three with equal fervor. Corrie was a go-along, content to follow anyone else’s lead, but with a sense of humor that made him a good companion. Scillia was a moody questioner, never content with easy answers, especially for herself. And Jem was an occasional bully and a frequent blusterer. But he had a core of fire. Like my own brothers, Carum thought. Still he was only a boy.
But he was also a prince. Carum knew that it was imperative that the Garuns be reminded that all the Dales held the child—son of the Anna—in the highest esteem.
He sighed, a sound so quiet he thought that no one had noticed. Just a soft expiration into a noisy chamber. But Jenna, always alert to such changes in him, reached for his hand. He is my son, Carum thought angrily, and all I can think of is esteem. His anger was all turned inward and for once Jenna’s touch did not help.
The actual words of the exchange treaty had been worked out months before between councillors on both sides. Carum and Jenna had held themselves apart from the meetings, as had the Garunian king, Kras. But nevertheless, they knew every word of the pact.
As if they were burned into my heart, Carum thought.
Today was to be the public reading of the document and the exchange of tokens: bejeweled figures of the two boys made by craftsmen from both sides of the waters. Carum shook his head at the waste of labor, at the expense. The figurines were pretty baubles, but he would rather have spent the money on the farmers in the Maulten District who had had too little rain in the spring and torrents of it in the fall.
Tomorrow on the tide, both boys would set sail from their homes, Jem in a Garun ship and Kras’ son Gadwess in a ship from the Dales. Somewhere midsea the ships would pass, flags would be lowered, then raised again. A silly bit of business when smooth sailing and a stiff wind were all that were wanted or needed. But Kras had insisted on it, and it had given them another bargaining chip with the Garuns. Carum hoped he could use it wisely.
Glancing over at Jem, Carum wondered if the boy had any misgivings about leaving home and family. If he did, he hid them well. His color was high and his eyes sparkled. Carum suspected that Jem, who liked being the center of attention, would play The Prince to the hilt. I should have said to Scillia that no one would be looking at her or any of the rest of us today, that it was all Jem’s moment. But it was already too late to salve that particular wound.
“Papa,” Jem said, without turning to look at Carum, as if he feared he might miss something, “Why don’t we have any trumpets?”
“Because,” Jenna said before Carum could answer, “they separate the kings from the people. We do not do that in the Dales.”
Jem muttered, “I like trumpets.”
“You would!” Scillia spat at him.
Only Corrie looked sad and a bit uncertain. He tugged at the back of his cotta.
“Stand straight, Corrie,” Carum warned quietly.
Corrie stopped fiddling with his cotta but his fingers still twitched, as if he did not know quite where to put them.
At that moment the Garunian delegation stepped forward and bowed, a long, slow, elegant, and—Carum thought—somewhat mocking bow to the royal family. It was certainly a grander bow than any used in the Dales court. Full leg extended, a flowing hand movement that went down to the ankle of the extended leg then seemed to flutter and flow back up to the waist.
Jem clapped his hands in delight and the chief Garun, a man with a moustache that waterfalled on either side of his mouth and ended in twin points, smiled indulgently.
Nodding briefly at the bowing delegation, Carum signalled them with a pronouncedly languid hand to come closer. Only the man with the moustache left the protection of the group, walking toward them as if he were sailing through the space. When he arrived at the foot of the dais, standing so that his left shoulder nearly touched Jem’s, he bowed again, if anything more extravagantly than before.
“Enough!” Jenna muttered, sounding like Skada in the explosion of that one word.
“Your Majesties,” the Garun said, still bowing. “My name is Sir Rodergo Malfas.”
“Rise, Sir Malfas,” Carum commanded, and the man straightened up smoothly.
“My bonfis,” he said, handing Carum a scroll.
“Thank you,” Carum answered, keeping his voice low and controlled. “I am sure they are in order.” But he glanced at the scroll anyway. It is my son, after all, he told himself. I should know something of the man he sails with.
The scroll was an ancestor-line, males writ in large, gaudy, gilt-lined letters, the females in a smaller but still precise hand. Carum glanced at it quickly. Malfas was well-connected; Carum recognized many of the names. There was even a line, on the sinister side, that went directly to the king.
“I am impressed,” Carum said in his still-careful voice, though he was not impressed at all. He measured a man by his actions, not his ancestors. Still he knew the Garuns counted a man differently. And a woman not at all! “Your bonfis …” he used Malfas’ own pronunciation: bon’fees. “Your bonfis are sterling indeed. You seem remarkably close to the throne.” He guessed that mentioning the bastard line would be both a compliment and an insult, and meant it to be.
“Too kind,” Malfas responded, a bit coldly.
A hit! Carum thought, feeling the bite of it. He wondered suddenly if that indulgence had done his little boy any good. He promised himself to be more careful.
Jenna had remained absolutely still throughout their exchange. If she had any desire to look at the scroll or talk to Sir Malfas she did not communicate it by the slightest movement. Carum knew her dislike for the Garuns exceeded his own, but he also knew that the exchange of princes was a necessary evil for continued peace between their two countries, a peace hard-won scarce thirteen years earlier. Perhaps, he thought, perhaps her silence will not be read as anger or sorrow or hatred, all of which he was sure she was feeling. Perhaps the Garuns would read it through their own lenses as the silence of a woman who knows her place. No sooner had he thought this, than he regretted the thought.
“Sir Malfas,” Carum said, “may I present Queen Jenna, called The Anna by our people. And these are our children—Scillia, Jemson, and Corrine.” He was taking a chance naming Jenna that way, though the Garuns knew they shared the throne in equal rule. He had not mentioned that Scillia was heir to the throne. This, too, the Garunians surely already knew and disapproved of. But it was simply not tactful to rub the fact in. Not here. Not now. There was much to diplomacy that irked Carum beyond measure; he knew it bothered Jenna even more.
Sir Malfas bowed again, to each of them in turn, but it was to Jem that he held his bow the longest.
Jem grinned, squaring his shoulders.
“And now,” Carum intruded on the last and longest bow, “please join us for a feast, Sir Malfas. I have put you between Jemson and myself, that we may all get to know one another.”
“Know one another?” Sir Malfas’ voice held a disapproving note.
“In the Dales,” Jenna said suddenly, her own voice distant and cold, “we prize that kind of intimate knowledge.”
“Then, madame,” Malfas said carefully, not calling her either Highness or Majesty, “as I am in the Dales, I shall endeavor to know you as well.” But it was clear he was referring to Jemson and Carum, not Jenna.
Jem giggled and only with an effort kept from clapping his hands.
Carum led the way with Jenna a reluctant step behind. They came off the dais, passed between Malfas and the children, split the Garunian delegation in two, and went through the door into the great dining hall where a feast, indeed, awaited them.
THE SONG:
FEAST SONG
Bring in the pheasant, so pleasant to eat,


Bring in the grouse and the lamb.


Bring in the capons and salmon and geese,


Bring in the sucklings and ham.


Bring in the butter and cheese and the beans,


The porridge, the barley, and oats.


Bring in the ale and the red wines and white,


Bring in the milk from the goats.


Fast day to feast day to fast day again,



We feed down from castle to cottage.



One week we’re ample with courses to spare,



Next week we dine upon pottage.



Bring in the black breads, the brown breads, the gold,


Bring in the honey-Sweet beer.


Bring in the onions and garlic and cloves,


Bring in the cup of good cheer.


Bring in the berries, red, purple, and black,


Bring in the caramelized candy.


Bring in the fruit pies, the cakes, and the tarts,


Bring in the possets and brandy.


Fast day to feast day to fast day again,



We feed down from casde to cottage.



One week we’re ample with courses to spare,



Dining on venison, wild pig, and bear,



Finishing off with both apple and pear.



Next week we dine upon pottage.



THE LEGEND:
There is a stone at the entrance to Berike Harbor called “Prince’s Landing.” It is a large grey boulder with a foot-shaped hollow in the top.
The men of Berike say that stone was the site of the Prince Gadween’s first step on to Dalian land.
The women say rather it was the last place the Anna’s son Jemuel stood before embarking for the Continent. Further, say the women, the hollow is always filled with salt water. It is not salt from the sea but from the tears the Anna shed at her son’s leaving. When Jemuel returned a man, he was changed beyond all measure. And so, the women of Berike say, the hollow holds her tears to this day.
THE STORY:
The dinner was a long drawn-out affair, with too many courses and toasts to both sides of the ocean. Never any good at such festivities, and tongue-tied when it came to making toasts, Jenna longed to excuse herself, to take Jem out for a walk under the familiar stars.
She had so much she wanted to tell him before he left, so much to remind him of. Stories of his birth, his first steps, his first word—which had been “crown.” She wanted to tell him again about how she and his father had met, parted, met again in the midst of battle. She wanted to warn him about the Garunians’ softness toward warfare, their hard-heartedness toward women. It would be her last chance to talk face-to-face with Jem for many years to come. She did not doubt that her letters to him would be routinely censored, or read first by the stone eyes of Kras and Malfas and their like.
She had given Jem a small satchel of gifts she had put together, but privately, not in view of the Garunian delegation. They would certainly have made mock of her offerings. A packet of his favorite dried blackberries, so delicious on porridge, like a burst of late summer on the tongue. A leather-bound copy of Blessum’s Book of Wisdoms, with her own favorite sayings underlined in red ink. A book marker woven of marsh-rush and dyed purple with madder, with his name and a crown embroidered with gold thread; Scillia’s handiwork, all the more to be prized because it was so difficult for her to do. A pillow potpourri with rose petals from the castle garden, as well as lavender, orris root, and other spices from an old receipt she had found in the archives. If he slipped it under his bed linen, the bed would keep fresh for days on end. A ginger chewing ball in case he had more problems with his back teeth. And his old stuffed bear, resewn and rehatted by her own fingers. Jem had put the bear away only last year, but she thought that a boy in a new place would want to be surrounded by some of his familiar things.
She remembered when she had traveled away from Selden Hame her first time. She’d been older than Jem, but had lived a much more restricted life, a life that was both more sheltered and yet harder than her own children’s upbringing. Four girls—she and Pynt and two others—had been sent off together on their year’s mission, parting at the confluence of two rivers. She—like Pynt—had carried a corn dollie in her pack. It had meant a great deal to her at the time.
Jem’s bear—Brownie—could serve as his blanket companion in the foreign court. If, Jenna thought suddenly, the Garuns let him keep it. He had certainly seemed pleased enough with the things in the satchel, giving her a little hug and a half smile as he looked at every item.
“Jenna!” It was Carum, calling on her for the next toast.
She raised her glass reluctantly and looked around the long table, at Carum at the far end, his face slightly flushed with the wine. She looked at the Garun, Sir Malfas, who was so like one of her old enemies, she had trouble focusing on him. Then she looked at Jem beside him, his little face bright with the watered wine and the excitement, rather more the second than the first, she imagined. Then her eyes strayed to Corrie next to his brother, in whose mien pleasure and sorrow were mixed together. She let her eyes track widdershins around the banquet feasters until they rested, at last, on Scillia to her own right.
Scillia was staring down at her plate.
Jenna stood. She stood very straight, lifting her chin and looking as regal as she could. And looking as well—if she had but known it—like the goddess the country people thought her. She willed her voice to betray nothing.
“I give you—my son,” she said, deliberate in the play on words. Then knowing she would have to say more, added, “We have a saying here in the Dales: What you give away with love, you keep.” She lifted the glass to her lips and drank the wine down quickly. There was little left in the bottom of the goblet anyway, and what remained was warm and slightly sour.
“Jemson!” Corrie cried, leaping to his feet and holding his own cup aloft. “To the great adventure!”
All around the table the feasters likewise rose. A few had clearly been refilling their cups to the brim for each toast. Marek seemed to have the most trouble getting up.
Scillia, though, was a beat behind them all. “Mother,” she whispered and Jenna heard the strain in her voice even though the dining hall was noisy with the sound of chairs shifting against the floor. “Mother, you can still stop this. Do not let him go. It will be the worse for him.”
Privately Jenna agreed. But she knew she could not stop the exchange now—not without dire consequences to the Dales. She feared the tide of history that could drown them all.
“Be still,” she whispered back, as much to her own traitor heart as her daughter.
Jem rose last of all. Raising his own glass, he said “I have something to say, too.” He hesitated a moment, then turned to Carum. “May I, father? May I say it?”
At Jem’s hesitation, at the childishness of the request, Jenna’s eyes filled with tears.
Carum nodded.
Jem grinned broadly. “Today,” he said in his high, unbroken voice, “today I am a boy. Tomorrow I will be a man, taking a man’s journey, going as my country’s pledge to the land of the Garuns.”
Carum mouthed the words with him. It was clearly a rehearsed speech, none the less charming for being rehearsed. Jenna had no idea when they had thought it up or had time to practice.
Then Jem added, and this was certainly his own addition, “When I return, you will all know I am a man.”
Involuntarily, Jenna shivered. There was too much of a threat in his little boy’s voice. She thought of the bear in the satchel. Brownie. Perhaps, she thought, I should have taken off the bow.
“I thought it went well,” Carum said, taking off the gold-lined jacket. The collar of his silk shirt was grey with sweat. He sat down on their great bed to slip off his stockings. As he bent over, Jenna saw how thin his hair had gotten on top.
I never noticed, she thought. She was standing in the dark corner of the room, her back against the wall. Neither moon-light nor candlelight illumined her. Being king has aged him so. Then she made a small grimace. We have both grown older. He is just too kind to say anything. Or to notice. She sighed.
“You did not think so?” Carum asked, sitting up straight.
“My son is going from me in the morning, perhaps forever, and you ask if things went well?” She had not meant to snap at him.
“He is my son, too, Jenna. And we long ago agreed that this exchange was our only guarantee of peace.”
“It is easy to agree when the day is far off.”
It was Carum’s turn to make a face. “You knew this day would come eventually.”
“I am like the prisoner waiting the executioner. As long as the blade is not on my neck, I do not think of the morrow.”
“You are sounding remarkably like Skada.”
“I am Skada,” Jenna said, moving out into the arc of the candlelight. “And on occasion she is me.”
“Only on difficult occasions,” Skada said, suddenly standing by Jenna’s side. Dark sister and light, they mirrored their sorrow.
This time it was Carum who sighed.
“Jem is only a child,” Jenna said.
“A boy,” agreed Skada.
“And will be a man,” Carum said. “Even he recognizes this fact. Why can’t you?”
“I would he become a man of the Dales,” Jenna answered.
“As he is and will always be,” Carum countered.
“He will be what they make of him,” said Skada.
Carum stood up, and the one stocking he was still wearing slid down around his ankle, giving him a slightly comic look. But his face held anything but amusement. “We had the making of him for ten years. That making will prove true.”
Jenna moved toward him till she was close enough to be touched. He did not reach for her, nor for Skada who stood just as near.
Jenna’s eyes searched his and he did not flinch from her gaze, but Skada snorted. “Remember what the farmers in the South say: Better a calf of one’s own than a cow owned by another.”
All three of them burst into laughter at that, more from the relief of tension than good humor.
“I don’t know what that means,” Jenna said.
“You will,” Skada answered.
Only then did Carum put his hand out to draw Jenna to him and Skada, of course, came too.
“Put out the light, Carum,” whispered Jenna.
Skada laughed.
In a swift, practiced movement, Carum turned and blew out the candle on the washstand. Then he lay back on the bed, and pulled Jenna, alone, to him.
THE TALE:
There was once a widow with three sons: Carum, Jerum, and little Jeroo. They lived in a hut in the middle of a dark and tangled wood. Their lives were hard and their days were long and there was precious little laughter in them.
“Do not go to the north of here,” said the widow to her three. “For under the hill and under the dale lives the King of the Fey. He will steal you from me as he stole your father and that will make our lives harder than before.”
For years the boys listened to their mam. And though they went east, and though they went west, and though they went south to pick blackberries and nuts, to gather windfalls and storm-blowns, they never—not even once—went north.
One day, when they were all but men, Carum strayed into a path that was lined with bluets and set about with bay. He was so mazed by it, that twisty, windy path, that he walked a night and a day going due north and straight away was stolen by the fairies.
When he did not come home, his mam wept and wailed and threw her apron up over her head. She knew then that what she had feared most had come at last. So she made the other two, who were still left at home with her, promise faithfully that they would never stray.
Still, one day Jerum, too, found the twisty, windy path. Only this time it was lined with currants and set about with pine. He was so mazed by it, he walked a night and a day going true north and then he, too, was stolen by the fairies.
“Oh, my dear little Jeroo,” said his mam. “Do not dare the fate of your brothers. Stay at home east and stay at home west and stay at home best with me.”
Now little Jeroo was a good boy and he did as he was told. He stayed at home and took care of his old mam. But when he was an ancient himself, and his mam dead lo! that many a year, he went out into the forest one day to gather firewood.
And even though he was not looking for it, he found the path the others had taken. Long did he stand upon it, looking due, true north past woodbine, bluets, bayberry, and thorn; past gorse, currant, yarrow, and pine. He thought he saw figures dancing in the distance—young men he could almost remember, their heads crowned with garlands, singing and drinking and being merry.
Then he turned his back on them, the young and ever fair. He went home, lay down on his old, cold bed, turned his face to the wall, and died.
THE STORY:
Jenna did not have time to do more than shove her feet into boots and tie a fresh belt around her tunic. Her long braid had hundreds of escaping wisps, as if mice had been at it. But the tide was an early one and she had overslept, wine and weariness combining. No one had dared wake her until the sun, full on her face as she lay in her bed, reminded her that it was the day.
The Day.
She had rushed through her dressing and managed to get down the stairs in time, but just.
Now she stood on the shore with the others, watching as Jem—looking small and terribly alone in the midst of the Garunian oarsmen—waved at them from the front of the boat, the satchel she had given him snugged under one arm.
The sailors were a rough lot, Jenna had thought, despite their grand red-and-gold outfits. Black might have better suited them. Then they would have been as funereal as the day. She did not move until the rowboat had reached the ship, and the ship had cleared the breakwaters to sail out to sea.
The ship’s bright red sails filled with the breeze. But the color only served to remind Jenna of blood. It was an inapt figure, but Jenna was too much mother and too little queen at the moment to care. She willed herself not to cry, but her face was a desolation.
Corrie came over to slip his hand in hers. “I shall have to be two sons for you now,” he said.
She looked down at him. “Did your father tell you to say that?” she asked, and when he looked hurt, she hugged him. “You do not have to be any more than just Corrie,” she said. But the damage was already done and she knew it. So she held his hand as they marched back to the palace the long way, through the winding streets of the harbor town crowded with well-wishers. She hoped that her hand, strong on his, would tell him what she could not.
Part way through Berick, Corrie slipped her hand like a dog off a leash, running away to join some boys playing mumbles in front of the WindCap hostelry without so much as a faretheewell. Which, Jenna thought, was just as well. There had already been too many farewells that day. Farewell to Jem and farewell to her own innocence.
No, she thought suddenly, that had gone the day she’d agreed to exchange him for a Garun prince.
For the first time she began to wonder what young Gadwess would be like. Would he be one of those boastful, self-satisfied princelings who looked down on the common folk? And what would his mother be feeling. Any less than I, Jenna wondered, because she is a Garun woman and not supposed to feel any pain? She scolded herself aloud for such an ungenerous thought. “How could I …”
“For the people, Anna. For all of us.” The speaker was an old woman, her face scarred badly, the right cheek almost quilted with lines.
“I’m sorry …” Jenna began, realizing the woman had misunderstood her.
“Ye had to let him go for us,” the old woman said. “For the ending of wars. It says so.”
Jenna stared, recognizing her for a fisherwoman by the striped petticoat and the black skirt kilted up over the wide leather belt. “What says so?”
“The prophecy. Dinna ye know the prophecy?”
“I am done with prophecies,” Jenna said. “Done these thirteen years.”
“Aye,” the old woman said, lifting up a hand as scarred as her face. “But are they done wi’ ye?”
Jenna reached into her pocket and drew out a coin. “Take this and forget the prophecy, old one. Buy yourself a tot of rum and toast my baby over the sea.”
But the old woman had already begun in a singsong voice:
“Babby over the water,


Babby under the ring,


Babby brings a sword and stone


To come and crown a king.”


“That is no prophecy,” Jenna said, dropping the coin on the ground before the old woman. “That is a children’s song. I sang it with my own when I dandled them on my knee.”
She turned and walked away quickly, but the old woman kept singing the song over and over, even after she had picked up the coin from the dirt.
THE HISTORY:
The exchange of princes as hostages between formerly warring nations as a pledge of peace was not new when the first prince of the Dales set sail to the Continent. But his ten-year exile in the land of the G’runs was marked at home by a stunning surge of poetry and songs about “the prince over the sea.” Not a few of the poems—and the entire flowering of the First Romantic Movement—can be laid at the feet of the G’runian hostage who brought with him a fresh, poetic voice and a wealth of Continental song traditions.
Until that time, the few extant Dalian tunes had been modal and without much instrumentation. The tembala—a stringed instrument of the guitar family with five melody strings and two drones—was the exception. For centuries musicologists thought it the only native Dale instrument. However three other instruments have recently been discovered from the early Altan period, instruments that have Continental counterparts but seem wholly of Dale manufacture.
The first of these is the barsoom, which is a small hand-held skin drum, with copper bangles around the rim. The fragment of drumhead is goatskin. The bangles have slight indentations on their edges, which lends them a variety of tones.
Secondly, there is the temmon, an early flute with five holes and a range of two modal “octaves.” There were two different flutes found in the dig, both with lateral mouth holes. One was made from a local ash, one from a black wood which never grew outside the Dales.
The third instrument is the fidoon, a highly arched fiddle-like instrument which is played with a bow on the underside of the strings.
All three kinds of instruments were found in the Berike Barrow, a dig of utmost importance to musicologists as it has been reliably dated to the early Altan period. We already knew that during the years of the hostage exchange, Dale songs had been marked by particular solo instrumental parts, but until the time of the Berike Barrow excavation, no corresponding instruments had been found. A few of the sophisticated Continental instruments, like the viol and shawm, were used instead by people playing Early Music concerts, for they seeming closest to the range demanded. Also as a further clue, there was still, on display in Baron Fuchweil’s collection on the Continent, “The Prince’s Consort”—a viol and a shawm said to have been brought over with the G’run prince, then returned home with him. But the Berike Dig was the first in which actual instruments of Dale manufacture of that period were found.
Furthermore, the ten piece song-cycle collectively known as the “O’er the Sea Suite,” with its intricate rhyme schemes and surprisingly salacious (for that period) plays on words like “Jemmie went o’ering, went oaring, went whoring …” all pointed to a new and unprecedented influence from the G’runs.
The “O’er the Sea” songs are also remarkable for their three-part texture which had long been a feature of G’runian secular songs but not previously found in the Dales. The practice of having one or more parts whose only—or principal—function is to complete the harmony was entirely a G’runian invention. However the G’run choirs, being male only, had a built-in limitation on the range of voices. When the three-part songs became integrated into the Dales, the voices included sopranos and contraltos which allowed for a greater variety in the vocal lines. This marked out the “O’er the Sea Suite” and made it such an interesting puzzle for musicologists.
—Cat Eldridge, The Dale Musician’s Handbook
THE STORY:
The boat bearing the Garun prince sailed into the harbor the following morning, but Jenna did not go down to meet it. Carum and she had decided that he and Corrie, along with a guard of twenty men led by Marek, would do the honors. She preferred the task of overseeing the reappointment of Jem’s room for the Garun prince. Though it was a task that any of the servers could have completed without her, Jenna was determined to put things right for the young hostage on her own.
“What I do for him, perhaps his mother will do for Jem,” she told Carum in Jem’s bedroom when he asked her a final time whether she wanted to accompany them to the harbor.
“His mother will not have seen Gadwess except at formal occasions for the past six years,” Carum reminded her. “Lest she unman him. Lest she make a woman of him.”
“A woman of him!” Jenna’s voice shook. “Do they forget that it was a Dale woman who bested them at war?”
“Dale women and men together bested the Garuns,” Carum said acidly.
For a moment they glared at one another, till Carum looked down. “Lips,” he said.
“Knives,” Jenna answered, sitting down on the unmade bed.
It was their private code, a way of remembering the old saying: If your mouth turns into a knife, it will cut off your lips. It was their way of making sure they did no lasting harm through arguing.
“Whatever is done for Jem or not done, I must still do what I can for Gadwess. He will be wretched from the journey, and frightened. He will be alone in a new land.”
“He is a Garun,” Carum said. “Which means he will never show his wretchedness or fear.”
“He is still a boy,” Jenna countered. “So I will make him his own room. And freshen the bedding. Let a new wind blow through an old place.” It was a line from a song they both loved.
“Then I will go along with just Corrie and the guards.”
“Best that way,” Jenna said. “Carum …”
He looked at her face and its familiar grief.
“I need more time.”
He nodded, leaned over, kissed her on the brow, and left.
But Scillia, coming into the room on the heels of her father’s departure, cried out in dismay. “Mother! What are you doing? Do you wish all reminders of Jem gone before his boat has even reached the Garun shore?”
Jenna turned her full fury on her daughter. “Wretched girl, how dare you say that. I carry him here, still, under the breastbone, where I carried you all.”
“You never carried me there,” Scillia said, leaving as explosively as she had come.
There were three servers, two men and a woman, standing in the hallway, ready to enter the room, and they did not move as Scillia stormed away. They were rigid with embarrassment for both the queen and her daughter. Jenna saw them, but said nothing directly about the incident. Her renewed fury, which was but a displacement of her sorrow, had nowhere to go but inward. She would never castigate her serving people when the fault was her own. So she grabbed up the bedding and began beating it with her hands until the air was filled with dust and bits of down.
“Take this away,” she said between slaps to the bedding, “and bring me a new coverlet. And move this bed to there.” She pointed to the window and the servers came in to the room at last, but tentatively.
“No—move it there.” She pointed to the far wall. “It is still too cold to sleep so far from the fire.”
The two men picked up the heavy wooden bedstead and carried it where she commanded. Under the bed, where brooms had never fully reached, was the dirt of a long winter, a wooden ball from the Peg-in-the-Ring Jem had so loved the last summer, three game cards, and his bear still wearing its jaunty red bow.
“Brownie!” Jenna sobbed. Then she turned and raced out of the room so that none of the servers could see her cry.
Once in her own bedroom, Jenna closed the curtains to make a night of the morning light. She lit the hearthfire and crowded close to it. When the logs had fully engaged the flame, throwing out a rosy light, Skada appeared beside her.
“So,” Skada said, “the Gender Wars continue to wound us all.”
“I am not dead of them.”
“Not yet. But something will die if you continue on this way.”
Jenna turned on her dark sister. “What do you mean?”
“You know exactly what I mean.”
“Say it.”
“Love will die. Family. All that you hold dear.”
“A prophecy, sister? You think less of them than I do.”
“Not a prophecy. A prediction.”
“Am I that awful a force?” Jenna held her hand out and twined her fingers in Skada’s.
“You are the Anna, the White One, the Girl With Three Mothers, the Queen.”
“You know I am only Jenna. You have seen me bleed.” She gave a half-cozening smile.
“I have seen you shit in the woods.” Skada gave the half smile back, only on her mouth it was fully ironic. “But what you and I know makes no matter. The people believe. And Belief trumps all.”
“You think this but a game, sister?” Jenna asked.
“It is Alta’s game, sister,” Skada answered. “And we are but players on the board. You are the White Queen, and I the Black.”
“Thank you for that reminder,” Jenna said. She rose and walked out of the room into the day-lit hall, alone.
Carum stood at the water’s edge straining to see the incoming ship while Corrie sat atop a grey stone that humped out of the water. He was dropping shells onto the stone, making splashes in the rainwater that had been caught in a deep hollow on the boulder’s surface. The water splashed onto Corrie’s trews, staining them.
A strong wind blew from behind them and out into the harbor, making white-topped waves that looked like many little knives. The wind whistling by their ears caused Corrie to shiver.
“There’ll be a hard landing today,” Marek commented.
“They won’t sail her in, but use the oars,” Carum said, putting a hand up to shade his eyes. “Provided they get past the Skellies.”
“They will, sir, don’t you fear,” said one of the guards, whose eyes were bluer than the water. “My brother’s on that ship. No finer sailor in the Dales.”
“No finer sailors—all of them,” Marek amended quickly. “They are not about to lose that ship.”
“Or that prince!” added Carum.
“Father,” Corrie said suddenly, looking up from the grey stone, “what of Jem?” No one had been paying any attention to Corrie, but though he’d been playing with the shells, he’d been all ears for their conversation.
Carum was silent, as if weighing his answer, but Marek did not hesitate “Now, boy, don’t we say: Storm in Berick, sun in Bewick?”
“You mean Jemmie will have good weather there if we have …”
“Just so, young master.” It was another guard, his cheeks scoured to the color of early wine by his days out in the wind and sun.
“I hope so. Jemmie’s never been good in a boat.”
“Corrie!” Carum’s voice was steel.
Just then one of the men cried out, “I see it! I see the ship.” He pointed to a speck on the horizon.
“Where? Where?” Corrie leaped to his feet, scattering shells over the top of the boulder. Treading carelessly on them, he placed both hands up to shade his eyes. “Where?” One leg slipped on the crushed shells, his hat fell over the rock’s edge, and he started to slide after it into the ocean.
Marek was quickest into the water, and knee-deep, caught the boy before he fell in. “Sometimes,” Marek whispered to him, “you are too much bother.” He waded back and deposited Corrie on the shore.
Corrie twisted out of Marek’s grasp and ran over to his father. “Where is it?”
Putting his left hand on his son’s shoulders, Carum showed him. “There. Follow my finger.”
“That? That speck?”
“That speck.”
“But it is so small.”
“It will grow sooner than you, little master,” said the red-cheeked man, laughing.
The others passed the joke around and the laughter tracked all the way through the guard.
Corrie’s cheeks burned with embarrassment. He was not so young that he did not know that. He had meant that the boat was actually small. Smaller than the one that had taken Jem away. Four masts to the Garun’s eight. But anything he said now would only make the men laugh the harder.
Marek stopped the laughter soon enough. “Look smart!” he scolded them. “Or do you want to bring shame on our king and queen and all the Dales in that young Garun’s eyes?” He did not mention Corrie, but he had not missed the brands on the boy’s cheeks.
“Aught will shame us for laughing,” called out one man, but he quickly found his place in the proper formation with the others.
The speck was now visible as a ship, sails down and long oars out. But before it had completely cleared the Skellies, that double line of dangerous rocks that cupped the harbor entrance like two hands almost at prayer, a cold rain began. At first it was a sputtering, spitting sort of rain, and then it came down in hard, heavy drops.
Carum, Marek, and the guards were all wearing hats, but Corrie’s had fallen off in his mishap on the rock and was even now floating out of reach.
“Corrie, go back to the inn and wait for us there,” Carum said.
“But Father, I want to see the Garun prince.”
“You will have plenty of time to see him. Almost a lifetime. However, if you stay out here without your cap, you will catch your death. And then I will be without any sons.”
The red-cheeked guard broke ranks and came over to Carum. “Never mind, sir. I’ve got an extra tam in my pocket. If it’s all right for the young prince to wear it.”
“Give it here,” Marek said, holding out his hand. “And what are you doing with it in your pocket?”
“These damned helmets don’t keep out the cold when we are on duty,” the man said. “My wife knit it for me.”
“Humph.” Marek took the tam and gave it to Corrie who immediately tugged it down over his already-sodden hair. The tam was big enough to cover his ears and go partway down his neck.
“Can I stay now, father?” he begged.
Carum pulled a long face at the boy, but his eyes were smiling. Only Marek noticed.
“Please …”
“It you are quiet about it,” Marek said in a gruff voice, “and are as good as a soldier, never complaining, not even once, of the chill, the king will most likely let you stay.”
“I never …” Corrie began. When he saw Marek’s finger up to his lips, he did not finish the sentence but stood at attention next to his father until the ship was safely moored.
It took another hour for the ship’s mooring to be completed, the waves now furious with the storm. And another half hour after that for the small boat it carried to be let down and rowed through the angry lashings to shore. Corrie did not, of course, last at attention all that time, but he made no more complaints. Indeed, he said nothing at all but watched the whole maneuver with a rapt look.
Carum himself waded out to the little boat as it began to beach, his red cloak black with the rain. He picked up the whey-faced, thin-lipped Garunian prince and carried him onto the shingle. Jem was not the only poor sailor on the sea that day.
They wrapped Gadwess in Carum’s cloak. Though his teeth were chattering, he did not moan about it.
“Nor did he on board,” the captain said to Marek, away from the boy’s hearing. “Though he was sick over the side of the ship more times than I could count.”
“I do not like his color,” Marek said.
“You’d best get boiled water into him, and soon. Before we leave the shore. Then a bit of twice-oasted bread and thin soup next.”
Marek nodded. “Not what a prince might fancy for his first meal ashore.”
“Trust me, he is less prince than sick boy at the moment. He won’t keep down anything more than that.” The captain wiped his own wet forehead with a neck cloth that was too damp itself to make a difference. “But a good night’s sleep by a warm hearth and plenty of liquids, and he’ll be all right. The young recover faster than you or I. Still, I’ve not seen one quite so sick and quite so uncomplaining.”
“He’s a Garun,” Marek said. “And a prince.”
“Which is all that needs saying,” said the captain.
Gadwess was too weak to walk, but he refused to be carried. Marek sent the red-cheeked guard up ahead to commandeer a horse from the inn and a skin of weak sweet tea.
Marek offered the skin to the prince, but it was not until Carum as king insisted he drink ten sips before they could move, that Gadwess drank. Then with a guard on either side—more to catch the boy should he start to slip from the saddle than as an honor escort—they went quickly up the road toward the castle.
Sodden but undaunted, Corrie capered at his father’s side.
The tam had proved useless against the wet and cold, and Corrie was put to bed the same time as the Garunian prince. Both had hearthfires blazing through the night to ward off chill, and cups of steaming broth were brought to them both at intervals from the kitchen.
Jenna ignored young Gadwess in favor of her own sickling. She reasoned that the castle infirmarer, an old man with older ways, was certainly competent enough to treat the prince’s condition. No one died of seasickness, not on shore. But it was her guilt, not her reason, that drove Jenna to stay in Corrie’s room.
Nose streaming, Corrie was silent in her company. He was alternately shivering and feverish, but he pushed her hand away when she tried to feed him the soup. He ignored Skada completely.
“I’m too old to be fed,” he said, sitting up in bed. But when he tried to feed himself, his hands shook and he managed to spill the broth down the front of his nightshirt.
Jenna helped him change it.
“See,” she said, paying no heed to Skada’s cautioning look, “you are never too old for your mother.”
Corrie turned over in the bed, putting his back to her. “Let Sil feed me,” he said, his voice muffled by the pillow. He would not turn back again and, reluctantly, Jenna called for her daughter, sending a server to find her.
They waited near an hour for Scillia to come, while Corrie alternately shivered, dozed, and awoke to shiver again. At last Jenna and Skada went down the great torch-lit stairs, shouting “Where is she? Where is Scillia?” their voices rising and falling together. In this one thing, at least, they were united.
Carum met them halfway. “My love, she is gone,” he said quietly.
“What do you mean—gone?” Jenna asked.
“Gone where?” Skada added.
“Into the storm. Hours ago. A kitchener packed her saddle packs with several days’ provisions. She rode off. West, according to one of the guards.”
“Provisions? And no one thought to tell me?”
“Why should they?” Carum asked. “Jenna, you do it all the time.”
“But I am a grown woman.”
“You are the queen.”
“This is not a family or a kingdom,” said Skada. “This is an anarchy.”
“Shut up, Skada!” Carum and Jenna said together.
Wisely Skada was silent.
“Where will she go?” Jenna asked.
“Where did you go at her age?” Carum answered question with question.
“On a mission. But I was prepared. I knew the woods. I was trained in weapons and woodcraft and … By Alta! How can she do this again, stupid, wretched girl. She’ll get herself mauled this time.” Jenna’s voice shook with fury.
“May I speak now?” Skada asked quietly.
“No!” Jenna said.
“Why?” Carum asked at the same time.
Skada looked at them both for a long moment. “Because I believe I knew where she has gone.”
“Where?” They stared back at her.
“To the Hame.”
“Selden Hame? But she hated it there,” Jenna said.
“To her mother’s old Hame: high towered where eagles dare not rest.”
“M’dorah?” Jenna said. “But it is only an inaccessible cliff. There is nothing to see. No women. Nothing. We fired the buildings when we left. Even the eagles shun it.”
“Still, where else would she go, Jenna? Think. Think! One brother gone, her mother fostering another in his place. The other brother so excited to meet the new, he’d rather stand out in the rain and make himself sick than be with his sister. What is there left for Scillia to do but go look for her first family?”
Carum was thoughtful. “First she will have to find M’dorah. It is not an easy or accessible spot.”
“She is her mother’s daughter,” Skada said. “The Anna’s daughter. In all but blood. She can find it. She will find it.”
“Send Marek to shadow her,” Jenna said. “There are more dangers than cats for a girl her age out alone.”
Skada added, “He knows most of the way already.”
Carum smiled grimly. “I had thought of that, of course. Leave Marek to me. You go tend to those boys.”
Corrie was asleep again and so Jenna and Skada covered him gently with the down comforter. Then they turned as one and went to the door that connected the boys’ rooms. Just as Jenna’s hand touched the latch, with Skada’s beside hers, they heard an odd sound.
The Garunian prince was weeping quietly.
“He is only a boy after all,” Jenna said, pushing the door open.
“But still a Garun,” Skada reminded her.
The fire had burned too low to throw much light so Skada never made it further than the threshold before disappearing. Jenna went over to the boy’s bed alone.
“How can I help?” Jenna said to the lump under the coverlet.
There was a quiet snuffle, and then a head emerged from the bed linens. “I need no woman’s help,” the boy said, his eyes dark as new bruises.
“Some broth will settle your stomach,” Jenna said. “And if you have been sweating with a chill, I can get you a new nightshirt to put on.”
“Out!” the prince said. “I can take care of myself.”
The coverlet had slipped further, and his shoulders and arms showed. Even in the room’s twilight Jenna could see enough to know the child was even younger than Corrie. And painfully thin.
“You do not even know where things are in this room,” she said sensibly. “I do. It would be faster if …”
“Send in a man to serve me.” He pulled the covers back up to his chin and his lower lip quivered just a bit.
“You,” Jenna said, “are in the Dales now. Where men and women serve equally.”
His eyes suddenly had a liquid shine to them, like a deer in the moonlight. And then—to her heartbreak and his shame—he began to weep in front of her.
Jenna sat down at once on the bed and pulled him to her. For a moment he resisted, then gave in because his sobs had already so unmanned him. His body shook with his sobs.
“There, there,” she said. “No one shall ever know you cried.”
He pulled back from her, shivering. “You will know. And you will tell. Servants always tell.”
For a second she did not reply, and then she laughed. It was a laugh compounded of relief and delight.
“Woman!” Gadwess said, looking as stern as an eight-year-old can. “Why do you laugh at me? In my country a servant who laughs at a prince can have her lips sewn together.”
“I have no doubt of that, my young prince,” Jenna said, making her own face look as stern, “But if you wish to do such a thing to me, you will need a very long needle and golden thread.”
Unprepared for such a reaction, the little prince blinked once, twice, then a third time, his mouth wide open.
“You look like a fish caught on a hook,” said Jenna.
“You … you will look worse,” the boy said, his lower lip beginning to quiver once again, “when I tell the king.”
“The king will laugh as well, I am afraid,” Jenna said, “for I am no servant. I am the queen.”
“The queen? Queen Jenna? But I thought that …”
“That Queen Jenna has teeth with terrible points to eat the small parts of young boys for dinner? Oh, I have heard those scurrilous Garunian rhymes, even here across the sea. Gena’s tooth be very long …” She smiled at him.
He shivered again.
“Now get under those covers before I do bite you. I shall bring you some fresh soup, hot from the fire. And some bread from the kitchen. Myself. Like a servant. I would not subject any server in my castle to your temper yet.” As she stood, her foot kicked something by the bedside. She glanced down and picked it up. “But till I return, this bear shall keep you company. His name is Brownie.” Quickly she untied the red ribbon, crumpling it in her hand.
“A girl’s toy,” the boy said, some of his arrogance returning.
“Not in this country. Here it is a boy’s blanket companion. To tell his secrets to. And, like the queen, the bear keeps secrets well.” She smiled at him as she put the bear by his pillow, then pointed to her teeth. “See—no points. Believe me when I tell you, I vastly prefer boar and venison to small boys when it comes to meat.”
She left before he could return comment, but she felt far better than she had in weeks which was odd, she thought, given that she had a son hostage in a far-off land and a daughter lost in the woods.
THE RHYMES:
Gena’s tooth be very long,


Very long, very long,


Gena’s tooth be very long,


And she gonna bite ya.


—Jump rope rhyme, Bewick-on-Sea



Jenna bite de head off,


Jenna bite de neck off,


Jenna bite de shoulder off,


Jenna bite de arm off …


—Baby teaching rhyme, Krasstown



Sleep baby, byanby,


Sleep baby, byanby,


Sleep baby, byanby


Or de jenger’s goin’ ter getcha.


