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    Chapter 1 — Tomas

    The goddess had been given a pair of boots that were too small.

    She sat on the edge of the travelling shrine with one foot bare and the other wedged into the leather. Someone had embroidered little golden leaves around the ankle. Pretty work. Tomas could see where the seam would cut her before she had walked a mile.

    “These were made for a girl,” she said.

    The palace clerk glanced at his list. “They were made for Her Highness.”

    “Was Her Highness expected to have toes?”

    Tomas put his helmet under his arm. He had been standing in the doorway long enough for melted snow to form a puddle beneath him, and nobody had yet told him where he was supposed to stand.

    The woman beside the shrine looked up. She wore a physician’s grey coat, the sleeves rolled back, and held a strip of linen between her teeth. Her hair had been cut short with something less suitable than scissors.

    “Captain Venn?”

    He nodded.

    “Help me with this.”

    He knelt, his left knee giving its usual complaint, and took the offered foot. The goddess braced a hand against his shoulder. Between them they pulled the boot off.

    There was blood on her stocking.

    Tomas had marched past pictures of her for most of his life. On recruiting banners she was a golden woman standing in a wheat field, the grain rising to cover her breasts. In village shrines she was usually carved from whatever wood the carpenter had left over. The one at his sister’s mill had a face like the carpenter’s wife and enormous hands.

    This woman had a thin, strong face, brown skin, and a few strands of silver in her black hair. She might have been forty. There was a small scar beside her mouth. She wore a green travelling dress with a repair at the elbow.

    Only the cuff was as he had imagined it.

    Iron enclosed her left wrist, wide as his palm. A chain ran from it through a hole in the shrine’s wooden bench. The metal had no rust and no shine. Looking at it made his teeth ache.

    “Bren,” he called.

    His sergeant put his head around the door. “We leaving?”

    “Your spare boots.”

    “What about them?”

    “Fetch them.”

    Bren looked at the bare foot, then at the little embroidered boot in Tomas’s hand.

    “They’ll be too big.”

    “We can manage too big.”

    The sergeant departed, grumbling. The clerk wrote something down.

    “You needn’t put that in the inventory,” Tomas said.

    “Every article leaving the palace must be accounted for.”

    “They came in with us.”

    “Then I shall need to amend the arrival record.”

    The physician took the stocking from the goddess’s foot and dropped it into a basin. “My name is Anet. If you can find a way of getting this man outside before I put the basin over his head, we may all leave sooner.”

    The clerk drew himself up. “I have a duty.”

    “So have I. Yours can be performed in the passage.”

    Tomas held the door for him.

    Beyond it, the palace was waking. Servants carried baskets of charcoal towards the upper floors. Two men were taking down a painted screen, revealing a long crack in the plaster. Somewhere a woman was berating someone for lighting all the candles. Before the war, Tomas had been told, you could follow the smell of baking through these passages all the way to the kitchens.

    He had smelled nothing cooking that morning.

    Anet dabbed the goddess’s heel. A little fresh blood welled up.

    “Can’t you mend it?” Tomas asked.

    The goddess studied him.

    “Can you?”

    He felt himself redden. “I meant—”

    “I know.” She took the linen from Anet and held it against her heel. “People expect an unreasonable number of things of summer.”

    On the far side of the room a peach tree grew from a square opening in the floor. Its branches had been trained along the wall, around three tall windows. Ripe fruit hung beside pink blossom. Outside the glass, snow settled on the shoulders of a stone king.

    “That’s yours, then,” Tomas said.

    “Most of it.” She pointed. “The tree has contributed.”

    Anet made a small sound that might have been a laugh.

    He stood carefully. At forty-three he had learned to disguise the effort, though apparently not well enough. The goddess watched his knee until he straightened.

    “Did they tell you who I was?” he asked.

    “The man taking me away.”

    “Captain Tomas Venn. Seventh Foot.”

    “Ivara.”

    He knew that, of course. Everyone in Auren knew it. They said her name over seed and sick animals and wedding beds. Hearing her introduce herself made him feel that he ought to offer his hand.

    He did not.

    Bren returned with the boots. One had a patch across the toe, and both smelled powerfully of the waterproofing grease the sergeant made from sheep fat.

    Ivara leaned forward and sniffed.

    “Will they come looking for their mother?”

    “If they do,” Bren said, “send her to me. Good leather’s dear.”

    They stuffed the toes with clean linen. The boots fitted well enough. She stood, testing her weight, and for a moment the chain lay slack.

    Then she took a step towards the tree.

    The links lifted from the boards. No one had touched them. Ivara stopped so suddenly that Tomas reached out, thinking she had lost her balance.

    Anet caught his wrist.

    “Wait.”

    For three breaths the room was very quiet. Ivara’s right hand closed around her left forearm. A vein stood out beneath her jaw. Then she stepped back, and the chain fell with an ordinary little rattle.

    Tomas looked under the bench. There was no winch, no man with a lever. Just iron disappearing into a block of dark stone bolted between the carriage wheels.

    “She may go as far as the binding permits,” Anet said. “At present, that is the shrine. When you take custody, you can permit her to walk beside it. Within nine paces of the stone.”

    “And if she goes farther?”

    Ivara sat down. “I don’t.”