—Patois lullaby collected from the



G’run Penal Colony of Calabas



THE STORY:
Corrie woke slowly, the sun streaming through his window and the fire in the hearth but a bed of cold ashes. For a moment he thought there was something he should be remembering, something about the night just past. But then he sneezed three times in a row which gave him no more time for thought.
“Lord Cres keep you.”
Corrie sat bolt upright in bed. There, at the bedfoot, was a small, thin boy at least a year or two younger than he was, with hair the color of soot and periwinkle-blue eyes.
“I could have slit your throat a hundred times and you not even aware. You are soft, Dales boy.”
“Why would you want to do that?” asked Corrie, then sneezed again.
“Do what?”
“Slit my throat.”
“I don’t want to. But I could have,” the boy explained.
“Well, we don’t do that sort of thing here,” said Corrie, suddenly realizing who the boy was. The head cold was making him slow.
“Why not?”
“Because it’s … it’s …” Corrie tried to find the right word though the fuzz in his head, and finally gave up. “Because it’s stupid!”
“What’s stupid?”
“Slitting throats is stupid. And threatening to do it is stupid. And … and … you are stupid!” Corrie said passionately, and then sneezed three more times, which rather spoiled the moment. Before he knew what was happening, the boy leaped on him and had him around the throat with incredibly strong hands for such a small boy. Then, just as suddenly, the boy unaccountably let go.
“Say—what’s that on your neck?”
“Where?”
“There.” He pointed at Corrie’s neck with an imperious finger. “Are they scars?”
“Oh, that.” Corrie shrugged. “I got bitten by a big mountain cat.”
“You did?” The boy looked impressed.
“He jumped me from an overhanging branch and we tumbled into the river and …”
“Can I look close?”
“Sure.”
Gadwess leaned over and put his two forefingers on the scars. “Did you kill it?”
“No. It got away. Downstream.”
“Did you cry?”
Corrie considered the question for a minute, then opted for the truth. “Yes. It hurt something fierce.”
The Garunian prince put his head to one side. “If that had happened to me, and I cried out, I would have gotten hit for crying.”
“Really?” Corrie was appalled.
“Only girls cry, you see.”
“Really?”
Gadwess took a deep breath. “And sometimes … sometimes little boys cry. But only sometimes. And not for long.”
“Well this happened only a few months ago and I cried good and proper. But only right after. And not when the infirmarer fixed the wound.”
Gadwess’ eyes were wide. “Not then?”
“Not at all.”
“That’s all right then,” Gadwess said. He leaned back and surveyed the bedroom. “My room is bigger.”
“Some,” Corrie admitted.
“That’s good.”
“It doesn’t matter. This room is plenty big enough,” Corrie said. “And I’ve got the south light.” He wasn’t really sure why that should be important, but Skada had told him that once, when he and Jemmie were quarreling. It seemed a good thing to point out.
“It’s important, you see, that I have the biggest room, because of who I am,” Gadwess said.
Personally Corrie thought the statement was as stupid as threatening to slit someone’s throat. But he preferred the peace he had just won so he didn’t answer, only wiped his nose with the sleeve of his nightshirt.
“So—when does a fellow get something to eat around here?” Gadwess asked abruptly. “I haven’t eaten much for two days because … well I haven’t. And I am starving.”
Corrie stood. He was pleased to see that, despite an exceptionally runny nose, he no longer felt feverish or dizzy. It was the fever he’d been trying to remember. That and the fact that he thought he had heard crying in the night.
“I’m starving,” Gadwess said again. This time it sounded like an order.
“Then put on some clothes and I’ll take you downstairs to the kitchen.”
“Put them on myself?”
Corrie didn’t understand. “Who else?”
“A servant, of course. I am, after all, a prince.”
“We don’t do that here. We dress ourselves. And we don’t say servant. We say server.”
“Why?”
“Because to say servant,” Corrie explained in a schoolmasterish voice, “is demeaning.”
“Servants,” Gadwess answered, “are meant to be demeaned. Like women.”
“Better not let my mother hear you say that,” Corrie countered quickly.
“Your mother?”
“Queen Jenna,” said Corrie and was quite satisfied to see the Garunian prince go suddenly white. Like a fish belly, Corrie thought.
“I … I …” Gadwess took a deep breath. “I thought you had been sent across the sea. Hostage to my hostage.” Suddenly he looked very young and very frightened.
“That was my older brother, Jemson.”
“Oh.” Some color returned to his cheeks. “I didn’t know there were two of you.”
“That’s all right,” Corrie said. “I thought you were supposed to be older.”
Gadwess looked down. “My older brother could not be sent because he is the heir. Why did they send yours?”
“He is not the heir to the throne. Scillia is.”
“Who is Scillia?”
“My sister.”
The idea was so foreign to Gadwess that his mouth dropped open.
“You look like a fish caught on a hook,” Corrie said.
“Do you all speak of fish, like mongers?”
“All?”
Gadwess shut his mouth and his eyelids dropped halfway as if—Corrie decided—he was desperately trying to keep a secret. Corrie had, himself, often been in the same situation: the youngest trying to hold on to a bit of dignity. And then Corrie had a wonderful revelation: He was no longer the youngest prince in the Dales. He was so pleased about this, he decided to let Gadwess think he had been fooled. “Come on,” Corrie said, “let’s get dressed.”
Gadwess jumped down from the bed, relief writ large on his face. “If I have trouble with the clasps, will you help me?”
Seizing the moment. Corrie answered, “Not as your servant.”
“As what?”
“As a friend,” Corrie said adamantly.
The Garunian boy nodded and quickly ran back through the door that connected their rooms.
The council chamber was in an uproar. The long-bearded head of the army had leaped to his feet, shouting almost incoherently. “Tricked us, by damn. Tricked us. Alta’s braids! Shouldn’t have trusted them damned Garuns. Too soon.”
“Sit down, Piet, and think. Think!” Carum said calmly. “Is thirteen years too soon? Trust must begin again or we are at war once more. I do not think this poor country could stand it.”
Still standing, Piet shouted again. “The army is ready, sire.”
“The army may be ready to fight. But no one is ever ready to die,” Jenna replied. She stood as well to make her point, staring across the council table at her old friend.
“Pah! You sound more like your dark sister every day,” Piet said, finally settling back in his chair, but not without a great deal of purposely loud fussing.
“A hero no more, Piet? The Anna no more?” Jenna replied.
There was a muttering around the chamber, but it was an old argument between the two of them, though suddenly inside-out. No one wanted to get in the middle of it.
“I would die for you, Anna. And that you know,” Piet said, pounding his fist on the table.
“Then live—and listen to Carum. He has more to tell,” Jenna replied, sitting down again.
Piet started to sputter once more, but was interrupted by the man next to him with a strange croak of a voice. “Shut up, Piet. You were always better with your fists than your brain.”
“And you,” Piet growled back, “were best when that collar choked off your voice, Jareth.” But it was said for form. Old comrades from the Gender Wars, they were like quarrelsome brothers and never easy in the council chamber.
Once the room was finally quiet, Carum stood. “It is true we were tricked. Or at least misled. But why should we have assumed they were sending their eldest, their heir? We did not send ours.” He stepped away from the table, turning his back to them and staring out the window where a sullen rain was falling.
“Only because she is a girl, and unacceptable …” Piet said.
“To them,” Jenna added quickly. “To them.”
The men and women around the table nodded. Scillia was not a great favorite at the moment, being a cranky, moody thirteen-year-old. But she was the heir and no one doubted her strength of purpose, or her mind, which was quick. Or her heart.
Carum continued, speaking to the window. “The Garun heir is—as I now understand—already fifteen and as hard and unyielding as his father, Kras. This younger one is of a tenderer disposition. And he has formed an attachment to Corrie. They are already like brothers.”
“Squabbling, you mean,” Piet said.
“Not at all,” Jenna put in. “He looks up to Corrie. He calls him ‘Killer of Cats’—a slight exaggeration.”
A ripple of laughter ran around the table.
“He can be molded.” Carum turned and looked directly at Piet as he spoke.
Piet unflinchingly returned that gaze. “So can young Jemson.”
Jenna shivered. That had been in her mind from the first.
At dinner in their bedchamber, the hearth fully aflame, Jenna sat on the big bed and toyed with her knife. A light supper of fish pie in Nillum white wine and a cress salad was on the table. It was one of her favorite meals, but she had not eaten more than a few bites.
“You have been silent, my love, for half the dinner at least,” commented Carum.
“To speak is to sow,” Skada said, her fingers on her own knife.
“… and to listen is to reap,” Jenna finished for her. “I do not like what I have harvested, Piet is quite right.”
“About what?” Carum asked.
“About Jemmie.”
Carum sighed. “We have been over and over the same ground, Jenna.”
“But we have never dug up the true dirt,” she countered.
There was a long silence in which the only observations came from the fire which snapped noisily. Finally Carum stood, brushing off the front of his shirt. He walked over to the fire and with a poker settled the logs into a better, quieter confirmation. Turning his back to the fire, he said, “And what is in that dirt?”
Jenna did not answer directly, but fired a series of questions at him. “Is Jemson a good son of the Dales? Does he honor women? Does he love his sister? Does he think too much of himself? Does he lie? Does he bluster? Is he susceptible to flattery? Does he bend the knee to blood?”
“In Alta’s name,” Carum said, “stop.” He turned back to the fire. “Do you not like our son, Jenna, that you think so little of him?” But he said it softly because he had had many of those thoughts about Jem only days before.
“I love him,” Jenna said. But she knew that was not the same thing. Not the same at all.
Unusually silent throughout the exchange, Skada stared into the fire from her place by Jenna’s side. Before the last flames disappeared, calling her back to her own dark world, she spoke. “Trust Alta,” she said, “to see us through the end of this turning.” And then she was gone.
“And what,” Carum said, facing Jenna once again, “do you suppose she meant by that?”
“I have long ago told you about Alta’s turnings.” She held out her hand to him and he sat down by her where the moment before Skada had been.
“You told me a fairy story, my love. About the Green Folk and an Alta who is a woman hundreds of years old and yet not a god. Also something about a paring. I took it to be a parable.”
“Core to rind,” Jenna said, almost as if reciting a child’s verse. “Rind to core, paring the world. One apple on a vast tree. One tree in a vast grove. One grove in …”
“… a vast green.” Carum’s voice was full of sudden anger. “Riddles! Once you hated them. Once you found them tiring. Have you changed so much, Jenna?”
“I have grown old,” Jenna said wearily.
“How could you not, my love? We all do.”
“In Alta’s grove no one grows old,” Jenna said.
“A story for children,” he reminded her. “Only a story.”
“And my children are all grown.”
“At thirteen and ten and nine? Not yet.”
“I feel them grown away. They are not babies.”
He put his arms around her. “Not grown away. Just growing up. It is the world’s way. The real world, Jenna. Not the world of story, where heroes are ever young and beautiful and unmarked by time.” He smiled at her, anger abated, and took her long white braid in his hands. “As I recall, you never much liked being a hero anyway.”
She shook her head vigorously, snapping the braid from between his hands. “I must follow Scillia,” she said. “I must show her the way to her mother root.”
“No, my love, she must find that way herself. Else it is your way, not hers.”
“But the way is long. And hard. She could be hurt.”
“So she could. But if I can trust her to Alta, so can you.” He flexed his hands and the fingers creaked like a rocking chair. “You see—you are not the only old one in this room.”
She smiled crookedly at him. “You are still as young as when we met.”
“Not so young, I hope,” he said. “Ich crie merci, Sister of Alta.”
At the memory his appeal evoked, when he had first crouched mud-stained, weary, and frightened at her feet, thinking her an illiterate savage, she laughed. Then, as sudden, she was serious again. “But I killed a man to save you then. And I was Scillia’s age.”
“The woods are no longer filled with marauding Garuns. Women are no longer prey to such villains. We have done some good these thirteen years, Jenna, though we are no longer heroes in everyone’s eyes.” He stood and moved the table away from the bed. “If you come to bed with me, though, I shall prove that in some things at least, age and experience are the better.”
THE HISTORY:
Mother root (mah’ ther root) [OD moder rood]
1. The female genealogy, i.e. the mother’s side of the family.
2. One’s native country.
3. A plant of the yam family, tuberisis genetica.
—Shorter Dictionary of the Dales, Vol. II Mark-Zygoz
From a letter to the editor, Nature and History
Sirs:
I have recently discovered in my father’s unpublished papers the notes toward an answer to Dr. Magon’s article “The Rood to Recovery” in your issue #41.
It is Dr. Magon’s odd contention that the ancient Dalians, who were a matriarchal society, had actually discovered that using tuberisis genetica in an herbal douche guaranteed female babies. We know this is scientific nonsense. My father’s notes clearly show that he consulted the heads of three major teaching hospitals and a half-dozen directors of family clinics, all of whom confessed grave doubts that any such thing was possible.
Magon’s thesis about the douche is based on folklore and a totally bizarre reading of a line in the only extant—though water-damaged and stained—copy of Langbrow’s Book of Battles: “Moder rood is my way and my rite.”
In the BOB that phrase is used one warrior to another, though because of the staining, one cannot read the gender of either warrior involved. The paragraphs before and after the exchange are totally illegible. Still, Dr. Magon has chosen to ignore the other possible (and more probable) readings to offer your subscribers his preposterous herbal trifle.
My father’s more moderated and sensible readings of that line are threefold:
1. The phrase may be referring to a particular food preference, or religious dietary law (“rite”). We know such practices certainly existed in the army. For example, soldiers from the southern parts of the Dales often made a savory cat-tail stew which they served only on the eve of their sabbath. And soldiers from the Galanza area ate raw roots of the yam family the eve before a battle, to purge the body’s evil.
2. Alternately, the phrase may be referring to the ritual known as “Taking the Mother,” a form of self-flagellation with a large stick (“rood”) known as The Mother. This ritual, brought over by the first of the conquering G’runs, had only a small following. But, especially the day preceding an expected battle, those who were believers whipped themselves into a frenzy till—as has been noted in Doyle’s early work—“The Mother ran red with the blood of would-be heroes.”
3. A third alternative is that the phrase may be a reference to the great central road that once ran through the Dales, known to some as Alta’s Way and to others as The Mother Road.
Without knowing the exact context of the phrase—even with laser technology the stains have remained unparsable—we have only educated guesses. But surely my father’s three suggestions are at least as viable as Dr. Magon’s. I feel—and I hope you do, too—that they deserve publication so that your readers might make up their own minds.
I would be happy to send on a copy of my father’s notes. Or even happier to write them more fully in a complete paper. I am not only executor of my father’s estate, I am a scholar myself, holding a doctorate in Dalian studies under Dr. Cowan at Pasden University.
Yours,
THE STORY:
Scillia had ridden out into the storm but had been wise in dressing for the weather. Her waterproof cloak and great traveler’s hat kept the rain off her clothes and head, and her boots were equally waterproof and warm. She had been as smart about her food, her saddlebag packed with enough provisions for five days, and some journeycake for beyond that. And for protection, as well as for further provisioning, she had taken two knives from the kitchen—a short knife with a blade that was finger-length, and a larger knife that had a blade as long as her forearm. It was useless for her to take a bow; that was not something that could be used one-handed, so she had never learned how to shoot. But she had taken her father’s short sword, still wrapped in its ceremonial cloth. Though she had only actually seen it once before—when he had shown them all the watering on its blade and told them stories about the Gender Wars because Jem had asked—she knew where it was kept. They all knew where it was kept: in the great wooden cupboard in her parents’ bedchamber.
She did not think that taking the sword constituted theft. After all, her father never used the thing and therefore would not miss it. She would get it back to him long before he even knew it was gone. But carrying it tucked beneath her leg, against the saddle, she felt invulnerable. That sword had killed its share of men in the Wars, and the blood grained into the steel would keep her safe. She did not just know this, she believed it utterly.
She thought about her brother Jemmie, now well on his way to the Garunian shore. She did not miss him, not the real Jem, who was a whiner and an occasional liar, and who always made himself out to be the hero of any tale. But she missed the brother he could be, her good right hand when she was queen.
“If I become queen,” she reminded herself. Being the daughter, or the adopted daughter, of a queen did not routinely mean queenship. Not in the Dales where the people had already, in her lifetime, rid themselves of a hated king. But Scillia hoped that this adventure would prove her worthy. To herself, above all others. “And,” she whispered into the rain and wind, “at the same to find my mother root.”
She did not remember when she had first heard the phrase. But long before she had learned about the warrior woman of M’dorah she’d known it. There was a story, a fairy tale really, that her old nurse used to tell. About the little woodcutter’s child who went to seek her lost mam, going along the “mother rood,” the mother road, and finding not one but ten mothers awaiting her. It was an odd tale, not one of Scillia’s favorites. But her old nurse had a lot of stories that were odd to a Southern sensibility. She was from some mountain village in the back of beyond, brought home by a soldier as wife, and then widowed in the Wars. In the South, everyone seemed to say “mother root” when they meant simply the mother who bore you.
“And that’s not Mother Jenna!” Scillia said aloud, renewing her anger which had gotten soft under the lulling rain.
The horse flicked its ears back and forth as if agreeing, and Scillia leaned forward to pat its neck. Then she urged it off the road and under a tree. Her stomach had just reminded her it was well past time for eating.
The rain continued all day and by early evening Scillia was too tired to ride any longer. There was no town in sight, and so she unsaddled the horse and tied it loosely by one leg to a tree so that it would not wander off in the night. Then, remembering her mother’s stories about her time in the woods, she climbed the same tree, but with little grace, and settled into the main crotch to sleep. She was not about to chance a wolf at her throat. As as for cats—she kept the large knife un-sheathed in her lap.
Sometime in the middle of the night the rain stopped. Startled out of sleep by the horse’s night-time grunting, Scillia looked up and saw stars overhead through the interlaced branches. She spoke the patterns aloud as if by naming them she could regain a familiar sense of comfort. “The Hound,” she said, outlining one figure with her finger. “Alta’s Braid.”
As she shifted about in the tree to see all the stars, the knife fell from her lap and clattered to the ground. The horse shied from it, giving a frightened snort, but the rope around its leg held fast.
Scillia thought about climbing down in the dark to find the knife, but was suddenly too afraid to attempt it. Instead, she took the smaller knife from her belt and, holding that, finally fell back to sleep.
The morning was cold and grey, but clear. When Scillia woke, the first thing she saw was her own breath pluming out. Her legs were cramped and when she stretched them, she realized that the little knife was no longer in her lap. Looking down, she saw it resting, blade on blade, atop the larger one, not far from where the horse was contentedly cropping a patch of old grass.
She managed to get down the tree with even less grace than she had gotten up, only to discover that some small animals had been at her pack.
“What a ninny!” she scolded herself aloud. She should have carried the pack up the tree. A wolf or a bear would have made quick work of it on the ground. But with only one arm, climbing the tree was difficult enough. How could she bring the pack up as well? In her teeth? It was much too heavy. She would have to figure that out before another nightfall.
However, although the animals—probably wood mice, she thought—had nibbled a bit of the journeycake and burrowed well into the loaf of bread, they had left the rest of her food alone. She had been lucky this time. She would not chance it again.
She ate enough to be comfortably full and drank several long swallows from her waterskin. Then she saddled the horse. She’d long practice in that, at least. Setting the two knives well into her belt, she mounted the horse and urged it along.
She was soon too warm in the cloak and hat, skinning out of them both without dismounting and tucking them into the left saddle pack. The woods were alive with animals, but none that she could see. There were tracks criss-crossing the path, especially at the narrower points. But nothing that looked big like bear, or as threatening. She was glad of that.
She yawned loudly and the horse pricked its ears up at the sound, but did not otherwise change its plodding pace. She fell into a half sleep as the horse picked out its own way, following the easiest route.
By noon the road had straightened and ran alongside the woods instead of through them. It was hard-packed and rutted, as if wagons had been-pulled frequently along the track. Scillia’s naps had finally ceased and she was able to watch the road and forest beside her with equal parts interest and wariness.
She did not recognize where she was; there were no landmarks she could name. But she knew where she was going: past Selden Hame and on to M’dorah. Wherever that was! She planned to ask for information at the first inn but only enough—she warned herself—to go one stop farther on. She did not want to be tracked by either her mother or father, which was why she had not gotten directions from the kitcheners or from the one guard who had seen her leave. If it took longer this way, then it would take longer. She was, after all, not in any great hurry. M’dorah would still be there whether she got there in one day or ten.
She could have been farther already had she left directly north from the castle. But to fool the guards—who would undoubtedly tell her parents which way she’d gone—she had left by the west gate and ridden straight until she was well out of sight. Only then had she made a great quarter-circle turn to the north.
She smiled. Being tricksy was not in her nature.
“So they will never guess,” she whispered, knowing she had made a good go of it.
A small bird flew out before her and she took that as a kind of sign. Kicking the horse into a gallop, she halloed lustily, grinning as the wind whistled past her ears.
She was off. Alone. On her own.
It was enough.
Slowing at last to rest the horse, Scillia twisted in the saddle to look around. Now there were signs of habitation: a well-kept stone wall ran for many lengths along the road between her and a field that spoke of summer tillage. There was even a tattered scarecrow in the field, its stick arms poking through the sleeves of an old cotta.
She thought about sleeping in a tree another night, decided against it.
“Save that for when I must,” she told herself. She would pay the farmer for what food she ate, what bed she used.
“No!” she scolded aloud. “Work for it!” If she worked, she would be one with her people. She liked that idea much better.
Kicking the horse again into a rough trot, she rose up for a moment in the leather stirrups. There was a farmhouse on the rise just ahead, its front face an invitation. Strangely, though, there was no smoke issuing from the chimney. That was one puzzle. The other was that no dog came down the road to clamor at horse and rider. Surely a farmhouse so far from a village would have need of both fire and alarm.
When she got closer, though, she saw why. Only a front wall and half roof was still standing facing the road, but the side and back walls had mostly tumbled in. There would be no bed there for the night.
She left the horse tied by the gate and wandered through the ruin. When they had come this way before, on their visit to Selden Hame, there had been no ruined house. Of that she was certain. Her mother would have made a fuss about it, searching out the farmer and his family and offering them help. Besides, the stone walls held in a field that had been recently farmed; the scarecrow was standing guard over the winter fallow.
Shaking her head, Scillia poked about the four ruined rooms, finding nothing of value and nothing, either, to inform her what had happened, except a great quantity of ash and char which bespoke a devastating fire.
“Did anyone come through this alive?” she wondered aloud. In her mind’s eye she saw flames, heard screams. Then she shook her head for such havering. Her mother always said: Do not measure a shroud before there is a corpse. For the first time she understood what that meant.
At least she could sleep by the wall under the partial roof. That was marginally more comfortable than crouched in a crotch of a tree. Though perhaps not any safer.
She took the packs from the horse and hung them on a hook high on the wall, proud at how well she was learning to cope on her own. Then she unsaddled the horse, hobbled it, found some grain in a covered wooden tub the mice had not yet tunneled into. There was an unfouled well outside, and she drew up fresh water for them both, a difficult task with just one arm, but do-able.
Laying out her blanket under the partial roof, she sat on it a while, just thinking. Thinking about the road ahead, the road behind, and what it felt like being somewhere in-between. Not a comfortable feeling, but not entirely uncomfortable either. She smiled ruefully then shivered. It was cold and damp and she badly needed a fire. So she got up again and found some pieces of wood lying against the front wall, sheltered from the rain. With them she built a small fire in the old stone hearth, the only part of the back wall still standing. When the fire began to crackle merrily, she sat down to let the warmth soak into her bones.
She thought of Skada, and suddenly found herself wishing she could have had a dark companion of her own. Father always said something about a friend shortening the road. But no one called up the dark sisters anymore. That magic—like most of the old ways—had been ended with the dissolution of the Hames.
Probably, she thought, no one even knows how to do it any more. Except the old women at Selden. For a moment she was bitter. There’s lots I haven’t been taught. But, she added, I will learn it all nonetheless.
She tried to remember how in the old stories women called their dark sisters out. Something about moonlight and water and mirrors. A chant. “Come to me …” or some such.
She said the words aloud several times, feeling silly all the while. She even thought about seeing if she could try speaking the chant while leaning over the well. Then suddenly she was much too tired to think of it any longer. Before she could stand and get over to her blanket under the overhang, she fell asleep, still sitting by the fire.
When she woke at dawn, she was lying on her back, far from the roof, and the rain was spitting callously into her up-turned face.
THE SONG:
THE DARK SISTER’S LULLABY
Come to me, sister, for long is the night,


And dreams cannot keep body warm.


I’ll cradle you carefully, darkness to light,


I’ll keep you quite safely from harm.


Come to me, sister, the night will be deep,


And sleep comes not easily soon.


I’ll cradle you closely, my promises keep,


My night for the light of your moon.


Come to me, sister, the stars all take flight,


Come kiss me this once ere I go.


I’ll cradle you carefully night after night


As I did in the dark long ago.


THE STORY:
“What do you mean,” Jenna said savagely to Marek, “that you could not find her trail?”
“We cast both west and north for two days, Jenna,” he answered, his calm voice giving the lie to two days worth of stomach cramps, two days worth of heartache. “West because the guard saw her ride that way and north because that is the road to Selden Hame and then M’dorah, where you said she would be heading.”
Jenna turned her back on him, trembling with fury and fear, and cursing under her breath.
“Then we must try south and east,” Carum said sensibly. “There are only four directions, after all. Scillia is unused to the woods and a novice at concealing a trail. Though she is but one girl on one horse, she will no doubt leave a swath as wide as a legion’s.”
“So one would think,” Jenna said, turning slowly back to face them both. “So any competent woodsman would think.”
“I am as good in the woods as you, Jenna,” Marek said, looking grim.
“Never. You were but a ferryman’s boy when we met. I was trained to be a hunter.”
“That was eighteen years ago and more, Jenna. A man can learn something in that time.”
“Not all men have the capacity for learning,” Jenna said. Then speaking to Carum only, added, “I will go south first.”
Carum put a hand on her wrist. “You wound an old friend with a new sword, Jenna. And he has ridden off sick and come home sicker. Look at his grey face.”
Jenna looked instead into Carum’s eyes for a long moment, then sighed. “You are right as always. Marek—go first to my own infirmarer. And if she says you are fit, ride east. But pray, before even you have the infirmarer’s ear, send men to scout again the territory you already rode. Though …” she said looking down at her feet, “if you did not find the trail, it is probably not to be found.”
“I could have missed something, Anna.”
She went over to him and took his hands in hers. “Salve for your wound, old friend. You miss nothing.” Her eyes searched his face. “Lest … lest in your illness …”
He nodded and she turned and left the room at a run, mounted the stone steps to her chamber two at a time, and in minutes had traded her skirts for pants and her slippers for heavy riding boots.
In the kitchen they were provisioned for a week’s riding. Jenna herself put journeycake into her saddle packs. Then in the stables, she apologized to Marek once again.
“My heart bids my mouth speak faster than my head. I did not stop to think.”
“It is already forgotten, my queen,” Marek said. “But what if one of the men finds her—what should they do?”
“Just keep watch. Keep her safe. She needs to be on this trip alone, or at least she must believe she is on the trip alone. Now get you to the infirmarer.”
“I will when I return, Anna,” he said. “I am feeling better by the minute.”
“You are greyer by the minute,” said Carum. “But I expect your mind is made up.”
“We must waste no more time,” Marek said as confirmation.
Carum put his arms around Jenna. “I would come with you. She is my daughter, too.”
“Now as ever the kingdom needs its king,” said Jenna.
“And its queen,” he countered.
“You know I find the throne a troubling seat. I will not miss it nor it me while I am gone.” She gave him a weak smile, kissed him lightly on the mouth.
He hugged her to him and whispered, “Find her, Jen.”
“You know I will, though others mount the search as well.”
They both knew the truth of that.
Scillia had managed to get into her waterproof cloak and hat just before the rain had soaked her through, but only just. She could not get the fire going again for there was no more dry tinder to hand, and at last she left off trying. Instead she saddled the horse who, it turned out, was as cranky as she. When she mounted up, her father’s sword fell out of its wrappings, clattering to the ground. She was so angry with it and with herself, she nearly just left the thing in the foreyard.
In the end, of course, she dismounted and picked up the sword, shoving it savagely between the saddle pack and the horse with such roughness, the horse reared, nearly tearing her arm from the socket in the process. Her hat fell off and when the horse came down again on all fours, his front hooves ground the hat into the dirt.
“Lord Cres himself must have sent you to me, horse!” Scillia cried. Tears of pain and frustration streamed from her eyes, but by then her face was already so wet from the rain, no one could have told she had been crying. But her eyes hurt from crying, and her heart seemed to be beating erratically.
She tied the horse to the front-door latch and picked up the hat which she tucked into her belt. Then she went around the side of the standing wall and stood for a while under the bit of roof. The pattering of the rain on the wooden laths had a calming effect and at last her heart started to beat normally again.
“If I lose my temper and my horse,” she scolded herself aloud, “I will have a long, cold walk home.” And, she thought, a lifetime in which to be embarrassed. It was the thought of the embarrassment more than than the length of the walk or the cold that settled her.
Drawing a deep breath, she walked around to the front again, hat in hand. It was much too filthy to put back on her head.
“Now, horse,” she said, walking up to it quietly, “we must have a talk.” She placed her hand on its nose and rubbed it softly. “You must be a sweetling. You are a sweetling.” Then in cozening tones she added, “And you are much too stupid to know that I mean not a word of it as long as I speak to you nicely.”
She got out some journeycake from the saddle pack and held it out to the horse. Quickly softened by the mizzle of rain, the journeycake made an excellent pacifier. The horse lipped it eagerly. “Sweets for a sweetling,” Scillia said, though the cake was actually rather salty.
While the horse was still savoring its bits of the cake, Scillia untied it and mounted once again.
“At least,” she said, leaning toward the horse’s flicking ears, “no one saw that performance, or we should both be mortified.”
The rain continued and, seeing no hope of its ending soon, Scillia finally took her hat from her belt and shoved it on her head. Dirty or not, at least it would keep her head dry.
THE TALE:
Once Horse lived in a beautiful green meadow by himself and was happy with his lot.
Then one day Deer came to be his neighbor.
Now Deer did not eat as Horse did but trampled all the grass beneath his sharp little hooves and stripped the leaves of the trees bare.
Soon Horse was fed up with Deer’s uncouth ways and took himself off to town. There he knocked on the door of the house.
Boy came out and saw Horse. “What can I do for you, Four legs?”
“Stop Deer from trampling my green meadow, Two Legs.”
So Boy took his bow and arrow and slew Deer and had a winter of venison in the bargain. And for a time both Horse and Boy were happy.
But a new and bigger Deer came to be Horse’s neighbor and once again the meadow was trampled beneath sharp little hooves and the leaves of the trees were stripped bare.
Horse went back to town and knocked again on the door of the house.
This time Man came out and saw Horse. “What can I do for you, Four Legs?”
“Stop Deer from trampling my green meadow, Two Legs.”
So Man took his sword and spear and slew Deer and had a winter and a spring of venison in the bargain. And for a time Horse and Man were happy.
But a new and even bigger Deer came to be Horse’s neighbor and once again the meadow was trampled beneath sharp hooves and the leaves of the trees were stripped bare.
Horse went back to town and knocked on the door of the house.
This time Woman came out. She knew what Horse wanted. But she also knew better than Man and Boy. “Twice we have done as you have required,” she said. “Now you must do something for us in return.”
“As long as it is within my power, Two Legs,” said Horse.
So Woman held out a halter of leather which she had made from the tanned skin of Deer. “What we want is ever so simple. Just put this on your head,” she said.
So Horse did.
Man and Boy killed Deer and, under the direction of Woman, fenced in the meadow. And from that day till this, Horse has worn a halter and served Two Legs within fences. And Deer has roamed without, often hungry, often cold, and most often in Two Legs’ pot.
THE STORY:
With more luck than logic, Jenna found her daughter’s trail by the second day. She had gone south first, without much hope, knowing that the soaking rains would have washed away all signs of riding. Still she had kept at it, admitting only to Skada at the fire the first night that she feared for the girl’s safety.
“She is a sturdy child,” Skada said. “Several nights in the wet and cold will not kill her.”
“But there has been unrest in the South,” Jenna said.
“I know.”
“A farmhouse here, a travelers’ inn there.” Jenna sighed. “Little enough, I know.”
“Except for the folk burned out. And the girls taken.”
“Except for them.”
They were silent, attending the fire, for a long while. Then Jenna reached in with Skada’s help and snatched out the coney on its stick from the center of the blaze.
“And what will she eat?”
Skada laughed. “Journeycake and cold meat if she must. The kitchener said she took enough with her for an army, and she was never a girl for large meals. It’s Corrie who would starve from the second day on.”
At that Jenna laughed, too, tearing off a bit of meat, the blackened part that Skada preferred, and handed it to her sister.
As they chewed, once again in silence, Jenna thought about the trail. She was close to asking her dark sister, when Skada blurted out an answer.
“I do not think we have lost ground coming south. But another day of this and we’d best turn west.”
Jenna nodded, knowing that she would have to do the daylight riding on her own.
They slept side by side till the fire damped out and Skada was gone. Jenna was sleeping so deeply, she never noticed when Skada disappeared. But then, she never did.
It was at a burned-out farm, the fields quietly wintering over and watched by a scarebird of little craft, that Jenna found the signs. First a scumbling of hoofprints in the foreyard, the imprint of some sort of struggle. The overhanging eaves of the house had kept the telltale prints from disappearing in the rain.
Jenna’s throat closed and her heart thudded loudly in her breast until she read them more closely.
One set of bootprints, the maker’s print in the heel clear enough.
One horse. The characteristic twist of the castle black-smith’s iron shoes easy to remark.
“And one arm to do the saddling, the bridling, the mounting. Good girl!” Jenna said aloud. “That you got here safely on your own. Good indeed.”
In the shambles of the farmhouse she found proof of a single sleeper near the hearth. The house had burned down well before that, and while Jenna could not be happy for the farmers, at least the ash and char under the roof gave her a definite impression of her daughter’s night. For that she had to be grateful.
“She is not far from here,” Jenna said to her white horse. The horse, so long her companion, whinnied back as if in answer. “If Alta’s luck goes with us,” Jenna added, “we will find her before morning.”
She did not, even once, question that the signs might not be her daughter’s passage. True, it could have been another solitary traveler, sheltering in the burned-out house, fighting an obstinate mount. But not with the mark of those boots, those hooves. She was as certain of Scillia as if she had been there with her on her solitary trek.
“Full moon tonight,” Jenna said to the horse. “If the clouds favor us, Skada and I will follow my child all the way to the place where she now sleeps.”
In fact, the moon kept appearing and disappearing, making conversation with Skada difficult, and reading the road more difficult still.
“Why is she heading due south?” Jenna asked, as much to herself as to her dark sister.
When the moon slipped away from the clouds, Skada answered, “Either you are following a Garun, or …” and once more she was gone as the moon hid again behind a large cloud.
“Or more likely,” Jenna finished for her, “Scillia has little sense of direction and no sunrise or sunset in the day’s mizzle to guide her. I should have taken time to teach her more about reading the woods. But there is always so much to do in the kingdom. And whenever I can stand the nattering of councillors no more …”
The moon shone suddenly bright on the path and Skada, behind her, laughed. “Then you run off into the woods on your own.”
“Not on my own, sister,” Jenna countered. “There is always you with me.”
“And is that so bad, sister?”
“On occasion.” Jenna turned around in the saddle to speak to Skada, but once again the moon was gone and Skada with it.
Afraid to miss something each time the moon hid behind the clouds, Jenna made slow passage in the night. However, it soon became clear that the rider—Scillia she was sure—was not one to leave the road and strike off into the darker woods. Or even, when the road passed a wide expanse of meadow, to gallop across the brown wintered grass.
So at last Jenna settled the mare into a steady walk until about an hour past midnight, when the horse stopped dead in the track. No amount of urging on Jenna’s part would move the animal forward.
“Tired?” Jenna asked, already knowing the answer. She unsaddled the horse and let it find its own poor grazing while she climbed a tree. Settling with the ease of long practice into the crotch, she closed her eyes. It was much too dark beneath the sheltering upper limbs for the moon to reach her so Skada did not appear. That was just as well. There was not enough room there for the two of them.
She slept alone till the first false dawn.
Scillia’s clothes were still damp. Her hair, loose from the plaitings, was in dirty knots. Her teeth had a scummy feel and she could still taste the last three meals of old meat and journeycake. Every bit of her ached: her arm where the horse had pulled away from her; her thighs from riding three days; her back from sleeping rough; her hand from gathering firewood and pulling aside brush. The only thing that did not hurt her was the stump of her missing arm. And that was very odd, indeed.
And yet she felt good.
Felt great!
In fact, she felt … free.
For the first time she understood why her mother so frequently went woods-trekking on her own. Scillia had always resented the times Jenna had left them for days to the care of nursemaids and tutors; had always wondered how her father stood Jenna’s frequent absences from court. But now, the third day out, when fear was no longer a constant companion and she knew herself a competent traveler, Scillia felt a comradeship with her mother.
“I see, mother,” she whispered. “At last I see.”
Ahead there was a particularly difficult place in the road. A large ash tree had fallen straight across the path and only a narrow passage remained at the root end. She got off her horse and led it around, pushing with her back against the brush so the horse could get by. She was wondering why a tree still so alive should have come down when she heard a voice.
“Girl!”
Looking past her horse, she saw three men in the road ahead—two fairly young and one much older, with grey interleaving his scraggly beard. The older man’s hair, the color of old bowstring, was long, hanging well past his shoulders. They were a rather unsavory crew, but she did not let her unease show in her face. Instead she started to greet them companionably.
But the older man spoke first. “Stand, girl. We will have what is in your packs.”
For a moment she thought to reveal herself to them, to tell them she was the king’s own. In the same instant, she realized how foolish that would be, and reached instead to the knives in her belt. She drew the long one and stood still, the knife upraised. If worst comes to worst, she thought, I will let them have the horse and packs.
“Come no closer,” she said.
The older man laughed. “A kitchen wench with a kitchen knife! Think that will win you some time?”
The two younger men laughed at his wit, the taller revealing a gap between his teeth.
“Knife or no, we will have your packs, girl,” said the older man.
“And you after,” Gap-tooth added.
“There is nothing in my pack but journeycake and old meat,” Scillia said, lowering the knife a bit to show good faith.
“But there is new meat in your counte,” Gap-tooth said, bringing his hand down to his privates and laughing. His companion laughed again with him.
The old man came forward, though remaining a cautious distance from her knife, just in case. “And what of your horse, girl? It’s a fine-looking gelding. And what of that thing behind your saddle, shaped like a sword and wrapped in fine cloth? A present from your master? I doubt it. You have the look of a thief.”
“Like you? I think not,” Scillia said. But for a moment she turned her head toward the horse, remembering her father’s sword with regret. And in that instant, the old man moved in and grabbed the knife from her. He reached at the same time for her other arm in order to immobilize it.
“One-armed, by Cres! Not even a whole woman to share,” he shouted to the others. “But no doubt she’ll do.”
“Do what?” The voice was soft, but with the full authority of a warrior behind it. Scillia knew that voice well though she had never heard it quite so throaty and stern.
For once she was silent.
Standing by her white horse, the sun behind her shining full in the villains’ eyes, Jenna was haloed by light. She had a sword in one hand, a wicked long knife in the other. “This is the Dales. We do not treat women so. By Alta, you shall pay the blood price!”
“It is the Anna!” cried Gap-tooth. “See how she shines.”
“Pah! It is just another poxy woman with the sun at her back,” said the old man. “Do not be unmanned by stories. There are three of us to her one.”
“Two!” cried Scillia, wrenching from the older man and diving toward the horse which, for once, did not take fright but stood till Scillia had pulled the sword from behind the pack. Then it shied, sidestepping between the two younger men and splitting them apart.
In that moment, Scillia had unwrapped the sword by the simple expedient of twirling it with her hand so that the cloth fell to the ground. The sword was heavier than she recalled, and it took an effort to keep it raised. Nevertheless she held it steadily, backing away from the men to stand by her mother’s side.
“Get on my horse and ride from here,” Jenna said under her breath. “I will follow after.”
“I will not leave you, mother,” Scillia whispered back.
“You will be no help in a fight. And there are but three. I have handled more in the Wars.”
“You are no longer a young warrior,” Scillia said. “How many years has it been since you fought in earnest?”
“Do not remind me,” Jenna said.
And then with no warning, she charged the three men. A quick downward stroke to the leg put the gap-toothed man out of commission. He fell screaming.
The second young man had been knocked too far by Scillia’s horse for any such quick disabling stroke. He backed away further and to Jenna’s left.
It was the older man who proved the fighter. He parried Jenna’s first two thrusts and then struck back. She missed stopping his stroke, and the tip of his sword sliced through her leggings, running a long, bloody line down her right thigh.
“Ouf!” Jenna cried, more in surprise than pain. With a quick upswing of her own sword, she caught his blade and sent it high in the air, sailing back behind the fallen tree.
But the old man was fast. He drew a small knife from his boot top and flung it at her. She had but a second to raise her sword like a narrow shield, but it was enough. The knife clanged against the handguard and glanced aside. Still the force of his throw was so great that she could feel the sting of it in her hand for moments after.
And then the younger man was behind her, his arm around her neck, choking her. She tried to flip him, but she did not have the strength. And just as she despaired of getting rid of him, he suddenly went limp, sliding to the ground behind her. She coughed twice, experimentally, then saw that the older man had chosen this moment to run. He was scrambling over the fallen tree.
She flung her sword at his back and it hit him, point squarely between the shoulder blades. He lay, pinned to the tree, and did not move.
Jenna turned to see what had happened to the one who had tried to choke her and had so nearly succeeded. He, too, lay still, face down in the path, a familiar-looking sword in the back of his neck. Scillia was standing over him, stunned, staring down.
“Oh my sweetling,” Jenna said, going over to her. “My brave child.”
Scillia looked up slowly. “It felt like a knife through venison, mother.”
“So it should,” Jenna agreed, “for are we not also meat?” She did not put her arms around Scillia because suddenly her arms were so tired she could not raise them.
“Then I shall never eat meat more,” Scillia said clearly, before turning her face away and being noisily sick.
Only Gap-tooth was still alive. For a moment Jenna thought about finishing him with a knife stroke. But his eyes were frightened, beginning to glaze over with pain. Indeed he looked more like venison than man.
“Know,” she said going over to him, “that the Anna spares you this time.” She thought he heard her, though it was not easy to tell.
Then she turned back to her daughter. “Enough killing,” she said. “We will leave him to bury his mates and follow on, if he can. He is nothing on his own.” Taking a kerchief from her pack, her hands shaking with the effort, she poured a bit of water from her waterskin and wiped Scillia’s face as tenderly as if Scillia were still a small child, the old adage running through her mind—Kill once, mourn ever. She did not say it aloud.
“Do you get used to it, mother?”
“Get used to what?”
“The killing.”
“You saved my life, child,” Jenna said. “And your own. If any killing is worth the doing, it is for that.”
Scillia stared at her. Then, remembering the feel of the sword through flesh, she was sick all over again.
THE SONG:
THE WARRIOR’S SONG
Going our way on the warrior track,

Shoulder to shoulder and belly to back,

Riding one horse, a quite notable hack.

We will win through to the morning.

Swords are now red that were shiny and new,

Arms that were white are now blackened and blue;

Still we are sisters and always are true,

And we will win through to the morning.

You kill the man who is fast on our track.

I kill the man who has you on your back.

We parry and thrust and we sever and hack,

We always win though to the morning.

But when we grow old and our hands lose their guile,

And we cannot kill with a casual smile,

Pray turn on me straight with your usual style

And I’ll run you through, too, in the morning.