    “The road stone limits her strength too,” Anet said. “Small workings only. The greater service stays closed until she reaches a place made to receive her.”

    The clerk appeared at the door with two soldiers in blue cloaks.

    Tomas rose to meet them.

    One was a woman with a narrow face and a crossbow in a leather case. The other was a broad man whose beard had been trimmed so precisely that it seemed an unnecessary thing to do on campaign. Tomas recognised the white bridge stitched on both their shoulders.

    Ossar.

    The last time he had seen those colours, the men wearing them had been coming up a riverbank towards him with their spears lowered.

    “Lieutenant Rusk,” the man said. He offered no hand. “This is Tess. We accompany you as witnesses to the transfer.”

    “I was told you would meet us at Stoneford.”

    “The receiving party will. We ensure that what leaves Bellac is what arrives.”

    His gaze passed over the goddess, the physician, the boots.

    “She will need a warmer cloak.”

    Tomas had been prepared to dislike the first thing he said. He found he disliked this instead.

    “She’ll have one.”

    The clerk unrolled the final document on the table. He read the wagon’s contents aloud: bedding, clothing, a covered brazier, two basins, medicines sealed and listed elsewhere. Then the chain and the stone and, last, the woman sitting above them.

    Ivara listened while Anet tied the second boot.

    When the clerk finished, he produced a small iron box. Inside, resting in yellow wool, was a bronze disc about the size of a plum. A sun had been worked on one face. On the other were three deep grooves converging at a hole in the centre.

    “His Majesty invests you with custody for the purpose of safe conveyance,” he said. “The seal remains yours until you yield it to the appointed receiver. It is to be on your person at all times.”

    Tomas had carried pay chests, condemned men, and once the king’s wounded horse. None of those duties had required an oath of its own.

    He looked up from the page. “What happens if I lose it?”

    “Don’t,” Anet said.

    “If I’m killed?”

    “The binding remains. Another custodian must be appointed. Until then she can neither be ordered nor released from the stone.”

    “How long would that take?”

    The clerk tapped the signature line.

    Tomas waited.

    “That depends,” Anet said, “on how long it takes someone to come.”

    He looked at the wagon. A woman fixed within nine paces of a stone, beside a road full of corpses, waiting for permission to move.

    He had left wounded men beside roads. He knew how long someone could take to come.

    “Bren,” he said. “You stay with this wagon if I go down. Whatever else happens.”

    The sergeant nodded once.

    Tomas signed.

    The clerk told him what to say. His voice sounded too loud in the room.

    “I take the keeping of Ivara under the crown of Auren, and bear its authority upon the road.”

    The disc warmed against his palm.

    Ivara’s fingers tightened on the edge of the bench. That was all. No light, no thunder. Tomas would have preferred something he could pretend was a warning.

    “Give her an instruction,” the clerk said.

    “What sort?”

    “Any lawful instruction. We must confirm the investiture.”

    Tomas looked at the boots.

    “Walk beside the shrine when we go. If you wish.”

    The clerk sighed. “A clear instruction, Captain.”

    “That was clear.”

    For the first time Ivara looked directly into his eyes for more than a moment.

    “It will serve,” Anet said.

    She took the document before the clerk could object and sanded Tomas’s signature.

    They harnessed the mules in the yard. There were four of them, and the wagon settled deep on its springs under the weight of the stone. Bren inspected each wheel twice. Eight soldiers of Auren, including Tomas himself; two of Ossar; a physician; a goddess. Half the remaining strength of the Seventh Foot had been offered for the journey. Tomas had chosen men who would mend a wheel in the rain without being ordered. After three years of war, he had more confidence in that than courage.

    Jory, the youngest, was feeding crumbs to something on the wall.

    “If that’s a rat,” Bren told him, “you’re eating short tonight.”

    “Sparrow.”

    “They both look well fed to me.”

    Tomas went over the route again with Rusk. Five days to deliver her, before sunset at Stoneford. Through Harrowbridge and along the southern bank. The river road had been inspected and declared passable. Beyond the ford, the Ossari army would withdraw from the disputed towns as soon as the transfer was witnessed.

    And twelve hundred prisoners would come home.

    Tomas had read the number three times in his orders. He did not trust it any more for that. He knew three men among the missing who could be there. Four, if he counted a boy whose name he had forgotten but whose habit of singing through his nose he remembered with painful clarity.

    “No unnecessary stops,” Rusk said. “No demonstrations, no blessings. Her powers are to be preserved for the receiver.”

    “You make her sound like a keg of powder.”

    “I have seen what your king did with her.”

    Tomas folded the map.

    So had he.

    The summer brought to the western siege had ripened a field of oats in an afternoon. For six days his men had eaten well. On the seventh the grass beyond the walls had turned yellow, and the enemy cattle had begun to fall. By the ninth, Tomas could smell the wells from the road.

    He had been grateful for the food. He had never had to tell anyone that part.

    A door opened above the steps, and everyone in the yard straightened except Ivara.

    Princess Elin wore a plain dark coat over a blue dress. Her hair had been braided and pinned with none of the small jewels Tomas remembered from the last royal inspection. She came down the steps carrying something wrapped in a scarf.

    “Captain.”

    “Your Highness.”

    “You have everything you need?”