THE STORY:
Jenna’s leg wound proved to be but a deep scratch, though by the moonless evening her leg ached enough to make climbing up a tree uncomfortable. So she sent Scillia up the tree alone, settling herself below with a horse hobbled on either side to serve as an early warning of any intruders.
But the horses kept silent watch all night, and Jenna slept through until dawn like one dead. In the morning she awoke to the smell of a new fire and journeycake heating.
Neither one of them spoke until they had eaten the warmed-up cake, washing it down with fresh water Scillia had drawn from a nearby stream. Then Jenna asked, in as casual a manner as she could, “Why have you been traveling south?”
Scillia stared moodily into the fire a moment before answering. “Because I did not know the way, obviously.”
“If your way is to M’dorah, then you should be going north. We will be many days getting there.”
“We?” Scillia’s voice held the same forced casual tone.
“You will not find it on your own.”
“And you would go with me?”
“I am your mother. And a goodly part of your mother road. Moder rood ist lang.”
“What if I do not want you along?” Scillia asked quietly.
Jenna was silent for a minute before answering. “Then I shall make you a map and send you on your way.”
“Without trailing after me? You swear it?” Scillia looked straight on her.
“I swear it,” Jenna said, putting out her hand to seal the oath. It was not an easy thing to swear, and her jaw ached saying the words.
Scillia did not take the offered hand. “Company …” she said slowly, “would be nice. If you will be dark sister to my light, and not my mother. After all, I killed the man at your back. You owe me.”
“I owe you,” Jenna said. “And I will try.”
Scillia grasped her hand then, though she did not add: I shall try, too. But the phrase hung there, unspoken, between them like an apple ripe for the plucking.
What does it mean to be dark sister to her light? Jenna asked herself as they rode along. My dark sister speaks hard, uncomfartable truths to me and holds my back against the foe. For all that Scillia had just killed an enemy at her back, Jenna did not know if her daughter wanted that kind of relationship. Any truth told her would still be coming from her mother’s mouth. Thirteen is not a year for listening.
So Jenna said nothing, and the day stretched like a border between two countries, she on the one side and Scillia on the other, aware of possible incursions while crying all the while “Peace! Peace!” It was as if they were hostages to one another’s good intentions.
Hostages! She thought at once of the two boys, her own Jem and young Gadwess, alone in foreign lands and at the will of masters who would try to mold them. She and Scillia were never such.
And thinking this, Jenna turned in her saddle to speak to her daughter, now for the sake of a quiet journey her sister. “Can you let an old woman rest?” she asked. “My leg is hurting.”
It was a lie when she spoke it, and a truth when they dismounted. She walked out the pain, and then walked longer than she intended because she saw in her daughter’s face relief, anger, and love mixed in equal measure. They shared a bit of cold journeycake and water.
When they remounted, they rode on until evening and the road declared a real peace between them.
A wide turning brought an inn to view, and Scillia said: “I need a bath and something sweet to wash out the taste of blood.”
Skada would have spit back, “That is a taste that no amount of washing takes away.” But Jenna did not have the heart to tell Scillia such dark truths so early on her life’s journey; she herself had had many a nightmare about the first man she’d ever slain, a man who would have murdered Carum, then taken his rough pleasure with Jenna and Pynt. She had regrets about killing, but none about killing him. Instead, she said, “I could use a bath, too. Do we give them money here or work off our stay? It is not so rich a place as to refuse even small coin.”
“I have money,” Scillia said. “For this time.” She did not thank her mother for letting her make the decision alone. And as Jenna knew Scillia would have an easier time complaining than offering up thanks, she let it be.
The inn was not only rundown, it was all but empty except for the keeper, his wife, and a daughter who looked quite simple and appeared to do all the hard work. Still, Jenna counted that to the good. She knew the roughness of the place meant she and Scillia would not have to explain the state of their clothes or their relationship to nosy travelers at dinner.
“A room, a bath, a meal, in that order,” Scillia said, with such authority, it sounded as though she had a long acquaintance with such inns.
The innkeeper was a sallow-faced man with lips that seemed permanently puckered, as if he had been raised on lemons or had a sour disposition. Or both. If he guessed who they were, he did not say. His wife and daughter were too obviously cowed by him to bother them with questions.
The room they were shown was none too clean, but the bath water in the tin tub was kept hot by frequent infusions of heated rain water. The simple daughter was the one to do the carrying. She was more like a domesticated animal than a human, and Jenna felt sorry for her, and grateful, too.
Scillia took the first bath, a long soaking, and Jenna helped soap her hair, afterward pouring fresh water over her to rinse it out. She did not ask Scillia’s permission, though it was clearly a mothering sort of thing to do. But Scillia did not complain of it.
In turn, Scillia did the same for her, clucking over the long, reddened leg wound.
“Does it hurt?”
“It stings.”
“Can you ride on?”
“If you wish it.”
Their conversations, Jenna thought, were more like Garunian fight songs: short, pithy, and full of unspoken antagonisms. But at least they were speaking.
Scillia refused the beef pie at dinner, asking instead for a bowl of steamed vegetables which the innkeeper served grudgingly. Jenna did not show, even by so much as a conspiratorial shrug to the man, that she was aware it was an odd request. She ate her own hearty meal without comment, surprised at how good it was. If Scillia wished to give up meat because of killing a villain with a sword, then her hunger would be her own. Jenna knew there would be days on end when they would have no meat on their long riding. Or even any food at all. The rind end of winter could be a hard time to travel in the forest. But she did not say a word about it.
I am trying, she thought. I will try.
They shared a bed, of course. They had not the money to waste on two rooms, and besides the warmth was welcome. But Scillia had never been a quiet sleeper, always claiming more than her half of any pallet. Even as a small child, she would travel about the mattress, forcing Jenna or Carum to get up and seek a bed elsewhere. In those early days there had been no nursemaids, no tutors, no one else to take charge of a child at night but the parents.
Lying by Scillia’s unquiet body, Jenna remembered those times with an uncommon longing. How easy it had been to be a mother to a child who adored her unconditionally. And—she thought almost bitterly—queen to a kingdom full of people who felt the same.
Enough! she told herself fiercely, grabbing back part of the coverlet from Scillia who had somehow managed to twist the entire thing around herself without ever waking. Stretch your feet according to your blanket. Jenna snorted at the thought; it so particularly suited the situation.
She did not have an easy night, all things considered, with dark dreams, old feet, aching leg, and a daughter who did not lie easy. On waking, Jenna was as tired as if she had not slept at all.
They took the long way around, through small villages, skirting the edge of the deep and unmapped western woods. They could have ridden the great King’s Road that ran north and south, but Jenna knew instinctively that would not have suited Scillia’s need for a hard and long search. So she told Scillia nothing about the route, talking instead of woodcraft each time they slowed or stopped.
She showed Scillia the kinds of wintered-over plants that could still be used for food, like wake robin which, boiled down till the acrid taste was gone, served a nutritious if bland turnip meal. Like the hard fruit of trees—butternut and chestnut, “That is,” she cautioned, “if the squirrels have spared any.”
And she showed Scillia how to read the tracks that crisscrossed the path: the difference between wood rat and squirrel, the long lope of wolf, the longer of hunting cat, the deep scratches on trees that bespoke bear.
Scillia listened like a child with a beloved tutor, storing away information for hours on end. Occasionally she asked Jenna to repeat something just explained, or pointed with pride to tracks or fruit or roots she could now name. She seemed to forget nothing.
She proved an apt pupil in the Eye-Mind game as well, remembering much of what she had seen hours later. Long lists of things she recalled with ease. Jenna knew that kind of recall was now beyond her own reckoning.
Only once did Scillia complain, and it was to say baldly, “I should have been taught this before.”
“I had hoped,” Jenna answered simply, “that you would never need it.”
“You hoped, rather, to keep your time in the woods for yourself,” Scillia answered.
Jenna had no response. Indeed, she greatly feared that Scillia might be right.
They stopped at another inn, this one filled with a wedding party and many cheerily drunk soldiers. The captain of the men recognized Jenna at once. He made her a deep bow and she shook her head at him, a warning that she wished to remain unremarked. But once Scillia was abed, all the covers twisted around her, Jenna went downstairs and called the captain to her with a quiet nod.
When he came over, she said quietly, “I have a message for the king.”
“I will take it myself, Anna,” he said.
“There is nothing written. I give this to you mouth to ear, and so it must be delivered. Tell him that Jenna and Sil are well and on the mother road together. He will pay you handsomely for that one sentence.”
“My queen, I do it for the honor alone.” He bowed his head. “Do you need a guard?”
“Have I ever?”
“You look …” he hesitated,” … well-traveled.”
She laughed. “Like the scruff of a mongrel, you mean?”
“Never that, Anna,” he said, but joined in her laughter, adding, “I have seen you worse.”
“And that was …?”
“At Bear’s Run,” he said, naming the great battle at which so many of Jenna’s troops had fallen, yet was a victory nonetheless. “You know, of course, it is but an hour’s ride from here.”
So close, Jenna thought. “You must have been a mere boy there,” she said.
“And you a mere girl,” he added graciously.
“War is a great ager,” Jenna said. “And kingship worse yet. Good night, good captain.” She started to leave, then turned back. “There is one other thing you can do for me.”
“Name it, my queen.”
“A man lies on the road by a great line of elder pine in the southern woods, two days ride from here. He will be by an ash that has been struck down across the road. The tree may have been pushed off by now, to let carts go by; the man has a deep sword slash in his right leg and will not have moved on his own. He may even be dead of blood loss. Bury him if he is there, else bring him to the king. He laid hands on the king’s daughter and would have done worse than that.”
The captain nodded, his face dark and disturbed. “Were there others?”
“There are always others,” Jenna said. “Two of them. They are dead. If he has not put them in the ground, take a moment to do so.”
“My lady, I ask again: Do you need a guard?”
“Did I at the ash tree?”
“You walk with a slight limp.”
“But I walk. You cannot say the same for the men I left there. My daughter and I would ride alone.”
“I will go at once, Anna.”
“The dead have a long patience,” she answered him. “Go in the morning.” She turned and went up the unlit stairs, not looking back. She was glad she was far enough from firelight and candlelight that Skada had not appeared. At the moment, her dark sister’s wit would have been too much to bear.
The door to her room creaked when she opened it, but Scillia lay too deep in sleep to waken. Jenna lay down on the bit of bed left her and, even without a blanket for warmth, she was almost instantly asleep.
The trip to M’dorah took longer than Jenna had anticipated, for when at the morning meal she casually mentioned that they were close to the site of the Battle of Bear’s Run, Scillia—all unaccountably—wanted to see it. Jenna had not been back to the site since the battle thirteen years earlier, and when they came to the field she was shocked to see how small a place it was.
“I had remembered a vast plain,” she said quietly. “And the bodies … and all the blood.” She shivered.
“Father often told us of the battle,” Scillia said.
Surprised, Jenna turned to look at her. “What did he say of it?”
“He said many good men and women died here.”
Jenna did not say anything more, but dismounted and walked toward a stand of trees, their branches so overhanging they brushed the withered grass. A cold wind puzzled through the clearing, delivering a sharp shock between the shoulder blades. Jenna shivered again. Suddenly she recalled Alta’s words to her in the grove so long ago: Remembering is what you must do most of all.
And she had spent the last fifteen years trying to forget.
“Forgive me, Alta,” Jenna whispered, staring into the shadows behind the trembling branches and seeing figures that were not there.
“Mother.”
She thought she heard the grunting cough of an old bear.
“Mother!”
She thought she heard the scream of a woman warrior riding into battle.
“Mother, please!”
She thought she heard the thin, mewling cry of a child.
“Mother, you are frightening me. What is it?”
Jenna shook her head and turned. Smiling ruefully, she said, “Ghosts.”
Scillia held out her hand. “There is nothing there but some trees. And an overgrown field.”
Jenna took the hand. “There are ghosts here all right. And one of them is you.”
“Now you are really frightening me. I am very much alive, mother. How can I be a ghost?”
Jenna pulled her around the trees. Behind them were two high mounds covered with coarse wintered-over grass. “Those are the common graves,” she said. “One for the men—boys, really—and women who fought with us. And the other for the Garuns and their allies who fought against us.”
“Which is which, mother?”
“I no longer know,” Jenna admitted. “Is that not a horrid epitaph? I no longer know.” She sighed. “But if you look between those two mounds, you will find something more.”
“What will I find? Scillia asked.
“Go—and then come back and tell me what is there.”
“Not ghosts, mother.”
Jenna smiled at her. “Not for you, perhaps. Now go. I cannot.”
“Cannot?”
“Cannot. Will not. It is the same.”
Scillia raised an eyebrow at that and when no more admission was forthcoming, turned and disappeared between the mounds.
Jenna looked away, staring instead at the sky where an eagle was hunting on set wings, gliding over the meadow without a sound. She was glad it was not yet winter’s end. She didn’t think she could have borne visiting the place with spring running riotously green and dozens of birds singing from the branches.
“Mother.” Scillia was standing not three feet away, a puzzled expression on her face.
“And what did you find?”
“Two graves with markers. One of them has a crown on it and Gorum’s name. That was father’s brother. Why have we never come here before?”
Jenna stared at the ground as if she might discover answers there. “Because of the ghosts. And because we wanted you to be children of the peace, not inheritors of the war. Though your father does manage to come once a year, in the fall. He is always especially solemn afterwards.”
“Who is in the other grave? The one marked with a goddess sign.”
“Iluna. This is where she fell, under this tree. I killed the man who killed her, and took you from her back.”
Scillia put her hand on Jenna’s. “So it is her ghost you cannot face.”
“And Gorum’s and all the men and women, boys and girls who died here.”
“But you said my ghost was here, too. What did you mean?”
“Because here died your old life. I took you from dead Iluna and strapped you on my own back. I can hear you crying still.”
Scillia drew her hand away. “We have further to go. And probably more ghosts to meet. Are you willing?.” She started toward the horses.
“You will not find the woman who abandoned you.”
“I know that.” Scillia’s voice floated back to her in the cold air. “But I will sit atop M’dorah and see the world as Iluna saw it. Perhaps then I will be ready to go back home.”
Jenna sighed. She thought she’d done it quietly, but Scillia heard and turned.
“You do not have to come along.”
“I am your dark sister,” Jenna said, smiling a little. “I must go where you go.”
“Mother!”
“Besides, how can I not go when I know what you will find there?”
“And what do you think I will find?”
“Nothing. You will find nothing. It all burned down over thirteen years ago.”
It was Scillia’s turn to sigh. She brushed a stray hair from her face. “Even ash is something, mother, as you have found tracking me.”
Jenna smiled and did not point out that there would hardly be ash left after years of scouring winds and rain. “How smart you have become in one short journey.”
“It is because I finally had a teacher worthy of the lesson,” Scillia said, smiling back.
Jenna’s face flushed with embarrassment, and she opened her arms. Scillia rushed in and they embraced mother to daughter, sister to sister, almost—Jenna thought—friend to friend.
They foraged for lunch. Jenna showed Scillia an odd grey mass, like a mushroom, that grew on a dead tree. With a bit of added journeycake crumbles, it cooked up to a bland porridge. And she pointed out which green roots to boil for a gingery tea.
“Quite filling,” Jenna said when they had finished.
“Makes up in bulk what it lacks in taste,” Scillia said. But she did not say it with anger or even as a complaint. It was, Jenna thought with relief, merely an observation.
They sat for a while in companionable silence while a green finch serenaded them from one of the trees.
“Mother,” Scillia said at last. “I have been thinking.”
Jenna did not mean to, but she set her shoulders, waiting for an outburst. “About …?”
“About having a dark sister. I mean—a real dark sister.”
“Not a mother as a dark sister, you mean.”
“Yes.”
“Do you want one?”
“I am not certain.”
“Once gotten, never given away.”
“That is why I am not certain. You and Skada do not always …”
“Always?”
“Agree.”
“No more than you and your brothers.”
“That is different.”
“Yes. Different. But the same.”
Scillia sighed.
“I am not even certain I could tell you how to call up a dark sister, now that the hames are gone. There is a period of training, you know. An entire ritual, involving special breathing, prayers. And the help of the hame sisters around you.” She did not mention that she had called up Skada at a time of tragedy and despair, when she was alone and surrounded by the dead.
Scillia looked at her sharply. “There is still Selden Hame.”
“But as you pointed out, only old women live there now. One can only call up a dark sister as a girl newly turned woman. They may not remember all the parts of the ritual. You saw how badly we stumbled on the Bearing ceremony.”
Scillia got a sour look on her face.
“And not all who call are answered.”
“I thought …”
“Then you thought wrong.” Jenna stood. “There was a girl at Selden Hame when I was a girl who tried and failed.” She paused, remembering. “It was awful.”
“But if I really want to try?”
Jenna reached a hand to Scillia and pulled her up. “Then I will help you, of course. After all, I am your mother.”
They stayed the night at the battlefield, building a large campfire next to one of the mounds. They ate what was nearly the last of their provisions and made a thin soup slightly flavored with winter roots.
Scillia sat a long time by Iluna’s grave, but Jenna remained close to the fire, not for the warmth but for Skada’s companionship. Skada, however, was notably silent, so much so that Jenna was forced, at last, to comment on it.
“No words of wisdom, sister?” she asked. “No bitter commentary?”
“For once you have done everything right,” said Skada.
“To have come so far for such small praise.”
“Far indeed,” Skada said. “But will you know when it is far enough?”
“Far enough for what?”
“Far enough to cut the leading strings.”
Jenna shook her head, “She has cut them herself.”
Skada shook her head at the same time. “And tied them up again, more firmly than before. The knots may be different, but the string pulls the same.”
“And would you have had me let her fight three men, be raped, sliced open, and die unshriven?”
“Those are not the strings I am talking about, and well you know …” but the fire burned low and Skada was gone.
“… it,” Jenna said, finishing her dark sister’s sentence.
She did not get up to stoke the coals again until just before laying down next to her sleeping daughter. Then she turned her back to the flames so as not to have to see Skada again, though she could feel her close behind.
They left camp at first light and Jenna, at least, did not look back at the field. She knew that they still had a few good hours’ ride to the forests near M’dorah. And then they would have to leave the horses and pack in through a tangle before coming to the M’doran plain.
Weather luck was with them at least. Though they were now well in the north and west, signs of spring—early and welcome—were everywhere. Jenna pointed out small, curling ferns shoving through the earth by the roots of some of the larger trees. And a green finch sang to its mate from the branch of an oak. Above them the sky was still the bleached bone color of late winter, but the ground held a different promise. Jenna always believed earth before sky.
As they rode along, Jenna thought about what Skada had said at the campfire. Have I pulled the string tighter? she wondered. Have I encouraged Scillia to knot it up again? Surely she had given Scillia plenty of leeway to go on alone. Alta’s wounds! I even offered to make her a map. And they had been getting along beautifully until Skada’s thoughtless words had set this trap between them. Now, Jenna thought angrily, I shall have to watch every word and every gesture.
She was still fretting when they reached a fork in the road, and she knew it to be the turning to M’dorah. Dismounting and leading the horses off the path, Jenna hid them in a small copse, hobbling them loosely. Then she showed Scillia how to take what they would need for rest of the day.
“And blankets for warmth.”
“It is coming spring, mother. I saw the ferns. And heard the bird singing.”
“That was a green finch,” Jenna said. “All early signs. Don’t you remember:
“When you hear the green finch sing,


Heralding the first of spring,


Do not shed your heavy cotte,


Winter’s reign is over—”


“NOT!” Scillia filled in the final line. “I thought that was but a nursery rhyme.”
“Some of those rhymes began in the farmyard and field; they were only later brought into the nursery,” said Jenna. “Do not be too quick to dismiss what you hear growing up. In the Hame we had many such rhymes to memorize. Besides, M’dorah is a high place and so it will be colder than down here.”
“Where eagles dare not rest?”
Jenna smiled. “Not quite that high, perhaps. But there is nothing at the top to stop the wind now.”
Jenna had not remembered the woods being such a tangle of beech and oak, whitethorn and larch. Still, thirteen years more undergrowth certainly made walking difficult, and the sharp ascent of the trail soon had them both puffing badly.
Luckily the higher they got, the sparser the trees and bushes. Pretty soon they could see clear space ahead.
“At last,” Jenna said.
“M’dorah?”
“At least the M’doran plain.”
As the path crested over the last rise, Scillia could see what Jenna meant. Before them was a wide, treeless plateau that was covered with gigantic, towering rocks rising like teeth from the ground. Some of the rocks were needle points, others huge towers of stone.
The sight, even a second time, was so stunning that for a moment Jenna could not speak.
Breaking the silence at last, Scillia asked, “But which one is M’dorah?”
Jenna pointed to the far side of the plain. “That one, the broad crowned rock there. Once it had a wooden hame atop, an aerie even eagles envied.”
Scillia squinted. “How did they get up there?”
“By a hinged ladder of rope and wood.”
“I mean the first M’dorans.”
Jenna laughed. “Arguing first causes like a child learning of Great Alta?”
“But …”
“How do you think they got up?”
Scillia shrugged. “Surely there are steps carved in the stone. Or handholds and footholds.”
Jenna shook her head.
“Or a slope around the back?”
Again Jenna shook her head, and without a word more began walking across the plain. Still speaking, Scillia had to run to catch up.
“A kite! They made a kite of sticks and cloth. A huge kite, and flew someone to the top.”
Jenna did not stop her strides. “Now that is one method I had not considered. I had no kites as a child.”
“But then how …”
“Wait till we get there to ask. Save your breath for the walk. We want to be there before dark.”
They walked for well over an hour before reaching the foot of M’dorah’s rock. It was a grey granite, sheer for ten feet, then bowing out, muffin-like, before rising again in another sheer cliff face for thirty or forty feet. There were half a dozen ladders hanging over the sides, disappearing at the top of the rounded surface.
“Look, we can still climb up,” Scillia cried.
“Perhaps,” Jenna said. “But remember how old these ladders are, how many years they have weathered here. They are but rope and wood. Consider this well—are they still safe?”
Scillia looked both chastened and angry. “But to have come so far …”
“Far enough,” Jenna said, suddenly recalling Skada’s words.
“Do you mean me to fail after all?” Scillia asked, her voice holding a tone of accusation that had been missing since the ash tree.
“I do not mean you to fall,” Jenna said. “Caution is but the first part of any adventure.”
“So says The Book of Light?”
“So says the Book of Jenna,” Jenna replied patiently.
Scillia ignored her and went to the nearest rope ladder. She gave it a strong one-handed tug. “See, Mother, it’s …” But whatever else she was going to say about the ladder ended when the pieces of rope near the top end gave way, sending a dozen wooden rungs showering down on her. “Ow … ow … ow!”
Jenna bit her lip to keep from laughing.
All of the rope ladders proved as flimsy, rotted away by the years of weather.
“Never mind,” Jenna said, “we have yet to check the opposite side.”
“Will any ropes there be stronger?” asked Scillia wearily. “Would sun and rain be less harsh around back?”
“It is,” Jenna pointed out, “the south-facing side. Stranger things have been known to happen.”
So they made their way around the rock, finding a half dozen more rope ladders, none of them strong enough to bear their weight.
In the end, they could not find a way up without constructing an entire scaffolding. And that—as Jenna pointed out—was something two women and four hands could not manage. “We would need a whole crew of willing workers.”
“Then I have failed,” Scillia said.
“Failed in what?”
“To find my mother root.” Scillia looked up to the top of the rock which was now barely visible in the fading light.
“You found the grave of the one who first bore you in her arms. And you have ridden far with the mother who has loved you for thirteen years. What else are you seeking, child?” Jenna could not keep the exasperation from her voice.
Still staring at the top of the rock, Scillia said, “More than ash, Mother. More than grave dirt. Probably more than there is to find.”
“I found my birth mother,” Jenna said suddenly. “Or at least I found out who she was.”
“You never said …”
“Because it made no difference. She had given me birth all right, but she was not my mother where and when it mattered. Blood counts a great deal less than love.”
“At least you knew,” Scillia said. “My birth mother could be a farm wife or a beer maid.” She looked once more up to the top of M’dorah.
“Or she could be dead,” Jenna said. “Mine was.”
“I only hope she is dead,” Scillia said. “Else I would hate her for giving me up.”
“I expect that whoever she is—or was—farmwife or beer maid or princess, for that matter, you will know who she is when you are queen.”
“Why do you say that?” The sun was dropping fast and shadows played around Scillia’s face, making her suddenly look far older than her years, making her look—Jenna thought—like a stranger.
“Because when a one-armed queen is on the throne, anyone who ever gave away a one-armed daughter will come forward to claim you,” said Skada. There was only a sliver of moonlight, but it was enough for Skada to appear since there was not a cloud in the sky. “And blood counts most when there is coinage at stake. And a crown.”
“Skada!” both Jenna and Scillia cried together.
“Now are we going to stand around this forsaken plain till we freeze to death, or are we going to pull those blankets around us and jog-trot back to our horses? I am ready for a good bed and home.”
THE MYTH:
Great Alta took the girl child and set her on the eagle’s nest. “Fly!” quoth Great Alta, “And I shall be the wind beneath your wings.”
Then Great Alta set the girl on the ground. “Crawl. And I shall be the ground below your belly.”
At last Great Alta set the girl on the throne. “But sit. And I shall be the shadow behind you that all but you shall be able to see.”



three
Turnings and Returnings



THE MYTH:
Then Great Alta took the boy and turned him ten times around. “Now,” quoth she, “you are a man.”
The new man took his first steps and fell down, crying, “How can I be a man when I still walk like a boy?”
“Take smaller steps,” quoth Great Alta.
THE LEGEND:
In the town of South Berike there is a ghost of a drowned boy who wanders the harbor on the fourth day of spring. Some say he is a fisher lad, part of a six-man skimmer that overturned in a storm off the Skerry Light.
Some say he was the cabin boy on the Ginger Pye, the factory ship lost in the Great Storm of ’37, one of seventeen bodies that washed ashore in two days.
But some say he is the lost prince Jemuel, drowned in a rough crossing, come home at last and no one left to welcome him ashore, so he wanders the strand forever.
THE STORY:
It was thirteen years before Jemson came home, in the late springtide, sailing under an oyster-colored sky that tumbled out rain for the disembarking.
His father had turned fifty in the fall and was failing quickly, or so it was said by the Garuns, though that was not the real reason Jemson had returned. Thirteen years had been the term set by the hostage agreement. It was time that both boys sailed for home. Jemson would have stayed if he could, but he knew where duty lay, unpleasant though it might be.
Was Carum indeed failing? Jemson could not tell. His father seemed as tall as ever, a mighty oak under whose branches saplings did not thrive.
Well, Jemson knew that was not strictly true. Corrie had turned into a big, fleshy man with cheeks like polished apples. If not an oak, at least an ash. And an ass, too! He laughed silently at his own rough joke, but without any real humor.
And I, first born, am the short one in the family. Even my mother is taller. That Scillia was taller than he did not count. She was not of his blood really, and blood—he knew well—was the coinage of royalty. Besides, she was only a girl. And a homely girl at that. Hardly worth flattering.
He had landed in Berick Harbor with less fanfare than he had left. Only a small bustle of townfolk was there to greet him, people he supposed he should have recalled well but did not.
There had been a greying woman, Petra, at the head of the bustle who claimed she was his mother’s dear friend. “Do you not remember me, Jemmie? I’m the one who can always make your mother laugh.”
“A talent, madam, I never had,” he said, bowing his head to her. But there was no warmth in his greeting, no pretense at intimacy.
Her husband, Jareth, was equally familiar in his address, calling him “Young Jem,” and speaking of his youthful antics, all of which made Jemson sound like an absolute jackass of a child. Jemson did not remember any such child and, besides, a royal should never be remembered as less than perfect.
“My title, sir, is Prince Jemson, and I prefer you address me that way.” Better to begin as he intended to go on. Old Faulk, his Garunian tutor, would have given him grudging, grunting approval for the way he handled that. It pleased him enormously that Jareth flushed from the reproval and his wife’s eyes got like hard pebbles. Satisfied that the lesson had gone home, Jemson turned away to look at the troop waiting for him.
There were seven guardsmen under the command of a sloppy veteran who would have to be reprimanded later, for his jacket buttons were not properly shined and he should never have led out an uneven number of men on such an assignment. Six or eight would have been proper. Twenty or thirty would have been better. A hundred would not have been amiss. Jemson ground his teeth in anger, a sound he no longer heard, but one that set the grey woman to shaking her head.
The return of the eldest son and heir to such a greeting! Jemson could scarce credit it. Neither his father nor mother—nor yet his brother nor sister—had bestirred themselves to meet his ship, though of course the ship was five hours early and the weather drear. He knew that Gadwess, for all that he was not the Garunian heir, was to be hailed on his return with a parade of hundreds and a great banquet whatever the time, whatever the kind of day. Crown Prince Malwess had included Jemson in on the planning. There were to be minstrels and jugglers and an indoor archery shoot which Malwess would no doubt win. He was a wonderful shot, especially when there was no wind to contest his aim.
And no Dales prince to pace him! Jemson thought with a small, knowing smile. He was himself a better shot than Malwess, especially outdoors, especially with a moving target. But he would not be there to pull for the prize. Damn the hostage agreement anyway!
No matter that the excuse in the Dales was that it had been a hard winter and the farmers had few extra supplies to spare for any feast, great or small. The winter had been just as severe on the Continent, the snow up to the eaves of lowland houses, and wolves in packs chasing after sledges. Jemson bit his lip and ground his teeth again. The Garunian farmers had complained as well, of course. It was the nature of farmers to complain: about wind, about rain, about sun, about everything. But a royal homecoming deserved some sacrifice. The Garunian people understood this. But not—it seemed—the people of the Dales.
Jemson was not at all happy.
The later, intimate dinner held in his honor for the family and a few of his parents’ closest friends only added to the insult. The food was unimaginative, the talk as stolid as farmers’ conversation, the wine just this side of vinegar. His mother kept wanting to touch him—on the hand, on the cheek, as if to excuse herself for not being at the harbor. Her real excuse—that she had been out riding and had not known of the early landing of his ship—was unacceptable. Jemson told them what he thought, straight out, without bothering to couch it in courtly terms. They deserved no face-saving.
His return was not a success.
“He went away a small boy,” Scillia complained, “and he returned a large one.” She did not say this to her mother, who had problems enough with her father’s winter-long cough, but to Corrie. “And our loss is doubled with Gad gone, back to that awful place.”
Corrie smiled at her, in that blurry way he had. “Jem’s just arrived home, Sil. Give him time.”
She was not soothed. “He was bad enough before he left, don’t you remember? But he is all Garun now, and the worst kind. Wants to be called Prince Jemson by the family’s friends, and sir by the guards.”
Corrie shrugged. “That is his right, you know. I wonder … would they call me Prince Corrine?”
Sil was not amused. “He called me girl. Girl! And I three years his senior. As well as the kingdom’s heir. Which, by the way, he refuses to acknowledge.” She flung herself into the cushioned chair by Corrie’s hearth where a small fire kept a kettle boiling.
“That’s what really gripes him, of course,” Corrie said. “You know what the Garuns think about a woman on the throne. Give him time to become one of us again, Scillia.”
“I shall be 101 before I get to rule anyway,” Scillia said. “Father may not look well, may Alta hold him. But mother will go on forever.”
Corrie took the kettle from the metal arm over the fire and spilled a bit of boiling water into the earth-colored teapot. He sloshed it around, then emptied it into the corner of the hearth where it made a comfortable hissing. “The trouble with ruling,” he said wryly, “is that by the time you get to sit on the throne, your bones are too brittle for the seat.”
Sil stared at him for a moment, then broke into laughter which completely changed her face. One minute she was a rather ordinary-looking young woman and then, with the smile, a striking one, the planes of her face shifting with her merriment. “Oh, Cor, you do amuse me.” For all his outer softness, she knew, her brother had a hard, fascinating center, like the jester in one of the old fairy stories.
“My goal, actually,” he said, as he continued making the tea, tipping out just enough leaves from the caddy into the pot. Tea was a disastrously pricy commodity but one of the few that even their mother thought worth the expense.
Scillia stuck her tongue out at him. Then she turned serious, the planes of her face shifting back to ordinary again. “I do not want the throne if it means mother or father dying.”
“No one thinks you do,” Corrie said as he poured the hot water into the pot. “Especially not mother or father. But they will die, nonetheless. Even a highest tree …”
She finished the adage for him. It was one of Petra’s favorites, or at least one that she quoted most frequently. “… has an axe at its foot.” She sighed.
“Which is why,” Corrie reminded her, putting the kettle back on the flame, “Mother had you tutored in history and governship, taught higher sums, and made to learn the diplomatics of the Continent. Thank Alta it was you, not I, who had those extra hours in the classroom. And it is why she has been having you sit in on all the Realty Sessions and helping form the judgment of the court these past five years. And the Farmers Council and the Market Fairs Meetings and …”
Scillia sighed again. “It is dreadfully boring stuff, actually. I can understand why she takes off for the woods whenever father can spare her.”
“Boring, but necessary. Like eating.”
“Like making babies.”
“Like learning scales.”
It was an old game between them, and they both enjoyed it.
“Of course it is necessary,” Scillia said. She leaped up, nearly turning over the small table on which the pot sat brewing its musky tea. She walked over to the hearth and set her back to the fire, less for warmth—it was early spring after all—than to glare at her brother. “Only there needn’t be half so many meetings. Or councils. Or sessions. Why can’t the people just do what is right on their own?”
“You are so like mother, you know,” Corrie said suddenly.
“I am certainly not like her at all,” Sil said, “being dark and short and one-armed.”
Corrie smiled again, a grin which dimpled on both sides. “And she is tall and fair and two-armed. And you, of course, share no blood. I see. No resemblance at all.” He handed her one of the mugs and poured the tea. “Except that inside, dear sister, which is the only place that counts, you are as much like Queen Jenna as her own dark twin.”
“I have a slower tongue.”
“And lighter hair.”
“And …” they both said together, “one less arm than Skada.”
“I give up,” Scillia said. “You are the one who should be next on the throne, Corrie. You are smarter and dearer and …”
“Too smart to want to be king and too dear for the kingdom,” Corrie said laughing. His one failing, they both knew, was a love of rich, flamboyant clothes and ear-bobs. The embroidered caftan he wore now, with its swirls of red and gold leaves, its jeweled bucklers, was but a minor player in the cast of dozens in his dressing closet. He and Gadwess had loved to dress up outrageously, even as boys, calling one another Sister Light and Sister Dark, and riding out in their flowing robes on full moon eves to frighten cows in the meadow and—once—stampeding the entire herd of army horses. Gadwess’ share of their clothes had not gone with him back to the Continent but remained in Corrie’s room, waiting his return.
At the thought of Gadwess, Scillia’s thoughts turned soft and sad. She loved him equally as she loved Corrie.
“What do you suppose,” Scillia said, “that they will make of Gad at home?”
“They will try and make a man of him,” Corrie answered.
“Like Jemmie.”
“Jemson.”
“Prince Jemson,” Scillia said.
“And fail,” Corrie added. “Because their idea of a man is not Gad’s. Not any longer.”
“Poor Gad.” Scillia sighed.
“Poor Garuns,” Corrie countered. “He shall mock them to the end. And then, perhaps, he will come back to the ones who know and love him best.” He said it with neither conviction nor hope.
“Us.” Scillia put the cup down. “Thanks for the tea, little brother.”
“As always, big sister,” he said. It was an old joke between them, begun when he had gotten his first rangy growth and put a full hand’s span of height between them in less than a year.
“He is appalling,” Skada said as she and Jenna huddled by the fire. Carum had had a bad night, coughing until blood flecked his lips, and neither of them had slept. “Jemmie is worse than a Garun now. He has adopted their creed barrel, stave, and bung, and like any convert works harder at being correct.”
“He is my son,” Jenna said quietly. There was little conviction in her voice.
“He is pompous, overbearing, full of ill-considered brags. He is …”
“… my son,” Jenna said, but this time her voice cracked. “I am tired of repeating it.”
“That you gave birth to him in no way excuses him,” Skada pointed out. “Have you heard what he said to Scillia? To Petra? Have you heard what he says about you? About me?”
“He talks too much. As you do,” Jenna said wearily. “It is no wonder when given the chance, Scillia declined to call up a dark sister. She knew you all too well.” She stood up and walked away from the fire, crossing to the great bed. There were no candles there; the dark was to encourage Carum to sleep, a sleep prompted by the infirmarer’s poppy drought. Without candlelight, Skada could not follow.
Jenna sat on the bed and smoothed back Carum’s hair from his broad forehead. Made even broader, she thought, by the years. In sleep he looked peaceful, vulnerable, even young. Jenna smiled down on him. She loved the way the dark lashes fanned out on his cheeks. He needs to be shaved, she thought.
Suddenly fear, like a sharp spear in the side, made her gasp aloud. Carum was going to die. Not this moment. Not this day. Likely not for some months yet. His lungs were bad, yet it was a slow disease. But for the first time ever she actually thought about life without him, considered the world without his presence.
It is not bearable, she thought. I cannot be here without him. I cannot go into the woods knowing that when I come out he will not be there, waiting.
She went back to the hearth to weep where Skada, at least, could comfort her.
It was not only the lack of formality that Jemson hated, it was the stinginess of the court. He had grown up in Continental opulence and now took it for granted that a royal family should live differently—and on the backs of—the people it governed. The Garun king and his relations dressed in silks and changed clothing for every meal. Why, he thought, trembling with indignation, there is not even room enough in my chamber here for storing away all my shoes. Most are still in the trunks they were packed in for the sailing. Here King Carum and Queen Jenna—he had trouble thinking of them as his parents—dressed as if they were farmers and not the heroes of the damned Gender Wars.
Only his brother Corrine had any sense of style, though he dressed too much like an artist, his hair too long to fit beneath a proper wig. He also had an inch-long fingernail on his little finger, for playing the tembla, he insisted. But Corrine had not played any kind of instrument before Jemson went away, and he doubted that Corrine was musical in the least. It was more like an affectation. The very idea made Jemson ill.
As for that one-armed freak, she is the worst of the lot, Jemson thought. She had never been any great beauty before and the years had not treated her well. Now she had a swarthy complexion from being out in the sun like a peasant, and mouse-black hair. She was muscled as any soldier, too. And worst of all, he thought, the stupid slut dresses to hide the missing arm which only emphasizes the loss. He could not think of her without shuddering, the more so since she was still called heir to the throne.
Had he hated her so much when he had left as a hostage to the Garun court? He could not remember. What he did recall was how, right before he had gone, she’d nearly gotten Corrine killed and he had had to rescue them both with his bow and arrow. Jemson smiled. It was a story he had told over and over in the Garun court, one his hosts never tired of hearing. He was ever so much better now with the bow.
When he and Corrine had met again, he’d noticed right off the marks on Corrine’s neck, still there after all the passing years, but he had refrained from mentioning them, not wanting to spend past coin too soon. As King Kras liked to say: The anvil must be patient. Only the hammer can be strong. He would be patient until he was in a position to be the Hammer of the Dales.
THE BALLAD:
JEMMIE OVER THE WATER
The oceans between are blue and black,


Sing Jemmie over the water,



Oh will ye come back? oh will ye come back?


Sing Jemmie over the sea.



He rode the wild waves to his land,


Sing Jemmie over the water,



They gave him but the back of the hand,


Oh, will ye come home to me.



He left in winter, back in spring,


Sing Jemmie over the water,



To find his sister crowned the king,


Sing Jemmie over the sea.



An’ will ye take silver, will ye take gold,


Sing Jemmie over the water,



Or will ye take the throne to hold,


Oh will ye come home to me.



I neither gold nor silver make,


Sing Jemmie over the water,



But I the throne will surely take,


Sing Jemmie over the sea.



So, kill the girl upon the throne,


Sing Jemmie over the water,



And then, oh then, will I come home,


Oh I will come home to thee.