    He thought of the men he had left in the barracks without pay, the axle grease they had borrowed from a butcher, his daughter’s last letter with its careful assurance that she was eating well.

    “Enough to go.”

    She seemed to hear the difference. Her eyes moved to the mules.

    “When you reach the ford, my brother may be among those waiting. He was very young when he left.”

    Tomas remembered a boy on a pony, furious at being made to wear gloves.

    “I’ll know him.”

    “He may expect to ride with you.” She hesitated. “Make him eat first.”

    “I will.”

    Elin went to the wagon. Ivara sat beneath the canvas roof, now wrapped in the heavy cloak Rusk had requested. The princess unwrapped the scarf. Inside was a small earthen pot containing a young peach tree, no higher than her hand.

    “It rooted,” she said.

    Ivara looked at it.

    “You watered it too much.”

    “You told me to water it.”

    “When the soil was dry.”

    “It seemed dry.”

    For a moment Tomas had the odd impression of two people attempting to continue a conversation begun in a different room, in a different year.

    Elin held the pot out. Ivara did not take it.

    “Keep it in the south window,” the goddess said. “It may lose its leaves. Let it.”

    “I thought you might want—”

    “There will be enough to carry.”

    The princess lowered her hands. A little soil had spilled onto the scarf. She brushed it away with her thumb, making the stain worse.

    Tomas turned to check a buckle that did not need checking.

    By the time he looked back, Elin was standing at the foot of the steps. She held the pot against her coat. Ivara had drawn the cloak around herself and was watching the gate.

    They left without music.

    Outside the palace the snow was grey with feet. People stood in doorways and at the mouths of alleys, watching the wagon descend the hill. Word had travelled ahead of them. Tomas saw a woman lift a child to see, then hurriedly lower him when Rusk looked her way.

    At the lower square a baker had set his empty trays against his shuttered shop. Someone had written BRING THEM HOME on the wood in charcoal. Beneath it, in a different hand, someone had added FEED THE ONES HERE.

    The crowd thickened at the east gate.

    Bren came alongside. “Want the cloth down?”

    “Too late.”

    A man pushed out from under an awning. He had a red cloth tied around his head and carried a little girl on one hip.

    “My lady,” he called. “My lady, before you go.”

    Tomas raised a hand for the wagon to slow.

    “Keep back from the wheels.”

    The man stepped closer. The girl’s face lay against his shoulder. Her eyes were open, but she did not look at anything.

    “She’s cold,” he said. “They said the stones would last till spring, but ours won’t hold it. I took it to the temple. They told me to come back.”

    Behind him someone shouted that there was no use asking soldiers. Someone else began to cry. Tomas saw Tess unfasten her crossbow case.

    “Leave it,” he told her.

    “Captain,” Rusk said quietly.

    “I see them.”

    The man held out the child. Ivara leaned forward, and her chain struck the front board of the wagon.

    Several people pressed closer. The mules tossed their heads.

    “Back,” Bren shouted. “Give the beasts room.”

    A stone hit the rear wheel. The nearer mule shied, dragging the pole sideways. The wagon lurched. Tomas saw the girl slip against her father’s coat, saw him catch her with both arms, and saw his foot slide beneath the iron rim.

    He grabbed the bridle. The mule reared against him.

    “Brake!”

    Bren hauled at the lever. The wheel stopped a finger’s breadth from the man’s ankle. Jory jumped down and pulled him clear.

    A second stone struck Tomas on the shoulder. For an instant all he could hear was the crowd, and his body supplied the old answer: shield forward, short step, point into the throat.

    He had his sword half out before he made himself stop.

    Across the pole, Rusk was holding a man against the gate pier with one forearm. Tess stood with the unloaded crossbow in her hands. She looked from Tomas to her lieutenant, waiting.

    “Bren. Our spare blankets.”

    “Captain—”

    “Two. And the bread bag.”

    He sheathed his sword and went to the father. The man flinched from his hand.

    “Wrap her in this.”

    “I asked her.”

    “I know.”

    “You’re taking her away.”

    Tomas tucked the blanket beneath the girl’s feet. She was heavier than she looked. Alive and limp and frightened now, with a little pulse fluttering at her temple.

    “Take the bread.”

    The man stared at him, then caught the bag awkwardly against the child. Jory guided them into the doorway of the guardhouse. The crowd opened just enough for the mules.

    Nobody cheered. An old woman spat at the wheel as it passed. Rusk released the man against the pier and walked backwards until they were through the gate.

    On the road beyond, Bren took the reins from Tomas and looked at his hand. The bridle had torn the skin between his fingers.

    “You’ll want that washed.”

    “Later.”

    The sergeant handed him a strip of cloth without comment.

    They walked until the walls no longer blocked the wind. Bellac rose behind them, pale roofs above dark streets, the palace windows catching a thin wash of sun. Tomas had once thought it the most beautiful thing men had ever built.

    Ivara was watching him through the open side of the wagon.

    “You could have asked me,” she said.

    “To warm the child?”

    She nodded.

    “Would you have?”

    “Yes.”

    He looked towards the blue cloaks ahead of them. “I have orders.”

    “I heard them.”

    He finished wrapping his hand. There was no good knot he could tie with his teeth, so he settled for a bad one.