THE STORY:
Carum rallied after that dark night, and was now back in the council room if not back on the throne. Neither his infirmarer nor Jenna would let him sit in the cold, drafty hall where anyone might cough or sneeze on him, spreading further contagion to his already-weakened lungs.
Instead it was Jenna, with Scillia by her side, who held the long Realty Sessions where farmers and fishers and herdsmen and weavers alike could bring their complaints and sue for the Queen’s justice.
It was a time the balladeers called “Anna’s Court,” but Jem referred to it in letters back to King Kras as “The Sluts’ Assemblage.”
“My All-Father,” Jem wrote in one letter, “if you could but see her making judgments, ruled not by her head or by the precedence of law, but making decisions on what she is told by her weak, womanly heart. It makes a mockery of justice as we know it, and I can see that the people are not pleased. And there next to the queen sits my stepsister—who owns no blood in common with any royal—squatting all the day like a toad on a log but without a jewel in her head. Or a notion either. And my mother—curse the day she won her war—lets the one-armed slut make fully half or more of the rulings.”
And in another: “I know you have cautioned me, All-Father, to patience. So I shall remain, smiling and playing the Dalian fool. I will try not to overpraise you in the presence of your enemies, but rather keep the Garunian counsel of the wolf who waits to tear at the meat till his packmates are by his side.”
And in a third: “My father, who had a bad turn when first I arrived, is well enough now, but the women rule him completely. I cannot stand to see a king so unmanned; he has no pride of himself and does not seem to care who knows it. He speaks in council chambers still, but that is all. When we have dinner together—in his bedchamber and not the dining hall—he will often ask me about my life on the Continent. They are never seriously probing questions, however, nor does he—I think—really listen to my answers. He is but a shadow of that great tree that once overspread this kingdom root and branch. The women are like rats gnawing at the oak’s foot.”
It did not occur to Jemson that his letters might be opened and read, that their contents might be reported to his increasingly angry mother. It did not occur to him that Jenna, after months of making excuses for her eldest son, might need to confront him.
A lot of things did not occur to Jemson. Or if they did occur to him, he always recast them in a pleasanter light.
Still, when his letters from the Continent carried no responses to his questions, no praise for his astute observations, he did worry that one or two of them might have gone astray. However, he did not allow that worry to go deep enough. He merely set up an alternate mail route, bribing a Garunian sailor on one of the smaller ships that brought pantiles from the Continent in weekly trips across the narrow sea.
And so he wrote twice a week instead of a single weekly letter. One he sent by way of the royal pouch and one by the sailor. He never suspected that half his mail was being read by strangers; his only suspicion lay at the feet of the Dale couriers whom he believed to be incompetent fools.
“I worry, All-Father, that you have not received all the letters that I have sent. Nothing here in the Dales runs as it should. They are a lazy, worthless folk, and I never stop thanking Lord Cres that I was delivered to you in time.”
The contents of Jem’s letters were not made known to many, but certain members of the council knew, Jenna knew, and Skada—of course—knew as well.
“Do not bother Carum with this,” Jenna cautioned as she sat with her three oldest friends in the council chamber. It was a grey day and the tapers were lit, shadows dancing around the sconces.
“Bother him? A son plotting with our enemies and we should not bother him?” Piet pounded the table with a meaty fist. “This is not some child’s scrape, some madcap moonlight escapade, Jenna, like stampeding the army’s best herd of horses or …”
“Do not see plots where stupidity can prove the motive,” Skada remarked. She flickered in and out of the conversation as she flickered in and out with the guttering candles.
“Pah!” Piet stood and turned his back to her, speaking to the far wall. “I mean no disrespect, Anna, but that boy of yours …” He was holding onto his beard as he spoke because he knew the beard tended to wobble when he was angry. And he was furious now.
Petra broke in, her voice soft but firm. “Jenna, you must see the seriousness of this. He is boy no longer. He is twenty-three years old.”
“I cannot see him as such,” Jenna said. “I did not watch him grow up.”
“He has not grown up at all. That is the problem,” Skada whispered.
“They are a tricksy sort, those Garuns,” Piet went on. “And they have turned a Dales prince into a …”
“Shut up, Piet,” Jareth said. “The dark sister has the right of it. Do not insist on evil where the evidence points to idiocy.”
Piet turned. “I warned this council thirteen years ago that the boy would be molded by his Garun masters much to our despair, and you did not listen then.”
“We heard you, dear friend,” Jenna said.
“But you did not listen!” Piet spin on his heel and was about to exit the room.
“Piet, please,” Jenna called to him. “Do not bother Carum with this.”
Piet turned back and this time he spoke quietly. “He is dying, Anna. Of course I will not tax him with this. But you—and Queen Scillia that would be—you must deal quickly and sternly with young Prince Jemson. Or the land will suffer.”
“I will. When the time is right,” Jenna said.
“The time is already well past right,” Piet said, walking out.
Jenna looked at Jareth. “Is it too late? Must I speak now? Now when there is so much else that needs doing?”
Jareth smiled sadly. “I do not think it needs to be just now, Jenna. We have Jemmie’s letters and have sent our own forgeries in their stead. The letters we composed tell of a growing strength in the country, the folk united in their love of you and King Carum. There is no mention of Carum’s illness and …”
“And must such news be forged?” Jenna asked. “Is the love of my people not true?”
“Who loves a king when the taxes have been collected?” Skada asked.
Petra glared at her across the long table but could not silence her.
“And don’t we say: Easier to love a dead hero than a live king?”
Jenna looked down at her hands, now clasping and unclasping in her lap, as if they were being guided by some mind other than her own. “Oh,” she sighed, “my poor people. My poor land.” Then she stood, gathered up her papers, and walked out of the room where it was too dark for Skada to follow.
“Oh, my poor Jenna,” whispered Petra, “you do not understand how well indeed you are loved.”
“Or how you will be remembered in years to come,” Jareth added, putting his head in his hands and trying hard not to weep.
“I need to get away for a bit, my love,” Jenna said to Carum in the dark of their room. Only the embers of the hearthfire still glowed, rosy and comforting but shedding no great light. “I cannot think here in the close surround of the stone walls.”
Carum was sitting up in the bed, one blanket around his shoulders and another over his legs. “You need the woods, Jenna. I do not begrudge you that. Have I ever?”
“But you are ill and Scillia …”
“Scillia has a solid head and the advice of Jareth and Petra and Piet. She will counsel well. Go. Go quickly. But do not be too long in your return.”
She did not like the forced gaiety in his voice nor the look of terror she supposed she saw behind his eyes. Or is it my own terror I see there? she wondered. If she had hoped he would beg her to stay, he did not. And so to please him, to make him believe she was not worried, she left.
Corrie was reading a books of essays by the philosopher B’kana, when his brother entered the room. Jemson did not knock, but took the room as if he had some sort of siege machine.
“You’re welcome,” Corrie said, saving his place in the book with a tasseled silk marker. “Do you want some tea?”
“No. Yes. Damn.”
“Is this the most recent Garunian mode of conversation? Or are you just not pleased to see me?”
“She’s off again.”
Corrie stood and began his tea-making ritual which gave him a moment before he had to answer. “Do you mean mother?”
“Yes. Of course I mean mother. Though she is a sorry excuse for one.”
Corrie swished the hot water through the pot. “I did not hear that.”
“I said …”
“I am not deaf, Jem. And you are not stupid. At least not as stupid as you have been acting.”
“I don’t know what you mean.” Jemson sat down on his brother’s bed. His face took on the kind of pout one might expect on a ten-year-old.
“No one could be as stupid as you have been acting,” Corrie said. He was suddenly angry enough so that when he shook the leaves from the caddy a few floated down to the floor. “Damn. That’s the last of the vervain mix.”
Jemson stood, flushing. “I won’t take that kind of accusation from anyone, not even one of royal blood.” His hand went to his belt and fumbled there, as if expecting to find a knife that was suddenly not available.
“I am accusing you of nothing but acting stupid, dear brother,” Corrie said, forcing himself to become calm. He poured the tea water into the pot. “You are not in the Garunian court now, but here in the Dales. You need to curb your natural tendency toward asininity and try to be one of us again.”
“I am not one of you,” Jemson said, “if it means bending the knee to that one-armed slut.”
“Then you should probably book passage tomorrow for the Continent,” Corrie said handing him the cup. “For it is my guess that mother will not outlive father by much.”
“She is healthy as a horse. As two horses.”
Corrie smiled at his brother sadly. “You never were able to see past your nose, Jem.”
Jemson wrinkled his nose, took a sip of the tea, spat it out loudly. “What is this? Some sort of poison?”
“An herbal posset. For temper.”
“I have no temper.”
“You are all temper, brother. As I am all temperament. Scillia will make a fine queen. She has been studying for it since you left. Tutors galore!” He waved his hand about as if the tutors were all crowding in the room with them.
Jemson stood. He put down the cup carefully on the little table, though it was clear from his face that he wanted to fling it into the fire. “I came here to sound you out, brother, thinking that you could not possibly wish to live beneath a woman’s hand. As I saved you once, so I wish to save you again.”
“Save me? From what?”
“From cats, dear brother. From the feline race.”
“Oh, by Alta’s crown!” Corrie said, stopping himself from laughing just in time. His hand went to his neck and fingered the scars there. “The Cat Story as Jemson remembers it. Ah well, heroes are made by those who tell the stories, not by those who lived the life. Mother always said that and now I see it is true.”
“What do you mean?” Jemson asked, squinting his eyes. “What exactly do you mean?”
“Just this—Scillia will eventually be queen, Jem. Bend the knee or board the ship.”
“My All-Father has often enough said that where there are two answers, there are three.”
“What on earth does that mean?” Now it was Corrie’s turn to be puzzled.
“Use your temperament and figure it out.” Jemson went out of Corrie’s room the same way he had entered, leaving a large silence behind.
“Oh, sweet Alta!” Corrie said after a minute into the silence. “He plans to fight. The bloody fool plans to fight her for the crown.” He put down his own cup and went at once to speak to his father.
THE FABLE:
The mice in the stable wanted a king and they asked one of their own to lead them.
King Mouse proved a good king. He found them warm places in the winter and cool burrows for the summer. He managed the grain supplies well. Still the mice were not happy, for they had to hide from hawks and owls. They had to run from weasels and wolves.
“We need a king who is not just like us: long tail, quivering disposition, and a passion for cheese,” they said.… “We need someone bigger and stronger to lead us into the light.”
So they held a great assembly and threw down King Mouse.
“Now who shall we get to lead us?” they cried.
“Why not Cat from the big home?” called out one young mouse in a loud voice. Loud, that is, for a mouse. “Cat is big and rough. No one troubles him. He will keep us safe.”
“Safe from what?” asked one old mouse. “Safe for what?” But he had been King Mouse’s chief advisor and besides his voice was weak with his age. Even those who heard him did not listen.
So the mice sent an emissary to ask Cat to be their king.
And a second.
And a third.
When the fourth emissary escaped Cat’s claws by just a whisker, the mice understood at last what the old one had been trying to tell them. They rallied once again behind King Mouse, too late for some, but in time for most.
THE STORY:
Jenna was half a day down the eastern road before she had fully thought out which direction she meant to take. The white mare plodded dutifully along, unmindful of the familiar burden on her back, until Jenna reined her in sharply at a crossroads.
“I think,” Jenna said to the horse as if expecting a conversation, “that we should go where we are not expected. By ourselves least of all. What do you think?”
The mare shook her head, an answer that had more to do with the sudden reining-in than Jenna’s question.
“Everyone knows how I love the woods and the mountains,” Jenna said. “But my son has brought with him a contagion from across the sea. Let us go to some lonely shingle and camp there on the sand. Perhaps if I stare across the water long enough, Alta will send me a sign and I will at last understand what it is I must do.”
She urged the horse southward and the mare once again shook her head. But Jenna did not notice, or at least did not take it as any kind of message, for she was already contemplating some interior notions of tides. And so it was in silence that the horse and Jenna continued down the grassy road that led, eventually, to the sea.
The first evening they camped off the path, close enough for access but far enough away to be hidden from prying eyes. Jenna was neither particularly hungry or tired, but she knew how quickly both could come upon the unprepared traveler so she forced herself to eat a creditable meal of journeycake and spring greens boiled in water from a nearby stream to which she added a touch of dried herbs and salt from her waist pouches. She was long past the days when she felt she had to be pure in her approach to camping, eating only what the fields or an evening’s hunt provided. And she always carried tea leaves in a small separate pouch—hawthorn mixed with sage and balm for her traveling, and a smaller pouch of boneset sweetened with wild mint in case of the damp.
Skada ate with her while the fire was great enough to shed some light. They were both quite mellow with the evening and the hot tea, and Skada even recited one of Petra’s old praises to the evening’s drink:
When one’s hands are idle,
And night sneaks in like an old friend,
Welcome him with a cup of agrimony,
Make him welcome with a cup of sweet balm tea.
“Unfortunately not only night might sneak in,” Jenna said after a bit. “Our fire could signal to footpads and other night men. Good-bye, sweet sister.”
Skada made no protest and disappeared as soon as Jenna damped the fire, for there was no moon to keep her in the camp.
Using a small log as a back rest, Jenna gazed up at the scattering of stars through the bare overhang of branches. It had been years since she had thought much about the priestess who had run Selden Hame, and how the women there had spoken of Great Alta hiding her glory in a single leaf. But that particular phrase came to her now.
“Hiding in a tea leaf as easily,” Jenna murmured. She sipped the now cold tea, savoring its homey taste. The priestess had said something else as well. What was it? Jenna closed her eyes, trying to remember, tracking back to the day that she and Pynt and the other girls—how young they were then!—had been praying. For someone. For something. And the priestess had said …
“What?” Jenna whispered. “What had she said?”
And then suddenly it came to her: Sometimes Great Alta; she who runs across the surface of the rivers, who hides her glory in a single leaf, sometimes she tests us and we are too small to see the pattern. All we feel is the pain. But there is a pattern, and that you must believe.
Did she believe? Could she believe?
She burst into loud, hot tears, surprising herself and disturbing the mare who stamped her feet and houghed sharply through her nose. But Jenna could not stop herself from crying. She continued to weep until she thought her chest would burst with aching and her eyes would never see again. She was not someone used to tears.
It took a long time before she was cried out and lay, head on the log, squinting up through swollen eyes. The stars seemed to swim about in a blurry sea of sky.
Thank Alta no one saw that! she thought. Not even Skada. She threw out the remains of the cold tea with a wide sweep of her hand. Then she stood and stretched her cramped legs. At last she spread out her blanket and lay down to sleep. If she had dreams, she did not remember anything about them.
It took another full day of riding before they got to the sea. Jenna did not expect to cry again, thinking that in that one night she had cried enough for a lifetime. But as she sat on the silent beach gazing out across the lapping waves with dusk gathering its skirts around her, she began to weep once more. This time her sobs were loud enough that grey-coated seals rose up from the skerries to stare at her. Two even dove into the water to swim within a few feet of shore, their heads and shoulders high out of the sea, watching warily, curiously.
She did not see them through her clouded eyes, but her horse did and trembled while grazing on beach grass. When the mare whuffled at the seals, Jenna turned and looked at the horse. When she turned back to see what had so frightened her mare, the seals were gone.
But Duty’s alarm recalled Jenna to herself. She felt she was a danger to both of them, giving in to such strong emotion. As beautiful as the shingle was in the growing dark, with the glow along the horizon line that separated sky from sea, it was not a safe place, and Jenna was a woman alone. A warrior—true. But she recalled Scillia’s words spoken thirteen years earlier, a warrior no longer young. She needed to remain alert, to be ready, not to be disarmed by her own tears.
She wondered briefly if she dared light any kind of fire on the wide swath of beach, or even higher up on the peaty cliffs that sheered off into the sea. That way Skada could company her, and she would have a blanket companion, a partner in any fight. But she decided at last that the fire itself was more danger than it was worth. She fell asleep sitting up, the cliff at her back and her sword on her lap, lulled into dreams by the sound of the ebbing sea.
Morning showed her the long shallow paths of the low tide, a greater beach than any she had ever seen, even in Berick Harbor. She wandered out between the tidal pools, picking up fluted shells and creatures whorled into shell mazes. Berick never had such a great tide. The water lowered, of course, but it did not uncover such swatches of land. Why—she could almost walk the flats straight across to the land of the Garuns.
“And what would I say to King Kras when I got there?” she wondered aloud. “That he has changed my boy beyond all recognition?” She knew in her heart of hearts that was not true. In some awful way, Jemmie’s years with the Garuns had only made him more of what he had been from the first. It was true. She had sent them a little boy. They had returned him a littler man. It was not Jem’s fault. Or the Garuns. “Or even ours,” she whispered. “He is what he is.” But still, she knew he had to be stopped before he hurt himself, before he hurt the Dales. “Piet is right about that,” Jenna told herself. “And who but I can stop him?”
She turned and, with the sun at her back, stared up at the peaty cliffs. There were ten horsemen ranged along the top gazing down at her.
I should have spoken to him before I left, she thought wearily. I expect it is too late now.
THE HISTORY:
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THE STORY:
After a moment of fear Jenna recognized the horsemen, soldiers who patrolled the coast roads. She waved and one of them—the obvious leader—hailed her in return, urging his horse down the grassy cliffside slope.
“We do not wish to disturb you,” he said, when he realized who it was, “but we check out all strangers on the shore.”
“As you should, captain,” Jenna replied. “Though the disturbances have been few.”
“Even a few is too many,” the captain replied. “I will leave you, my queen, to finish your …”
“My mood is over,” Jenna replied easily. “And there is much troubling me at home. I would ride back quickly, and not alone. Can you spare me two of your soldiers?”
“I can spare all for you, Anna,” he replied. “We are done with the patrol and are about to be relieved.”
“Two will be plenty,” Jenna said. “I need to move quickly and safely back to Berick. Three together will be an unassailable force on the road against which footpads and highwaymen will stand down.”
“Especially if those three are armed and riding fast,” the captain agreed.
“Especially then.”
She saddled her horse speedily and rode easily up the slope after him to the spot where the soldiers were waiting. The captain chose two immediately: a well-muscled woman about thirty years old with corn-colored hair cropped short as an old man’s, and a scarred veteran closer to fifty who sat his horse as if he no longer knew where his own legs ended and the horse’s barreled body began.
“Sarana and Voss will make a fine escort, Anna,” the captain told her.
“We will make fine companions,” she countered. “Sarana, Voss.” She nodded at them. “You will shorten the road for me.”
Voss nodded back curtly, but Sarana gave her the goddess sign and Jenna smiled at them both. Then she turned back to the captain. “My thanks, good captain. We will feed them well at Berick before sending them back to you. But now we must ride, and ride hard.”
At first the road was empty of travelers and the three kept a steady pace, galloping for a while, then fast-walking the horses, then settling them to a trot. It was a pattern the horses could keep up for hours, but Jenna made sure they gave the beasts plenty of times to rest and graze.
“I am in a hurry,” she explained, “but I will not kill a horse for it.”
Voss grunted his approval and took advantage of each rest to lie down on the verge of the road and catnap. It seemed to matter little whether there were rocks beneath him or moss, he closed his eyes and was immediately asleep, his breathy snores sawing the air. But Sarana took the rest stops as a time to walk about, stretching her legs and simultaneously putting a hand to the small of her back.
“If you ache,” Jenna said, “I could give you a rub.”
“The queen’s touch?” Sarana snorted. “I don’t believe in that.”
“Nor do I,” Jenna said. “My touch will not—as some think—cure scurvy or bring down swellings in the neck. But I am a fair hand at rubbing out aches and I’ve a lotion my infirmarer makes me carry whenever I go for my long ride-abouts.”
Sarana ran a hand through her stubbly hair. “That I wouldn’t mind.” Without a word more, she stripped off her guard’s coat and shirt. She wore nothing—binding or vest—beneath and seemed to have no embarrassment at being naked before a stranger.
“Sit,” Jenna commanded.
Sarana sat on a high, flat stone, her back to Jenna, and Jenna was horrified to see that her back read like an old river valley, scars meandering like watercourses across it.
“Who did such a thing to you?” Jenna asked.
“My mam and pap,” Sarana said evenly. “It’s why I joined the guards as soon as they’d have me. I knew no one else would ever hurt me as much as my own kin. Don’t you mind it, ma’am. I don’t. Not any more.”
Jenna got out the lotion and spread it gently across the scarred back. “I’ll be careful.”
“It don’t hurt,” Sarana told her. “Not for years.”
Jenna put more strength in the rub-down then, pressing her fingers deep into the woman’s taut flesh. She knew it was a silly notion, but she could feel every one of the scars rising up in protest against her fingertips.
After a long while Sarana gave a contented sigh. “It’s been a time since I felt so good. You do have a fair hand, Anna.”
They heard Voss starting to stir in the grass.
“I thank you, ma’am,” Sarana said slipping quickly back into her shirt and coat. “I’ll ride days on that rub, I will.”
They rode on, sharing the last of Jenna’s journeycake and a skin of raw wine Voss carried “for medicinal purposes.” The trip—which had taken Jenna two nights and two long days in the going—was shortened greatly in the return. They came upon the towers of Berick Castle as a dark shadow under the brilliant predawn sky.
Jenna reined in her horse, calling to the others. “We must go more slowly now, or an alarm will be raised. Follow in my track.”
They were riding one by one by one, Jenna’s white horse almost gleaming as the sun rose behind them, when ahead the great gates of the shadowy castle opened and they could see twenty or so torches lighting the way. A single rider galloped out to meet them.
“Scillia!” Jenna breathed, for she knew her daughter’s one-armed outline at once. Fearing the worst, she kicked her horse forward and it gave her full heart in its gallop.
“Quickly, Mother,” Scillia cried out. “Thank Alta you have returned. It is Father. The infirmarer fears this time for his life. I was going this morning to trail you.”
Jenna nodded, thinking: Not too late then, but late enough.
They raced back to the castle together, leaving Jenna’s companions far behind.
The infirmarer had no encouraging words and the Altan healer was even more blunt.
“He worsens by the hour,” the healer said, her own face greyer than Carum’s from sitting up with him. “All of a sudden he took a turn. I would not put a time on it, but it will be soon. I am sorry, Anna. Though the ballads already have it he reigned fifty years, you and I know the truth of it. This is the end, and not half that time.”
“My children all know? And the council?”
The healer smoothed down her hair which was almost as white as Jenna’s. “Your daughter knows and understands. It is she who has been handling the duties these two days. As for the boys, the Garun prince has been all but unmanned by the thought. I have given him a sleeping draught for the nights, but these past two days he has been like a ravening beast. Prince Corrine seems to blame himself for his father’s sickness, though what blame there is for in an illness of the lung, I do not know. He does not listen to me, though, and has sat up through both day and night at his father’s bedside trying to lighten the king’s waking moments. He will make himself ill if he does not get some rest. Then I will have two patients and not the one. As to the council, I have not spoken to them. It is not my place.”
“I will see them anon,” Jenna said. “Let me see my husband now.”
She went into the chamber they had shared the past twenty-five years and drew the heavy drapes away from the window to let in both light and air. Then slowly she turned and stared at the figure on the bed. He was much too still. When she neared the bed, his eyelids fluttered open.
“You have come back in time,” he whispered.
She wept and could not stop.
He patted the bed by his side and she sat down, perching as carefully as a wren on a branch.
“I am always in time,” she whispered.
He smiled and for a moment looked well and young. But only for a moment. “Ich crie thee merci,” he said in a cracked voice.
She smiled back at the memory. Those had been the very first words he had spoken to her. “I will give you merci, my love. At least what I have of it.” She took his hand. When had that hand become an old man’s? The veins were like the traceries of a map. She knew suddenly what must be done and, after a few moments of silence, told him.
He did not argue much. It was as if he knew he walked the knife’s edge of life and too much wasted breath on one side or the other would cause him to slip off early.
She kissed his hands, then his brow as well. “It will be a short journey, Longbow, though I cannot promise it will be an easy one.”
He smiled again, this time at the use of his old nickname, the one the soldiers had given him in the war.
“But you will go in as much comfort as we can supply,” she added. “And now I must make the preparations.”
She was as blunt as the healer with the council. “He has reached the end,” she said. “A day, a week at best.” She sat with her back straight, hands folded on the table before her. If any of them knew that she had ridden all day and night, they would not read it in her demeanor.
Scillia sat beside her, her mouth in a thin, straight line.
Jenna gazed around the table at her oldest friends. Petra wept openly. Jareth had tears shining in his eyes that would not fall. The rest looked shocked, uncomfortable, angry. They had all known Carum was ill, but they had not let themselves know too much. Kings may die; heroes do not.
Only Piet spoke. Standing, he walked over to the window and stared across the courtyard before starting, then said “We have had a good king and queen on the throne, Anna. If the king goes, the queen still reigns. We will follow where you lead, as we have always.”
Jenna did not react immediately to his well-meant words. Instead she hesitated a long moment before saying what had to be said. When at last she spoke her voice was steel. “A queen on the throne will reign indeed. But that queen will be Scillia. She has been trained up to it as I never was. She has lived her entire life knowing that one day she would rule. The tutors tell me that she has been an an apt pupil and I have sat with her on councils and in sessions. She has a strong heart and a good mind. She will make a fine queen.”
“But, Jenna—” Petra was the first to protest.
Jenna held up her hand for silence. “I will not be parted from Carum. We are one soul. You all know I was never meant to rule, except by his side. And side by side we will go together into the grove.”
Piet spun around and stared at her. “Do you mean to immolate yourself like some queen of the Injs? We will not let you. We need you, Anna.”
“I mean to take Carum into the Grenna’s grove,” Jenna said softly. “I have always meant to do it. Till the world shall need us again.”
“Pah! A fairy tale. We need you now!” Piet was near shouting.
“The grove is no fairy tale,” Jenna said softly.
Piet strode to the table and slammed his hand down on it, making the goblets rattle. “Do you dare tell me anyone—anyone—in this chamber believes such a story?”
Jareth stood. His voice raspy with emotion did not break, but it was a near thing. “I was there with the Anna in the grove before, old man. Believe me, it is no tale. If Jenna is returning, there are some of us who would be willing to go with her.”
“No one,” Jenna said, the steel once again in her voice, “no one goes with me into the grove but Carum. Great Alta said I could take but one back and he is the one I choose. And if we do not make the preparations at once, I will be going there alone.” She turned to Scillia who was still stone-faced by her side. As if the steel had finally been broken by a greater force, Jenna cried out, “Help me, daughter, I can do no more by myself.”
The plea, so unexpected, broke Scillia’s heart. She gathered her mother to her and held her, saying over her shoulder, “Make a bed in a long cart with bedding enough for comfort. And fix a strong canopy over it to keep out sun and wind. Have the healer make a good dozen draughts of poppy liquor to soothe the king if he needs it. I want strong horses to draw the cart, and a dozen soldiers to accompany us. And …”
Piet nodded. “It will be done.”
But Jenna pulled away abruptly shaking her head. “No soldiers.”
Scillia brushed a lock of hair from her mother’s brow. “Soldiers for as long as they are needed, mother. That at least you must grant. You are not the only mourner here.”
Jenna nodded wearily.
Standing, Petra came over, holding out a hand. “What can I do to help, my dear friend?”
“Bring me my sons,” Jenna said. “They must be told.”
“I will be here when you tell them, mother,” Scillia said. “Dark sister to your light.”
“And queen to my queen,” Jenna said.
No one in the council disagreed.
The boys were found and brought into the chamber and then, as if by agreement—though none had been spoken—the members of the council left. Jenna and Scillia sat together at one end of the long table and Corrie perched, birdlike, on the edge of a stool he had drawn up near them. He stared at his hands, tears silently coursing down his cheeks. He did not bother to wipe the tears away, but continued to weep without sound.
On the other hand, Jemson could not be still. He sat in one chair, stood, tried another, then stood again to pace back and forth by the window while Jenna spoke. Finally he turned his back on them all and stared out of the window east, over the water, as if he could actually see the Continent by looking hard enough.
Jenna’s dirge-like voice rose and fell. She told them how sick Carum was, what the healer had said, and what she planned to do. As she spoke, though she did not realize it, her hands in her lap clasped one another so tightly, the fingers went as white as her hair.
When she had finished speaking, there was a long silence in the room till Jemson turned and, nearly shouting, cried “It is not the end. It cannot be.”
Jenna’s hands flew apart at his words. She wondered briefly if she were more shaken by his strange anger or his even stranger certainty. Forcing her hands back into her lap, she spoke more calmly than she felt. “My dears, it is.”
Jemson strode angrily to the table, picked up one of the chairs he had recently vacated and suddenly threw it against the wall, breaking off two of its legs. He made an odd grunting sound and it took a moment for Jenna to realize that he was actually crying.
Scillia stood abruptly and as abruptly Jenna put out a hand and pulled her back down into the chair.
All the while Corrie continued to weep silently.
“I will have no more of this, Jemson,” Jenna said softly. “Let the two of us go with some measure of dignity.”
“Two of you?” Jemson shouted in a mocking voice. “Two? There are never just the two of you! A bit of moon, a shred of candlelight, a fire filled with meat drippings—and then there are three. It is unholy.”
Jenna bit back her own anger and answered quietly, “This time there will be but two. That is the law of the grove.”
“And what of us?” It was Corrie, his voice husky with tears. “How can you leave us alone?”
Jenna leaned over and put her hand on his. “You are not alone, Corrie dear. There are the three of you and the council and … and the entire kingdom. Why your family is as large as this land.”
“Three cannot rule a land together,” Jemson said bitterly, “no matter who they are.” He did not seem to realize the irony in what he had just said.
“No, perhaps not,” Jenna replied. “Though we have tried. But one surely can. And she will.”
“You cannot really still mean to have … her … be queen.” Jem had moved close to his sister, leaning menacingly toward her. “She has not the blood for it.”
“If you mean the passion for it—that she surely has. If you mean the mettle for it—that too she has. If you mean the breeding for it—what breeding did I have?”
“You married father and he was born to be king,” Jem-son said.
“Father was born to be a prince. War made him a king. And only because mother won the battles for him,” Corrie reminded him. “It was a throne bought with the blood of many men.”
“And many women,” Scillia added.
Jenna’s voice returned to steel. “We have had enough of that kind of blood.”
Jemson turned and went back to the window, looking out once more toward the sea.
“The people expect Scillia to be queen,” Jenna finished, “without the necessity of blood. And queen she shall be.”
“Blood …” Jemson muttered, implying much. But his voice was lost to them, carried out the window to the east.
“Corrie, Scillia, you may go now. There is something that your brother and I must speak about. I know he would prefer to hear it alone.”
At that Jemson turned around. “If it is more about blood, mother, let them stay. I would have them know my mind entirely. And my mind is bloody right now.”
“It is about letters, Jemmie.” Jenna’s voice was hard. “Not blood. And I think you have lost what mind you once had.”
Scillia looked puzzled and Corrie ill-at-ease. They had never heard that particular tone in their mother’s voice before, as if she had drunk a bitter tincture of wormwood and rue.
“Go!” Jenna suddenly shouted at the two of them. “Go now! And do not listen like children at the door!”
They bolted for the door as if they were still youngsters, propelled by a sense of foreboding, Scillia ahead of Corrie. Jenna waited until they had slammed the door behind them, then reached into the leather pocket that hung from her waist. She pulled out a handful of letters.
“These speak treason, you know.” She pushed them across the table at Jemson.
He reached out to touch them, then drew his hand back as if the letters had been nettles, but he did not deny the letters were his. Nor the treason. Instead he went on the attack. “How dare you, mother? How did you get those? They are my private …”
“Private?” Her voice was once again quiet. But it was not gentle. “Did you think that a prince who has been public in his condemnation of his country has a right to any privacy? Did you think that a boy who has been raised in the house of our enemies would be fully trusted? Did you … even … think at all?
“But those were not … They were to be … private.” He bit his lip.
“Nothing a royal does is private,” Jenna continued. “Why do you think I run off to the woods whenever I can? Why do you think I am taking your father away now? If you want privacy, child, do not seek a throne. Surely your Garun masters taught you that.”
“I. Am. Not. A. Child.” He glared at her and all at once Jenna felt cold. She did not recognize those eyes. They were angry, distant, mocking, sly. They were a Garun’s eyes. They did not belong to any son of hers.
“What do you plan to do with those?” he asked, gesturing to the letters.
“Give them back to you,” she said. “With a warning.” She held the letters toward him.
“Blood to blood, mother?” he asked, snatching the letters up and cramming them down the neck of his shirt.
She did not answer. She did not answer his unasked question, either. Could he possibly suppose she was the only one who knew of the letters? Could he be so stupid? So careless? So selfish? So low?
Without another word, Jemson turned away from her and walked over to the door which he opened with such sudden violence, he surprised Scillia and Corrie who were waiting close enough to have overheard the entire exchange.
They lost no time in crowding past Jemson into the council room, but he paid them no heed, striding on down the long hall and out of sight.
“What did those letters say, mother?” Scillia demanded. “Were they treason indeed?”
“He is plotting with the king across the water for your throne,” Jenna said, her voice like her face drawn and old.
Corrie said nothing, but there was no surprise written on his face, only a lingering sadness. Jenna noted it and wondered.
“Then why did you give him back the letters?” Scillia asked.
“Think,” Jenna said. “Think like a queen, Scillia.”
Scillia was silent. If she was thinking, it was not apparent. She just looked angry.
Corrie put his hand on his sister’s shoulder. “She’s made copies, of course. And shown the originals to the council.”
“Hold your brother Corrine close, Scillia,” said Jenna. “Dark sister to your light. He has the mind of a plotter and the soul of a saint.” She stood. “I am tired. Alta alone knows how tired. But I have no time to sleep. Come with me to your father’s room and give him your farewells.”
“With all my heart, mother,” Corrie said, bowing his head.
“But I am going with you to the grove,” Scillia said. “Surely I can say my farewells there.”
“Only as far as the grove, daughter. Not into it. And I have no guarantee your father will be able to speak to you there. Besides, it is not yet your time to come into the grove. This is your turning.”
“What do you mean, mother?” Scillia asked, but she spoke to her mother’s back. She turned to Corrie. “What does she mean?”
This time he had no answer for her.
Their goodbyes were short for Carum, already groggy from the healer’s strong poppy decoction, could barely keep his eyes open.
Scillia knelt by the bed and held her father’s hand. She marveled at how light it felt, as if dying were merely the loss of bone. Corrie stood at the bedfoot, his shoulders hunched, his right hand on the canopy’s tester. He was so tall and silent a presence, he almost looked like the figure of Alta’s Last Watcher that was embroidered on the main arras in the throne room: that dark-robed, vulture-headed character from the tales.
Jenna looked at the two of them rather than at Carum and sighed. They will do! she thought. Then for a moment she worried about Jemson, off somewhere in the bowels of the castle or perhaps down at the Berick docks bribing some poor Garunian sailor to take one last message for him. That he should be such a sorry son … She stopped herself. He is what he is.
She knew that Scillia and Corrine between them would serve the country well, and they could handle their treasonous brother with the help of the council. Jemson was sly and he was a braggart, but he had no real strength. Of that she was sure.
“For this turning,” she whispered.
As if he heard her, Carum moved fitfully in the great bed. His eyes flickered open and his lips formed Jenna’s name. “I need to tell …” he began. Then his eyes closed.
“I am here, my love,” Jenna said, quickly shooing the others from the room. Before they quite got out the door, Jenna whispered, “Scillia, I count on you.” Then she closed the door behind them with a quiet snick.
Jemson was neither in the bowels of the castle nor at the docks. He was high on the battlements, a tame dove in his hands. In a small pouch tied to the dove’s right leg was a message.
This being a time of peace, there were no guards around to see what Jemson was about, but he moved stealthily anyway. When he was certain no one had seen him, he flung the bird into the air.
The bird flapped once, twice to get its balance. It flew east to the water’s edge, then south along the coast, till it found its heart’s compass. Then it headed straight east again across miles of open water toward its home.
The cart with Carum’s bed was pulled along the King’s Way by two broad Dales mares bred for placid dispositions and massive strength. The road was still broken and pocked by the long winter’s upheavals, and the cart lurched along like a drunkard just come from the ale house. Carum was drugged much of the time and did not notice how long or how wretched the road was.
“Or else he would be sitting up and making lists for the repairs,” Scillia said.
Jenna agreed, even smiling for a moment. Then she grew serious again. “Soon enough he will have to endure a harder route, and without the tincture at the end. For he must be awake to agree to the last. I will, myself, pull him through the woods to the grove. It will of course mean tying him to the sledge, but …”
“Two to pull will make things go more smoothly, mother,” Scillia argued. “Two. Or more. We have the soldiers. Surely they can …”
“We have been over and over this, Scillia,” Jenna said. “No one but your father and I are allowed to go all the way. Great Alta said I can bring one other into the grove.”
“But you are already two in a single breast, mother,” Scillia pointed out. “There is Skada.”
“If I go by night. But if I go by day there will be just Carum and me.”
Scillia shook her head. “How can you leave your dark sister behind?”
“As you say, she is here, within me. So in a way I do not leave her at all. The Book of Light says: two sisters, two sides. But there are no shadows in the grove. She could not come in bodily even if I wanted her to.” She put up her hand as a signal to stop and the soldiers leading the two mares eased them to a gentle halt. “Here. Here is where we stay.”
Scillia dismounted and checked her father who still slept heavily in the cart. Then she turned to Jenna. “You cannot mean here, mother.” She pointed around them where the great trees crowded in toward the broken road. “There is nothing here but forest. You cannot mean to stop here.”
“This is exactly where I mean to stop.” Jenna turned from her. “Take the sledge down,” she ordered.
“Then you cannot know what you are doing,” Scillia said. “I forbid it.”
Jenna turned to her and smoothed a lock of Scillia’s hair that had come unbound on the ride. “You cannot forbid me anything,” she said softly. “I am still queen. And your mother besides.” If she meant to be comforting, her humor missed its mark.
Scillia took a step back, away from her mother’s hand.
“Sil, you must trust me on this. You and Corrie. As for Jem …”
“Jem trusts no one and no one trusts Jem,” Scillia said bitterly.
“That you shall have to sort through yourselves,” Jenna said. “Do you know what the Berick fisherfolk say? The skate and the eel do not swim the same, but they both live in the sea. That is you and Corrie and Jem.”
“We are not fish nor have we fins.”
“You are not hearing me.”
“I am not listening.”
They glared at one another while around them the soldiers completed their tasks.
“When father is dead, then will you come home?”
Jenna took the step toward Scillia again, and put her arms around her daughter whose body remained rigid with anger. “Listen this time. He is not going to die. Nor am I. We will live on in the grove till you need us again.”
“The grove or the Green Hall? Wasn’t that what the M’dorans call it?” Scillia tore herself from her mother’s arms. “Whatever its name, it is nothing but a nursery story. I will not be cozened at such a time with such tales. I am no child.” This time she walked two steps away, her one hand balling into a fist.
Jenna smiled sadly. “Such stories hold their own truth, Scillia. And the truth is that your father and I were at the beginning of this circle, but it is your turning now.”
“You intend to die with him!” Scillia cried. “I will never see you again.”
Jenna went over to her and took the fist in both her hands, gently prising the fingers open. She kissed her daughter’s palm. “When you look in the mirror, Scillia, when you speak to your own daughters and sons, you will see me and hear me. I will be with you when you need me most.”
“I need you most now, mother. We all need you most now.” Scillia fought the tears that glittered in her eyes, willing them not to fall.
“The Dales need you now, not me,” Jenna said. “My work is done. It was done twenty-six years ago but I stayed for love. Your work is just beginning. Take the soldiers and go. Do not make me weak now when I need strength for two.” She embraced Scillia once again and this time Scillia returned it, her body shuddering with emotion.
They stood breast to breast for a long moment, before Jenna broke them apart. She turned and started lining the sledge with cushions from the cart. A single soldier helped her, a woman with hair like a newly threshed wheat field.
“I know you,” Jenna said slowly. “You are Sarana! Did you not go back to your own captain?”
“No, I stayed on at the castle and sent Voss home.”
“And have you been here, on the road, with us all the time? I did not recognize you till now.”
“We notice what we must,” Sarana said.
“And your back?”
“Better than his,” Sarana said, nodding at Carum still dozing fitfully in the cart.
Sarana and Scillia helped Jenna lift Carum into the sledge where they tied him down with a soft belt across the chest and feet so that he would not slip out. Scillia leaned over and kissed his face, but he did not stir.
Then one by one the soldiers filed past to gaze down at their king. Sarana was the last of them.
“Now go,” Jenna said to them and they started back down the road in a line more ragged than they were used to, but Scillia stubbornly stayed behind.
“You must go, too,” Jenna said to her. “For your father. For me. Be a queen. Your people need you. Now!”
Reluctantly, then angrily, Scillia mounted her gelding and rode after the soldiers. She did not look back to see Jenna, white braids atop her head like a crown, pick up the ends of the sledge in which Carum lay and start to pull it over the grass and into the nearest woods.
Sarana peeled off from the troop at their first rest and, putting the woods between her and her mates, raced back the way they had come. She found the mark of the cart and the sledge tracks going into the woods. Leading her horse, she followed carefully deep and deeper still.
After a while the trees opened out again onto a meadow where the grass was still winter brown. She puzzled over the muddled trail. Jenna’s track and that of the sledge were clear. But all around them, sometimes going across and smudging the prints, were the signs of many small naked feet, as if a gang of barefooted children had gathered around the woman and her burden.
Sarana had heard stories of the Grenna, the Green Folk, the Little People, but she did not credit them. She had put her childhood—stark and terror-ridden—behind her along with childhood’s stories. Still she could not imagine what a group of children would be doing in this high meadow, so far from any town, shoeless and tracking the queen. She did not like the look of that circle of small prints. In her experience, things that could not be explained were dangerous things.
Mounting her horse again, she galloped along the sledge trail to where the meadow ended once again in the woods. She had to dismount there to follow the trail along a crumbling ridge. In her heart she was all admiration for Jenna who must have been gifted with enormous strength to have come so far so fast dragging the sledge. But her head was full of warnings.
“Ain’t natural,” she whispered to herself. “Ain’t right.”
The ridge ended at a cliff’s edge. So did the trail. It took her all the rest of the day to climb down that cliff, sliding at times on the rocky scree.
There was no sign of the sledge, the sick king, the queen.
A week’s scouring on small rations and less sleep brought her no more answers. She gave up only when there were no more crumbs of journeycake and her stomach clenched at the thought of more boiled ferns. She rode her horse slowly back toward Berick Castle and the barracks she now called home.
Scillia and the soldiers had been four days going and three days coming back. Her mood was not helped by the weather: it was grey and foggy in the mornings, grey and rainy in the afternoons. Only at night, under a surprisingly clear sky where stars flickered like fireflies, did she find some measure of peace.
But she did not sleep.
And she did not weep.
The sergeant in charge of the guard tried to find her a place strewn with pine needles, soft and scented, since she would not rest in the cart.
But still she did not sleep.
And she would not eat.
“Please, princess,” the sergeant begged, his homely face scrunched in concern. “If you do not sleep or eat, your mother will have my head.”
He does not know, Scillia thought. He does not understand that she is never going to return. She did not try to enlighten him.
Only when they arrived back at the castle to find the gates closed to them and the watch inexplicably wearing the colors of Garun soldiery did she tell him what she knew.
“A queen three days and no longer,” she said with a self-deprecating laugh.
“You will be queen for all time, ma’am,” he replied. It was all he said while he marshalled his few men and Scillia, leading them away from the castle and into the cover of the deep mazed woods before the Garuns within the stone walls had time or inclination to follow.
THE LEGEND:
Three days ride from Berick is a deep old-growth forest known as Gemma’s Grove or Queen’s Own. The woods there are thick with oak and blackthorn, rowan and ash; three species of squirrel live there and nowhere else in the Dales. In the deepest part of the woods is a strange meadow called The Green. Trackers and huntsmen will not willingly cross that lea. Men have fallen down sinkholes or otherwise disappeared. It is said that in the last century an entire troop of scouts wandered by mistake across that meadow-scape, boys in their first training. Twenty boys went in, only five came out again, and they had no idea what had happened to their mates.
THE MYTH:
Then Great Alta took the girl child by the hair and turned her around ten times. “Now,” quoth she, “you are a queen.”
“I have no throne,” said the girl.
“Make one. Or take one,” quoth Great Alta. “Or do without.”
“Can I do such a thing?” asked the girl.
“Can you not?” Great Alta replied.
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THE MYTH:
Then Great Alta saw the girl on the ground and she was weeping.
“What ails you?” quoth Great Alta.
“I want my mam,” cried the girl.
“You are too old for the nipple, too young for the grave. Mother yourself,” quoth Great Alta.
THE LEGEND:
There is a story they tell of the hundred-day king that when he returned from over the sea he killed his mother and father, his sister and brother all on the same day. And when the soldiers came to take him to the judgment room, he cried them merci.
“For I am an orphan child,” he said. “And the last of my line.”
So they showed him merci who had showed none to others. And from that day forth it is said in the Dales: He is as merciful as a hundred-day king, meaning someone who has absolutely no thought for others.
THE STORY:
Jemson found the throne a hard seat.
He sent for pillows and tried them each in turn, pillows garnered from all the bedrooms and sitting couches in the castle.
Corrie heard of the search when a server came to his room and demanded his bed cushions, for he had been confined to the one room since the day the seven Garun ships had sailed into the harbor and taken the castle with scarcely a blow dealt.
“A hard seat indeed,” Corrie said, and laughed. “And he will find it harder still in the days to come. Here—take them with my blessing. Jem will find no good in them.”
Trying to curry favor with the new regime, and being somewhat of a toad, the server reported this conversation to the new council chief, a Garun, who in turn told Jemson.
At the news, Jemson’s face turned a variety of colors, all shades of red, starting with a flush at the neck. He was finding his brother less of a help than he had hoped, than he had counted on. “Blood,” he had warned the Garuns, “that is mine will not be spilled.” By that he had meant Scillia was fair game, but not his mother or brother. But when his mother had not returned, nor Scillia, and when Corrie had proved intractable, Jemson had to change his plans. He did not make new plans easily.
“What …” he asked, thinking he was crafty in the doing and not realizing how transparent he was, “do you advise?”
The Garun was the same Sir Rodergo Malfas who had come across the sea thirteen years earlier to take up the young prince. He had molded him, child and man, with an ease that was laughable, though he was always careful not to laugh at Jemson to his face. Jemson did not take teasing well. And any laughter he counted as ridicule, whether it was meant or not.
“My King,” Malfas said, making such a low obeisance it was almost an insult, “your brother will not change. He can only gather around him those malcontents and wishers-of-ill. Best you put him with the others in the dungeon.”
“But he is my brother,” Jemson said. He had half expected this advice from Malfas, indeed hoped for it. But faced with it in truth, he had a sudden qualm.
“He is therefore your chiefest enemy,” Malfas explained. Sometimes he thought it would have been easier to work with the brother; he at least had brains and a sly wit. But it had been Jemson who had been gifted them, and Jemson they had trained. Art is inborn, craft outborn, the Book of Battles said. “We will not have him killed. Just … controlled.”
“Good. I do not want him killed. He is of my …”
“Your blood is sacred to us all, my king,” Malfas said, stroking his elegant moustache and smiling indulgently.
“Then dungeon him,” Jemson said, glad to have had his mind made up for him. “And let’s get on with the coronation. You may call me king all you like, but I am not yet so in the eyes of my people.”
Malfas nodded. “I will be but a minute,” he said, and went out into the hall to call the guard for that particular duty.
The guards who came to take Corrie to the dungeon were Garuns as well. Few of the Dale soldiery had come willing into the new army. Those who had not been killed or imprisoned on the day the Garuns sailed into Berick Harbor, were long since fled to the woods.
Corrie was not surprised by the sudden imprisonment. Indeed, in the weeks he had been confined to his bedroom, he had already managed to contact the two or three still-loyal servers in the castle—a cook, a scullery, and a girl whose father was one of the forest soldiers. He sent messages through them to his sister, though he did not expect to hear back from her. His comments on the guards and Malfas and Jemson were quite specific. He gave Scillia numbers and locations of the soldiers as best he could determine. He gave her his thoughts on the castle staff morale. While he did not consider himself Jemson’s chief enemy, no matter what Malfas might think—for he too held sacred the bonds of blood—he considered himself Scillia’s chief spy. Family, more than mere blood, and the safety of the Dales were first in his thoughts.
Corrie was not surprised, but he was annoyed. “I am a prince,” he said to the Garuns, something he would never say to someone of the Dales. Still, he knew such things mattered deeply to the Garun men. “Do not dare put your hands on me.”
They hesitated to touch him, and they let him put on a pair of heavy hose against the cold under his caftan as well as carry an extra cloak, but they chivvied him out the door, and down the stairs nonetheless. He walked before them, head held high, a bit of play-acting to impress upon them that he was Jemson’s brother and not to be tampered with.
He supposed he could have tried to escape, but he was neither a hero nor a coward. He believed in time and in the Dales proverb: An hour makes a difference between the wise man and the fool. If it meant spending that hour in the wine cellar—for they had no real dungeon in Berick Castle—he would do it. He wrapped the cloak around him as if he suffered already from the cold. Actually it was to hide the short sword he had managed to take from his dressing room, hidden as it was against just such an eventuality under the very cloak he now wore.
The wine cellar was not a dungeon, but its heavy oak door made it an effective gaol. The Garun guards opened the door for Corrie and did not touch him, but it was clear that they would handle him if he did not go in on his own. So he walked in, muttering “Peasants!” as he passed them. He was pleased to see that one of them, at least, had the grace to redden at the slander. It was hardly much of an insult in Dale terms. Most Dale folk were proud of their peasant origins. But the guard had the last laugh for he was the one who got to slam the door behind Corrie and lock it with the wine steward’s own great key.
At least there were torches alit in the cellar and Corrie wandered through the barrel-vaults of stacked wine, some dusty and old, most of newer vintage and brought over the water with Jemson’s return. He came, at last, to a back room that was set up like a barracks. There were several dozen people sitting on pallets or playing cards in the flickering light: men, women, and several young boys as well.
“Petra,” Corrie cried when he recognized her with the card players.
“Ah, Corrie,” she said, looking up, “we wondered just how long it would be before Jemson put you in here, too.” She stood and came over to embrace him.
“I am not sure it was Jem who did it.”
Piet, who had been leaning against the wall, snorted. “Who else?” He joined the two of them.
Corrie shook his head. “You know as well as I that he is a poppet. The hand on his back is Malfas’ own.”
“And the hand on Malfas’ back?” Jareth said. His voice was husky as always but lower than usual, and he had a brief coughing spasm after speaking.
“King Kras, of course.”
“A long reach,” remarked Petra.
“Drink with Garuns, use a long straw,” said Corrie. “Father says that all the time.”
“Your father is dead by now,” Petra said gently. “And your mother.”
Corrie shrugged. “Speaking of him living is an old habit, Petra. I know he is gone. As for mother, who can say for certain? She has not come home these four weeks. Try as he might—even offering a reward for information that would make a prince of a farmhand—Jemson has had no real word of her.”
A shadow peeled off from the wall, intruding into their conversation. “I have some word.”
“From her?” Corrie asked.
“Of her.”
“And have you told these good people?”
“I did not know who in this prison to trust so I have kept my own counsel till now. But as they have put you in here, Prince Corrine, you who are her son—and not the other—” here she spat expertly to the side “I shall say what I know.”
“Who are you?” Piet asked.
“I am a soldier,” the woman said, running a hand through her short hair. “My name is Sarana. I was with the queen when she took King Carum into the woods.”
“I know all my guard,” said Piet suspiciously. “You are none of them.”
“Well, I was new come to them, and you raving about the king’s illness. I doubt you ever saw me. Till I came here, I had been with the southern border patrols. I rode back with the Anna on her last Wanderings, from the south.”
“And why are you not there now? Did you leave them? Did you …?” Piet’s questions tumbled one after another till Petra put a hand on his shoulder.
Sarana shrugged. “I am no Garun, sir. I am not the enemy. I came for love of the queen. I stayed for love of the queen. I volunteered to go with the cart and sledge. Would you have me prove more?”
“Pah! It would be just like Jemson to put a spy in our midst,” Piet said, shrugging off Petra’s hand and turning away.
“I … am … no … spy.” Sarana’s voice was like a honed knife.
“What else would a spy say?,” Piet said.
“This is nonsense,” Corrie put in. “He would not use a woman at any rate. Tell us, Sarana, what you know. We will decide if it is to the point and how to use it.”
“You are her son, indeed,” said Sarana. “I will speak to you. As for the commander, I wonder that he has not lost the greater part of himself in the king’s death.”
“You saw the king die? It is true?” Corrie asked.
As Sarana started to explain just what she had seen, and what she had not seen on her search, the room grew quiet except for her voice. Every one of the prisoners came over to listen, and she wove them a story-spell.
THE TALE:
Whenever danger threatened the Dales, King Cronin went into the New Forest, to the very edge of the Great Grove, and said a special prayer to the Anna, the queen in waiting. And in this way danger was always averted.
But at last and finally King Cronin was gathered, and the new king, Jemin took the throne. Whenever danger threatened the Dales, he too went into the New Forest, to the very edge of the Great Grove. But he had never been taught the special prayer to the Anna. Still it was enough. The danger was averted.
But at last and finally King Jemin was gathered, and the new king Solon took the throne. Whenever danger threatened the Dales, he too went into the New Forest. But he did not know the way to the very edge of the Great Grove, for it had been destroyed. And he had never been taught the Anna’s special prayer. Still it was enough, and the danger was averted.
But at last and finally King Solon was gathered, and a new and nameless king took the throne. Whenever danger threatened the Dales—well, he had never been taught the Anna’s prayer and he did not know the way to the very edge of the Great Grove for it had been destroyed. And in fact the New Forest had been cut down and houses built up in its stead. All the nameless king knew how to do was to tell this story.
But it was enough.
THE STORY:
Of course none of them actually believed her, except Jareth.
“I have been to the grove,” he said between coughs. “I have seen the Grenna.”
“That was many years ago in the middle of battle. We all remember impossible things in the heat of a fight. War is, itself, an impossible thing. Men killing men.” Piet turned away.
“And women,” Petra added.
“Perhaps what you saw were the tracks of wolves,” Corrie offered.
“Yes, wolves,” said a man in a guard’s uniform.
“A pack, circling them,” said another.
Sarana drew herself up. “I know wolf tracks,” she said huffily. “They are nothing like human …”
“Human!” Piet interrupted. “You see, she calls them human. Not little elves. Little green men. The Grenna. Which is something my old nurse used to talk about, when she wasn’t telling me stories about fairies. And wings. And the water horse who steals away pretty women. And the crier at the water’s edge who prophesies death.”
“I do not know about those—the fairies, the water horse, the crier,” Sarana said. “I only know what I saw.”
“What you didn’t see,” Piet said.
“I saw the tracks. The footprints. Where the sledge prints ended.”
“But,” Corrie said, his voice soft and muzzy, “you didn’t see my mother, the Anna. You didn’t see my father. You didn’t see them.…” He stopped suddenly.
Sarana put her hand on his arm, a gesture she would never have dared outside of the dungeon. “I didn’t see them dead, Prince Corrine, no.”
Corrie shook off the muzziness. “Then they are not dead.”
“But are they alive?” Piet asked. “That is the more interesting question.”
“Isn’t it the same question?” Petra was clearly puzzled.
Corrie managed a smile. “For us, here in this dark hole? Not the same question at all.”
A few of the listeners—the boys and some of the servers—moved away and one or two resumed their card game on a nearby pallet.
Furious that no one believed his memories, sacred as they were to him, Jareth left the barracks room and went through one of the archways into the red wine cellar where he brooded alone. But Corrie, Piet, Petra, and Sarana kept on talking with an audience of guardsmen and soldiers.
The conversation was desultory at first, rehearsing the days that had led them all to the dungeon: Jemson’s casual usurpation of the throne “temporarily until the queen returns.” The arrival of the Garun ships. The turncoats within the palace guard. Jemson’s welcome to the army from the Continent. The mastery of Malfas.
“It sounds like a bad song cycle,” Petra said. “I expect we will be singing of it anon.”
“If we are alive to do any singing at all,” one soldier grumbled. “We are corked up in here like bad wine.”
Another added, “The air is impossible. It is cold and damp. Old Jareth’s cough worsens. The rest of us will be coughing soon enow.”
And a third added his plaint. “My old wound aches, young prince. My leg draws up in the damp. We will either die here or Jem-Over-the-Water will have us executed.”
The first soldier came in again. “There is nothing we can do for we are weaponless and with no way out.”
“That,” Corrie whispered conspiratorially, “is not entirely true.” He waited until the announcement had sunk in, then he reached under the cloak and produced the sword.
“But that’s …” Piet said.
“My father’s short sword,” Corrie said. “From the Gender Wars. So we are not entirely weaponless. And as for a way out, there is a small oriel window behind the Basilion Red. My brother and I discovered it one day as children when we were playing hide-and-then-seek. The window is quite small. Child-size really. And it drops down to the rocks that sheer off into the sea. Father had the poor wine shifted over there after Jemson dared me to climb out and I got stuck halfway.” He smiled and patted his ample stomach. “I was rather a pig in those days. Screamed bloody fratricide until the wine steward heard me. Jem had long since scampered off to his room. Declared he had nothing to do with the jape, not that anyone believed him. The window was too high up for me to have gotten to it alone.”
“I remember that,” Petra said. “I thought your father had the window walled up.”
“What is walled can be unwalled,” Piet said.
Sarana laughed aloud. “Especially now that we have something to dig with.”
“Not the king’s sword!” Petra was scandalized. “It’s from the wars!”
“Of course his sword,” Corrie said. He held it aloft. “We will do it now.”
“Not yet,” cautioned Sarana. “They will be feeding us soon. But after that they leave us alone for the rest of the night.”
Corrie nodded and quickly disappeared the sword back under his cloak, but he could not disappear the lightened mood of the group. Jareth was persuaded to return from the wine room reluctantly, led by Petra. But when he heard the news, he smiled and joined in the chatter.
Things seemed suddenly so improved, the prisoners even sang songs and told stories till the food arrived, brought in by three servers under the watchful eye of the heavily armed Garun guard. If the guard thought the prisoners somewhat uplifted, they put it down to the new addition to their ranks. A prince, even an imprisoned one, could well charge the atmosphere.
However, one of the Garuns dutifully reported the change of mood to King Jemson who was alone in his chamber. The Garun particularly mentioned how the prisoners had been singing.
“They was going on and on with tunes about the Wars,” the man said. “Not very melodic, sire; but they sung them with gusto. There were ‘King Kalas and His Sons’ and another were ‘Well Before the Battle, Sister.’ And others I didn’t know. Never made it over the sea, I guess.”
“Corrine has always been a fool,” Jemson said. “He will go to his death joking and singing.” And having thus made the pronouncement, he quickly forgot about it, neglecting even to mention the guard’s report to Malfas, who might have put a different face on the news altogether.
The food given the prisoners was rough: porridge and goats’ milk. The spoons were wooden as were the porringers. Clearly the Garuns were taking no chances that the gaoled soldiers might make weapons from their implements. In fact the bowls and spoons were counted out when they were distributed and again at their collection.
“I have had worse,” Corrie said cheerfully.
“When?” Petra asked.
He winked at her.
“So have I,” declared Sarana. “For most of my childhood.” She dug into the porridge with an enthusiasm Corrie had to pretend.
As soon as they were all done eating, they piled the spoons and bowls by the wooden door. Two servers, guarded by Garuns, collected them and the door was once again locked tight.
“They will come in the morning with new torches and food,” said Piet. “We will have the long night to do what needs be done.” He snatched up a bottle of red wine and brought it back to the barracks room. Hitting the neck against the stone wall, he broke it cleanly and raised the bottle high.
“To the queen,” he said. “She who was and she who is.” He did not name Jenna and Scillia, but they all knew who he meant. He took a deep draught and then passed the bottle to Corrie.
“Can’t we arm ourselves with broken bottles?” Corrie asked.
“Against their long swords?” Piet answered. “It would be an awful slaughter. And to no end.”
Sarana shook her head. “We have spoken of this before you came, my prince. I say we should rather die fighting than languishing in prison. But Piet—the head of the army, mind you—says no.”
Piet glared at her. “The head of the army needs to know when to fight and when to wait. Drink, Corrie.”
Corrie lifted the bottle and glanced at the label. He nodded approvingly. “An hour makes a difference … Piet is right. To the queens!” He drank and passed the bottle to Petra.
They drank the bottle to the end; even the boys had a sip. Then Piet took the empty bottle back, set it carefully on the ground, and turned to Corrie. “Now we must work. You and you,” he said, pointing to two of the taller soldiers, “and you three,” he added nodding at two burly men and Sarana, “come with us. And Corrie, show us where that window used to be.”
In the end the seven were joined by Jareth and Petra. The rest of the prisoners were cautioned to stay in the barracks room. “Too much noise could sink us,” Piet warned.
The Basilion wines had long been drunk up, but Corrie knew the wall nonetheless, for it was the western wall, the one alongside the sea.
“Here!” he said, pointing to a great floor-to-ceiling rack of mostly undistinguished northern reds. The rack on the eastern wall held the better vintages, some dry reds that were quite acceptable table wines and about a hundred bottles of a heavy, sweet red from vineyards from the area south and east of Berick. He was glad they did not have to move the drinkable wines.
Forming a single line, with the two tall soldiers at the rack, they passed the wines silently down the line till they reached Petra, who stood in the archway into the barracks room. She handed each bottle to one of the boys who then had the task of placing them upright against the walls.
“Silently,” Petra reminded them again and again. “Do not let the bottles clink together,” though she knew very well that the greatest danger was not there but in the wine room, so much closer to the door and to the ears of the Garun guards.
It took them a quarter of the night to remove the bottles and then the rack as well. But when they were done, Piet held up a torch to the wall. There was indeed a square patch boarded over with wood.
“Give me the sword,” Piet said.
“No, ’tis my father’s. I will do the damage,” said Corrie. Then he laughed. “It is not so high now, this window. Look it comes barely to my shoulders. That Jem and I found it such a labor before!” He took the sword and using it as a pry, stuck it between two of the boards and levered one of them off with a single solid wrenching. The board clattered to the ground before anyone could catch it and the noise that it made on the stone floor was horrendous.
Everyone froze except Sarana who quickly crept through the archway into the next room, the room that was filled with the white wines. She stood for a long time in an attitude of listening, before returning to the still frozen group of prisoners.
“It is all right. No one seems to be stirring. My captain would have had our heads were we so lax. But we best not have any such noise again.”
The next board was taken down with two sets of hands holding on. And a third board revealed the window itself, too dirty to see out but with a cold sea wind seeping in through some cracks.
“Better than we could have hoped,” Piet said. “I expected it to be mortared.”
“I am sure Father expected that the boards and the racks of wines were more than sufficient to keep us from attempting another sortie,” said Corrie. “I was certainly not to be caught twice that way, and Jem only wanted someone else to try the escapade. He had no such courage on his own.”
“But it is too small for one of us,” Petra pointed out. “And we dare not send one of those boys.” She nodded toward the barracks room.
“Why not?” asked Jareth. “I was a boy when I fought in the war. And surely we are at war again now.”
“But they are small boys. Not near man’s estate as you were,” said Petra. “And what would I say to their mothers …?”
“I believe I can fit,” Sarana said. “Take out the glass and the casing and I can surely slither through. I have been in caves and tunnels. We’ve a lot of them on the coast. It’s all a matter of knowing when to twist—and how. If my shoulders can get through, the rest will follow.”
“It is a drop onto the rocks, and into the sea thereafter,” warned Corrie. “I remember now why I was happy I had become stuck!”
“We can make a rope out of your cape and any extra clothing we can find,” Sarana said. “I am a strong climber.”
“But can you swim?” asked Petra.
“Like an oyster,” Sarana said laughing.
“Meaning you will sink to the bottom?”
“And crawl along to the shore, if necessary,” Sarana replied. “But I do not expect to go into the ocean at all. It is too cold for my taste. And too filled with salt.”
So while the two tallest of the soldiers helped Corrie prize out the window, halting between attempts when things got too noisy, and bemoaning the ruination of a good weapon, Sarana and Petra organized a search for clothes to knot and plait together into a rope. It was necessarily a makeshift strand, but Sarana continually tested its strength and declared herself pleased at the end.
They wrapped one end of the line around the burliest of the men, once around his waist and once over his shoulder. “To serve as anchor,” Piet said.
The other end Sarana tied around herself, up under her arms. Then, boosted up to the oriel window—but a hole in the rock wall now with a brisk wind blowing in—she twisted head and shoulders through first.
“What the shoulders go through, she said …” the tallest soldier commented.
“The rest will follow,” said the rope handler.
“I surely hope so,” Corrie whispered, “though that is not what happened the time I tried.”
But clearly Sarana was more agile than the young Corrine had been. And not near as thick around at the waist. She shifted a bit, kicking her feet, and suddenly slipped through the hole and was gone, down faster than anyone could see out the window. But the rope grew taut around the soldier’s waist and shoulder and his companions helped him hold on.
Suddenly the rope was loosened and Corrie whispered, “May the goddess speed you, Sarana; Great Alta at your heels.”
They coiled the makeshift rope back up and spent the rest of the night setting up the wine rack again and reshelving the bottles. The broken glass and window casement, plus the boards, they put under the pallets. If it made sleeping thereafter uncomfortable, not a one of them complained.
Only Corrie worried about the missing window. But at dawn, when the wind died down, he forgot about the problem as they all laid bets on how soon Sarana might make her way out of Berick and find Scillia and her loyal troops.
THE BALLAD:
THE BALLAD OF CORRINE LACKLAND
Harken to me, gentlemen,