    Ivara put her hands in her lap.

    “When she is warm,” Tomas said, “she’ll still be hungry.”

    The goddess looked back at the city for a long time before she answered.

    “Yes,” she said. “She will.”

    They went on. In the guardhouse behind them, a girl was wrapped in two blankets. Ahead of them, twelve hundred prisoners waited for the wagon to arrive.

    Tomas took his place beside the mules.

  
    Chapter 2 — Elin

    Elin carried the peach tree back into the palace with both hands. She wanted to throw it against the wall.

    Instead she set it on the table in her sitting room and unwrapped the scarf. Wet soil clung to the blue wool. She had embroidered the corner herself, badly, during the first winter of the war, when her father had insisted that the fighting would be finished by spring.

    The little tree leaned towards the window.

    She turned it so that it stood straight, then realised what she had done and turned it back.

    Her maid was waiting beside the unlit hearth.

    “Shall I have a fire laid, Highness?”

    “Is the lower nursery warm?”

    “They took the last good stone up yesterday.”

    “And the infirmary?”

    “I can ask.”

    Elin shook her head. “Give them our charcoal.”

    “Your father expects you in the council room.”

    “He usually does when someone else has to be told what he’s decided.”

    The maid kept her eyes on the hearth. Elin regretted the remark at once. Anything she said in anger became something a servant had to decide whether to repeat.

    “That was unkind,” she said. “Bring my other coat, please.”

    While she waited, she knelt to examine the stone set into the fireplace. It was a pale oval, veined in amber, warm to the touch. Ivara had charged it six weeks earlier. Elin had watched her sit on the rug with it between her hands while an elderly servant complained about the draught beneath the door.

    Ivara had listened patiently. When the servant left, she had asked Elin for a strip of cloth, and together they had stuffed the gap.

    The memory hurt in a small, precise place.

    She had been eight when she fell into the garden cistern. There had been a bright beetle on the coping, and she had wanted to catch it for Darin. She remembered the shock of the water and her heavy skirt turning slowly above her face. Afterwards she remembered Ivara’s hands beneath her arms, a voice telling her to breathe, and the smell of wet wool as they lay together on the paving.

    Her mother had called it a miracle.

    For years Elin had thought the miracle was the warmth that kept her alive until the physician came. Only much later had she understood that Ivara had been allowed to work with the cistern plants that afternoon. If the child had fallen at the other end, the chain would not have reached her.

    Elin rested her hand on the hearth stone until the heat made her palm prickle. Then she stood to put on her coat.

    Her father had moved the council into the small breakfast room. It was easier to heat and, though nobody mentioned this, he could reach it without taking the stairs.

    King Aldren sat beside a shuttered window with his injured leg propped on a stool. Someone had shaved him. The skin above his collar looked loose and unfamiliar, and his right hand trembled as he held a cup.

    “Has she gone?” he asked.

    “Yes.”

    “Any trouble?”

    Elin glanced at Lady Meret, who sat across the table with the treaty in front of her. The Ossari envoy was folding the corner of a blank sheet into an increasingly complicated shape.

    “At the east gate,” Elin said. “The captain got them through.”

    “Good man, Venn.”

    Her father drank. There was no wine in the cup; he had been ordered to give it up until the wound closed. The physician claimed this was responsible for half his temper. Elin thought that was generous.

    The treasurer pushed a paper towards her.

    “The expected grain deliveries.”

    She read it standing. Beside each town were numbers for mouths, days, and sacks. Someone had crossed out three of the smaller settlements and added their people to the nearest larger one.

    “These villages are being emptied?”

    “They will be offered transport,” the treasurer said.

    “When?”

    “When we have carts.”

    “And until then?”

    He looked at the king.

    “Sit down, Elin,” her father said.

    She took the chair beside him. The table had once belonged to a king in the mountains. A single piece of white stone, hollowed and folded while it was soft, the legs rising from it like stems. As a child she had liked to imagine the hands that made it. Now one leg had been braced with an ordinary oak wedge to stop it rocking.

    Lady Meret finished folding her paper. It had become a small boat. She put it beside the inkpot.

    “The first grain barges will be waiting below Stoneford,” she said. “They will proceed upriver when the transfer is complete.”

    “Another five days,” Elin said. “Then how long to reach these towns?”

    “Against the current? Four more, if the weather holds.”

    The treasurer’s paper allowed six days of food at Harrowbridge. Two in the villages beyond it.

    “You can see what that means.”

    “I can,” Meret said.

    Elin waited for more. The envoy met her eyes without embarrassment.

    “Then send them today.”

    “I have no authority to release them before receipt.”

    “You have authority to amend half the treaty when my father objects to where a comma is placed.”

    “A comma does not feed anyone in Ossar.”

    “Nor does grain in a barge.”

    Her father set his cup down. A little spilled over the rim.

    “Enough.”

    The treasurer found somewhere else to look.

    Lady Meret did not. “Your Highness, those barges contain grain we must purchase again before the winter is over. Your army burned the western stores. Our farmers have their own children. I will ask them to bear the loss if I am sure this agreement will hold. I will not ask them to do it on a promise that has already changed twice.”

    “The wagon has left.”

    “With your men and your seal.”

    Elin heard something moving in the passage: claws on stone, followed by an apologetic voice.