A ballad I shall tell,


Wherein two brothers royal born


In Berickshire did dwell.


The one of them was Jem the Bold


Who fought with either hand,


The younger was Prince Corrine


Who was left with little land.


As they were drinking ale and wine


Within his brother’s hall,


Prince Corrine pointed to a port


That opened in the wall.


“That green gate is to Faerieland,


Where Mother dear does dwell.”


“Nay, brother,” quoth the bold Jemson,


“That is the gate to hell.


“But if you’re sure, my brother dear,


Then you the path shall find.


And as I am king on the throne,


I shall remain behind.”


He pushed his brother through the port,


Far down Lackland did fall.


His portion was six feet of earth


And death to bear his pall.


THE STORY:
The difficult part had not been wriggling through the window, though Sarana had cut her knee on a piece of broken glass that had somehow resisted the enlarging of the portal, and was sticking out at an angle beneath the outside edge.
Nor had the descent been a problem. The makeshift rope had held.
Held too well, actually. It had taken her precious moments getting the knots under her arms undone, and her increasingly cold fingers made the problem worse. But when she finally was able to shrug out of the harness, she gathered up the prince’s cloak, which had been one of the end pieces, un-knotted it, and put it on. It warmed her at once.
She looked to her left where the sea was muttering in its rocky bed.
Low tide.
At the turn, she would be long gone, and glad of it. She had not told the other woman, but she was petrified of water. Her father used to half-drown her as a punishment, sticking her head down in the horse’s trough until she was forced to breathe in the dirty water and rise spluttering, coughing, and vomiting up everything she had eaten for days. The very thought of falling into the sea had almost undone her. But she had known that of the few who could get through the small window, she was the only one who could find the queen. None of the boys would have had a chance. So when she had stuck her head and shoulders out and seen with the light of the full moon that the tide was low enough for her to wade around the rocks, she had twisted through the window without another bit of fear.
Sliding down the cliffside rocks, the cape billowing behind her, she landed ankle deep in the sea water. For the first time in days she smiled, kicking up water as she went.
First she knew she needed to get free of the town. Too many Garuns for comfort here, she thought. There would be fewer of them near the villages and farms. Seven ships might garrison a castle, but they were not enough to go warring and whoring too far into the countryside. She guessed King Kras would wait to see how well his hostage-son ran the port town before committing more Garun soldiers to another war.
Which gives me time, she thought. But not a lot.
Sarana stuck to the rocky shingle till dawn drove her into the trees where she paralleled the main road until the first farm house. There she waited in the trees until she could see the farmer off in his fields. When his wife came outside and started washing linens in a great tub by their well, Sarana left the trees, crossed the road, and began walking with a rolling gait as if she had no troubles in the world. But she was careful to keep the cloak tight around her so that her uniform, dirty and several weeks from seeing a washtub itself, would not be the first thing the woman noticed.
“Blessed be,” she said when she knew she was close enough to be heard.
The farm wife, who had seen Sarana out of the corner of her eye, gave the blessing back, but tentatively, as if she were long out of practice.
“Could I trouble you for a drink of water?” Sarana asked.
“Sister to sister,” the woman replied. Then she glanced over her shoulder toward the field, where the farmer was still walking his rows. Only when she was satisfied he had not noticed their visitor did she haul up a bucketful and offer it in a tin cup.
Sarana took a long draught before speaking. “My thanks, goodwife. I have come a long way,” she said at last.
“From Berick-ward,” the woman countered. “I seen you come down the road.”
“Away from the king across the water,” Sarana said with little affect in her voice.
“And where be the queen?”
“I go to find her,” said Sarana. “But I must go slow.” She pointed down at her feet and then at the torn trousers bloodied from the cut.
The woman glanced over her shoulder again, but the farmer was now behind his oxen and plow, the reins wrapped twice around his long waist. He was concentrating on the beasts and their furrows and did not look up.
“I will give you my horse,” said the farm wife. “She is but an old mare, spindle-legged and not quick in her paces. But she is steady. It is all the Garuns left us.”
“Will your man mind?”
“I will tell him the soldiers came for her as well. He will believe me. He is a steady man, but like the mare, slow.”
“May Alta bless you.”
“She already has.”
“Then may she bless the queen.”
“The one that is or the one that will be?”
“May Alta let me find them both.”
They went into the tidy barn and the farm wife hauled out the saddle. It was feast-day tack, thankfully not a sidesaddle, but not for a long riding. Still Sarana dared not ask for any other. She simply fitted up the mare who took the bit willingly enough but blew out when the saddle was put on her. However, Sarana was ready for any such tricks and did not let the mare have her way, tightening the girth with grim authority but at the same time careful not to hurt the little horse. Then she led the mare from the barn.
“Go into the woods over there,” the farm wife said, pointing in the direction Sarana had come from. “Do not let himself see you.”
Sarana nodded. “And your name, goodwife, that I may count you in my blessings to Alta.”
“I am Klarissa, wife of Bornas who owns five fields and the river rights as far as the second turning. I have two girls, but they are off in Berick at the market. And you?”
“Sarana, of the Border Patrol.”
“Ah—with that cloak I thought you of higher rank.”
“It was loaned me by Prince Corrine.”
“Then you go on borrowed beast under the protection of the crown.”
“The crown that was,” Sarana said.
“The crown that will be,” the woman countered. “The Garuns have forgot the last war.” She looked back again at her husband who was even then turning the oxen to make another row. Leaning conspiratorially toward Sarana she said with great fire, “And some of our own men have forgot as well. It matters little to him who gets our taxes. Blood is blood, he says, no matter who sucks it. But I say those Garuns come for our money and our horses first, and next they come for our daughters. Then what will he say, who speaks too late?”
And with that last passionate declaration ringing in her ears, Sarana took off, first south into the woods and then north through them, riding the little mare as fast as she would go.
Scillia was lost. Or, she thought, not so much lost as bothered. It was something her mother had once said to her: “I have never been lost in the woods, but once I was bothered for three days in a row.”
No, Scillia told herself, better to be honest. Honesty may be all I have left to give these good soldiers.
“We are lost,” she said to the sergeant as she and the guards muddled together in a small clearing.
They had ridden quickly into the mazed woods without taking time to consider their path, just following Scillia’s frantic lead. The underbrush had given way to first-growth forest, then old-growth trees, and finally to a small meadow that was humped with grassy mounds.
“No, ma’am,” said one of the guards. “We are but in the Gammorlands, and if we ride north we will come out t’other side.”
“How long a ride?” Scillia asked.
“Three days, no more,” the man said. Then added sheepishly, “I believe.”
“He believes,” put in another. “But he does not know.”
“Beyond that, half a day, is the place where the king and queen took their great stand against the Garuns,” the first man added. “If we are indeed where I think we be.”
“The king and queen that was,” the sergeant said quickly.
Scillia gave him a half-smile for the effort. “Do you mean Bear’s Run?”
The man grabbed off his helm and held it before him like an offering. “Aye, ma’am, that’s it. Where the Bear fell. And the other bloody Garuns with him. And mind, they should have taken that Garun prince Jemson with them.”
At this Scillia had to laugh. “Jemson was not even born yet at the Battle of Bear’s Run. I was but a babe tied to my mother’s back as she fought.”
“Aye, well she’s a fighter, Queen Jenna. That we know. Bless her.”
Scillia did not even try to correct him. The loss of her mother—and Jenna was my mother in truth, Scillia realized with sudden sharp longing—was still an overriding pain in her chest.
“Well, my friends, three days is not impossible, if we are indeed where we think we are. We certainly all know how to live on a forest larder that long,” said Scillia. She remembered her father saying A good shepherd tells his sheep of green grass, not grey wolves. That was not being dishonest with them, just circumspect. “And if we get to the old battlefield I will know my way. My mother and I spent some time there.” She did not say how many years ago it had been.
A collective sigh ran around the guards then.
“Now tell me your names, my soldiers. I will endeavor to learn them all. For who knows how much time we will be forced to be strangers in our own land.”
The farm wife’s mare turned out to be sturdier than Sarana had first thought. Or perhaps she was just delighted to get out of the barn for a ride. She carried Sarana easily through the woods till they were well out of sight of the farmer’s holdings. Only then did Sarana guide her back to the road.
There was little traffic, though the road was the main one, the King’s Way. They met several wagons, two pulled by oxen and three by large Dales plough-horses. Sarana nodded, acting as if she had every right to be on the road. There were only one or two singleton riders, who passed her by, one dashing at breakneck speed toward Berick. He was not wearing a guardsman’s uniform, but Sarana was suddenly greatly afraid that his fast pace meant he had news for the usurper king.
“Perhaps,” she whispered to herself, “the queen has been found.” She urged the mare with her heels and the little horse responded.
They rode through the long day and Sarana only let them rest a short part of the night near a small stream, rising again well before morning. The horse had grazed and drunk its fill and was more than happy to start off again. Sarana had found some wintered-over hickory nuts which she cracked open in the small campfire she allowed herself. And she dug with a stick beneath a saxafrax tree and boiled up some of the roots in the farm wife’s tin cup which she had taken without leave. The tea’s flavor was thin for she had no time to dry the roots in the sun. But though it was little enough, she had gone hungry before. The nuts and tea stayed the worst of her belly pains.
It took her another full day before she got back to the trail she knew, where the scumbled pattern of little feet had first led her along the cliff’s edge. But the footprints and sledge tracks were now all gone. Several hard rains and something else—she did not know what—had made them disappear.
“Well,” she said to the mare, “we have lost the one queen for good, I’m afraid. Now we must find the other before she is gone, too.” She led the horse back along the ridge to the meadow which was fully green, a deeper spring than in the woods.
They galloped through the grass and at the far edge she found what she was looking for, a trail of sorts. It first led into the shelter of trees and then out again. Further along she was able to pick the trail up once more, though only when it was under the protection of the dense forest. She could read the signs, though barely: a cart and numbers of horses. She had to believe that it was Scillia’s track, though weeks had gone by and it could have been anyone’s leavings by this time. The trail, though, led back toward the city.
When did they discover that the throne had been taken? she wondered. And where did they go from there? She knew they could not have been captured. There was—so Corrie had assured them—only the one wine cellar. Nothing else in Berick would have done as a prison. And she was certain Jemson could never have kept from gloating if he had captured the queen.
Sarana was exhausted by her search and her lack of food. She was filthy. And she did not know where to go next.
The third full day in the dungeon—which he counted by means of their porridge morning and evening—Corrie was sent for. Two Garuns, fully armed, opened the heavy door and called his name, without his honorific. Just “Corrine, to the door!”
He let them cry his name five times in all before he strolled out to the front door. He knew he was not a brave man, but he had a great sense of drama. In some circumstances it could seem the same.
Forcing himself to stop ten strides from the guards, too far for their swords but close enough for conversation without shouting, he remarked, “Prince Corrine at your service.” Then he sketched a Garunian bow, a very flamboyant bow, his hand making a great circle that started at his head and, with a variety of curlicues, finally touched his knee. The bow suggested an insult rather than a greeting. It was one of the first lessons Gadwess had ever taught him, and he had never forgotten it. His clothes, of course, were filthy from sleeping on the wine-cellar pallets and having been worn without change for three full days, though even thus he was far tidier than Piet or Petra or Jareth or the any of the others. But his bow’s insult did not take the raggedness of his garments into account.
One of the two guards, an older Garun with a weak chin and watery eyes, understood the offense and flushed. The younger did not and he bowed back.
“Come, sir, the king wishes to see you,” the younger guard said.
“Then I will come with you,” Corrie drawled. “For he is someone who needs much counsel.”
Again the older man flushed and his weak chin set determinedly. This time even the younger guard understood the contempt in Corrie’s answer and he looked to his companion for guidance, but none was forthcoming. The older man was simply too angry to respond.
“Come, come,” Corrie said, enjoying their confoundment. “Take me at once to my dear brother. We are of the same blood, though not—it is clear—of the same aroma. I shall give him what advice I can.” He held out his hand.
They both drew their swords, as if his hand offered them some danger, and in this manner they marched Corrie between them up the stairs.
Oh dear Gadwess, Corrie thought, if only you could have heard. The first blood to me, I believe. And he smiled.
They walked quickly and without further conversation up the stairs and into Jemson’s chambers, the room that had once been Carum and Jenna’s. It was midday and warm, but there were torches lit on every wall and a fire roaring in the hearth.
Jemson lay propped up in the great bed, a dozen pillows behind him. A small table held a full tea—hyssop by the smell—with many little cakes, some iced and some plain.
Corrie refused to stare at the cakes, but he could feel his mouth fill with water. Porridge was not entirely satisfying for an only meal. Sketching another insulting bow, he said “Throne still too hard a seat, brother, that you must lie abed at noon?”
“You smell,” Jemson answered.
“I could have bathed in wine, I suppose,” Corrie remarked, less to Jemson than to the guards who hovered by his side. “There was plenty of it where I have been staying. Perhaps I could have found vinegar in the older bottles and used it as we do for the horses, to keep down the flies.” He smiled at Jemson. There was no mirth in it.
“It is your own fault, you know,” Jemson said. He sounded like a whiny child. “All your own fault. You should be my chief friend. We are brothers.”
“I know we are brothers,” said Corrie. “It was not I who put my brother in a dungeon.”
“Well it was not I who refused to support my brother as king.”
“As far as I know, mother is still queen and this is the Dales, not a possession of the Garunian royal family.”
“Ah—mother.” Jemson sat up in bed. “She’s dead, you know.”
“I know no such thing.”
Jemson looked up slyly. It was a look Corrie remembered well enough from their childhood. “But what if she is?”
“Then,” Corrie spoke slowly, knowing it had to be said if he were to remain true to himself, but knowing as well it could mean his death. “Then Scillia is queen after.”
“But what of our blood?” Jemson asked, sitting straight up and turning as red as blood in his face. “And what of the times I have saved you?”
“What times are those?” Corrie asked back.
“Why, now—I have taken you from the dungeon where you would surely have died.”
“Of too much wine? Or of too much dirt?”
Jemson shivered. “It is cold and damp down there. And not at all pleasant.”
“That is true, Jemmie,” Corrie said, smiling slowly. “But that is also true of ships where sailors labor and mines where men dig for gold. It is true of the flooded rows where rice is grown and of many a forest wherein the woodsmen labor. And they do not have access to all that vintage wine!”
“Must you always joke?”
“Must you always take offense where none is offered?” Corrine knew this was not actually true. He had already offered plenty of offense to Jemson.
“Well, perhaps you were not ready to die in the dungeon. But what of the time I saved you from the cat?”
“Scillia saved me from the cat. You stayed on shore and stained your pants.” The minute he said it, Corrie was sorry. His mother had always warned: A knife wound heals, a tongue wound festers. He could have said the same thing without the hurt, especially in front of the guards who would—as guards always do—tell tales in the morning.
Jemson stood. He was shaking with anger. “Well I will not even attempt to save you a third time. The next we talk it will be with Sir Malfas by my side, and that conversation will not be anywhere near this pleasant for we mean to find out where Scillia and her toads are hiding. I am king now. I will remain king. All my life I have been trained to mount this throne. You had best make your peace with that if you wish to stay alive.”
“To take is not to keep,” Corrie reminded him.
“The Garuns say rather, Small keys open big doors.”
“And small men,” Corrie said, determined to outlast him, “need bigger men behind them.”
But it was Jemson who had the last word. “Take him away.”
They did not even let Corrine change clothes but brought him directly down to the wine cellar again. This time they rough-handled him as well. He was thrust not at all gently through the open door and when it was slammed behind him, he heard the younger guard cursing him with such originality that Corrie had to laugh.
“A man without a tongue cannot laugh,” warned the young guard’s voice through the door.
This time Corrie knew better than to answer back.
When he turned around, Piet, Jareth, and Petra, along with the two tall soldiers, Manger and Tollum, peered out at him from the first archway.
“Thank Alta, you are alive,” Petra cried, running up to him and embracing him.
“Alive but not at all happy with what I have learned.”
“And that is …?” Jareth asked.
Corrie held a finger up to his lips and wordlessly led them all back into the barracks room for he feared listeners at the door. When they were as far from the door as possible, Corrie began to speak.
“My brother has now firmly claimed the throne, believing that mother is dead; he says not how he knows. He is entirely out of touch with what is real otherwise, so I do not entirely credit it. But he is far more dangerous than I could have guessed. I do not think any of us can count ourselves safe here in this musty cellar. I had hoped if we were out of his sight, we were out of his thoughts. Jemmie had never such a long memory. But he has Malfas to remind him of us every day and he has become a jackal’s pup trying to please its master. He has even threatened my life, complaining all the while that our blood should be the greater binder. He is mad with this kingship. Quite mad. And he believes we all know where Scillia is hiding. With Malfas holding the sword, Jemmie will have us fall on it if we do not betray her to him.”
“We could not even if we wanted to,” Petra said. “None of us knows where she is save, perhaps, that girl Sarana and she is away from here.”
“Sir, should we not try and escape, too?” It was Tollum, the taller of the two soldiers. He addressed his question to Piet. “At least send the boys and the smaller women through the window. We could widen it tonight and …”
“We will do it once the evening porridge bowls are collected,” said Corrie, even before Piet could answer. “After having converse with Jemmie and knowing him to be mad, it is the only sane thing left for us to do.”
“It will put us all in danger,” Piet cautioned. “If they make noise; if they are seen; if one stumbles into the ocean and …”
“We are all in danger already, old friend,” said Jareth. He began to cough again and the spasms this time were so bad, they had to break open another bottle of wine and get him to drink a good draught which served to soothe his throat enough that he was able to continue helping with the plans.
The night meal did not come quick enough for any of them. Then they waited quite some time more, till there was little noise beyond the door except a low snoring.
“I believe the guards are napping,” Corrie said when he tiptoed back from the front room.
Having devised the unstacking of the bottles and the rack before, they worked with the ease of familiarity, though Petra found she had to caution the boys more and more often about being quiet. Everyone seemed to think the work a lark this time. They knew it was possible and therefore they lost what natural caution they had had the first time.
Because of this, they were not prepared for the sudden rush of wind through the opened portal when most of the bottles at the top of the rack had been taken away. The gust was cold and brisk and shuddered the rack, which was no longer firmly attached to the wall. Several of the bottles on the lower shelves began to rattle and one fell to the ground, breaking with a tremendous crash.
“Here!” came a shout from beyond the door. “What is going on in there?”
Piet grabbed Manger by the collar. “Quick, man—into the next room and take up a bottle of the white wine. I shall take another. I want you to hit me as hard as ever you can.” He grabbed up the broken bottle of red and followed the soldier, shouting at him “You traitor. You gall-ridden cretinous boob!” He took a swing at Manger’s back, missing him by a great deal.
Manger understood at once and raced into the room where the white wines were housed. He grabbed up two of the finer Garunian spring wines. One he dropped immediately on the floor, the other he held above his head, shouting back “You are no captain of mine. I say give him the bitch, and good riddance to her.”
The door was opened and four guardsmen, swords drawn, came in.
“Put those bottles down,” the leader of the guards said. “Now.”
Manger put his bottle down at once, but Piet took his time, making a half-hearted lunge at Manger who shrugged back into the arms of the guards.
“He will kill me,” Manger cried to them. “Take me with you.”
“If he kills you, it is one less Dalite for us to worry about,” said the leader. “But if I hear more in here, I will run you both through and sleep well after. Now old man, drop that bottle.”
Piet let the bottle drop and it exploded on the floor, drenching him and the guard near him.
“You dog spittle!” the guard cried and raised his sword as if to strike Piet.
“Leave them,” his leader warned. “He is probably the one who knows the most.”
“And will tell the least,” said the drenched guard.
“We do not know that for sure,” said his leader. “Remember how it goes: A hard head hides a soft tongue. Now go back to your other room, old man. Away from this door. Leave this one …” he nodded at Manger “alone or it will go hard with you.” Then he looked up and saw that the rest of the prisoners were crowded into the archway. “Go, all of you. This show is over.”
Piet turned his back, shrugged extravagantly so that none of the guards could miss it, and winked at the prisoners in the doorway. Then he moved toward them and they made a small passageway to let him through.
The guards backed through the open door and slammed it shut. The sound of the key in the lock was all that could be heard.
Manger waited by the door, whimpering “Take me with you, please.…” until the guards all left. Then he walked back into the back room. “I am sorry for calling the queen such a name,” he said to Corrie.
Corrie laughed. “I have called her worse for no such good cause,” he said. “That was quite a performance. I have never seen its like.”
“We must be gentler,” said Petra.
“And quieter,” Jareth said.
“And quicker,” added Piet.
They got the boys out, having to add Petra’s petticoat to the lowering line in place of the missing cape. One boy was to make his way back into the town roundabout, so as to let the loyal townsfolk know what was happening inside the castle. The other three were to go by the low road along the coast to the north.
“Do not take chances,” Petra warned them.
And Corrie added, “The queen would not have you be martyrs. Nor would I.”
The four boys had all nodded seriously, except for one, a ten-year-old, who had spoken up gallantly. “My father was killed in the first war,” he said. “It is not wrong to die for what is right.”
Corrie had put his hands on the boy’s shoulders. “They say up north: Both the hunter and the hunted pray to a god.”
“But sir,” the boy answered, “we pray to Alta and they to Lord Cres.” At the Garunian god’s name he spit expertly to the side.
“You cannot dispute that,” said Piet, smiling.
“Nor shall I,” Corrie said. “Go, my good boys, may Alta speed the soles of your feet.” He stood at the window and helped lift the boys, one at a time through the window. The youngest went first.
But after they had all gone, and Petra after them, one of the servers—a smallish man with large shoulders—got stuck in the opening. It took much hauling and muffled moans on his part before they could bring him back in.
And by then it was too late.
The door was flung open, and in came two guards, three of the boys marched between them.
No one dared speak, to ask about the fourth boy, the ten-year-old who had spit at Lord Cres’ name. Or about Petra. And the guards did not leave, but were locked in with them.
There were to be no more attempts at escape.
THE HISTORY:
Editor
Nature and History
Dear Sir:
In my late father’s notes are some interesting musings on forms of execution as portrayed in the folk songs of the Dales, particularly the so-called Interregnum. I am very interested in putting together an article using his notes as my starting place. The emphasis of the article will be the difference between the ideals of the Interregnum (a beginning democracy, an emphasis on jail as a retraining ground for uneducated felons, the freeing of political prisoners, the opening of the first public hospitals, the restructuring of the army, cf Cowan’s seminal article “From Idea to Ideal: A First Look at the Time of Kings,” Journal of the Isles, History VII, 9) and the way prisoners were actually dispatched.
My father’s notes begin with
1. Defenestration, as alluded to in the ever-popular “Ballad of Corrine Lackland.”
The notes then go on to detail nine more different methods of execution in total. They include:
2. Hanging. (“Three times around/the noose was wound/till Old Pit felt the rope./Then up he’s strung/and there he’s hung/and gone was ev’ry hope.” From “Old Pit’s Gone.”)
3. Disemboweling: The drinking song from Berick that goes back at least a thousand years, “So drink with the devil/A toast to the queen/Reach into his belly/Where guts are so green/And ups with the hamstrings/And off with his head/If you’re in the navy/you’re better off dead!/Drink it round!”
4. Decapitation: The humorous “Head Beneath Her Arm” from Lanard, with the chorus: “Her head well tucked/Beneath her arm/to keep herself/from further harm …”
5. Garroting: The little known Carreltown Hymn refers obliquely to this method, and of course Carreltown is on the seacoast. When the great Garun fleet washed ashore there and the Garun sailors were left to the mercy of the locals, many eventually married into the peasantry and brought their songs with them. We believe the Carreltown hymn can be traced back to them—and the Garun custom of garroting prisoners who were of the upper classes. “The thin red line” referred to in the chorus is clearly a silken garotte.
6. Suffocation: The only known reference to stoning, a rather obscure and gruesome method of execution, slow and painful, is found in the Lackland medley of songs. “Pile them on, lads/pile them on” is the chorus. Dr. Cat Eldridge argues rather forcefully (see his chapter “Sea Changes in Sea Chanties” in his book More Music of the Dales that this is rather an old capstan ballad badly and baldly borrowed, with a traveling chorus. But I rather agree with my father’s position here that it points to yet another form of torture/execution and feel I can easily justify its use in my article.
The rest of the methods of execution include
7. Drawing
8. Savaged by Bears
9. Pierced by Arrows
10. Drowning.
I know this is a very unusual article idea—and for some of your readers possibly quite unsettling. However I feel very strongly that it has a place in a magazine such as yours which has always been on the very cutting edge of Dalian research.
THE STORY:
It was the horse that decided Sarana, for it went lame. Not badly lame, but needing tending. She led it down the road till they came upon another farmhouse, this one a poor place with but a back garden and no farm stock except for a few scrawny chickens that ran from her as if she were a butcher’s knife.
An old woman came out to stare at her when she entered the yard.
“I have been many days on the road,” Sarana began.
“Weeks, likely,” the woman said in the clipped speech of the far northern Dales.
“Weeks likely,” Sarana agreed. “My horse is lamed.”
“Strange horse for a queen’s guard,” the woman commented, taking in her filthy uniform.
“Strange times for a queen’s guard,” Sarana answered.
“Get in afore yer seen.”
“And the horse?”
“I’ll tend to her. I know horses, though you wouldn’t guess it from this patch.” She nodded her head at the farm. “Come down but not brought down.”
Sarana said nothing.
“Into the house then,” the old woman said. “There’s a tub.”
Sarana did not wait to ask her if the tub was filled, but went in and gratefully took off her clothes, folded them by the metal tub and slipped in. There was water, though it was only lukewarm, but she didn’t care. She lay back and slipped entirely under, grateful for the wetness. She could feel layers of dirt and dust and dungeon peel away. When she sat up again, the old woman was in the house and bringing her over a scrub brush and dark yellow soap.
“Got some of those mysel,” the woman said, gesturing to Sarana’s back where the scars glistered from the wetting like runes of a terrible tale. “Why I left.”
“Left where?”
“My man. My home. My land. But it’s an old tale. Done with.”
Sarana nodded.
“So girl, do you want a meal?”
Sarana nodded again.
“Will you work for it?”
“I have little time. But I will come back and work double when the queen is on the throne again.”
“A good answer.”
“A good promise,” Sarana said. “I do not make them lightly.”
The old woman laid the soap and brush on the tub’s edge. “Best scrub afore the water turns ice. I’ll tend that mare.”
It took two days, not three, to get through the woods for Scillia hardly let the guards rest. Good shepherds must also be tough taskmasters, she told herself, when needs be. The soldier had been right about where they were. It took half a day to Bear’s Run after that.
Scillia scarcely recognized the battlefield site till they were on it. The field looked smaller than she remembered. And the stand of trees larger. But then, thirteen years can make a vast difference in the life of trees. And the life of girl, she thought. The two mounds were unmistakable.
“Make camp,” she said to the sergeant. “And let me be for now. There is something I must do.”
As if he knew her mind, the sergeant nodded, and turned to the task of organizing the campsite. Scillia left them and went directly to Iluna’s grave.
It was midday, but shadowed and cold between the mounds. She knelt beside the grave marked by the goddess sign. For a long moment she was still.
Above her some bird wheeled in the bleached sky. By her toes, a line of dark insects moved quickly through the winter grass. She felt herself between times. She did not like that feeling.
At last she rose. The truth was that she knew nothing of the woman in the grave beyond her name and the fact that she had been a warrior of M’dorah.
M’dorah!
“I am Jenna’s daughter,” she said to the grave. “But I will fly home to my throne from M’dorah.
The grave did not answer.
Sarana left the farmhouse before dawn, a pocket of journey-cake and a flask of wine tied to her waist. She had to leave the little horse behind. But the old woman had given her more than a gift of food and a long-needed bath. She actually had had an idea of where Queen Scillia and her followers might be heading.
“Her mam was from M’dorah,” said the old woman.
“Her mam was Queen Jenna.”
“Second mam.”
“And how do you know that?”
“Everyone knows.”
Sarana did not point out that she had not known.
“Besides, there’s prophecy.”
“What prophecy?”
The old woman put her head back, closed her eyes, and in an eerie, quavering voice sang: “An eagle’s girl shall gain the throne, but she’ll not rule the land alone.”
“How does that mean Queen Scillia’s from M’dorah?” Sarana was puzzled. “There’s nothing in the prophecy that says the name.”
“M’dorah. High-towered. Where eagles dare not rest. Do ye not know history, girl?”
The connection had seemed thin in the evening when they first spoke of it. But by morning the logic seemed in-escapable. Besides, Sarana had no other leads.
“Where is M’dorah?” she asked.
The old woman drew her a map in the yard, as scratchy as if one of her scrawny chickens had made it. But Sarana had read many such maps, drawn in mud and sand and snow.
“Take good care of that mare,” Sarana had said in lieu of a parting.
“Like she was my own,” the old woman said, smiling, because they both knew the mare was her own, now.
STREET RHYMES:
Eagle, eagle in the sky,


Watch the queen as she rides by.


How many soldiers has she now?


One … two … three … four


—Counting out rhyme, Mador Plains



Shoe the horse, shoe the mare,


Ride the long riding alone.


One comes east and one comes west


And one comes riding home.


—Baby lap game, South Ridings



Pick up stones and pile them on,


One, two, three until they’re gone.


—Circle game, Berike Harbor



THE STORY:
“They tried to escape!” Jemson cried, his voice rising in anger and breaking on the last syllable. “They tried to escape!” His hands gripped the arms of the throne so hard his knuckles turned white.
“Well of course they tried to escape,” Lord Malfas said calmly. “Though being Dalites they sent the women and children out first. Stupid, stupid! What good are women and children in a fight?”
“But we have them,” Jemson said, his anger ebbing as he remembered the outcome. “The three boys, and old Petra.” He smiled. “Can’t you just see her skinning down that makeshift rope?” Then he laughed. “Her petticoat was part of it, so it was a make-shift indeed.” He waited for Malfas to applaud his joke and when no applause was forthcoming, he sat back in the throne pouting.
“Your Majesty,” Malfas said, making another of his almost-an-insult bows, “the boys, being boys, know nothing except that they were to head north.”
“Away from the center of the fighting of course.”
“Toward your sister’s hold. Of course.”
Jemson crossed his legs casually. “We don’t know that. They did not tell us that.”
“We can make a good guess at it, though. Think, boy, think! What does the Book of Battles tell us?”
Jemson’s face screwed up in concentration. He had never been good at memory games, and he had positively hated all the drills in battle lore he’d had to endure in the Garunian court. Much better had been the action games—dog-fighting, bear-baiting, watching the duels. What had the cursed Book of Battles said? Then he had it. “The spider sits in the center of its web and entices the fly to come to it.”
“Good, good. That certainly comes from the Book and might even apply here. But I was thinking rather of the notion that, ‘The further north, the greater noise.’”
“I do not remember any such.” Jemson began to study his fingernails with great concentration.
“And your father a scholar, your dam a fighter. How they ever threw you … still the Book knows that, too.”
“What do you mean, man?” Jemson glared at him.
Malfas did not moderate the insult in this bow. “A white ewe may have a black lamb,” he said. His voice was strong and was meant to carry.
“Damn you!” Jemson stood, grabbed up the scepter which was resting against the throne, and flung it at Malfas’ head.
Without glancing at it, Malfas reached up and plucked the scepter from the air, turned, and walked out of the room, his back offering his final insult to the young usurper king.
The broken window was boarded up by the guards, the wine rack restored and checked every hour. The men were all shackled, wrist to wrist, except for Corrie who, as the king’s brother, still had certain privileges.
The three boys were not bound, but they had been so maltreated by the Garuns when they were caught, they did not even dare walk into the next room without asking permission. Instead they fell asleep on the dirty pallets without speaking, though one of them cried for an hour in his sleep, a sound so despairing that Corrie sat down on the bed by his side and rubbed the child’s forehead. The boy’s exhaustion was deep and the touch did not wake him, nor did it seem to salve him.
Corrie wanted desperately to ask about the fourth boy who had gone with them through the window and about Petra. But he feared alerting the guards who, in pairs, now stood at attention in the archway. Instead, he joined the card players. It was not an easy game, shackled as they were, but it was the only way to lighten the gloom in the wine cellar which now, truly, felt like a dungeon.
They whispered among themselves, but without any real information the talk went in circles until one soldier in a husky voice said, “We still have the king’s sword.”
“And what good is it, the blade ruined from sawing at that window?” said Piet. “And only the end man in our chain with a hand to swing it.”
“There’s Prince Corrine here,” the man answered. “He’s both hands free.”
“He’d be no match for the two of them,” Piet cautioned, gesturing with his head toward the doorway where the guards strained to hear them.
“Then let him distract them and we can …”
“If you are an anvil …” Piet said.
“… be patient,” answered the soldier. “I know that one. My sergeant says that all the time. And if you are a hammer, be strong. It is time we all became hammers.”
Corrie whispered to them. “I am more anvil than hammer it is true, but even I have lost what patience I had. There is something our poor land needs and only I can supply it.” He stood slowly and walked over to the guards. They were instantly on the alert, but he held out his hands to them. “Take me to my brother, Jemson-Over-the-Water. He will want to speak to me.”
Piet started to stand but he could not pull the others up in time. “No, Corrie,” he cried.
But they were already gone.
“What is it?” asked the soldier, the one who had been speaking before. “What is it that he alone can supply?”
Piet looked down over the boys, now sleeping peacefully, the bruises on their faces and arms beginning to show in the flickering light of the torches.
“Blood,” he said, loudly and with great feeling now that the guards had left them alone. “Royal blood. And courage in its shedding. He means to be a martyr.”
Corrie stood before the throne where his brother sat on three pillows, comfortable at last, his right leg crossed over the left. There was a guard standing at attention on either side of the throne and Sir Malfas waited on the left side of the dais.
“So you have something to say to me,” Jemson said. He smiled and turned to Malfas. “I told you he would come round at last. He is my brother. Blood will tell.”
Malfas stroked his moustache, as if the feel of it between his fingers lent him comfort or strength, but he did not respond.
“I do,” Corrie said.
“Well out with it then, Corrie. No games. I am serious,” Jemson said, uncrossing his legs and leaning forward in the great chair.
“No games? But I thought that Garuns loved games. And you are more than a match for any Garun at game-playing.” Corrie smiled and cocked his head to one side. He suddenly thought about Gadwess and the games they used to indulge in. Jemmie would never admit to any of those.
“You know what I mean.”
Malfas stirred, took a step closer to the king. “He toys with you, Majesty. There is nothing to tell.”
The Garun’s words made Jemson’s face prune up.
“I know where Scillia is.”
“See—he knows where Scillia is, that dough-faced slut.” Jemson said. He grinned and spoke again to Corrie. “So …?”
“Oh I know—but I will not say. That is what I have come to tell you.” Corrie spoke slowly, carefully, as if speaking to a child.
Malfas went up the steps to the throne and whispered in Jemson’s ear. “He is merely playing you like a reed flute, Majesty. Do not sing to his tune.”
Jemson shook his head violently, trying to rid himself of the Garun’s voice. His hands made fists and they trembled as he spoke. “I can make you tell, you know.”
“No, Jemmie, you cannot.”
“King Jemson!”
“Mother always said: You can call a rock a fish but it still cannot swim.”
Jemson’s whole body began to tremble. “You’ll be sorry you spoke to me like that.”
Corrie smiled again. “I expect I will.”
“Take him away!” Jemson shouted. “Now! Out of my sight! But not down in the dungeon again with his friends. They will laugh there. They will laugh at me. And I will not have it. I will not. What I will have, though, is Prince Corrine whipped. Like a slave. Like a dog.” He stood up partway, holding on to the arms of the throne. But his legs trembled so much, from anger, from humiliation, that he sat down again heavily. One of the three cushions skittered to the floor. “No! No! I will have him pressed. Then you will talk to me, Corrie. The stones will make you speak. Only I may not listen right away.”
Three guards came and grabbed Corrie by the arm and they were no longer polite with him.
Malfas shook his head. “Do not do this, Jemson. Whatever he says to you in agony will avail us nothing.”
“He will talk. I will make him talk. And you must call me king. King Jemson. Or I will crush you, too.”
“You will only make him a martyr, Sire. A martyr could stir a somnolent countryside. King Kras will not be pleased.”
“King Kras can go suffocate!” Jemson screamed. “I am all the king needed here.” He looked up at the guards. “What do you wait for? I have given you your orders. Take him. Take him and guard him till the stones can be found. Then we shall see who will talk and who will not.”
There was a note in the bottom of one of the evening porridge bowls and, as Alta’s luck would have it, Piet found it. He turned his back to the guards, slipped the note out of its messy resting place, and stuck it down the front of his tunic. When he turned back he handed the bowl to one of the boys who had the task of gathering them up.
He waited.
He waited till the guards were distracted by the servers taking charge of the empty bowls. Then he leaned into the guttering torchlight and read.
Wet porridge had obscured some of the writing. But the message was still clear.
Mada_ Petr_ __been k lled_ __hers captur__
I am __town. All__ __t lost. Praise Al__.
The boy had made it into town, so all was indeed not lost, as the note said. But Petra. He could not bear to think on it. Tucking the note back into his shirt, he turned away from the light.
Shackled three down from Piet, Jareth’s eyes were closed but he was not asleep. He was still coughing badly and the spasmodic jerking kept the men on either side of him from sleeping. Still no one complained. Jareth was a good man, a hero of the wars. Imprisonment, Piet thought, has made brothers of us, more than freedom ever did.
He wondered briefly if anything would be served by telling Jareth of Petra’s death, then decided it would not.
“My friends,” he said at last, “it is time we were hammers indeed.”
Jareth eyes fluttered open. “Then Petra is dead,” he said. It was not a question but Piet was forced to nod anyway.
The men stood as one, though the last stooped and reached under the pallet, pulling out the king’s battered sword. Then, without further consultation, they snaked quickly through the archways, and caught the Garuns off guard as they were closing the door.
The man with the king’s sword sliced down heavily, using his left hand, the only hand he had free, his anger and hatred lending strength to it. He managed to gut one of the Garuns badly, and the man began to scream. Jareth and the others used their chains to choke off the sound. But the other Garun guard started out the door for help.
He was hauled back roughly by Piet who grabbed him one-handed by the neck, pulling him off his feet.
“Kill him,” one of the boys cried. “Kill him!”
Piet brought his shackled hand up and gave a vicious twist to the man’s head. The snap as the Garun’s neck broke was as loud as a hammer on stone. Piet caught the man’s sword as he fell away.
“For Alta!” Piet shouted. “For the queen!”
They had three swords now, but no time to try and hack off the shackles, for the Garuns were on them. Still they managed to kill a dozen Garuns on the way up the stairs before their own losses—dead weight to be hauled along—so slowed them that they could gain only the first landing. There, back to the curving wall of the stairs, they made their final stand.
The best part of a Garun troop was loosed on them, man after man charging down the stone steps.
The fighting was fierce, but the ending, everyone knew, was predetermined by the numbers. Not a one of the Dales men still standing thought he would come out of the battle alive. Still they fought on to the end.
Blow after bloody blow was delivered, was taken. In desperation, they used their fallen comrades as shields and those poor bodies were pierced till they had no more blood to bleed.
Piet’s head was almost severed from his body but he managed a final thrust even then that took a captain down. Jareth, his cough miraculously cleared, bent over to get the sword Piet dropped, and was cut down just as his hand touched the hilt. He sighed Petra’s name at the last.
Two of the boys were the only prisoners left alive of the fighting force and they were taken off to be hung at first light.
The third boy had stayed behind in the cellar. Because of the noise of battle no one heard him shove the wine rack over. When it crashed to the ground it was simply one more sound, and too far from the main fighting to be counted.
He drank several great gulps of red wine from a shattered bottle for courage. It was a red heat down his throat. Like blood, he thought, and shivered. He managed to open the boards over the window by standing on the overturned rack and using some of the slats from the rack as a prise. Then he shimmed through the open window, cutting himself on the same glass that had caught Sarana’s knee. He had no line to let himself down, but it was a full tide. So he flung himself out as far as he could, barely clearing the rocks. His right hand broke upon a stone outcropping, the three fingers furthest from the thumb and the bones in the palm, but he made it into the sea and it was hours later before he felt the pain of it.
He swam along the shoreline till he was exhausted. Being from a fisherman’s family, the water held no fear for him, especially not this close to the sandy shore. When the tide drifted him onto the shingle, he headed north. He wanted to be as far from Berick as he could go. He never wanted to see a Garun again.
Scillia’s guard had managed to round up several dozen more men from the farms and villages between Bear’s Run and M’dorah. Or rather they had gone to the farms and inns to see if they could beg for supplies and found eager farmers and innkeepers, often veterans of the last war, ready to fight for their queen.
“The queen that was and the queen that will be,” became the rallying cry.
Scillia was pleased to see the new recruits. She told them so, greeting each with a handshake and a request for a name. She rarely forgot a name after.
But at night, sitting alone and away from the rest of the camp, she held a troubled conversation with herself. Speaking aloud, as if she were arguing with a dark sister, she set out her awful burden. She did not know that her sergeant set a watch over her, too far to hear what it was she said, but close enough to keep her from harm.
The soldiers believed she spoke to her dead mother. And in years to come, someone who talked to herself was said to be “speaking with the Anna.”
The burden of the conversation was the same night after night.
How can I ask these good people to follow me?
How can I ask them to kill for me?
How can I not?
They brought Corrie to the castle courtyard and forced him to lie down on his back. He was then spread-eagled, his hands and feet bound to stakes.
Squinting in the sun, he said “It is a fine day on which to die, brother.” He did not know if Jemson were near enough to hear him, but he did not care. The news of how he died would last as long as the Dales. History was all story, after all. A martyr must die with courage. He would spin the tale out bravely to its end. Afterwards—and there would be an afterwards—would come the tears. But not his.
The first stones were put on his hands and feet. They were uncomfortable, and they made his ankles hurt. But he only smiled. He knew that would infuriate them all.
“Do you have aught to say?” asked one of the guards.
“I say that you should set sail back to your own land and leave us ours.” He said it loudly, boldly, before closing his eyes against the pain and the sun.
The next stones were placed on his chest, large enough to make breathing hard and speaking close to impossible. But still he managed by husbanding each shallow breath.
“Where is the king’s stepsister?” asked the guard.
“Do you mean the queen?” Corrie forced each word out. He thought he heard a few muffled cheers, but it might have only been the roaring in his ears.
The guard did not ask him again.
When they put the heavy stones on his hips and thighs and groin, he groaned.
“Speak,” said a different guard. At least his voice was different. Corrie could not open his eyes to check. It was all he could do to figure out how to breathe.
“Sire, he cannot make a sound,” the man called out, which was when Corrie knew, as he concentrated on his breathing, that Jemmie had to be close by.
“A prince … killing a prince,” Corrie managed. “It will not sing well.” He tried to laugh but it sounded a great deal like a groan.
“No royal blood is being spilled.” The speaker was Jem himself, and he was clearly close by.
The guards moved forward and set another large rock on Corrie’s chest, on top of the others.
“You …” Corrie said. Then he took another, shallower breath beneath the heavy stones. “You never understood.”
Jem leaned over and Corrie felt his shadow blot out the sun. “I never understood what?”
“The spirit … of the law. Only the …” He must have passed out for someone was suddenly pouring water on his face. It felt wonderfully cool. Drowning, he thought, would have been preferable. He wondered if it were too late to suggest it.
“Will you tell me?” Jem was shouting at him. “Why won’t you tell me?”
“Tell … what?”
“Where Scillia is. Then I can have them remove the stones.”
“Too … late,” Corrie said. “Find her yourself.”
“By the eyes of Lord Cres!” Jem cried. “You are making me kill you.” And when his brother did not answer, Jem called out to the guard, “Pile them on!”
Then he turned and left before the biggest stones, held between two large guards, were settled onto Corrie’s chest. But even as far away as the doorway he could hear the cracking of the breastbone as the last stone was placed. He snuffled into his embroidered sleeve and went up the stairs to be alone.
As Jemson sat alone in the throne room, Lord Malfas walked in carrying a short sword. “The prisoners are all dead, Sire. They had this.” He placed the sword in Jemson’s hand.
“But that is my father’s short sword. The one he had in the Wars. See, here, at the hilt. This dragon carved with the bat wings. I always loved that. What awful use has it been put to? Why is it so broken and so …” he shuddered “… so bloody?”
“It served as a prise to open the windows for their attempt at escape. And then it killed seven of my soldiers.”
“Not your soldiers, Lord Rodergo. Mine.” Jemson hefted the sword in both hands, marvelling at how light it was to have done so much.
“We must get your brother to talk, Sire. He must tell us where your sister is. Now. Time is precious. King Kras will only be patient so long.”
“My father always said “An anvil must be patient. Not a hammer. Is the king across the water anvil or hammer?”
Malfas stroked his moustache rather than return a remark. When he spoke, it was to a different part of the conversation. “I know ways to make men speak, Majesty, even when they will not.”
“You may not spill a prince’s blood,” Jemson said. “It is the law.”
“The law here, perhaps. But not the law across the sea.”
“It matters not—here or there. Prince Corrine is beyond your scheming.”
Malfas glared at him, suddenly understanding. “You little fool; what have you done?” Without waiting to hear an answer, he turned and started toward the door. “Guards!” he shouted.
“Guard yourself!” Jemson screamed at him. “No man calls me a fool, little or big. No man sets his back to me.” He threw the sword at Malfas.
At the scream, Lord Malfas turned and the sword—which should have given him only a glancing blow to the back of the head—rotated over and the ragged edge sawed across his neck. It was not a hard knock, but it hit him right above the bone and a jagged piece of steel tore through the skin, puncturing the artery. Blood spurted out, fountaining into the air. He had no time to cry out, simply dropping like a slaughtered pig. As he lay on the ground, the blood stained his lace collar red. His right leg twitched for a moment, as if it were dancing. Then it stopped.
Only then did three guards run in, responding to Jemson’s scream.
“He forced me to kill the prince,” Jemson declared. “No man may force the king and live. Take him away.” He shuddered. “Take the sword away as well. It is too … ragged for royal use now.” He walked to the throne where he stood with his back to the guards and did not turn again to sit in the great chair until he was certain they were gone, and the corpse with them.
Corrie did not die at once, but he did not regain consciousness. He lay in the courtyard, scarcely breathing, till three guards at Jemson’s hest took away the stones and carried him into the king’s chamber. There they laid him on the bed.
Jemson sat the rest of the day with him, alternately sobbing and cursing. Servers came with food and took it away, uneaten, as the king refused to touched a thing.
“I will not eat again till you are restored to us,” Jemson cried. He took up Corrie’s cooling hand in his. “It was Malfas did it, you know. It was his idea. He said he knew how to make a man talk. But not a man like you, Corrie. I saved you, though, from his awful tortures. I have saved you three times, you know. It was Malfas. He will not hurt you now.”
Corrie’s hand grew colder still.
When the evening torches were lit, the infirmarer came in and pronounced Prince Corrine dead. The king did not allow them to take the body away, though he promised them a royal funeral three days hence.
“Where is my dinner?” he demanded then. “I am fair starving.” When the meal was brought, he ate enough for two and went to bed beside the corpse to sleep without dreams.
THE HISTORY:
There are three great chairs here in the Museum at Berike. It is said that one of these was the throne of Jemson-Over-the-Water.
Each chair is oversized and uncomfortable to sit on without the aid of large cushions. The arms are carved with lion’s heads and the face of two women—one maiden, one crone, both possibly representations of Alta—adorn the spool-turned back frames.
The chairs differ in this way: one is of oak and has lion claws on the forward legs. (Figure 17) One is of ash and has a crown carved into the seat back. (Figure 18) One is of ebony with a wooden canopy cantilevered from the high back. (Figure 19)
It is certain that each of these belonged to a king, but which king and which reign, no one knows for sure.
——from Treasures of the Berike Museum, page 27.
THE MYTH:
Then Great Alta took the boy and dangled him far over the throne.
“Can you stand?” asked Great Alta.
“My legs are too short,” quoth the boy.
“Rather say your heart is too small,” she replied and dropped him from a great height till he shattered on the wooden chair.



five
War



THE MYTH:
Then Great Alta took the shattered boy in one hand, the girl with one arm in the other and set them side by side in the grass.
“Do ye love each the other?” asked Great Alta.
They did not answer but only glared.
“There is blood between you then,” quoth Great Alta. “What cannot be ended, must be done.” And she took her presence away that she might not see how things were settled.
THE LEGEND:
In the town of New-Melting-by-the-Sea is a great house, sometimes called Journey’s End and sometimes Aldenshame. On the wall, in the entrance hall, hung up like a banner, is a tattered remnant of cloth. Under the cloth is the following legend:
“Alta’s Blanket, said to belong to the legendary one-armed Queen Scillia. She brought it here at the end of the War of Succession, broken in health but not in spirit. She came on foot and alone, her great horse Shadow having been slain under her by her own brother, the tyrant Jemson. It was at the end of her thousand-mile Journey of Redemption around her kingdom, and this cloth was all that was between her and the cold. To show their respect, no one along the last quarter of her route looked at her, for to see her in nothing but a bit of stranger’s weave, and it all tattered and torn through, would have shamed her, and that her people would not do.
When she came at last to Journey’s End, the three sisters who owned the house let her in, and she lived with them till her death, seven years later. When she died, the sisters hung the cloth on the wall and such was its power, cloth and wall have remained intact though the rest of the building has been much rebuilt in the years since.”
THE STORY:
By the time Sarana finally found them, Scillia and her troops were encamped on the M’doran plain. It was like a small city, with lean-tos and tents tucked in against the towering rocks. Sarana had never before seen M’dorah though she had heard about it, both in song and story. But nothing had really prepared her for the huge teeth of stone that looked as if they were biting into the sky.
She was stopped early by guards, then vouched for by her captain who greeted her with a great whoop and a hug.
“We heard you were dead,” he said. “Voss has been in mourning.”
“They exaggerated who said that.” Sarana smiled crookedly. “So the old man has been drunk again?”
“Morning and night. But we considered it in good cause. In fact when first we heard it, I got soused with him.”
“And the queen?”
“The old one or the new?”
“I was with Queen Jenna when she … took her leave of us. I found her tracks. I did not find her.”
“Nor shall you, so I hear.” The captain looked suddenly grim. “They say she is with the Green Men in the grove. And she will not return till we have need of her.”
For a moment Sarana said nothing. Then she drawled: “Do you believe that?”
He laughed without mirth. “I am not certain. But should it be true, I wish her here. We need her now. The new queen is but a girl.”
“Queen Jenna was half her age when she led us to victory.”
“Scillia is no Jenna. Nor—to give her credit—does she think she is.”
“She is who she is. I have been her brother’s guest. Trust me, you do not want to have him remain on the throne.”
“His guest?”
“In the wine cellar. It is a long story. I will tell it to you while you take me to the queen.”
The queen’s tent was at the other end of the plain against a broad, crowned rock. Sarana stared up to the top of the stone, her right hand shading her eyes.
“Was that where …?”
“M’dorah Hame sat? Yes. There was a wooden building on the top, so Queen Scillia says. In fact when we first got here, she had been two days already trying to figure out how to make a fortress up there. Even flew someone up to the top on a mammoth kite we made of sticks and cloth. But while defending such a place would have been easy, provisioning it in case of siege would have been impossible. She gave up the idea, but reluctantly.” He hesitated, rubbed two fingers across his bushy eyebrows till they stuck up like feathers. It was something he always did when he was deciding how much to say.
“Out with it, Jano,” Sarana said. She had been second in command in his troop, and in private never stood on much ceremony with him.
“She seems … distracted. At night she goes to the camp’s edge and speaks with herself. Aloud. The men say she is communicating with her mam. But there is no one there.”
“Perhaps she is not really alone,” Sarana said.
“What I do not see, I do not believe.”
“Then how can you believe in those little footprints I saw?”
“You have never been one to be guiled by what is not there. I know you, Sarana,” Jano said. “We may not have the answer to what made those prints, but I believe they exist.”
“A small distinction, captain.”
“But an important one. And this queen, while she is ready enough to talk with an unseen spirit, is not ready for a fight. Not willing to command either. We sit here and she learns the names of the men and women in the troops. But she does not tell them what to do. Nor does she tell her captains. She is, I believe, preparing for a siege here at M’dorah rather than planning a raid there at Berick. She does not have …” His fingers went back up to his eyebrows as if he plucking at them further would be preferable to saying what he knew had to be said.
“That is her brother back there, Jano. Both of her brothers back there.” Sarana spoke softly, making sure her remarks traveled no further than the captain’s ears. “They grew up together.”
“Both? They are both against her?” The feathered eye-brows raised up a notch.
“Na, na …” For a moment Sarana reverted to the dialect of her childhood. “Prince Corrine was in the prison with me. He is for Queen Scillia wholeheartedly. He is for the Dales. But that bloody Jemson drank too deep of Garun waters. They should never have sent him over the sea.”
And that very moment, the tent flap opened and Scillia herself appeared. She looked at Sarana for a moment, almost as if she could not place her, then as if she were seeing a ghost. Finally she nodded. “You,” she said.
Sarana bowed her head slightly.
“You were with us when mother left. But you did not … we could not find … where did you go? Guards!”
Sarana waited till the guards came and stood on either side of her. She had not expected this to be easy, but even so she remained with her back straight and her head high.
“You disappeared,” Scillia said once the guards were in place. It sounded more like a complaint than a statement.
“I left to track your mother,” Sarana said.
“And did you?”
Sarana nodded. “But only as far as a ridge.” She explained about the footprints and the cliff’s edge. “And when I made it back to the castle it was night and I had no warning.”
“Ah,” Scillia said. “We at least saw the closed gates and the colors on the guards. Did they take you?”
“As easy as a cat catches a mouse.” Sarana’s mouth felt sour at the admission. But she could not tell a lie to the queen. “Your brother Jemson has made a prison of the wine cellar.”
At that Scillia smiled. “We do not do dungeons well in the Dales. Mother and Father had had a surfeit of them before the wars.” She paused. “And during.”
“I escaped but your brother Prince Corrine, and Commander Piet, and members of the council …”
“Not Jareth. Not Petra.” Scillia’s voice broke on the last syllable.
“I am afraid so. They are all in the dungeon in low condition. I did not like the sound of Councillor Jareth’s cough. But Petra will not break easily, I think. And Piet …”
“Guards, please leave us,” Scillia said. “You too, Jano. I would talk with this …”
“Sarana, Your Majesty.”
“… Sarana alone.”
Scillia escorted her into the tent and dropped the flap to emphasize that they were not to be disturbed. She gestured to a profusion of dark pillows plumped up on an otherwise, severe pile of soldier’s bedding. Sarana sat down on the blankets but would not let herself sink back against the cushions.
“Tell me all.”
“It has been a long riding, ma’am, and I am famished.” She was not so hungry that she could not report, but she wanted to see how the queen would respond.
Scillia nodded. “You talk, and I will fix us both some tea.”
“And something to eat?”
Scillia nodded her head. “Where are my manners? War makes monsters of us all. I will give you what I have.”
“Anything but journeycake, Majesty.”
“Here, in the tent, when we are alone, you must call me Scillia. I will not answer otherwise.”
“Scillia,” Sarana said, and sighed. She saw at once what Jano had meant. Scillia had neither Queen Jenna’s innate power nor King Carum’s born class. She did not seem intent on moving against an enemy who even now sat on her throne. But still there was something Sarana liked about the one-armed queen, a quiet intensity, a human-ness. That was something she liked very much. And those green eyes, dark, like a wood in shadow. She had not really noticed Scillia before, so intent had she been on the old queen and the dying king. Scillia had only been an annoyance then. But now, in the shadow of M’dorah’s towering rock, Sarana suddenly saw her differently.
It will not do to fall in love, she warned herself. Not here. Not now. Not with the queen. So instead she gave herself up to the tea and to the cakes when they came—butter cakes no less, though a bit old and crumbly.
“The cakes came with one of the farm wives,” Scillia said, as if embarrassed by the extra rations. “She insisted I have them. In fact, I have had them for some time. As you can probably tell.”
Sarana did not mind. She ate and drank as if she were starving. But it was a different kind of hunger that she was trying to stave off.
In between bites Sarana told Scillia all she knew of Jemson’s rule. “Malfas’ rule, actually,” she told the young queen. “Jemson—begging your pardon that he is your brother and all—has not the brains for kingship. No one in that poor gaol thought so. He has neither the patience nor the compassion. All he craves is the power.”
“He is as he was as a boy,” Scillia said. Then she sighed, a sound that nearly broke Sarana’s heart. “He has no thought except for himself. The Garuns did not make him different. They just applauded his bad performances, which made him act the fool all the more.”
“Majesty …”
“Scillia,” the young queen scolded.
“In this I must address you as Majesty,” Sarana said, standing and brushing off the crumbs from her shirt. “There are but seven ships worth of soldiers in and around the castle at Berick. But it may be that others are on their way. With just the soldiers you have here we can certainly stand against the few in the castle. However, should the Garuns send more …”
“I have thought long on that,” Scillia said. “And my captains and I have discussed it well into the nights. Indeed, there is not much else to do here at the foot of M’dorah.” She smiled to soften the statement. It was a lovely smile. “Have you intelligence for us?”
“I may have more, Your Majesty. I may in fact have a plan.”
At the word plan, Scillia’s entire face brightened and Sarana wondered that all the captains and all their conversations with her had not come up with something before. “It may not be anything new,” she ventured.
“My mother used to quote The Book of Light, saying A rabbit cannot put its paws on the deer’s horns. She meant, I believe, that some things are beyond even our best intentions. All our previous plans have been flawed because they were too difficult for our capabilities. Though you think us enough, we are in fact few. We are relatively weaponless, and scarcely trained, and we are …”
“We have the entire Dales at our disposal, my queen. And if we can cork the Garuns up in that castle without hope of further ships coming to save them, we will have them beat.”
“Are you forgetting something, Sarana?”
Sarana shook her head. “I do not think so.”
“The heart of the queen.”
“The heart of the queen?”
“You see, I am not sure that I even want the throne if it means killing my brother for it. He is a stupid young man, but not a beast to be slaughtered. If it means having people die in my cause, I do not want to fight. The heart of this queen is a deer’s, not a lion’s.”
“You cannot stop people wanting to give their lives for you, Majesty.”
“I can, however, refuse to lead them in the fight.”
“Some leaders lead,” Sarana said softly. “And some follow.”
Scillia turned her back and whispered, but Sarana heard her nonetheless. “And some go away and do not return.”
So, Sarana thought, that is what this is about. Queen Jenna, you will have much to answer for in the days to come. But what she said aloud was, “People have already died for you, Majesty.” It was a guess, but she had been many days on the road already. The Garuns—and here she thought of Sir Malfas, not Jemson—were known to have short tempers instead of a long patience. “The least you can do is go to the rescue of those who still live.”
“Rescue?” Scillia turned back and Sarana could see tears welling in her eyes, tears that never quite fell. Sarana approved of that.
“Your brother Corrine, and the councillors, and the children in the wine cellar,” Sarana said.
Scillia drew herself up, as if shaking off weakness. As if coming to a decision. Then she went to the tent flap and lifted it. “Guard!” she said, “call the council of captains.” When she turned back, Sarana was holding out her hand. Scillia took it and Sarana wondered that the touch did not sear them both, though palm to palm their hands were both cold.
“You shall be my missing arm,” Scillia said. “Dark sister to my light.”
And your blanket companion, Sarana thought, if only in my dreams.
THE HISTORY:
From a letter to the editor, Nature and History, Vol. 45
Furthermore, I have been closely examining the stories of the Blanket Companions and have come to a conclusion that it is strong evidence of a sapphic society and not, as scholars Cowan and Doyle would have it, simple warmth on a cold night among the foot soldiery.
These “Friends of the Bosom” as they are often called in late songs (cf especially the famous Blanket Song: “Oh friend of my bosom,/oh warm by my side,/my shoulder, my gauntlet,/my armor, my bride …”) would surely explain the stories of Light and Dark Sisters. Not magical replicants as Magon would have them, called up from another world, but inhabitants of very real group homes where single-sex marriages and rampant unnatural practices were not only condoned but actually encouraged by the older women called alternately altas and femmas. That these practices extended into the army (“gauntlet” and “armor” being more than mere metaphor) should not be surprising.
In fact, until the Garunian so-called invasion, such places—while abhorrent to the general public—were tolerated because of the perceived magical nature of the sisters of the Hames. My father had only begun to sniff out the depth of this sexual scam going back several thousand years, when he died.
How much clearer can it be? From the moment of the dissolution of the Hames, after the Gender Wars, when these women—and especially the young girls—were brought back into the main body of society, sapphic practices all but disappeared in the Dales.
THE STORY:
The plan was simple enough, though execution would be difficult. There were two parts to it.
Those with them at M’dorah who knew boats would make their way southward until the marshes at Catmara, cross through the fens by the secret passageways, come up the coast around the horn of land east of Berick. They would commandeer what great ships remained in the harbor towns of Josteen and Southport, sail them by night to the Skellies, that double line of dangerous rocks cupping Berick Harbor entrance. There they would scuttle the boats, between the two lines of rocks, sealing the harbor to any more Garun ships. Jano was to lead that force.
The second group, under Scillia’s guidance, would march up to Berick from the west, making enough noise when they reached the castle foot to keep the guards from noticing what Jano’s sailors would be doing. They were not to try to take the castle—half a force would have no chance against that fortress—but they might possibly tempt some portion of the Garuns out.
“Which,” Jano said, “would then put us on an equal footing. Man to man we can beat them. We did it before. And not so long ago at that.”
“Woman to man we can beat them as well,” said Sarana. She grinned over at Jano. It was a long-standing joke between them. “And if you are not too tired from swimming to shore, you might just get what we leave alive.” She did not see Scillia’s mouth, already set in a hard line, twist downward at her comment.
And so it was decided. About a third of the assembled troops admitted to some knowledge of sailing and they gathered together to finalize their plans. The others listened to Scillia and Sarana.
“This is not a battle for a throne,” Scillia told them. “Who sits on that hard seat is not the matter here. The matter is that the Garuns have taken what is ours, imprisoned our sisters and brothers, and threaten our way of life. If we stop more Garuns from coming in by sea to add their forces to those in Berick Castle, if we cork up those inside, even the Garuns will have to admit that they must leave us alone.”
“And what of the king over the water?” someone cried out.
Someone else added, “That pimple! That pustule!”
“That pimple is mine to squeeze,” Scillia said. “No one but me is to touch him.” She smiled when she said it that no one there should know her heart.
But Sarana did. And while the others raised a great cheer, she alone sighed.
Jano’s troops left at dawn. At his right hand was a young fenmaster, a man named Goff whose family had lived for centuries in and around the great marsh that extended between the Mandrop and the Killdown hills. Only those who understood the hidden causeways could travel across the fens, those lands which lay under brackish water. It was a family secret, passed father to son, or mother to daughter. They would need Goff to lead them over the flooded lands.
When Scillia had asked Goff how his people could live in such a place, he had smiled slowly. “We drive the big tree down,” he replied. “And we-ums live atop.” He seemed to think that explained it all.
There were few horses among Jano’s crew. Only his own soldiers and another twenty guardsmen rode good steeds. The rest—fisherfolk and farmers and a few townsmen who had joined the ragtag army when they processioned to M’dorah—were horseless or rode plow mares. Those on foot would make for slow progress but the horsemen did not dare outrun them, especially since Goff had no horse nor did he know how to ride one.
Seven days at best with such a troop, Sarana had guessed, if one was to go due south along the King’s Way. But cutting through the great swamp and around the heel of the Dales would add another three at least.
“Our troops should have a quicker time of it,” she told the captains. There were no good roads on the western route, but except for a few scattered peat bogs—which they would have to be careful to avoid for the peat-hags could haul down even a great Dales mare—the way led through second-growth forest and farmland carved out of the old King’s Wood.
So Jano and his followers left first. They did not go quietly. Instead they were lustily singing the old war songs, marching songs like “King Kalas” and “The Long Riding” and “When Jen Came Home.” Their voices held hope and promise and Sarana almost wished she were going with them until she turned and saw Scillia’s face. Her lips were drawn together in a thin line and another thin line furrowed her brow. But her eyes were clear and the color was more like meadow grass than shadowed woods now.
“My queen?” Sarana asked.
“I want to memorize their faces,” Scillia said. “I need to remember their names.”
Sarana understood. They might never see any of those spirited singers again.
When the strains of “Langbrow’s Battle Hymn” had faded, they were past the last of the M’doran rocks. The plain ended there and the forest’s edge began. Holding his hand up, Jano turned his horse around to face the marchers. They quieted at once.
“It is good to sing, comrades. It quickens the heart, it shortens the way. But it also gives notice. Best we go now as quiet as we can.” Though how a hundred can go quietly, who are not trained up to it, I know not, he thought.
He had little hope for their bedraggled army. All they had was heart. What weapons they carried were old—swords or pikes that had not been used since the Gender Wars, almost thirty years before. The swords were pitted with rust as they had, for the most part, simply hung on farmhouse walls or over an inn’s bar as a memento of the Great Fight. In fact, the first days at M’dorah he and his soldiers had to show the new recruits how to grind and polish their old blades to bring them back to some measure of usefulness. One man had even arrived with a Wirgilder ax and shield, which put his weapons at over a hundred years old since the Wirgilders had not come raiding the Dale shores for at least that long. The broad, crescent-shaped ax head had been fine, but the handle had had to be replaced. Jano took on that job himself as he wanted to feel the weight and heft of the axe, never having held one before. It had felt powerful and he almost thought he could hear the blood singing to him from the ax blade. He wondered, idly, if it were singing a victory song or one of ignoble defeat.
But odder victories had happened in wars before this, and it would never do to let the troops know his secret fears.
He said, with more confidence than he felt, “I will send scouts ahead on horse back and, at the hump of the day, hunters will be dispatched to each side to find meat for our evening meal. There is a trained soldier to lead each twenty-person unit, but should there be any complaints of that leadership, bring them direct to me. We have much to do and far to go, but we fight together under Alta’s eye and cannot fail of our purpose.”
“How far do we march this first day?” called out one of the farmers. Jano tried to remember his name and could not.
“We will not go on till some few of you drop. Every one of you is needed in this fight. But still we must get to the edge of the fens in three days. And we must be there together for we have but one fenmaster to show us the way across.”
“What if there are stragglers?” asked a woman whose shoulders were as broad and powerful as any two men of the company.
A butcher’s wife, Jano thought. Or the butcher herself. He answered her seriously. “If you cannot keep up, turn back. Do not dare the fens on your own. The queen will be glad of your company.”
“Or find another fenmaster,” added Goff, with that same slow smile. This time there was a kind of challenge in it.
It took four days, not three, to reach the marshy tidal river that marked the edge of the swamp. Jano suspected he had over-reached when counting on three days. But he was not discontented with four.
There was an unsettling mist over the river’s grey water, obscuring all. The men and women of the company spread out along the shore, trying to peer through to the other side. They whispered to one other, as occasionally a dark smudge of land seemed to appear and then disappear before them.
Goff startled them all by pulling a reed pipe from his leather pocket and blowing three shrill, ululating cries. The sound seemed to stop at the river’s edge, swallowed up by the dense fog.
“How long will this mist last?” Jano asked Goff.
“Oh—always and e’er.” The fenmaster smiled again. “’Tis Alta’s own cloak. It be our best defense.”
“When can we go across?”
“Whenever thou wishes.” Goff cocked his head. “We of the fens be nowt fuddled by the grey shroud. It be our blanket from the cradle. Hear the boats?”
Jano listened. He could hear nothing but an odd creaking as if the trees along the shoreline were stretching.
A hush had fallen over the company at Goff’s first notes but as the creaking sounds grew louder, first the men, then the women clustered together with an uneasiness born part of fear and part of wonder. Only Jano and Goff remained separate from them, Goff because he knew what to expect, and Jano because he was always ready to expect the worst.
And then a dozen dark shapes plowed through the mist to hump onto the shore where they were revealed as coracles, skin boats. Their masters leaped out and pulled the little boats the rest of the way onto land.
“Who be calling?” a woman of the fen folk asked. She was small but well-muscled, her dark skirt kirtled above her knees and a band of bright material binding her hair. At first glance she was young, at second old. “Who be blowing the signal pipe?”
“Auntie, I be,” Goff said, stepping forward.
“So thee be coming home, a bad son, a worse nephew, and expect a welcome for it.” For a moment her face was like a cloud and Jano feared they would be turned away. Then the woman laughed and opened her arms to him. “Thee mun nowt be expecting thy mum to be treating thee so.”
Goff gave her a hug that lifted her off her feet.
“And who be this great company?” the woman asked.
“Soldiers for the queen, auntie,” Goff replied.
“We be caring nowt for queens nor kings, Goffie,” she said. “We be fen folk. We commerce the causeways. We be nowt bending our knee to woman nor man.”
“Nay, auntie, if we be nowt for the queen, then the men across the sea will be the worse.”
Jano got off his horse and came over to them. “The men across the sea are here already, mistress. If they stay, they will drain these swamps and build their fortresses on the river shore. They will commerce without you.”
“They do nowt be knowing the fens. The glassy water will eat them. The river will have its way.” The fen woman folded her arms across her chest.
“Auntie, listen,” Goff said, his face dark and serious. “I be seeing them at the Great Harbor where I be working the boats. They be taking and they be nowt giving back.”
“Alta be protecting her own.”
“Aye—as we be protecting the river.”
“Aye.”
“So will you be taking this company over the causeway.”
Jano intruded once again. “We will pay, mistress.”
“Ah—that be different.” She held out her hand.
“We will pay when the devils are back on their own shores.”
The fen mistress withdrew her hand. “Now or nowt.”
Goff shrugged and turned to Jano. “It is the fen way.”
Jano nodded. He was not surprised. “Hold, mistress. I will see what can be found.” He returned to his horse and reached into the saddle pack, pulling out a velvet bag. For a moment he held it against his heart. Then he walked back, handing it to the woman and saying loud enough that all could hear: “My father was named Sandor, one of the five who rode with the Anna into the Grenna’s grove. Some said he was a tale spinner and no such thing ever happened. But he would not retract his life. So he was most of his life without friends, but for me. He had brought back nothing to prove his tale but a single gold coin from the Grove which he never spent. All his life he worked hard as a ferryman though he had a fortune in his pocket. When he died, he left the coin to me. What better way for a ferryman’s son to use that coin than this? Mistress, carry us over the fens.”
She took the bag, emptied the coin into her hand, held it up to the grey light, then bit it. “Five in a boat, then, till ye be over.” She put the coin back in the bag, and tucked the bag into her belt. “We swim the horses behind.”
It was, Jano thought, like a dream of floating. Like the dreams he had of home, the little cottage by the side of the ferry slip. The bad dreams. Where house and ferry were devoured slowly by some sort of inexorable grey tide.
What he had not told them was that his father had died of drowning, falling drunk off the ferry on one homeward trip. Jano had long blamed himself for his father’s death, though he understood now that he had been much too young to pull the sodden man back into the boat, had in fact been asleep on a pallet aboard the ferry when it had happened. He had not awakened until his father’s final desperate cry for help. If anyone was to blame, surely it was his mother who had deserted them when Jano was a baby. Or the blame lay on the shoulders of those who did not believe Sandor’s stories of the wars. Or perhaps the blame lay on the man himself. He did not have to drink. He did not have to die. Still—what did it matter now?
The fog was, if anything, thicker than before and Jano could scarcely see the boat he sat in, even though it was crowded with five people plus the boatman. He could not see the three horses swimming along behind, guided by reins which were looped through an iron ring fastened to the boat’s side. However, he could hear the creaking of the leather, the slight splash of oars, a muffled cough. There was a sensation of movement if he closed his eyes.
How long? he wondered briefly. How long till we get there? Then he simply closed his eyes and gave himself up, like an ardent lover, to sleep.
When the boat ground onto another shore and the horses, now happily on dry land, started snorting their pleasure, Jano woke with a start, his hand automatically reaching for the hilt of his sword.
“We be putting you at this place,” said the fenmistress. “We be going back for the others.”
“How many this time?” Jano asked, though he had already counted and knew.
“We be getting the rest,” Goff answered.
“You be setting a camp for the night,” added the fenmistress. “Fire and all. There be nowt here to sight it.”
He believed her. Even a great blaze would not be seen where they were. Wherever they were. On an island or on a hidden shore.
THE BALLAD:
FEN LOVE SONG
(Chorus) Speed the boat, pull the oar


Off to the isles;




Speed the boat to the shore




Over the miles.




Speed the boat, pull the oar




Off to the isles,




Speed the bonnie boat o’er.




Little skin boat, so tough and so tight,


Speed the boat o’er, speed the boat o’er,




Carry my lover this festival night,


Speed the bonnie boat o’er.




Little skin boat, so rough and so new,


Speed the boat o’er, speed the boat o’er,




Tell him I love him and that I be true.


Speed the bonnie boat o’er.




Little skin boat, so taut and so trim,


Speed the boat o’er, speed the boat o’er,




Take this my token, be bringing it him,


Speed the bonnie boat o’er.




If he refuses, I’ll jump in my boat,


Speed the boat o’er, speed the boat o’er,




Over the fenway to sink or to float,


Speed the bonnie boat o’er.