    Ivo came in with his old dog at his heels.

    “She escaped,” he said.

    The dog went directly to the king’s footstool and settled against the uninjured leg. Ivo looked at her with theatrical disappointment.

    “Apparently she has been communicating with the enemy.”

    Nobody laughed, but Aldren let a hand fall onto the dog’s head.

    At twenty-four, Ivo had the dark eyes and fine straight nose that appeared on Ossari coins. He had arrived in Auren at eleven, carrying a wooden sword and an elaborate list of foods he did not eat. For thirteen years, whenever relations between the kingdoms grew difficult, his rooms had been moved farther from the gates.

    He had stopped carrying the sword long ago. He still disliked onions.

    Lady Meret stood when she saw him. He bowed, and she inspected his face with an attention that made Elin uncomfortable.

    “My aunt sends her love,” Meret told him.

    “That is kind of her.”

    “She hopes you have not forgotten her.”

    “I remember she used to say that love was a thing to be demonstrated.”

    “She is demonstrating it.”

    His gaze dropped to the treaty. “So I understand.”

    Under the agreement, Ivo would remain in Bellac until the goddess had crossed the border and Darin had been released. Then his long visit would end. The king called it a visit even now. Elin had used the word herself often enough.

    She looked from him to the map beside the grain figures.

    There was something she could offer.

    “Send the barges,” she said. “I will bring Ivo to Stoneford myself.”

    The room grew still.

    Her father’s hand stopped moving on the dog’s head.

    “You will do nothing of the kind.”

    “He can be placed under Ossari protection there before the wagon arrives. That is a guarantee you can carry to your queen, Lady Meret.”

    “Elin.”

    “We release someone she values. She releases food. If either party then breaks the treaty, the other has already shown good faith.”

    “Or stupidity,” her father said.

    She kept her eyes on Meret. “Is it enough?”

    The envoy considered. The paper boat sat between them, its square sail beginning to sag.

    “I could order a first delivery. To Harrowbridge and the nearest stores. I would require Prince Ivo’s departure to be witnessed, and the amended agreement signed today.”

    “How much?”

    Meret named a quantity. The treasurer drew his paper back, worked with his pen, and pushed it towards the king.

    Elin leaned across to see. Enough to cover the nine days of waiting, with little left for bad roads or theft.

    “And a share for the smaller settlements,” she said. “They are not to be made to abandon their houses before they receive any.”

    “Distribution inside Auren is your affair.”

    “Then I want it written into our orders.”

    “We have heard you,” Aldren said.

    He dismissed the treasurer to prepare the amendment. Lady Meret took the hint, collected the boat along with her papers, and went to the adjoining room.

    Ivo remained by the door.

    “You might have asked me,” he said.

    Elin opened her mouth, then closed it.

    “You want to go home.”

    “I want a number of things.”

    Her father reached down and gently pushed the dog away from his leg. “Leave us, Ivo.”

    The young man bowed. He called the dog twice before she rose. As he turned, Elin saw the pale indentation on his middle finger where he had recently stopped wearing the signet her father had given him.

    She had not noticed its absence until then.

    The door closed.

    “You have no idea,” Aldren said, “what it is to watch your children leave this house and depend on another ruler’s decency to see them again.”

    “Then we have something to discuss with Ivo’s aunt.”

    His expression changed. She regretted that too, though it was true.

    “Father—”

    “Do not try to make me comfortable after you have decided to wound me.”

    She sat back.

    He pressed the heel of his hand against his eye. Outside, someone was dragging a metal bucket across the yard. The noise carried through the shutters in short, ugly bursts.

    “Your brother’s last letter,” he said. “Have you read it?”

    “Three times.”

    “I have read it nineteen.”

    He took the folded sheet from his coat and laid it between them. Darin’s handwriting had become smaller during his captivity. He wrote mostly of horses, the river, a card game he was teaching the guards. At the bottom he had asked whether the pear tree near the kennels still leaned enough to climb onto the stable roof.

    He had escaped his lessons by that route for years.

    Elin had told him once that it would be cut down. He had looked more frightened than when their father threatened to send him to the army.

    “It is still there,” Aldren said.

    “I know.”

    “I sent men to brace it after the storm.”

    She put her hand on the table near his. He let her take it.

    For a while neither of them spoke.

    Then she said, “Did it have to be her?”

    His hand withdrew.

    “We have discussed this.”

    “You told me what they demanded. I asked what else we offered.”

    “The eastern towns. Six years of river tolls. Our claim to the south bank.”

    “All of it?”

    “They wanted the towns as well as her. I kept the towns.”

    She looked at the letter. “And the people above the snowline? The orchards?”

    “Some will have to move. Others will plant what their land can grow without help. We have made lists.”

    “I saw.”

    He followed her gaze to the abandoned grain figures.

    “You think I do not understand a house matters to the person living in it. I understand. I also understand what happens when we lose another battle. I have two choices left. Neither will make me a good king in the songs.”

    She almost said that the songs had been his concern for too long. She could remember banners raised in this very courtyard, her father on a white horse, the first easy victories. She could also remember wanting him to look up and see her watching.

    “Why Venn?” she asked.

    “He held the ford at Esset until the wounded were across.”