(Chorus)
THE STORY:
It had been ten days and still Prince Corrine was not buried. He lay on Jemson’s bed and though the hearth fire was no longer being lit—for none of the servers dared do more than leave a tray of food outside the door for the king—the room was hot enough by spring’s standard. The windows stood open day and night and still the room stayed warm.
The smell was awful and daily Corrine’s body grew bloated, and his skin began to streak red, yellow, and black. But Jemson seemed oblivious to any changes. During the day he sat by the bed conversing with his brother as if Corrie could hear. Mostly Jemson told him about what life had been like on the Continent, how the first days had been difficult, so far from home, but that soon gave way to a pleasurable stay when he had found that Garun ways were more palatable to him than those of the Dales.
“I thought to stay there forever,” he said companionably to the corpse. “Yet here I am. Once again at home. And king. As I should have been all along. And since you have remained here beside me, you must agree.”
If he noticed that Corrie did not answer, Jemson did not remark on it, but went on instead to tell of his prowess at Garunian games. The boar hunt and his first kill, a bloody romp that took two days. Bear-baiting and how he won enough money on one bet to buy himself an Andanavian horse, a white stallion who could do the “airs” without a misstep. Pigeon-fletching where feathers for arrows were taken from a still live bird and the winner of the contest was the one whose pigeon lived longest and yet lost the most feathers. He boasted about his vast skill at cards. “I am good at skittle and fair at le mont, but I am best in the court at three-card royale.” Corrie had no response to any of this, though a faint buzzing of flies arose from his body which Jemson ignored.
The king ate but little of what was left outside the door—a few spring berries, a plate of mushrooms broiled in butter, slices of goat cheese. He hardly ate but he drank great quantities of wine, whole bottles of the heavy, sweet red from Berick. At night he slept by the side of his dead brother, so sodden he might as well have been dead himself.
The Garuns had buried Sir Malfas days before, and having no one else to direct their lives—two of their captains having been slain in the fighting on the dungeon stairs and the rest either drunk on the Garunian wines, or incompetent—they slowly began to desert the castle, by ones and twos and threes.
A few sought to buy their way aboard ships to sail home. They were filleted by the very sailors they offered money to. The canny Dale fisherfolk, while not used to fighting pitched battles, were quite adept at seizing what chances they were given. They rowed the dead and dying Garuns out in their boats well past the Skellies and dropped them over, weighted down with old anchors or chains.
Others of the Garuns, however, took to the countryside and, in troops of seven or ten or fifteen, began careers of rapine and pillage that the nearby farmhouses and small country towns could not stand against. These were well-organized groups of soldiers and they made lightning-fast raids, escaping with what prizes they could find—a girl, cellars full of cheese and wine, even gold rings, some cut from the fingers of fainting women. As one of them said “We have made more each night than in all the days of soldiering here together.”
Only a small ship’s company worth—some seventy-three men—stayed loyal to the Dales king, if loyalty to a madman could be prized. They sent off messages using Jemson’s carrier pigeons with little hope that King Kras would send ships for them. He was not a monarch who took defeat well and had never been one to support losers or deserters. Spread thin around the castle, the remaining Garuns guarded Jemson’s shrunken domain with a fierce kind of pride well mixed with anger and despair. They held the servers hostage to that pride and only one—a wine steward who knew about the window in the cellar—escaped to alert the rest of Berick town about what was going on inside. The townsfolk already had some notion of it, from the farmers and foresters who had fled to the city in the hope that the king might call back his troops. They had some notion of the deserters, but not of how few remained to guard the castle. So they did not try to besiege it. Instead they sent delegations to try and talk to the usurper king, the “king from across the water.”
But the king would not see the Dales folk.
He would not see anyone.
He spoke to no one but the dead man.
And after a while, the dead man spoke back.
Scillia had led her own company, some two hundred strong, away from M’dorah the hour after Jano’s troops had gone. Sarana rode by her side. Scillia never glanced back at the plain and the rocks that reached jagged fingers toward the sky but kept her face grimly set on the path before them.
“Once I thought I might find my mother there, in M’dorah,” she said suddenly to Sarana.
“She is gone over the ridge and into the realm of story,” Sarana replied.
Scillia did not explain that it had been a different mother and a different story she had been seeking. She liked Sarana well enough, trusted her more than anyone else in their small army. But there were some things a queen could not share.
And, Scillia thought, now I am forced to be a queen indeed.
That thought bothered her greatly, that what she once longed for was now a burden. But there was no one she dared tell this to. Except in her conversations with herself late into the night.
They had made a good start on their march home that first day, camping in a small meadow that lay deep in the woods.
Exhausted, the troops lay on their pallets, most already deeply asleep. But Scillia could not sleep at all. Instead she went from campfire to campfire, speaking softly with the few men and women who were still awake. They thought she did it for them, to give them heart. She knew she did it because she did not want to dream.
Her wanderings that night took her to the far edge of the encampment which was lit only by half a moon, and then a foot more into the woods. The dark folded around her. An owl cried out from within the deeper forest, a sound much like a child crying. Scillia shuddered and pulled her cloak strings together, tying them with a quick one-handed movement that was both awkward and efficient.
A bit of movement beyond the shadows, in the deepest dark, put her on alert. There were pinpricks of light moving toward her, but they moved without any sound. Not a snap of twig or a rustle of leaves or a scuffling of ground. It was as if the forest itself had stopped breathing.
She turned to shout a warning to the others, and suddenly found herself surrounded by a circle of some thirty mannikins each half the size of a man, dressed all in green, with a skin that had a translucent green glaze over fine bones.
The shout died in her throat.
“Grenna!” she breathed. She had thought them but a story. Her mother’s story about them, she had never credited. She had thought the tale only some sort of parable she had never quite understood. “Green Folk.”
One of the mannikins moved forward, breaking the circle. He came close enough to her that she could have reached out and touched his head but she did not dare such familiarity even though she was queen. He raised his hand in greeting, speaking in a strange, lilting tongue.
“Av, Scillia, fila e soror. Av Scillia, regens circulor.”
Scillia thought she understood him, for it was like—and not like—the Old Tongue that her mother had insisted they be taught as children. The Grenna was hailing her as a daughter, a sister, and queen of the circle. She managed to hail him back, though it had been years since her last lessons. “Av, magister circular.”
The little man nodded. “Your mother taught you well,” he said speaking plainly, his voice only slightly accented.
Scillia nodded back. “I did not always listen.”
“That is the way of the Tall Folk,” he said. “But a few learn.”
“My mother is well?” Scillia’s voice broke in the middle of the question.
“She is quonda e futura.”
“Well, quonda—now—is when she is needed.”
“She is not needed here. You are the One. She sends this message: Every path has a turning. Every turning is a path.”
Scillia houghed through her nose like an impatient horse. “I hate that kind of talk!” She took a step closer to the little man. “Tell her that …”
But whatever Scillia was going to say, there was no one left to say it to. For the moment she took the step toward him, the little man and the entire circle of Grenna were gone as if they had never been. Scillia spun around in place once, then again. But she was quite alone.
When she turned to go back to the camp that, too, was gone. Or at least the troops were gone. Her horse grazed alone. The fires that had been burning steadily at her back moments before were now ashes.
Cold ashes.
The conversation with the Grenna that had been but a few sentences long had taken days. Or weeks. She could not tell which. There was no one to ask. She sank to the ground and, for the first time in years, she wept like a child, those deep, horrible, shuddering cries that went on and on and on until the dawn.
Sarana lay on her blanket alone. She felt every inch a solitary. If she could have wept she would have. She had given up weeping when she was a little girl, knowing that it changed nothing. When Scillia had disappeared, they had spent precious days searching the woods for her. But the scumble of footprints—the circle of tiny naked feet—was exactly the same as Sarana had seen on the ridge when Queen Jenna had gone. At the end of two days, she had called a halt to the search, though she left Scillia’s horse—just in case.
“We must go on or all indeed will be lost,” she said. “Jano and the others cannot move without our protection.”
“But who will be our king? Who will rule the Dales?” asked one of the farmers, a man named Flag, whose mouth often flapped like a banner in the wind.
“Scillia will return,” Sarana told him.
“You do not know that,” Flag replied.
“You do not know otherwise,” she said.
She thought it a strong rejoinder. But that day and the next, several of the farmers and villagers slipped away in the night, back to their holdings, melting away into the forest as efficiently and mysteriously as Scillia had.
Do not think, Sarana promised them in her mind, that I will forget your desertion. She had learned all their names with the queen. But she put the deserters out of mind as she pushed the others to move more quickly the next day, through the forest and then out of it onto the narrow western road on their way toward Berick.
They moved too fast for care, without scouts to give them a measure of safety, for speed was uppermost in all their minds. Therefore they were totally unprepared for the slaughter at the West Road’s turning.
Five bands of the renegade Garun soldiers, a tight-knit force of sixty-three men, had been shadowing them for a day without their knowing it. The Garuns had waited above a narrow cut through two cliffs and when the main body of Sarana’s marchers were caught below them, the Garuns fired off arrows and rained down boulders on the trapped Dales folk, then scrambled down the cliffside to finish them.
Only Sarana and ten men at the front on horseback, and a half a dozen at the rear, also mounted, escaped injury. The rest were slaughtered where they lay. Sarana, stone-faced and shaking, watched from afar, held back from adding her own body and those of the few survivors to the defeat by dint of her army training.
“We are still enough,” she told the men, “to create a diversion for Jano’s sailors. There is nothing we can do here but die. We must ride. Ride for Berick. Ride for the good of the Dales. But never forget what you saw here today.”
And they rode as if the Garuns were chasing them. But the Garuns, looking for more easy prey, went north instead.
“My brother and I,” King Jemson announced to a startled server on the morning of the fifteenth day, “want to invite the lords of the Dales and their good ladies to a dinner this night. Full dress is required. See to it.”
The server, a girl of fifteen with a pronounced limp, nodded, unable to speak.
“Send me my dresser. And a cook for I wish to plan the menu. This will be a great feast. I will show the Dales how the Garuns give a party.”
Shaking, the girl took away the breakfast tray which had scarcely been touched and went as fast as she could below stairs to the kitchen where she dropped the tray on the floor and proceeded to have a shrieking fit until the undercook was able to calm her with a draught of berry wine.
“He wants … a feast!” she cried.
“Who does?” asked the cook.
“Him. And his dead brother that was the good prince.”
“Nonsense, girl,” said the cook who was as sensible a man as a cook could be. “The dead do not eat.”
“Nor less the living,” pointed out the undercook and nodded at the scattered breakfast things on the floor.
“Nonetheless, they want it. A big feast, too. With lords and ladies.”
“Have we any?” asked the steward’s lad who doubled as sauce cook when needed.
“We have the council,” said the undercook.
“We had the council,” put in the scullery maid. “That bloody king has killed them all.”
“What will we do then?” asked the server.
“You will round up whoever is not actually serving and find them clothes from the queen’s summer things. And the good king’s store. Bless them in Alta’s memory. And I will go up to the mad Jem and work out a menu. Else he’ll kill the rest of us. And have our corpses at a fancy-dress ball no doubt.” And saying that, the cook dusted his hands of the bread flour and went up the stairs. He kept his apron on, thinking even a mad king would know him for a cook and not ask more of him than the menu, though he left his white chef’s hat behind.
Jemson was actually waiting for him at the door. “I want seven courses,” he began without any other sort of greeting.
The cook was happy enough to hold the conversation outside the room. Even in the hall he could smell the corpse. It was worse, much worse, than hanged grouse. He nodded at the appropriate pauses in the king’s dinner orders, though all the while he was wondering if there were some way he might poison the man without harming others at the party or getting executed himself. But he is the Anna’s son, he thought suddenly. The cook had been in the army that had liberated Berick Castle, had been cook at the castle from before Jemson was born. Such a small baby. Such big lungs. And with that, all thoughts of regicide fled the cook’s mind.
“At dark, when the candles are lit, we will come down the stairs, brother light and brother dark,” Jemson said and then giggled. “Won’t Skada be jealous, silly shadow bitch. And see you that the dinner is served promptly. And with the appropriate wines.”
“You can trust me,” the cook said.
“You can trust me what?” There was an awful look on Jemson’s face.
The cook was momentarily confused.
“You can trust me, Majesty!” Jemson said. “Do not forget.” He put his finger to the side of his nose and smiled. “Wouldn’t want to whip you for forgetting.” He shook his head. “I was whipped for that, you know. But only once. I am a quick learner. King Kras himself said so.”
The cook nodded and took his leave, feeling lucky to have escaped. But as he went down the stairs—two at a time despite a bad back—a voice came floating down after him. “Send me my dresser!”
“You can count on me, Majesty,” the cook called back, feeling both foolish and treasonous at the same time.
Scillia found the first burned-out farm house before she had gone very far. The second was a field away. From the state of the ashes, she knew the homes had not been on fire long ago. That there were two of them was very suspicious.
When she came upon the third along the same road, she began to suspect the worst. “The Garuns have been here,” she said aloud to her horse, not expecting any reply. But she was feeling incredibly alone and even hearing her own voice was better than the silence.
“If the Garuns are no longer corked up in Berick Castle, then they have deserted and taken to raiding, or else they have been resupplied from the Continent. Either way, our situation is worsened.” She did not dare think about Sarana and Jano and their troops or try and guess how long they had been gone. “One problem at a time,” she whispered.
The horse shook its head. Not at her voice, as she first suspected, but at a shadow that suddenly crossed the road. Scillia saw it from the corner of her eye, began to draw her sword, then stopped when she realized it was a girl, not more than ten, with coppery hair as short as a boy’s and a smudged nose. She was dressed in a brown shift, or else the material was muddy. It was difficult to tell.
Scillia reined in the horse, but did not dismount.
“Madame,” the girl said, “can you help us? You have a sword and we have none. My pa has been killed. My ma has only me, and she so tore up by the Garuns.…”
Scillia dismounted then and held out her hand to the girl. “Take me to your mother,” she said.
The girl took the hand, and lead her into the trees. There, some fifty yards from the road, was a rough lean-to and under it lay a woman. Tore up was a bit of an understatement. Scillia gasped when she saw how cruelly the woman’s face had been slashed, the untreated wounds still gaping, the new flesh trying unsuccessfully to patchwork across the damaged cheeks, the red line on her neck from a garrotting, the broken nose. What was not slashed was bruised. Scillia did not doubt the woman was hurt the same way all over her body. It was a wonder she was still alive. She had no clothing on but a blanket that was loosely draped over her.
“How did you escape the same fate?” Scillia asked the child.
“I was in the fields,” the girl said. “I lay down in the rows, between the new timothy. They did not see me.”
“We said …” the woman croaked, “we were alone and they believed us. Bless Alta who saved my girl.”
“But who did not save you,” Scillia said, trying to pull away the blanket to see the wounds. The blanket was stuck to the bloody flesh and the woman screamed softly at each attempt. “I wonder why.”
“I will ask her when I see her,” the woman said. “Which will be very soon. Take my girl. My Sarai. Pledge me that.” She held her hand up to Scillia and when Scillia reached over to take the hand in hers, the woman gasped. “One arm. You have but one arm. Be you the queen’s child?”
Scillia nodded. “Now I am the queen,” she said.
The woman closed her eyes, clearly understanding. When she opened them again she spoke to her daughter, “Go with the new queen. Do not mourn. It is the turning. That is all.”
“The turning?” Scillia asked. But with a deep sigh, the woman was dead.
Sarai knelt by her mother’s side and covered her face with the blanket. Then she stood. “I be yours,” she said to Scillia, and bowed her head.
“Then our first task together,” said Scillia, “is to bury your mother.” She patted the child on the head. “I did not get to bury mine.”
When the woman was buried, and Sarai’s father as well—though that was pretty ghastly, for the foxes and buzzards had been at his bones—Scillia helped her on to the horse and then mounted behind.
“Where do we go?” asked Sarai. “Do we go to your castle?
“Not for a while yet,” Scillia answered. “First we must get us an army.”
“An army?” the child asked.
“To get my kingdom back,” Scillia told her.
“How do we do that?”
“Farmhouse by farmhouse, lane by lane,” Scillia said. She spoke with more enthusiasm than she had, but she did not want to tell Sarai how small their chances were. After all, a child who had already lost so much did not need the promise of more loss to come.
Scillia and the girl rode for three days, past more smouldering farmhouses, seeking out those who were still alive. She learned then that she was not weeks or months late, but had lost only two days to the Grenna.
“Thank you, Alta,” she whispered when she first heard that news. Still, even two days put her at a great disadvantage. She had no way to catch up with either Jano or Sarana, or to know how they might fare. She could only do what she had told Sarai she would do: collect an army.
With an army she could march on Berick Castle herself.
So by ones and by twos she and the child collected promises at farm houses. In the villages—often no more than a house or inn left standing—they collected more. Scillia did not care who she asked: men, women, children. The aged. The infirm.
“Come with me to Berick,” she said. “Help me take back our land. It was done once by my mother and father, by your mothers and fathers, by your sisters and brothers. Now we must do it again.”
She never raised her voice when she spoke; she was all the more compelling for it. What the Garuns had begun with their savagery, Scillia completed with her quiet compassion and strength.
Men and women and children. The aged. The infirm. They all pledged her their support. And she gave them the same message: They were to meet at several crossroads on a particular day hence. At the Turnings, Scillia called them. The older folk approved the name, though Sarai did not.
The child ran a grubby hand through her coppery hair. “That is not what my ma meant by a turning,” she said.
“If it gathers an army, I will call it a tumbling. Or a tossing. Or a tussling.” And when Sarai laughed at that, the high trilling sent the first bit of pleasure into Scillia’s heart since she had left the castle to take her dying father into the woods.
On the appointed day, a group of some thirty women stood at one turning, waiting. The moon hung by a thread of cloud overhead and the women spoke in uneasy whispers. Their distress showed in the shadows beneath their eyes, in the angular hunch of their shoulders.
“Where is she?” a middle-aged woman asked, the moon writing runes across her forehead in deep groves. “How can she be late in coming? The night is cold, and passion turns cold, too, with each hour. And what of the Garuns? We would make easy pickings standing out here in the night.”
“Hush, Manya,” the woman by her side cautioned. They could have been twins, though one was dark-haired with streaks of grey, the other light. “She will come. She promised. And isn’t it said, Better late in the pan than never in the pot?”
Two younger women, hardly more than girls, stood arm in arm, gazing up at the moon, one of them with braids as light as that wintry moon, the other with plaits blue-black as the sky. The cloud had become a fringe over the upper half of the moon, so that it looked like a broken coin.
“Look!” the light-haired girl cried, pointing. Her sister pointed as well.
“If the clouds completely …” Manya’s warning began. She did not have to say more. They all knew that once the moon disappeared, the dark sisters would go as well, back to their shadow world and their part of the mission for at least this night would be that much more difficult.
“Where is she?” Now it was Manya’s twin who gave the complaint.
“Hush, Sonya,” Manya cautioned, and they both gave a single laugh at the reversal, a mirthless laugh, more like a sigh.
“I do not understand,” another woman said. “Why does she dally with the men of Suldan Village? Men are the enemy.”
A mutter of agreement ran around the ragged circle.
“Not all.” It was the girl with the light-colored braids. “Not all men.” She spoke with feeling, but without proof. She was that kind of girl.
“All,” said Manya. “Even the ones we like.”
“Liked,” corrected Sonya. They lived in a small village made up mostly of women who were the remnants of one of the Hames that had been broken up after the Gender Wars. A group of thirty Garun renegades had fired their houses but a week before, driving the women before them like cattle. Only a few had escaped in the night. The village men had not come to their rescue, instead turning over their coins to the Garuns, begging for their lives. It had not worked. They had not been spared.
The two girls, too, had been in the drive. But with their young legs they had sprinted to safety early on and had not seen how brutally the Garuns had used their mothers. They remembered the village men with a good deal more affection and were still mourning their deaths. They walked away from the circle and towards the woods, as if that were their answer.
The moon’s fringe, like a curtain, had lowered even more, and the whisperings from the circle of women grew even more frantic. Then suddenly a drumming of hoof beats signaled them. The girls turned back and called to the circle: “She is here? She is come?”
The moon disappeared into the cloud completely and a single horse, black as the solid center of an eye, emerged from the woods as if the forest had spit it out. There were two riders, one large, one small and when the horse got closer, the women could see that one rider was a grown-up, the other a thin little girl with red hair.
The horse was covered with sweat from the run, but when the grown rider got down she was not sweating at all. In fact she was shivering violently for she was wearing only a thin shirt, the one empty sleeve tied up with a bedraggled ribband to her shoulder, a pair of leather trousers, and high soft leather boots run down at the heels. The child was swaddled in what was surely the woman’s cloak.
Manya shrugged out of her own cloak and offered it. “Here, my queen,” she said.
“Scillia. Until I am on my throne again, that is my name.”
“I cannot call you that, my …” Manya said.
“You will call me that,” Scillia ordered. Her voice was tired but full of authority. It was a new voice for her and she used it sparingly. The voice told them what she would not—that she was the queen. Still, she tired of the same argument whenever she met with her recruits. The men were willing soon enough to call her by name. But the women … I am getting perilously tired of women, she decided.
“Still, my … Scillia,” Manya stumbled a moment over the name so plainly spoken, “take my cloak. You have none.”
“The child needed it more than I,” Scillia said, but she accepted the proffered cloak. She thought she knew the difference between courage and foolhardiness. A cloak against the cold was not the difference between a hero and knave. “Tell me your name, now that I have what is yours.”
“Manya,” the woman said. “Of Craigton Village, and before that Nill’s Hame.”
“That is a name I have heard from my mother,” Scillia said, nodding, though what her mother had said of it, or when, she had no clue. Still it was best not to admit that now. “Manya,” she said again, thus committing the name to memory.
“What news then of our army?” the girl with the braids cried out, grabbing hold of Scillia’s reins.
Scillia turned toward her. “News? There is much to tell, but first give me your name.”
The girl was suddenly shy. “Seven, madame.” She stuttered on the name and handed the reins back to Scillia.
Scillia smiled to put her at her ease. “Was that because you were the seventh in your family?”
Seven giggled at that. “No. Seven because it took them seven years to get me. And then when they got me, and I was only a girl, my father said: ‘A girl is less than no child at all.’ My mother was so hurt by this, she took me in her arms, still bleeding birth blood, and walked to the old Selden Hame where she left me.”
“And did not stay herself?” Scillia asked gently.
Seven shook her head. “Na, na. Stayed only long enough to be cleaned up by the sisters and to give me a name. Then she walked back to her man. But it is better so. We say in Selden, Many mothers are best. Besides, without them I would not have my dark sister. None my age know how ’tis done. But I do. I was the last at Selden, though.” She smiled shyly up at Scillia.
“Well, then you are beyond me, for I have no shadow but the one that follows me on the ground. Though my mother’s dark sister, Skada—blessed be—helped raise me up. And once I visited your Hame, though you would have been a little child.”
“I do not remember you,” Seven said.
“Nor I you,” Scillia said. “But I have you now.”
A moment later the cloud moved away from the moon and Seven’s sister appeared by her side. Scillia smiled.
“And you ate?”
“Tween, Your Majesty,” the girl said.
“Scillia,” Seven said, poking her in the side, getting poked in return.
“And I am Sonya,” said Manya’s sister. “Do you wish to name us one by one, or should we be about our business? There is more than chattery to be done this night.”
“It never hurts to be named,” Scillia said gently, pulling Manya’s cloak tighter around her. “If we are to die, best not to go unnamed into the dark.”
“We will not die. We will win this fight,” Manya said. The other woman echoed her, all but Seven and Tween who were silent and the girl Sarai who was still napping atop the horse.
“We all die sometime, my good Manya. Only Alta is forever.” Scillia’s voice was low, but nonetheless full of steel. “And some of us will die in this fight. It is best that we understand that from the start. If you cannot go into it content with that knowledge, best not to go into it at all.” She dropped the reins and, whipping off the cloak, handed it back. Her horse, as if made of stone, did not move. Nor did the child on its back.
THE HISTORY:
Editor, History and Nature:
Sirs:
Female infanticide, so common before the reign of King Carum, has been long held to have disappeared completely with his ascendancy. But new evidence disagrees with these old assumptions. According to old population records discovered recently by Sir Elric Hanger and his wife, Lady Nan, in the ruins of the Northern Palace Grounds at Berike, a lingering misogyny in rural villages still led to an underground trade in girl babies. (See “Farm Babies and Baby Farming in the Midlands” by S. Cowan. Demographics Annual, Pasden University Press, #79.)
So convincing are these records that they make clear the patterns of abandonment changed only in subtle ways, slowly being incorporated into the so-called fostering laws, those laws that concerned the rearing of children away from their natural homes. (See “Forgotten Fosters” by A. S. Carpenter-Ross, Psychological Abstracts, Conference on Daleian Research, 1978.)
Of course a foundling must needs first be lost! This simple fact has been overlooked for years in the studies done on the many fostering relationships, such as apprenticeships, oblation, parental death by suicide, or even godparenting. And while there have been many scholarly studies done on fostering in the higher levels of society—for example, King Carum’s own son was sent abroad to live as a royal hostage/fosterling at the palace of the Garunian king till he was sixteen and married to his foster-sister who was known as Mad Jinger—foundlings at the low end of society’s scale have been lost a second time by the historians. With my father’s notes and my own research I hope to write an important essay on this subject.
What is the difference between fostering and abandonment?
Ask the child.
THE STORY:
Scillia turned to the girls. “I was a foundling myself.”
“I did not know, Majesty,” Seven said.
“Scillia.”
“I did not know, Scillia,” the girl repeated.
“Queen Jenna was not your mother?” Tween asked.
“White Jenna was certainly my mother in truth, but she did not give birth to me,” Scillia told her. “She rescued me when my first foster mother, a warrior of M’dorah Hame, died. I had been left on a hillside by my birth mother and found by the M’dorans. The women of the South Dales may say All history begins between a woman’s legs, but I am no longer convinced.”
She smiled at them. “But we must now talk not of birth but of war. Manya has the right of it.”
“A man’s war,” added Manya.
Scillia stared over at her. “It is a woman’s war as surely,” she said. “It is my war. The one who thrust me off my throne was a man, yes. But not all men are cruel.”
“I have no proof of any other,” Manya said, and her dark sister echoed her, adding “And doesn’t it say in the texts that Man is wood, woman water?”
“Water weights wood. That is also written in the texts. In The Book of Light, as surely you must know,” Scillia said. She had grown up hearing her mother and Skada argue from texts. It did not impress her, but she could do it if she had to. “And if you want proof, I shall give it you. My brother Corrie is proof. A sweeter man you will not find. Honest, generous, funny, dear. He supports my claim against the Garun king.” She found she could not say Jemmie’s name, as if by naming him he had some kind of hold on her. “My father Carum, too, was always kind and generous and loving.” She thought a minute. “My friends on the council—old Jareth and Piet. I have never had less than good faith from them. And the man who commands half my army now—Jano, of the Southern Guard. No, I cannot say all men are this, all men are that. Men are neither all good nor bad.”
“And the man who raped me?” asked a young woman standing to one side. “I was neither handfasted nor married to him, but still he had me. And my own father called him ‘brother’ and told him to ride me the harder.”
“And the man who cut my own mother’s throat in front of me,” added Manya, “as if she were no more than a pig for the butchering. It was then I ran off to Nill’s Hame.”
Scillia shook her head. “We cannot waste time here countering man for man, tale for tale. We will never convince one another. History begins in the heart, I think. I cannot deny there is cruelty in the world. Certainly we have all born the Garunian yoke. But in this one thing you must trust me. There are good men here in the Dales and they will be fighting with us side by side. The throne will be won back only when we bind ourselves by friendship, not separate ourselves by history. Sisters, give me your hands on this.” She thrust her one hand forward.
Seven and Tween grabbed her first, then the others. Manya and Sonya were near the last. But finally they too were carried, if not by Scillia’s oratory, at least by the fact that they were afraid to stand alone.
“Sisters, if I had a second hand I would use it to hold you all fast. But I have only the one. Still I have a heart—and that you have entire.”
Manya and Sonya did not look completely convinced, but Scillia ignored them and kept on speaking. “You must all ride on to Greener’s Hollow. We gather there tomorrow eve. Collect what weapons you can. Surely even in the ashes of your homes there can be found a sword, a pike, a knife, a bow. A simple cudgel from a stout tree will serve. If the Garuns think this a man’s war, we will prove them mistaken. If women think they cannot fight, then in this they are wrong. But I must ride now. There are several more Turnings I have to visit, bringing them news of the meeting place and time. You are the seventh. I will get no sleep this night.”
She walked back to her horse, placed her foot in the stirrup, and pulled herself up one-handed. There was nothing awkward in the movement.
“We will come with you this night, Scillia!” Seven and Tween cried out together.
Scillia looked down at them, her arm around Sarai who still slept wrapped in her cloak. “I have promised one mother to take care of her child. I cannot watch after more.” Then kicking the horse into a sudden canter, which served to wake Sarai for a moment, horse and riders were quickly gone into the dark woods.
Above the clearing the moon was a full, bright promise. Seven cocked her head to one side. “She has no dark sister and only one hand. She needs us.”
“Do not fancy yourself, girl,” Manya said. “She has been one-handed from the first. And perhaps a queen needs time to be alone.”
“She is not alone,” Tween pointed out. “There is the child.…”
Seven nudged her to be quiet and Tween shut up. But the nudge was as much promise as warning. They walked away from the other women as if they no longer cared.
THE LEGEND:
About two hundred years ago, in Cannor’s Crossing, the wife of the town cobbler gave birth to twin girls who were joined at the hip and shoulder. The midwife took such a fright at the devilish sight, she left before the birthing was done, making her way across the ford in a shallow boat and leaving the poor mother to die in a pool of her own blood.
What was the cobbler to do, never having seen such a thing before? He took his leather-cutting knife and severed the girls, sewing up their wounds at hip and shoulder with heavy black boot thread. Only the misfortune was that the babes had just three arms between them, so one girl got two arms, the other just one.
The one-arm girl got married, and lived to a ripe old age, the other didn’t. No accounting for a man’s taste, I suppose. The two-armed girl stayed with her father and learned his trade. But when the old man died, she died, too, as if he—and not her sister—had been the twin and they joined together.
My grandmother told me this story, and as she was born herself in Cannor’s Crossing, I have no reason to disbelieve it.
THE STORY:
Sarana and her ten fellow soldiers rode through day and night toward Berick. The horror they had seen, the bodies left unburied, haunted them and they did not dare sleep. They also did not know that a few at the rear of the marchers had escaped back into the deep woods. Only one thing was on their minds—to get to Berick and do what they could for a diversion so that Jano and his sailors might block the harbor unseen.
When they got to the coast it was almost day, and but a quarter of that day’s journey by foot more to Berick. Sarana halted their headlong flight. The horses were near exhaustion, the riders likewise. She knew that they would have to rest before the last part of their exercise. Besides, they did not dare let themselves be seen so close to the city. There were certain to be patrols ahead of them, though they seemed to have outrun any Garuns at their back.
“We will travel no more through the day,” she said. “We will go the rest of the way tonight.”
“Why waste time?” asked Malwen, a short man with a notoriously short temper that had not been improved by his lack of sleep. “It is tomorrow’s morning when we should be making our noise.”
“The time will not be wasted. We have to build ourselves a withy ladder,” Sarana said.
“A ladder? A single ladder to scale a castle held by hundreds of Garuns?” He spit expertly to one side. “Pah! Woman, you may have had Jano and the young queen fooled, but I think you have broth for brains.”
“We are not going to scale the castle where we will be seen. We are going around the water’s edge. It will be a low tide at the night’s middle. There is the window into the wine cellar that I wiggled out of. What goes out can go in. With luck …”
“We have had no luck so far,” another man pointed out.
“With luck,” Sarana continued, “the window will still be open. Without luck, we shall have to bash the boards away which will likely give away any element of surprise. But if the Garuns are still using the place as a dungeon—and I cannot see why they should have changed their plans—we will be helped by the prisoners themselves.”
“Hah!” Malwen said. “And become prisoners ourselves. If we can squeeze through, that is.” He patted his stomach which was rather girthy.
“Those of us who can get through will. The rest will guard the ladders down below. But if we become prisoners, it will not be to the Garuns’ pleasure, for we will be well-armed prisoners,” Sarana reminded them. “And trained fighters. There were but a few such in the dungeon when I left. My guess is that, with luck, there will be more by now.”
“With luck, with luck, with luck,” Malwen said. Some of the others were nodding with him and it looked as if his sourness was going to carry the day.
“Have you a better plan?” Sarana asked pointedly.
He had not. He was a masterful complainer, but he never had any better ideas. Complaint was his one tune, though he played many variations on it. But because he was silenced by Sarana’s question, whatever support he might have had was quickly leached away.
“Then we will go with my plan for now. Back there, before the last turning, we passed a stand of alder and willow, by the river’s edge, close to where the river opens out into the sea. We’ll retreat there. It will make good cover for the day and we can work on the ladder. We’ve no nails so we will need to bind the rungs with leather. That will mean stripping reins, belts, whatever, then wetting it down and letting things dry tight in the sun.”
“And with luck,” Malwen added, his mouth still puckered with bile, “there will be sun.”
Someone slapped him, not at all jocularly, on the side of the head. It was the last thing anyone said until they were back in the copse of alder and willow, cutting what they needed for the making of the withy ladder. So Malwen’s sentiment did not change what they did but it set a sour mood.
The man designated as the king’s dresser, a middle-aged Berikian named Halles, had come to Jemson’s bedroom reluctantly. The smell in the hallway was still overpowering, worse than the run-offs in the streets after a great celebration when men and women alike thought nothing of spewing their entire night’s drink on the ground. Halles wanted to put a cloth to his nose, but the cook had forewarned him.
“Do not let the king think there is something wrong,” Cook had said. “Just humor him and get out as quick as ever you can.”
But it was not that easy. Jemson wanted not only to be fully dressed himself, but that his brother be dressed as well.
Halles had not always been at the court. As a young man he had fought alongside the old king—not Carum but his elder brother—had held the king’s head as he lay dying in the field. He had seen what a week or two did to an unburied corpse. There had been many such in the Gender Wars. And this body, he knew, had lain at least a fortnight on the king’s bed. Will there still be flesh? he wondered. Will there still be eyes? Will the maggot worms have burst through the clothing, through the skin? He shivered. He was not yet an old man and he had hoped to grow gracefully into his age without any more bad dreams.
“Your Highness, Gracious Majesty,” Halles said, “I can see that you will want to be dressed in the very height of fashion for this feast. But may I point out that your brother, the good Prince Corrine …” and here he nodded vaguely in the corpse’s direction, “is already beautifully attired. His caftans are his signature and he has always worn one to the royal parties.” It was only a slight exaggeration. The caftan that Corrine had on was of painted silk, brought over from the Continent, but he knew it was now filthy from the prince’s days in the dungeon, and the stones that were his death. It would also have been wet and dry and wet again from those effusions that come with dying. Halles understood the king was mad; he hoped that the king was mad enough. “You have no way of knowing this, of course, having been so long at the Garunian court.”
“Ah, I see,” Jemson said, as if he really understood. “Well I will not impose my will upon my brother. We are both princes together. He may wear what he has on if that is his pleasure. But come, good dresser, you must help me chose what I should wear. As you do, you must remember—I am as much Garun now as Dales. We are more fashionable on the far shores. Perhaps …” and here he giggled “… perhaps I will teach you rather more than you teach me.”
“I am always keen to learn, Your Majesty,” said Halles. Which was true. But what was truer was that he was relieved not to have to handle the corpse. “Show me what you will.”
Jano and his troops reached the coast in less time than they expected. The crossing of the fens had been accomplished in one long morning after their night on the isle. The horn of land that led around the coast to Berick had been empty of Garuns and they had managed to get to Josteen a full two days ahead of schedule. A few of the men were from the town and wanted to see their wives and mothers. But Jano would not let them go.
“When we are done with what we have come to do, you can stay in Josteen forever for all I care,” he said. “But we need everyone to stay here. And we need not put your loved ones in danger by letting them know what we plan.”
The last part of his argument settled them and they waited the two days in a small forested area east of the road till the night that had been settled upon. Then they waited some hours more, till half past the midnight low tide, when the waters were already high enough to sail out into the bay. At that point, Jano split his hundred into two groups.
“You into Josteen,” he said, putting a Josteen man in charge. “And we will go on the extra to Southport.” It was the sister town and only one cove away. “Set five men to the oars of five skiffs.”
“He means a sculler,” called out a Southport man.
“Skiff or sculler,” Jano said quickly.
“We ’uns call ’em skelleries,” said the Josteen man he had set in charge.
“Never you mind, captain,” the Southport man put in laughing. “The Josteen lads never did know how to talk. Bottom feeders every one!”
“We’ll show you what bottom …” called the Josteen men.
The Southporters turned, bent over at the waist, sticking their bums toward the Josteeners. “These bottoms!” someone shouted.
Jano growled at them. “Leave these town quarrels alone. We have work here. Save your fighting for the Garun soldiery.”
The Southport man straighted up, turned and laughed. “Just a bit of funning, captain. To get our blood up on a cold night. Trust us. We fisher folk will not let you down.”
Jano nodded, not certain of the townies but knowing they had no time to waste. “We must trust that Sarana’s crew will make the diversion we need so no one of the Garuns in the castle is aware of what we do. You know the plan.”
“Aye,” came a dozen voices.
“But I will repeat it now to be sure.”
A Southporters laughed and one said, “True—the Josteen lads need reminding.”
Jano ignored him. “Take the largest ships you can find and sail them to the Skellies. Once nestled between the stone hands, scuttle those ships. Stay with them till they go down to be sure. The skiffs and scullers and skelleries or whatever other bloody name you want to call them will be out there to pick you up from the sea.”
“And make it fast!” a Josteen man said. “That water is as cold as Lord Cres’ cock-a-doo.”
“And the fish won’t mind picking at our bones,” a Southporter added.
“I do not like that she rides alone, with only that child with her,” Seven whispered to her dark sister. “Queen or not, she could use a bodyguard, someone who knows the roads, the woods, the ways.”
“Then,” Tween said slowly, “we must go after her.”
Without a word to any of the older women, they mounted their grey gelding, kicking him into a trot. It was his fastest gait because he was too old for anything else, especially with two of them riding. Once into the cover of the trees, however, Tween disappeared and, lightened, the grey went faster.
Even in the dark it was easy enough to follow where the queen had gone. There was only one path through this part of the woods. But Seven could have found her trail off the path as well. She had learned well the art of tracking at Selden Hame under the guidance of the old singleton Marget.
“What we learn here is for hunting game,” Marget had often said. “It is not for war. Never for war.”
It was well then, Seven thought, that Tween and I left the Hame. She had loved the old woman and would not have wanted to disappoint her. But the training got there would serve for war as well as game, and she said a small prayer to Alta that the women at Selden remain safe during any fighting.
Seven had no idea how long she rode in the woods because the grey slowed to a ground-eating walk that swayed so continually, she fell asleep in the saddle and did not wake again until morning was already creeping though the lacings of leaves. Still, she trusted her horse. It had been trained at the same time she had been and, besides, they were still on the one track.
The path ahead was brilliant with sudden sunlight and opened onto a meadow dappled with early spring flowers, the place known as Greener’s Hollow. There was the queen’s own black and the queen herself—Scillia, Seven reminded herself—lying under the horse’s belly curled around the child.
Fallen or asleep? Not knowing which, Seven rode over and dismounted even as the grey was stopping. But before she could reach the black horse, the one-armed queen was awake and on her feet on the far side of the horse, her sword in hand, the child cowering behind her.
“Not dead then,” Seven said.
“Not even close,” came the reply and then a laugh. “I do not know who is more frightened, girl. You or me.”
“I am not frightened,” Seven said. “Now.” It was clear from her voice that this was no idle boast.
“Alta’s hairs! You should be,” Scillia said, sheathing the sword. “I might have spitted you, had it been night and not day with the sun shining on your innocent face.” She sheathed the sword and stroked her horse’s neck. “See how Shade’s flesh crawls with fright. My heart is racing still.”
“Mine, too,” said Sarai.
“Truly, I did not mean to fright you.”
Scillia came around the front of her horse. “Then, young Seven, why are you here before time? I said evening at Greener’s Hollow. We had hoped to sleep till all arrived.”
“To serve you,” Seven said.
“There will be plenty of time for that.”
“And Tween thought you should not be left alone.”
“Sarai is with me.”
Seven looked down at her feet. “Nevertheless,” she said, “we are here.”
“Indeed you are,” Scillia said, taking pity on the girl. “And in a way I am glad of it. You and Sarai can take the horses down to the stream over there.” She motioned with her head toward the north end of the meadow. “I will find us something to eat.”
“I have journeycake,” Seven said. “We could share it.”
“So have I. And I am mightily tired of it. Besides, we should save what we have for those times when nothing else can be found. We have many miles still to go to get to Berick, and the Garun forces will be difficult to overcome once we are there.” She was careful not to mention what they might meet along the way. “Journeycake will not shorten the road, no matter what the songs say.”
THE SONG:
JOURNEYCAKE HO!
Into the meadow and out of the woods,

Carrying nothing but bartering goods,

Running so fast, there is nothing to take

But a skin full of wine and a good journeycake.

Journeycake ho! Journeycake ho!

Make it and take it wherever you go.

Traveling swiftly or traveling slow,

It will keep you filled up in the morning.

This wasn’t a trip I was planning to make

As I fled through the door with some good journeycake.

But my horse was all saddled, so off I did ride

Thankful I still had my head and my hide.

Journeycake ho! Journeycake ho!

Make it and take it wherever you go.

Travel on water, on ice, or on snow,

It will keep you filled up till the morning.

The master was after me, likewise the noose,

I had to go quickly and lightly and loose.

So I grabbed what I could and I let the rest be;

I didn’t have much—but at least I had me.

Journeycake ho! Journeycake ho!

Make it and take it wherever you go.

And if you’ve no money, you’ll still have the dough

To keep you filled up in the morning.

THE STORY:
Seven took up the reins of her horse, Sarai led the big black, and together they walked across the meadow toward the stream. Scillia let out a deep relieved sigh. A sound answered her, and she listened for a moment before realizing it was just a song thrush. She forced herself to relax, but at the same time she listened a moment more. Just because the sun was out did not mean they were safe. Sarai’s mother’s face came back to her. That had all been done in the daylight.
She glanced around the meadow. It was awfully quiet, except for a lone squirrel busy at the near end of the field. Squirrels, she thought, could mean buried nuts. And nuts would be a wonderful change from journeycake. She went over and scraped about with her foot, but either the squirrel had already found his wintered-over nuts, or he was as hungry as she. All she found was an owl pellet, old and brittle, with a shrew’s skull inside. She made a face. Not much eating in shrews, even if she could catch one. They were not worth the effort. This wood, she told herself, is but a meager larder.
There were a few new ferns, but she did not want to start a fire to boil them. The less attention she brought to the Hollow before nightfall the better. But on a mossy path, she found three different kinds of mushrooms and that—at least—was promising. One kind had an inky top and she knew it was especially good eating. The others were chancy this time of year. Still there were enough of the blackcaps for Sarai and Seven to have a meal. And perhaps further along some for herself as well. She was bending over to collect them and heard a muffled yell and then the high scream of a girl.
Without stopping to think, she straightened up and was running across the field in a single fluid motion, unsheathing her sword as she ran. When she came to the crest of the hillside leading to the stream, she saw there were two men in leather face masks—Garuns—more intent on having their way with Seven than killing her.
Anger rather than fear steadied Scillia, and she gripped her sword hilt tightly.
The men did not notice her, for Seven’s screaming masked other sounds. And, since there was no sign of the black horse, it might mean the men didn’t know there was more than one girl at the stream. The one man atop Seven was holding both her hands over her head with one massive paw, loosening the leather string on his pants with the other.
Scillia knew which one to tackle first. The more dangerous one was on his feet still; the other would be too busy for the moment, and with his pants around his ankles would be effectively bound. She half ran, half slid down the grassy slope and came up silently behind the standing man. At the last minute she coughed and, when he turned at the sound, spitted him expertly. His face as he died was full of surprise as much—she was sure—that he had been killed by a woman as that he was dead.
When he fell, she braced her foot against his chest and pulled out her sword. She made a face at the sound. Suddenly she was a girl again and the sword slicing through the man’s chest felt like a knife through venison. She shook head, then turned, throwing herself atop the second man.
“Wait your turn, Brun—” he cried, thinking it his friend. He was dead before he could finish the name. Scillia pushed him off Seven who was still screaming.
Throwing her sword to one side, Scillia gathered Seven to her, saying, “There, hush, girl. They are both dead and can no longer hurt you.” But Seven continued to scream, pushing Scillia away, and it took a minute to understand.
“Three,” the girl was screaming. “Three. One finished and went after your horse.”
The sword was too far for her to reach and besides, it was already too late. Someone had caught her hair up from behind, jerking her backward.
“Carnes!” came a man’s voice, straining through the leather mask. It was the Garunian word for a female jackal.
Scillia let herself go slack against him, a trick her mother had shown her. She was ready to fling herself forward and catch him off guard, when the man cursed and dropped his hold on her hair, for a thrown rock had caught him in the back of the head. Scillia seized the opportunity and pitched forward.
Seven screamed again, a cry this time of fury not terror. She stood and picked up the sword, then flung it at the man’s head. It struck point first between the eyes of the mask. It did not sink in terribly deep; the mask’s leather was too stiff for that. But it was deep enough to kill him. He tumbled backward slowly, like a mountain falling, his head resting finally on Sarai’s feet. She had a second rock ready to fling. When she saw he did not move she dropped the rock and threw herself onto Scillia’s chest.
“I did not save my ma,” she sobbed “I could not let him take you, too.”
Scillia hugged Sarai, then looked up at Seven. “Alta’s hairs!” she said. “You could have killed me with that sword.”
“No chance of that,” Seven said. “He was much too big to miss.” Her words were brave, but the tremor in her voice and the tears running down her cheeks gave them the lie.
“Did you learn that at Selden Hame?” Scillia whispered, rocking the weeping child as she spoke.
“It’s the Game,” Seven said, finally.
“Game?”
“The Game of Wands.” She tried to smile and failed. “The mothers taught us. ‘Round the circle, round the ring,’” she began in a breathy voice.
“I know, child,” Scillia said, gathering her in as well. “I once called it a silly sport. How was I to know?” And she thought how her own mother had taught her only games of peace. Well, it will be the children who are my teachers now.
THE RHYMES:
Trot trot to Selden,


Trot o’er the lea,


They caught seven children,


But they never caught me.


—Ball-bouncing rhyme, South Dales



Ride a black horse,


Ride a grey mare,


Follow the lady


If only you dare.


—Toe-and-finger-count game, South Dales



The number of the beast


Is three times seven.


All good children


Go to Heaven.