    “You have other officers.”

    “Not many who would remain there after the officers above them fled.”

    “That makes him brave.”

    “It makes him dependable.” Aldren pulled the blanket higher over his leg. “He has spent twenty years keeping faith with men who have given him little reason to. He will finish this.”

    “He has the seal.”

    “Of course he has the seal.”

    “And the right of ending.”

    Her father gave her a tired look.

    Every child of the ruling house learned the forms of custody. You could pass a god’s keeping to another person; you could set boundaries upon its service. But the authority to hold carried the authority to release. The temple had spent centuries trying to prise the two apart. The world had not obliged it.

    To her father, the possibility that Captain Venn might use that right was evidently no more serious than the possibility that he would set fire to his own bed.

    “He wants to go home,” Aldren said. “As do we all.”

    Elin looked at the damp stain on her scarf.

    “Let me ride to Stoneford.”

    “You will stay inside the receiving fortress. No visits to the camps. No riding out to meet the prisoner columns because you think you recognise a face.”

    She understood that he had agreed before he finished speaking.

    “And you will take a proper escort.”

    “Yes.”

    “Ivo remains beside you until his people acknowledge the delivery of the grain.”

    She hesitated.

    “Elin.”

    “Yes.”

    He handed her Darin’s letter.

    “Read that again before you let anyone persuade you to be generous with what we have left.”

    She folded it and put it inside her coat.

    In the passage, Ivo was waiting with his back against the wall. The dog slept with her head on his boot.

    “Did he say yes?”

    “We leave at dawn.”

    “How strange.”

    “What is?”

    He looked down at the animal. “I used to make plans for leaving. For years. There was a carter who came every sixth day with cabbages. I thought I could get under the sacking.”

    “I remember him.”

    “He went six streets away. I discovered that after I’d paid him.”

    She smiled despite herself.

    “You should have asked me.”

    “I thought that might spoil it.”

    The smile went. She waited while he nudged the sleeping dog off his foot.

    “I am sorry,” she said. “I should have asked you just now.”

    “Would you have done it differently?”

    She thought of the crossed-out villages.

    “I might have.”

    “That sounds like no.”

    “It is the answer I have.”

    He considered her for a moment, then held out his hand for Darin’s letter. She gave it to him. He read it slowly. At the mention of the pear tree, his mouth twitched.

    “Your brother once pushed me off that roof.”

    “He said you jumped.”

    “He was a liar at nine. I hope adversity has improved him.”

    “You will see him soon.”

    “Yes.” Ivo refolded the letter with unusual care. “And my aunt. I wonder which of them will be more pleased.”

    A servant passed carrying a heap of blankets. Ivo stepped aside to let her through, and for a moment he stood directly beneath the painted record of his grandfather’s defeat. Elin had walked past it every day of her life. She wondered how often he had looked up.

    “What would you like to take?” she asked.

    “Her, to begin with.” He indicated the dog. “And my books. The brown saddle, if your father won’t interpret it as a territorial demand.”

    “It is your saddle.”

    “Excellent. We have established a principle.”

    She let that pass. He had earned it.

    “And perhaps,” he said, “I could see the city before we go. Just the city. Without someone at my shoulder counting doors.”

    There had been no orders to keep him inside since the treaty was signed. Equally, no one had told the guards at the gate that their duty had ended. Elin had been so occupied with the greater act of releasing him that she had forgotten he still needed permission to walk down the street.

    She called a page and gave the order.

    Ivo watched the boy hurry away.

    “Thank you,” he said. It was quite sincere, which made it worse.

    By afternoon the amendment was signed. A courier left for Stoneford with orders for the first barges to depart. The treasurer’s clerk returned with a fresh list of towns. This time the smaller villages had been restored to their own lines.

    Elin checked them one by one.

    Harrowbridge. Fenlow. Merevale.

    She could not place the last on a map without looking. She made herself find it.

    Then she returned to her sitting room and packed a small bag. Clothes, Darin’s letter, a knife for cutting fruit, and the silver comb her mother had given her. She took out a book, considered its weight, and put it back on the shelf.

    The peach tree stood in the fading light. Water had collected in its saucer. Elin tipped it carefully into the washbasin, then carried the pot to the south window as Ivara had told her.

    There was already a yellow leaf on the soil.

    She left it where it had fallen.

  
    Chapter 3 — Tomas

    At Harrowbridge, the road ended in mid-air.

    Tomas dismounted and went to the edge. Below him the river shouldered through the broken piers, carrying branches and a piece of yellow door. The far half of the bridge still stood. On its parapet a carved woman held out a stone fish to the empty space where the road had been.

    Someone had begun repairs. Three new timbers lay on the bank beneath a canvas sheet. A saw had been left in one of them, its teeth red with rust.

    “Passable,” Bren said behind him.

    Tomas took the report from his coat. He had read it enough to know where the word appeared. Beneath it were a date, a signature, and the impression of a crown.

    “Perhaps they meant on foot,” Rusk said.

    Bren looked down at the river. “You first.”

    It was the third afternoon since they had left Bellac. They had slept the first night in a barn with half its roof missing, and the second at a posting house where the woman in charge charged separately for the fire and the right to sit beside it. Ivara had paid close attention to the bill. Tomas suspected she was learning the world’s prices.

    He folded the report along its existing creases.

    “There’s a crossing upstream,” he said. “At Merevale. Shallow enough for a wagon in summer.”

    “It is not summer,” Rusk said.

    “I had noticed.”

    The lieutenant looked towards the travelling shrine. The mules stood blowing steam while Anet stretched her back beside the wheel. Ivara was sitting with her eyes closed. Over two days she had said little unless someone spoke to her first.

    “How far?”

    “An hour to the mill. Then we see what the water’s doing.”

    “You know it well?”

    “My sister lives there.”

    Tomas had not intended to say that. Bren turned to look at him. He had spent the previous evening advising his captain to send a letter ahead, since they were passing so close. Tomas had told him there was no time.

    He had not told him that he was afraid of what a letter might bring back.

    Jory went down the slope to water the horses. He had bought a wooden bird at the posting house for his little brother, paying with a buckle from a spare belt. Now it hung from the strap of his satchel, knocking against the leather as he walked.

    “Captain.”

    The voice came from the derelict tollhouse.

    Tomas turned without reaching for his sword.

    A man stepped out between two leaning posts. He wore pieces of three different uniforms and carried a billhook. Six others followed him. One had a bow. Another held a spear from which the head had been broken, leaving a splintered point.

    “No toll today,” Tomas said. “Bridge seems to have closed.”

    “We’re not asking money.”

    He knew the man’s face: a long upper lip, a pale notch through one eyebrow. He had seen it beside a cooking fire, laughing at something with a bone between his teeth.

    “Dace.”

    The man shifted the billhook.

    “You served under Captain Renn.”

    “Renn’s dead.”

    “I know.”

    “Then you know we’ve no captain.”

    Tomas glanced at the others. Farmers, some of them. Deserters too. Boots bound with cord. One man had stuffed straw into his coat. Their weapons were held with the awkward determination of people who had discussed this and were now discovering what it felt like.

    Beyond the tollhouse he could see a woman holding a small child by the wrist. There were more people in the trees.

    “What do you need?”

    “What’s in the wagon.”

    “No grain in it.”

    “We heard what was coming.” Dace lifted his chin towards the shrine. “You can leave her.”

    The Ossari lieutenant came up beside Tomas. His sword was still sheathed. That was something.

    “Clear the road,” Rusk said.

    “It isn’t your road.”

    “It isn’t yours to close.”

    Tomas raised a hand between them.

    “Dace. Look at me.”

    The man did, unwillingly.

    “You were at Esset. You know the men we left across the river. This is how we get them back.”

    “I was one you left across the river.”

    For a moment Tomas had no answer.

    Dace tugged open his collar. Below the clavicle, where the shirt stuck to him, the skin was marked with the remains of an infected cut.

    “Walked out of the camp when the guards went looking for firewood. Six of us. Two made it here.” He fastened the collar with one hand. “You’re late.”

    “I can give you some food.”

    “How much?”

    He knew the amount in the packs. He had checked it that morning.

    “Enough for today.”

    The bowman’s face changed. He was young, though Tomas had not first thought so. Hollow cheeks made it hard to tell.

    “There’s thirty of us,” he said.

    “We can divide—”

    “No.” The boy pulled the string back. “No more dividing.”

    “Lower it,” Dace snapped.

    Behind Tomas, a mule stamped. Jory was coming up from the river with the horses. One tossed its head, and Jory lifted an arm to steady it.

    The bowstring sounded very small.

    Jory sat down abruptly. For a heartbeat Tomas thought he had slipped.

    Then he saw the shaft projecting from the boy’s upper arm.

    Rusk pulled Tomas sideways as a second arrow struck the ground where his foot had been. There was another bowman on the slope above the tollhouse.

    “Down,” Tomas shouted towards the wagon. “All of you, down!”

    Ivara vanished behind the boards. Anet threw herself flat beside the wheel.

    Dace was shouting too. The words had been lost in the noise. Someone ran past him with the broken spear.

    Tomas drew his sword.

    He struck the spear aside and stepped inside the man’s reach, driving his shoulder into the straw-padded chest. They fell against the tollhouse wall. The man struck his face with an elbow. Tomas’s bad knee twisted under their combined weight, and for a moment his leg would not take him.

    The spear came back, point first.

    He caught the shaft under his arm and stabbed. Once, because once was enough. The man leaned into him as if seeking support.

    Tomas held him until his weight became too great, then lowered him onto the road.

    Across the slope, Tess’s crossbow cracked. The bowman above the tollhouse disappeared behind the low wall. Bren reached the younger archer and struck him with the flat of his sword. The bow fell. The boy went to his knees with both hands over his head.

    “Stop!” Tomas shouted. “Stop there.”

    One of his men was pursuing someone into the trees. Tomas called him back by name. He had to call twice.

    Dace stood with the billhook hanging beside his leg.

    “Put it down.”

    The man seemed not to hear.

    Tomas limped towards him. “Put it down before someone else decides for you.”

    The hook struck the road.

    For several moments all Tomas could hear was the horses. One was still pulling against Jory’s grip. The boy sat with his teeth clenched and blood running over his fingers.

    “Let the reins go,” Tomas told him.

    “He’ll run.”

    “We’ll get him.”