—Counting out rhyme, North Dales



THE STORY:
Well before the lowest tide, Sarana led the men along the shore, leaving their horses in the willow copse. Three of them carried the withy ladder and they slipped through the dark, being silent a shadows.
This time luck was with them. They were not seen.
The wind off the ocean was cold and they were all shivering by the time they got to the rocks below the castle, but it did not slow them down. They set the ladder against the wall, sighting on the single dark window above them, then anchored the bottom of the ladder between two boulders, with a man on each side. The ladder was within a hand’s span of the window and Sarana let out a sigh of relief.
“I’ll go first,” she whispered. “I know what to expect. Or at least I knew better than anyone else. If I scream, scatter and find some other way to divert them from looking out toward the sea.”
“We should have gone the other side, then,” muttered Malwen and several of the men grunted their agreement.
“We no longer have the numbers for that sort of thing,” Sarana reminded them, though in truth she half believed him right. Without another word, she began to scramble up the ladder, pleased that the rungs held.
Near the top, she slowed and felt cautiously with her right hand over the sill, something biting deeply into her palm.
“Alta’s braid!” she cursed quietly. How could she have forgotten the broken glass? She inched up two more rungs, keeping her head and body to the side of the window, and carefully peered in.
The window was not boarded up but inside the wine cellar it was pitch black. Not a single torch lit the rooms. That is odd, she thought, remembering the flickering light of the prison. She listened carefully for a moment longer, than scrambled down the ladder.
“What is it?” someone asked. “Were you seen?”
“There is no one there,” she said.
“What do you mean?” Malwen asked sourly.
“Just that. The rooms are dark, empty. Can we make a torch before I go back?”
“I can,” someone whispered, and was gone back up the beach, returning shortly with a stick of driftwood wound round with dry grasses. “It won’t last long.”
“I just need it for a short while to see what is wrong up there.” She felt in her leather pocket for her flints. “Give it me. I’ll signal as soon as I know.”
“A scream will do,” Malwen said. He hadn’t meant it to relieve the tension but everyone laughed.
Sarana scrambled back up the ladder, with less caution this time, though made awkward by the driftwood torch. She balanced for a moment on the sill, and leaned the torch against the side of the window. Then she got out her flints, struck a spark, and lit the torch. She held it in front of her into the cavernous dark and the light flowed like water over the wall and floor. She could see nothing that might be a danger, so she jumped down, slipped on a wine bottle, and stifled a yell. But her head hit the floor hard and she not only saw the torch, but repeating stars as well.
When the stars finally cleared and there was only a nasty throbbing at the back of her head, she got up and carefully looked around in the torch’s flickering light. The rooms were empty of prisoners and the door out into the hall gaped wide open. Torches in the hall lit the passageway. She was not sure what that meant—whether it was a trap or simple abandonment—but she was about to go back to the window and call the others up when she heard footsteps coming down the stone stairs toward her. Quickly she guttered her torch and faded back into the second room, standing by the door where she could see but not be seen.
Two men with torches—Garun guards as far as she could tell—entered the wine cellar and after them came two other men, probably servers. One was saying something about the king and his feast. She could not hear it all. Silently she drew her sword and then reached as well to the knife on her belt.
She waited a long awful moment until the guards were nicely silhouetted in the doorway. Then she stepped full into the doorway of the second room which was still in the dark. Flinging her knife at the one guard’s head, she followed its path before either man realized there was only one of her. She cut the second guard crosswise from neck to underarm, then swung around and thrust the first guard through as well, though he was already falling, the knife through his left eye.
Immediately she stood up with her sword raised, but the servers were both on their knees before her.
“Is it the queen?” one asked, unable to raise his head to be sure.
“I serve the queen,” she said, horrified at how squeaky her voice sounded.
“Then we serve you,” said the other man. “The usurper is quite mad.”
She let them stand, but slowly, and had them pull the two dead Garuns out of the light. Then, still sighting them with her raised sword, she had them carry the torches to the open window.
Leaning out the window, she called down. “Come on up. Even Malwen, I think, will be able to make it through with our help.”
By the evening hundreds were gathered at Greener’s Hollow, mostly women, all armed. Scillia was one of the few on horseback. Her arm around young Sarai, she addressed her troops under a moon that had a blackened side.
“I have heard of the Garuns who daily rape and kill. I have seen their handiwork. They have turned our green woods and hillsides, our valleys and farmyards, into slaughteries. We have been their cattle too many days. Now they will become ours.”
She paused and let them cheer her because it would make them warm while the message she brought them could only bring them chill.
“We will fight hill by hill if we must, blade of grass by gold of grain. Green and gold then are our colors. Theirs will be the red of blood, the brown of the earth where they shall lie.” Again another cheer, and she waited.
“But know this—though I was born a warrior, I was not bred up to it. My mother and father wanted me to know only peace.”
“Alta bless them!” shouted someone from the crowd.
“My mother said she would wait in the Grenna’s Grove till the Dales should need her again. We need her now,” Scillia said. “But we have only me.”
Sarai twisted in the saddle and looked up at her. “We want you, Scillia!” she cried. Her little voice managed to be heard by those in the front who picked up the cry.
“We want you, Scillia! Scillia! Scillia!” The chant continued till it had gone out to those furthest from her.
With that cry still ringing, Scillia led them out of the Hollow and down the long road toward Berick Castle where the enemy waited.
The feast was laid out for a party of twenty. More “lords and ladies” than that Cook had not been able to find. He hoped, with Alta’s blessing, that the king would not be displeased.
Several maids and one of the assistant gardeners had been conscripted to wear the old queen’s clothes, though the fit was poor. And Scillia’s wardrobe was all one-sleeved and too obvious for them to dare. The king might be mad, but he was not stupid.
Every man from the kitchen, with the exception of the cook himself, was dressed in King Carum’s clothes. Cook was too fat to fit and, besides, someone had to make the meal. Three gardeners and the boy who had delivered flour from the mill were dressed for the feast as well.
They all waited silently in the great dining hall, the room that had not been used since well before King Carum’s illness. All the torches were ablaze and five of the seven-branched candelabra lit the table so that not a shadow was seen. The king had been explicit on that point.
“I want light,” he had said, not once but many times as he was being dressed.
Old Halles had been practically apoplectic on the matter.
There were silver platters on side tables piled high with rabbit and venison, cress salads, fresh mushrooms, and goblets ready for the wine. Cook looked uneasily out into the hall. He had sent the wine steward and his assistant down to the cellar long ago and they had not yet returned. The assistant had to be threatened in order to make him go down into the wine cellar. There was a story—no more than that, Cook was sure—that the cellar was haunted now. That the spirits of the dead prisoners—Jareth and Petra and old Piet and the rest—were waiting to be released and were smashing bottles in their frustration. The problem was, the servers could often hear the sound of those smashing bottles and the story had taken on a life of its own.
Rats, the cook thought. Or Garun soldiers getting drunk. That is all it is. Then he smiled. Perhaps they are the same thing.
He glanced once again out the hall and this time saw an odd parade coming toward the room. The king was in the front and right beside him came two Garun soldiers carrying the dead prince in a chair, four other guards behind them. The body was slumped over and when they turned into the brightly lit dining hall, Cook could see how grey the corpse’s skin was, how ruled with red and yellow and black lines. His face, Cook thought, looks more like a pudding than a person. It took him a minute to see that what was sitting in Corrine’s lap was a slipper with a part of his foot and leg. The poor corpse was starting to fall to pieces.
The soldiers carrying the chair were almost as grey-faced as the dead man. Only the king showed any kind of animation.
“Set my dear brother at the foot, two pretty ladies on either side,” he said. “And I shall be at the head, of course.”
Cook prayed to Alta that the two ladies chosen—one a scullery maid and the other a gardener—would not have hysterics any time soon. He signalled to the servers to begin bringing the food to the dining table.
The corpse’s chair was put in place and the two guards remained close by. The other four Garuns stood at attention on either side of the door to the hall.
And where, Cook wondered a bit crankily, is the wine?
At that very moment, the wine steward, his assistant, and three men Cook did not immediately recognize, entered carrying bottles. The three were dressed in shirt sleeves and leather pants, and one had a red smear of what might have been blood soaking his sleeve. Cook certainly had his suspicions. But the entire evening being already so strange, he did not voice them and left by the side door back to the kitchen to finish preparing the rest of the meal.
King Jemson clapped his hands with delight. “Wine now for my guests. And the special bottle of Salubrian Red for my brother.” He gestured grandly to the foot of the table where the corpse had further collapsed against the chair.
The wine steward nodded but his assistant suddenly, and without apparent reason, dropped one of the bottles he was carrying. It crashed on the floor, soaking into the rushes and spraying both the king and the guests seated by his right side.
Jemson screamed, a sound like a woman in labor. Two of the Garun guards rushed over to help him, kneeling down to mop up the spill with table napkins. At that same moment, one of the new servers—the girthy man with the bloody sleeve—lifted the wine bottles he was carrying by the necks and brought them down, simultaneously, on the heads of the kneeling guards. Meanwhile his companions flung their bottles at the two guards by the door. The guards tried to catch the bottles and missed, cursing wildly as the bottles exploded in front of them.
The door burst open then, and Sarana with the rest of her men rushed in, swords drawn. Three of them carried an extra sword each which they tossed to the steward’s new helpers.
The two Garuns at the door were killed quickly, the two by the corpse’s chair wounded so badly that they swooned from the pain. And the two who had been crowned by Malwen’s bottles were tied up and a watch set over them by the gardener’s girl who was armed with a carving knife. The surprise had been so complete, not a one of Sarana’s crew was even slightly injured, except for Malwen who had a long gash on the underside of his right arm, got not in the fight but when he had been hauled through the wine cellar window.
“This is an outrage!” screamed the king who had not moved from his chair during the fight. “An insult to me and to my dear brother, Corinne.”
Sarana cast an awful glance at the dead man at the end of the table. Prince Corrine. Scillia’s favorite, she thought suddenly. He was entirely slumped over now, the stench of death overpowering even the smell of Cook’s hearty food.
“Tell her, Corrie!” Jemson cried. “Tell her whose fault this is.”
“He is dead, Jem,” Sarana said, walking over to the blubbering king. Raising her sword over her head with both hands, she added, “And so are you, my prince.” She brought the sword down on him with all her might, thinking that with this single cut she was severing herself from Scillia forever. Pity might have stayed her hand. But the mad Jem commanded no pity from her. Only anger and disgust. Alive he would always be at best a distraction, at worst a rallying point for malcontents. She had to do what Scillia could not.
“And so are you,” she repeated as the sword sliced through him, crown, bones, and all.
Scillia’s army, which she and Sarai had gathered by ones and by twos, was now so many and so noisy—singing battle songs as they went—they met no resistance at all. The better fighters, the men and women who had served thirty years earlier in the Gender Wars or who were professional soldiers in the Dales guards, rode on the outside of the ever-swelling troops.
They came upon no Garuns on their march. Whoever had been raiding the lonely farmyards and small villages was too smart or too wary to tackle a mob almost five hundred strong.
The second day, near evening, six men, who had been waiting in the shadows of the oak forest till they were certain of the noisy troops, came out onto the road. Leading their horses, they held their hands up in supplication.
Riding at the forefront of her people, Scillia stopped her horse about thirty feet from them. “Who are you? Garun or Dales?” she called.
“Great queen,” said one, “I am called Voss.”
“I know you. You were with Sarana,” Scillia said. “But why are you here? Have you deserted her?”
“We are all that is left of Sarana’s troops. The rest lie slaughtered between two cliffs. You must not go this way.”
“There is no other way to Berick,” Scillia said.
“There is only death here.”
“We know,” Scillia said. “And we are ready to meet it.” She got down from her horse, then, and went to them, embracing the man and his companions, calling them by name.
They camped for the night, the watch set hourly that all might be refreshed for the duties of the awful morn. Scillia sat up with the six men till she knew their story by heart, as if she had been there at the cliff’s slaughter herself.
“If Sarana is dead,” she said to them, “then surely Jano’s part in the plan has miscarried as well for there would have been no one to provide a diversion. We have only ourselves to rely on now. I am not such a fool as to think sheer numbers will stand against a trained force. Few in my ragged army know how to fight. You men must take on more than your share of the burden. I ask you to do this not for me, but for the Dales.”
“Our Queen, we will,” the men said. They did not see that at each mention of her station, she shuddered. Or if they noticed, they assumed its origin was the coldness of the night.
She left them to their sleep and went back to her own fire, not daring to stir from it lest she risk another encounter with the Grenna. But she thought about their terrible adventure as she sat by her dying embers, the girls asleep at her feet. She thought about her mother as well. She remembered how often Jenna had gone off into the woods on her own, claiming that the crown was a cruel burden, the throne an uncomforting seat.
“Oh, mother,” she whispered, “how I understand you now.” She covered Sarai with her own blanket and stroked the child’s head, but softly so as not to wake her. By the fire Seven and Tween slept fitfully, their sleep punctuated by moist little hiccuping snores.
In the morning Scillia sent several dozen outriders ahead to secure the cliff tops and the rest, led by Scillia, marched the long road. When they rounded the bend and came to the cliffs, they were not as prepared as they had thought. The hundred dead lay right where they had been slain days before, their ravaged faces and hands and legs testimony to the efficiency of the local scavengers.
Scillia forced herself to look at them, to commit them to memory. This, she thought, is the result of kingship. As if in refutation, a sudden memory her father’s face, kind and concerned, came to her.
For a long time she looked for Sarana’s body, but was not surprised when she could not identify it. The faces were too damaged for that.
“We will bury them here and do them honor,” Scillia said, kneeling by the side of one guardswoman whose breast had been pierced by an arrow and whose face was but shards of bone. “We cannot leave them shriven by buzzards alone.”
“But it will take time, Scillia,” Seven said to her.
She looked up at the girl, tears in her eyes. “I would hope that you give me such time when mine is all gone. Besides, what is another half day to the Garuns who squat like great toads in our castle?” Standing she said, “Let this place be known from now on as ‘The Hundreds’ in honor of the slain.”
She wondered how many would come, as she had to the mound at Bear’s Run, to remember their kin who had died so awfully here. She wept inwardly that anyone should have such a duty.
They did not depart from that place till past dinner, but none wanted to camp the night there. The ghosts of the slain would be loud enough in their dreams.
Arming the people in the dining room with table knives and the captured Garun swords, Sarana ordered them to barricade the doors. There were seven doors in all. It was not going to be an easy room to defend.
The servers—and especially the gardener’s assistant—were quick to follow Sarana’s orders. She wondered that the castle folk had not revolted before, or at least run off, leaving the usurper prince to serve himself. But, something her father had always said—her mouth turned sour remembering him and his leather belt—Many will show you the way once your cart is turned over. She would not blame the Berick folk aloud, though her thoughts might rub black thinking of them.
“The table—put it there,” she said, pointing to the main door. And when she realized the great banquet table was actually not a single piece but broke into five even sections, she ordered each section against five of the other doors.
“And that carvery to hold the back door.”
Which left one door still open.
“We can pile chairs against it, and the wine tub as well,” the gardener’s assistant volunteered, kirtling up her skirts and starting in on the job.
“Not yet,” Sarana said. “We will use that door for ourselves. One small door can be defended easily. The pass phrase will be ‘The queen lives.’”
She knew they could hold out for a couple of days in the room if beseiged. There was enough food for that. But how they would ever get out again without losing most of their party, was another problem altogether.
One foot at a time, one step after another, she told herself. The first thing she needed to do was to give Jano a signal that the diversion was well under way.
“Malwen,” she said, “Check these windows. They look out on the water. See if you can manage to light some kind of signal fire. One that will be seen out to the Skellies and beyond. Perhaps the tablecloth will burn. There are certainly enough candles.”
“Me?” He was taken aback. “You want me to do that?”
“Either that, or serve me some wine,” she said. “You were splendid as a steward, handling that bottle as well as you do a sword.” It was the closest she could come to a compliment, but he took it as such and grinned. She had never seen him smile before. It is not, she thought, a very pretty sight.
The men picked up in the skiffs shivered with cold, but when they saw the fire burning from the castle window, they cheered loudly. They did not know how Sarana and her troops had gotten in, for they supposed the place heavily guarded. But she had had the majority of their own people, and perhaps they had outnumbered the Garuns in the end.
“Numbers always tell,” said a Josteen sailor to his companions.
“Not when they are bottom eaters,” called a Southporter from the stern of the boat. As he was the only Southport lad there he was pushed into the water for his sass. He nearly drowned before the next skiff pulled him in, but if he learned any lesson from it, it was to knock in the head of the next Josteen fisherman he met.
THE HISTORY:
From a letter to the Editor, Nature and History:
Sirs:
As I have not yet heard from you about my several ideas for articles for your magazine, I am enclosing a chapter that I wrote for a children’s book to give you an idea of the range of styles I possess and so that you will understand the manner in which I can—with the proper editorial guidance—manipulate the Matter of the Dales. I hope that the enclosed will be of interest:
The War of Deeds and Succession is a rather large title for a very small period in our history. After the death—or rather the disappearance—of the aged and ill King Carum and his warrior queen, the country was split by three rival claimants to the throne: their son, their daughter, and the G’runian prince Jemson who, being the youngest of a family of seven brothers, had no hope of inheriting the throne of G’run.
The G’run prince, called popularly Jemson-Over-the-Water, had certainly been trained for kingship as were all princes on the Continent. He spoke the Dales language with a heavy accent and was more conversant with the brutal G’run sports of bear and bull-baiting than the songs and play-parties of the Dales, an affinity that some say carried over to his relationship with people. However, in his short time as king he did manage to put the army on a professional basis, close the last of the Hames, and introduced both hunting dogs and warm ale into the country.
Carum’s own son, Corrine Lackland—so named because it was his older sister who was to have ruled the Dales—remained loyal to the crown, if not the particular crowned head. He was a young man of thought but not action. As a king of the Dales he would probably have been a disaster, but as a hero and a martyr he has no peer in Dalian history.
Indeed much of what we know of this period comes from songs and stories about him. Far example, the “Ballad of Carrie Lackland” which ends this chapter, as well as the song cycle “St. Corwin of the Stones” at the back of the book. There are hundreds of other poems and songs from the South Dales especially where St. Corwin is one of the more popular saints. Badly corrupted by time and the passage of mouth and ear, these poems and songs are still recognizably about the War of Deeds and Succession. For example, the children’s game-rhyme: “Stoneman, stoneman, say your prayers/Brother Jemmy’s on the stairs.”
The real favorite among the people, of course, was Ancillia Virginia, the virgin queen, who ascended to the throne not once but twice. The first time was on her parents’ disappearance and once again after her brother’s death and the death of the G’run prince. She was known as the One-Armed Queen because she lost her right arm at the ten-day Battle of Green Hollow where—so the stories tell us—the rivers ran red for a year after.
The problem was that Ancillia Virginia was a queen at the time the land needed a king; gender still being an issue in the Dales. Furthermore she refused to marry or to bear a child and thereby guarantee the succession. Her death ten years later ushered in nearly thirty years of commoner kings until the Dalian Circle of Seven was finally established, a method of rule by council which—in somewhat modified form—still runs the country to this day.
(See the Meacham Award winner for children’s fiction, “Year King” by Giles Tappan which details the life of one of the first of these rulers. Though heavily fictionalized, it is still one of the most readable accounts of life at that time.)
from A Short History of the Dales, Grade Level sixth form
THE STORY:
On the third day, Scillia’s army came into Berick, marching along the coast road. As they neared the castle, someone pointed out to the Skellies, sparkling in the spring sun. It was nearing noon, the tide turning, and there was something odd about the formation in the harbor.
“Look!”
Scillia looked. It was a scene she knew well for her entire life had been lived in Berick. And yet—yet the scene was subtly changed.
And then she knew. There, between the stone hands of the Skellies, were the remains of sunken ships. At least one mast, and the hump of a stern, she thought. Jano had done it. Even without Sarana and her troops.
With that she began to weep, for Sarana and all the dead men and women left at The Hundreds, for Sarai’s mother, for her own. “I am nowt a queen,” she whispered into Sarai’s hair, “nor do I want to be if it means I must not weep for my people.” She could not remember ever seeing White Jenna cry.
Then, getting control of herself, she turned in the saddle, stood upright in the stirrups, and shouted “The harbor is blocked. The Garuns will not easily send more men to our shores. Now we must take the castle, my friends.”
The cheer they sent up surrounded her, filled her up. It was still ringing in her ears when she lead them to the castle gates.
She stared for a long time at the gate, so familiar to her and yet totally alien as well. How many times had she walked through them, and yet never noticed the carvings on the doors? The signs of Alta so cleverly worked in wood, the relief of the goddess dancing on a flower, her hands above her head.
She looked up and saw a Garun guard on the battlements staring down at them. He began to shout.
“My queen,” said Voss, “what is your plan?”
Plan? she thought. I have no plan. She had not expected to come this far, or get this close, without great losses. But she did not say that to him. Thinking quickly, she said, “Sarana spoke of the wine cellar dungeon. Take one man with you, around the water side, and see if you can spot an open window about one floor up.”
As Voss and his chosen man raced around the side, several more Garunian guards began to gather on the battlements. They were pointing down and waving their hands.
“Scillia,” Manya said, “surely we should get out of arrow range.”
“Indeed,” Scillia agreed, and called her troops back from the gate.
The dining room was quiet. So were the halls outside.
Too quiet, Sarana thought. Time to stir things up. “I want two volunteers to come with me,” she said. “One soldier and one server who knows the castle well.”
“I will come,” Malwen said. “Since luck seems on our side.”
“And I,” said the gardener’s assistant.
“Then tell me your name, girl,” Sarana said. “The queen always asks. And so should I.”
“Allema,” the girl said. “I was born in this castle. I know every hidden room.”
“Then Allema, show us the fastest, easiest way back down to the cellar.”
“Not that window again!” complained Malwen.
“Only the girl will go out,” Serana said. “To go into the town. If they know the usurper is dead, perhaps the townsfolk will help us. We are only along to make sure she gets through.”
Malwen put the crossbar of his sword to his lips. “I hear and obey.” Then he laughed. Unlike his smile, the sound was ripe and comforting.
“Remember the pass phrase,” Sarana said to her men. “The queen lives. Let no one else in but us.”
And then they were gone, snaking along the hall and into a servant’s passage that led down the back stairs. They met no one along the way.
Voss and his man found the withy ladder against the wall and, seeing the open window, got up, in and through. They were just feeling their way through the first of the dark rooms—for the window shed but little light past a square patch on the floor—when they heard the sounds of steps and some whispered confidences ahead of them.
“Back to me,” Voss growled and immediately felt his companion’s back against his. They stood that way, swords raised, waiting for the enemy to find them. The surprise, they knew, was theirs.
A sudden torchlight blinded them both.
“Hit for the torch hand!” Voss shouted, slashing out.
A girl screamed.
And then a voice he knew well cried out as well. “Voss, you fool. You utter fool!”
“Sarana? But you’re dead!”
“Not I, but you will be if you have injured that girl permanently.” Sarana picked up the guttering torch from the floor and held it over Allema.
The girl was crying, but from shock, not injury. It was the end part of the torch that had taken the brunt of the blow.
“Alta’s crown, but you have gotten slow in your dotage,” Sarana said. “In the old days, that arm would have been clean off. She was smaller than expected, I guess. And quicker.”
“Lucky for the girl,” Voss said.
“Lucky for you,” Sarana replied.
Malwen brought them all to their senses. “If we are not quieter, we will have the entire Garun guard down here.”
“Right you are,” Sarana said. “But Voss …” and she spoke more quietly, “what are you doing here?”
“The queen stands without the gates,” he said.
“Which queen?” Sarana could scarcely breathe.
“The queen that is.”
“And that is?”
“Scillia, of course, you silly cow,” Malwen said. “Who else would it be?”
“Is is the truth?” Sarana asked, her head swimming as if she were suddenly drunk.
“Aye. She’s rounded up some five hundred to fight for her, but half are children or dotards. How many do you have here?”
“A handful. The rest …”
“Gone. I know. We saw them die. Ran for the trees when it was clear we could not help.”
“Buried them, too,” his man put in. “Thought for sure we’d buried you. Old Voss here weeping like a …”
“Shut up, mind you,” Voss said. “I’ll not miss an arm a second time. Even in the full dark.”
Sarana hushed them both. “If the girl goes out with your man, you can tell the queen we are quartered in the dining room. With the dead king.”
“The usurper is dead?” Voss sounded impressed.
“By my hand. Do not tell the queen that. It should come from me.”
“I’ll get this child and Nohm here out the window and down the ladder before you can say Alta’s Hame. And then I’ll accompany you back up to that room. Dead, eh?” said Voss. “I want to see it before I believe it so.”
“It is quite so,” said Allema. “And her other brother even more so.”
“A bundle of news, and not all of it good, I see. Well, up you go, lass. And you Nohm after. Tell the queen to storm the gates and we will take them Garuns by surprise from within.”
Sarana, Malwen, and Voss had made it only to the second landing when they ran into a quartet of Garun soldiers making their rounds.
“Only four,” Voss called. “I’ll have two.”
Sarana dispatched her man by the simple expediency of kicking him in the crotch while he set himself for a sword fight. Then she chopped down with her blade and cut his neck half through.
Quickly turning, she went to help Malwen who was having a tough time with his man, who was ten years younger and half Malwen’s weight. Malwen was down on the floor, his left leg buckled beneath him.
Sarana got the Garun from behind right before he brought his sword down on Malwen’s right leg. The sword fell from his hand, its downward path still true enough that it took a slice of Malwen’s trouser and ran a bloody line up along his thigh.
“Voss?” Sarana called.
“Do you need help?’ Voss called back.
Sarana turned and Voss was wiping his sword on the back of the guard’s shirt. Another Garun was underneath, equally dead.
“We had better get back to the dining room and regroup,” she said.
“I thought our group was doing fine already,” Voss said.
“I forgive you,” Sarana told him. “For frightening the girl.”
Nohm and Allema got down the ladder and around the castle wall to the queen’s troops as fast as they could.
Scillia was stunned by the news. “Sarana alive?” She could hardly credit it.
“Very alive, ma’am,” said Allema. “And gone back to the dining room which is barricaded except for one door.”
“Which door?”
Allema told her. “There’s words that must be said to get in.”
“And those are?”
“The queen lives.”
“I do indeed,” Scillia said. She turned to her troops. “I want the men and women who have battle experience or training up front. Children are to go into the town. Knock on every door and tell them what it is we do. Tell them: The queen is here and where are they?”
“And what if we meet any Garuns in town?” asked Seven sensibly.
“Run like stink,” advised Sarai. “I will.”
In the dining room, Sarana’s instructions were brief. “Do not fight if you have neither the nerve nor the heart for it. No blame will attach to that. You have done your part already,” she said to them all. “But I and my men will be out in the halls harassing what Garuns we find. You stay here and keep the barricades up.”
Five maids plus the oldest of the gardeners, Halles, and several of the younger pot boys elected to remain behind, but the assistant head gardener and the miller’s boy, plus three of the cooks, all of whom were still dressed in their borrowed finery, chose to go with Sarana. They were armed with Garun swords.
“Stay behind the soldiers and follow our lead,” Sarana said. And like the mice in the story, they went nose to tail down one long hall after another.
It was when they heard shouting from below that Sarana glanced through the nearest window. She turned to her men, laughing. “Here we have been creeping about floor after floor, and all of our foe are hand-fighting at the gates. Come on, lads! Let’s get down the stairs and give them a big surprise!”
As they raced down the great winding staircase, one of the young cooks tripped on his long robe, and almost threatening to bowl them all over. Voss picked the boy up and skinned him out of the bulky garment. He was wearing only a shirt over hose beneath.
“A fine figure of a fighting man,” Voss said to him. “Stay to the rear, lad. You’ve scant protection in that.”
But the boy did not mind him and charged after Sarana with Voss having to follow after.
They got out into the courtyard without being noticed for the Garuns—about sixty men in all—were busy trying to hold back a tidal wave of Dales folk who were pushing at the great wooden doors. The Garuns, frantically trying to shore up the gates, all had their backs to the castle.
“With me!” shouted Sarana to her men, and a few of the Garuns turned at her voice.
Just then the right hand gate fell inward and the rush of Scillia’s followers came in like the flooding tide.
What Garuns were not killed in that first onslaught, were quickly captured. Sarana was everywhere, her shirt stained bright red, then black with blood.
Scillia proved able enough in the battle, but after the first minutes her heart was not in it. She knew at once that they had won and she could not bring herself to strike just for the killing. So she stood to one side and watched as the Dale folk—women even more than men—put fleeing Garuns to the sword. Tears rained down her cheeks.
This is not what I want, she thought. This is not the way I would rule. But she could not think how to stop them, what word would recall them to their senses. The slaughter went on till over half the Garuns were dead.
By then it was clear even to the bloodthirstiest of the Dalites that the Garuns who were left proved no threat. The killings eased to an end, and the rest of the Garuns were bound with leather ties—arms, wrists, knees, and ankles.
The infirmarers spent their time first working on the few Dales folk who had been hurt, Voss and the cook’s boy among them, before they turned their attention to the Garuns.
Sarana found Scillia and kneeled before her. “My queen,” she said.
Scillia shook her head, and bending down, raised Sarana up. “Do not call me that,” she whispered hoarsely. “How can I be queen now? I cannot rule over such a bloody place. I would have my brother Corrine be king.”
She does not know, Sarana thought. Someone must inform her. And then she knew that she alone was the only one who could tell the queen.
“You must come with me, Scillia,” Sarana said. “There is something you must see.”
They stood in the dining room together, side by side, but not touching. Scillia no longer wept but she was rigid with sorrow. Sarana did not dare to climb the mountain of that grief.
Earlier she had sent everyone else away so that the queen might mourn by herself. She had meant to leave as well. But then Sarana could not go. Not when the queen was so very much alone.
Scillia had surprised her by weeping as much for Jemson as for Corrine.
“He died a boy still,” was Scillia’s only explanation. “He never had a chance to grow up.”
He was a man, with a man’s capacity for evil, Sarana thought. She did not say it aloud.
“But Corrie died a hero,” Scillia added. Then she turned to Sarana and, quite surprisingly, smiled. “Songs will be written about him. And stories told. He will like that.” She turned and said over her shoulder, “I will like that, too.”
Then she walked out of the room.
The two princes were buried side by side, Jemson in his dinner finery and Corrine sewn up in a golden bag made from his favorite caftan. It was the only way to keep his parts all together. Scillia was right. There were songs made about him almost at once. Two were sung at the funeral: “Pile Them On, Boys!” and “The Death of Prince Corrine.”
The dead Garuns were burned in a pyre that flamed late into the night. The Garun prisoners were long debated about, for Scillia knew they could not very well be kept in the wine cellar for long. There were simply too many of them.
“And while we could stone and mortar the window, they would always be a dangerous presence,” Sarana added.
In the end their fates were decided by a council made up of Sarana, Jano, the fenmaster Goff, old Halles—Cook having declined—the harbor master of Berick, the headman of Josteen, and the boat mistress of Southport. Chained together seven in a line, the remaining Garuns were rowed out in small boats from the tiny harbor in Southport. Behind the boats large masted rafts were towed. Halfway across the water, but long before the Garun shore was in sight, the prisoners were transferred to the rafts with a flask of fresh water each and one journeycake.
“Tides and wind helping,” the boat mistress said, “they can make it to shore. But chained like that—only if they work together.” She smiled. “I do not know if they will manage. A Dales crew might.”
Jano laughed. “Not if half were from Southport and half from Josteen.”
She cocked her head at him, then broke into laughter. “Been troubled by bottom feeders, have you?” she said. She did not expect an answer.
How did it all end? How does any story end? They lived happily, they lived long, they lived ever after. And then they died. The saga of the Dales is not so different.
Scillia refused the crown. Supposedly she said, “The land has had enough blood shed in the Anna’s name. It is time to take a different path.”
Instead, she turned the ruling of the kingdom over to a circle of councillors. So none is higher, none is lower, goes the story. She was not to know it, but in this she echoed the Greena. In her own way, Scillia changed the Dales more than ever her mother had done. She returned to Selden Hame with the girls—Sarai and Seven and Tween—where she learned the Game of Wands from old Marget. In the end she played it better than any of the two-handed sisters at the Hame. None of the girls stayed on at the Hame, but when Scillia died of a lump in her breast they all returned with their own children to do her honor as their mother. And to weep at her grave.
Gadwess outlived his childless brother, becoming king of the Garuns when he was quite old. It took him five years of careful politics, but he managed a treaty with the Dales that has lasted—with only one or two minor disturbances—till this day.
Seven and Tween married a Josteen fisherman and had five children, all girls. Sarai went to Berick as a councillor for the women of the South, and lived there till she was seventy-five. She adopted three children with her blanket companion, Allema, who had once worked as as assistant gardener in the castle. They named the children Carum, Jenna, and Sil.
Sarana captained her own Riding in the north after serving a month as a farm worker for an old lady she said she owed a promise to. Voss and Malwen became her unlikely lieutenants in the Riding. They harried the remaining Garuns unmercifully till the last of them was dead, some seven years later. Voss was killed in one of the encounters. Malwen took a blow meant for Sarana during another, and though he lived, he was never quite the same after. Sarana retired from the guard to care for him till he died, cursing her heartily, though she never took that as mean-spirited. She knew how to read his eyes and they had spoken a blessing at the end. But she lived on alone after that to a ripe old age in a little house that faced the sea, tending a small cottage garden and spending hours staring across the water, as if keeping a watch out for Garun ships. She never saw Scillia again.
Jano gave up his captaincy and went to dwell in the fens where he learned enough to become a fenmaster, which surprised all the fen folk except Goff. Jano spent quiet days fishing the silvery waters, or piloting people over the hidden causeways. At last he married Goff’s sister, and they had a son who went to Berick as a member of the council for a year. But he so hated the city he came back before his term was over to live the rest of his life in the fens in his parents’ home.
Old Halles died the year after the princes, of a shock it was said. Cook took to drinking and frequented the wine cellar more than the kitchen. And the laughing man, who had helped rescue the young Prince Corrine from the cat—well he made a living telling stories about the family of White Jenna, some of them true and some of them false and all of them told with great good humor.
As for Jenna and Carum, it is said they are waiting in the Grove till the Dales needs them again. But if they did not come at Scillia’s call, I am not sure they will come at ours.
THE MYTH:
Then Great Alta took three children and set them next to the One-Armed Queen.
“One of you is for war,” quoth she. “And one is for peace. And one is for the time that is in-between.”
“But which is which?” asked the children.
Great Alta smiled. “The question is never which,” she said. “But why.”



The Wisdoms of the Dales
A snake sheds an old skin but still he does not go skinless.
Before you make a friend, eat dirt with him.
A woman’s mouth is like a spring flood. (From the Garunian)
The King should be servant to the State.
One can never repay one’s debts to one’s mother.
A girl is never too young for the Game.
Do not roll up your trousers before you get to the stream.
The sharper the thorn, the sweeter the rose.
Do not speak to a man’s girlchild lest you come bearing a wedding ring.
Dogs bark, but the caravan goes on.
Help first, chat later.
If you cannot swim, do not go near the water.
Never trust a cat to do a dog’s job. (Garunian adage)
Sorry puts no coins in the purse.
What you give away with love, you keep.
Better a calf of one’s own than a cow owned by another.
If your mouth turns into a knife, it will cut off your lips.
Let a new wind blow through an old place.
Storm in Berick, sun in Bewick.
To speak is to sow and to listen is to reap.
Do not measure a shroud before there is a corpse.
Kill once, mourn ever.
Stretch your feet according to your blanket.
Even a highest tree has an axe at its foot.
The anvil must be patient. Only the hammer can be strong. (From the Garunian)
Easier to love a dead hero than a live king.
Two sisters, two sides.
The skate and the eel do not swim the same, but they both live in the sea.
Art is inborn, craft outborn.
An hour makes a difference between the wise man and the fool.
Drink with Garuns, use a long straw.
Blood is blood no matter who sucks it.
A good shepherd tells his sheep of green grass, not grey wolves.
A knife wound heals, a tongue wound festers.
To take is not to keep.
Small keys open big doors. (From the Garunian)
A hard head hides a soft tongue. (From the Garunian)
Both the hunter and the hunted pray to a god.
The spider sits in the center of its web and entices the fly to come to it. (From the Garunian)
The further north, the greater noise. (From the Garunian)
A white ewe may have a black lamb. (From the Garunian)
You can call a rock a fish but it still cannot swim.
A rabbit cannot put its paws on the deer’s horns.
Better late in the pan than never in the pot.
Many mothers are best.
All history begins between a woman’s legs.
Man is wood, woman water.
Water weights wood.
Many will show you the way once your cart is turned over.



The Music of the Dales



The Two Kings
Stolidly

The one ruled East, the one ruled West,


Lonely, oh lonely, the queen rides down.


The one ruled East, the one ruled West,


And neither ruled the kingdom best,


The queen rides in the valley-o.


Ill fares the land where two are king,


Lonely, oh lonely, the queen rides down.


Ill fares the land where two are king,


For names and swords and bells do ring,


And blood flows down the valley-o.


Pynt’s Lullay
Achingly

Sleep, my child, for the past is a dream,


And women do weep that it’s gone.


But we shall not weep anymore for the past


For after each sleep comes the dawn.


Sleep, my child, into dawn’s eager light


And wake to the song of the dove.


Forget all the dreams of the past, for the past


Is present in all of my love.


Song of the Three Mothers
With passion


One is the mother who bred me,



A moment of passion and heat.



Two is the mother who fed me



Her blood and milk and meat.



Three is the mother who led me



Through love and pain and war.



She is the mother who’s wed me



To all that is worth living for.



(Chorus) One to make me,


Two to take me,



Three to carry me away.



The Feast Song
With Spirit

Bring in the black breads, the brown breads, the gold,



Bring in the honey-sweet beer.



Bring in the onions and garlic and cloves,



Bring in the cup of good cheer.



Bring in the berries, red, purple, and black,



Bring in the caramelized candy.



Bring in the fruit pies, the cakes, and the tarts,



Bring in the possets and brandy.



(Chorus) Fast day to feast day to fast day again,


We feed down from castle to cottage.



One week we’re ample with courses to spare,



Dining on venison, wild pig, and bear,



Finishing off with both apple and pear.



Next week we dine upon pottage.



The Dark Sister’s Lullaby
With sweet passion

Come to me, sister, the night will be deep,


And sleep comes not easily soon.


I’ll cradle you closely, my promises keep,


My night for the light of your moon.


Come to me, sister, the stars all take flight,


Come kiss me this once ere I go.


I’ll cradle you carefully night after night


As I did in the dark long ago.


The Warrior’s Song
In a gallop

Swords are now red that were shiny and new,


Arms that were white are now blackened and blue;


Still we are sisters and always are true,


And we will win through to the morning.


You kill the man who is fast on our track.


I kill the man who has you on your back.


We parry and thrust and we sever and hack,


We always win through to the morning.


But when we grow old and our hands lose their guile,


And we cannot kill with a casual smile,


Pray turn on me straight with your usual style


And I’ll run you through, too, in the morning.


Jemmie Over the Water
With longing

He rode the wild waves to his land,


Sing Jemmie over the water,



They gave him but the back of the hand,


Oh, will ye come home to me.



He left in winter, back in spring,


Sing Jemmie over the water;



To find his sister crowned the king,


Sing Jemmie over the sea.



An’ will ye take silver, will ye take gold,


Sing Jemmie over the water,



Or will ye take the throne to hold,


Oh will ye come home to me.



I neither gold nor silver make,


Sing Jemmie over the water,



But I the throne will surely take,


Sing Jemmie over the sea.



So, kill the girl upon the throne,


Sing Jemmie over the water,



And then, oh then, will I come home,


Oh I will come home to thee.



The Ballad of Corrine Lackland
Plainly

The one of them was Jem the Bold



Who fought with either hand,



The younger was Prince Corrine



Who was left with little land.



As they were drinking ale and wine



Within his brother’s hall,



Prince Corrine pointed to a port



That opened in the wall.



“That green gate is to Faerieland,



Where Mother dear does dwell.”



“Nay, brother,” quoth the bold Jemson,



“That is the gate to hell.



“But if you’re sure, my brother dear,



Then you the path shall find.



And as I am king on the throne,



I shall remain behind.”



He pushed his brother through the port,



Far down Lackland did fall.



His portion was six feet of earth



And death to bear his pall.



Fen Love Song
With sweet joy

Little skin boat, so rough and so new,


Speed the boat o’er, speed the boat o’er,



Tell him I love him and that I be true.


Speed the bonnie boat o’er.



(Chorus)
Little skin boat, so taut and so trim,


Speed the boat o’er, speed the boat o’er,



Take this my token, be bringing it him,


Speed the bonnie boat o’er.



(Chorus)
If he refuses, I’ll jump in my boat,


Speed the boat o’er, speed the boat o’er,



Over the fenway to sink or to float,


Speed the bonnie boat o’er.



(Chorus)
Journeycake ho!
With a bounce

This wasn’t a trip I was planning to make


As I fled through the door with some good journeycake.


But my horse was all saddled, so off I did ride


Thankful I still had my head and my hide.


Journeycake ho! Journeycake ho!


Make it and take it wherever you go.


Travel on water, on ice, or on snow,


It will keep you filled up till the morning.


The master was after me, likewise the noose,


I had to go quickly and lightly and loose.


So I grabbed what I could and I let the rest be;


I didn’t have much—but at least I had me.


Journeycake ho! Journeycake ho!


Make it and take it wherever you go.


And if you’ve no money, you’ll still have the dough


To keep you filled up in the morning.





A Personal History by Jane Yolen
I was born in New York City on February 11, 1939. Because February 11 is also Thomas Edison’s birthday, my parents used to say I brought light into their world. But my parents were both writers and prone to exaggeration. My father was a journalist; my mother wrote short stories and created crossword puzzles and double acrostics. My younger brother, Steve, eventually became a newspaperman. We were a family of an awful lot of words!
We lived in the city for most of my childhood, with two brief moves: to California for a year while my father worked as a publicity agent for Warner Bros. films, and then to Newport News, Virginia, during the World War II years, when my mother moved my baby brother and me in with her parents while my father was stationed in London running the Army’s secret radio.
When I was thirteen, we moved to Connecticut. After college I worked in book publishing in New York for five years, married, and after a year traveling around Europe and the Middle East with my husband in a Volkswagen camper, returned to the States. We bought a house in Massachusetts, where we lived almost happily ever after, raising three wonderful children.
I say “almost,” because in 2006, my wonderful husband of forty-four years—Professor David Stemple, the original Pa in my Caldecott Award–winning picture book, Owl Moon—died. I still live in the same house in Massachusetts.
And I am still writing.
I have often been called the “Hans Christian Andersen of America,” something first noted in Newsweek close to forty years ago because I was writing a lot of my own fairy tales at the time.
The sum of my books—including some eighty-five fairy tales in a variety of collections and anthologies—is now well over 335. Probably the most famous are Owl Moon, The Devil’s Arithmetic, and How Do Dinosaurs Say Goodnight? My work ranges from rhymed picture books and baby board books, through middle grade fiction, poetry collections, and nonfiction, to novels and story collections for young adults and adults. I’ve also written lyrics for folk and rock groups, scripted several animated shorts, and done voiceover work for animated short movies. And I do a monthly radio show called Once Upon a Time.
These days, my work includes writing books with each of my three children, now grown up and with families of their own. With Heidi, I have written mostly picture books, including Not All Princesses Dress in Pink and the nonfiction series Unsolved Mysteries from History. With my son Adam, I have written a series of Rock and Roll Fairy Tales for middle grades, among other fantasy novels. With my son Jason, who is an award-winning nature photographer, I have written poems to accompany his photographs for books like Wild Wings and Color Me a Rhyme.
And I am still writing.
Oh—along the way, I have won a lot of awards: two Nebula Awards, a World Fantasy Award, a Caldecott Medal, the Golden Kite Award, three Mythopoeic Awards, two Christopher Awards, the Jewish Book Award, and a nomination for the National Book Award, among many accolades. I have also won (for my full body of work) the World Fantasy Award for Lifetime Achievement, the Science Fiction Poetry Association’s Grand Master Award, the Catholic Library Association’s Regina Medal, the University of Minnesota’s Kerlan Award, the University of Southern Mississippi and de Grummond Children’s Literature Collection’s Southern Miss Medallion, and the Smith College Medal. Six colleges and universities have given me honorary doctorate degrees. One of my awards, the Skylark, given by the New England Science Fiction Association, set my good coat on fire when the top part of it (a large magnifying glass) caught the sunlight. So I always give this warning: Be careful with awards and put them where the sun don’t shine!
Also of note—in case you find yourself in a children’s book trivia contest—I lost my fencing foil in Grand Central Station during a date, fell overboard while whitewater rafting in the Colorado River, and rode in a dog sled in Alaska one March day.
And yes—I am still writing.

At a Yolen cousins reunion as a child, holding up a photograph of myself. In the photo, I am about one year old, maybe two.

Sitting on the statue of Hans Christian Andersen in Central Park in New York in 1961, when I was twenty-two. (Photo by David Stemple.)

Enjoying Dirleton Castle in Scotland in 2010.

Signing my Caldecott Medal–winning book Owl Moon in 2011.

Reading for an audience at the Emily Dickinson Museum in Amherst, Massachusetts, in 2012.

Visiting Andrew Lang’s gravesite at the Cathedral of Saint Andrew in Scotland in 2011.
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