    Rusk knelt beside Jory and took the reins himself. He thrust them at another soldier, then pressed a folded cloth around the wound.

    Anet was already coming with her bag.

    Tomas turned back towards Dace. The woman from the trees had reached the fallen man. She knelt without making a sound and took off his cap. Underneath, his hair had been carefully combed.

    “Who was he?” Tomas asked.

    Dace looked at him.

    “His name.”

    “Werrin. Kept hens.”

    Tomas waited for something else. There was nothing else Dace wished to give him.

    The young bowman was crying. Bren held him by the shoulder, looking towards Tomas for an order.

    Rusk looked up from Jory. “We cannot take prisoners.”

    “I know.”

    “And we cannot leave armed men behind us.”

    Tomas nodded towards the weapons. “Break the bows. Put the steel heads in the wagon.”

    The lieutenant’s eyes narrowed, but he said nothing.

    “They go,” Tomas told Bren.

    He crouched beside Jory. The arrow had passed through the outside of the upper arm and lodged in the boy’s coat. Anet was cutting the wool away.

    “It’s spoiled,” Jory said.

    “We’ll patch it.”

    “My mother made that.”

    “Then we’ll make a good patch.”

    Tomas stood before the boy could see how angry he was. There was blood on his sword and his sleeve. He cleaned the blade with a fistful of last year’s grass.

    Behind him, Tess returned from the slope carrying the second bow. She shook her head at Rusk’s unspoken question. The other archer had escaped.

    They lifted Jory onto the wagon’s front bench. Anet wanted light, clean water, and somewhere she could keep him still. Tomas gave the order for Merevale.

    Before they left, he put a small sack of meal beside the tollhouse.

    Dace watched him do it.

    “That won’t bring him back.”

    “No.”

    “You can take it with you.”

    Tomas straightened painfully. “Let her decide.”

    He indicated the woman sitting beside Werrin. Dace’s face worked, but he moved away from the sack.

    When the wagon turned, Tomas saw Ivara crouched on the floor beneath the canvas, her hands flat on the boards.

    He had forgotten.

    “You can get up,” he said.

    She raised her head. Her eyes went to the blood on his sleeve, then past him to the woman beside the road.

    She said nothing as she stood.

    They took the path between the fields.

    By the time they reached the mill, Tomas’s knee had swollen enough that he could no longer put his heel down comfortably. He had handed his horse to Jory and walked beside him. It had seemed a kindness when he did it. He was paying for it now.

    The wheel at Merevale was still. Tomas had never seen it still in running weather. Even at night there had been the slow wooden groan, water spilling from the paddles, his sister’s voice carrying through the window when the noise grew too loud for her husband to hear.

    One paddle was missing. Two more had been removed and stacked beside the door.

    Hessa came out before he reached it.

    For a moment he was absurdly pleased by the sight of her. There she was, his older sister, sleeves rolled, hair escaping its pins, already disapproving of what he had brought to her house.

    Then he saw the second knot in her apron strings, drawn tight around a waist that had always been broad.

    “Tomas.”

    “We need somewhere for a wounded man.”

    Her eyes moved to Jory, then to the blue cloaks. Whatever else she had been about to say, she swallowed it.

    “Kitchen. Table’s strong.”

    She called into the house. “Nell, water. The clean pot.”

    A girl appeared behind her with a blue jug in her hands.

    Tomas stopped.

    She had cut her hair. He noticed that first, because the ends were uneven and one side barely reached her chin. Then he noticed how tall she had become, and the old shirt of his she wore under her dress, with the cuffs folded so often they made bands around her wrists.

    “You said after harvest,” she said.

    “I know.”

    She put the jug on the step and came to him. He knelt despite the knee. She flung both arms around his neck and held so tightly that the buckle of his cloak pressed into his throat.

    He closed his eyes.

    “That’s blood,” she said after a while.

    “Most of it isn’t mine.”

    She drew back enough to look at him. He wished he had said something else.

    “There’s water,” she said. “You can wash.”

    Anet took possession of the kitchen. Within minutes everyone except Hessa had been ordered out. Jory tried to make a joke as they laid him on the table. It did not come off. Rusk brought in the medical bag and stayed to hold the boy’s shoulders.

    Bren went to inspect the ford. The remaining soldiers watered the animals and unloaded what they needed for the night.

    Tomas brought the shrine close to the house so Ivara could shelter beneath the mill’s covered passage. He gave her permission to walk there. She stepped down carefully, still getting used to Bren’s boots.

    Nell watched the cuff appear beneath her sleeve.

    She looked at her father.

    “Yes,” Tomas said.

    The girl put down the bucket she had been carrying. She seemed unsure what to do with her hands.

    Ivara examined the little wooden figure above the mill door.

    “Who is that?”

    “You,” Nell said.

    The goddess considered the enormous hands.

    “I see.”

    “I painted it last spring. Before everything.”

    “The blue is a good colour.”

    “It was what we had.”

    Ivara nodded gravely. Nell picked up her bucket and went inside, looking back twice.

    Tomas washed at the pump until the water coming off his hands ran clear. He could hear Jory through the open kitchen window. The boy made one sharp cry and then stopped. Anet’s voice continued, low and steady.

    The yard smelled of wet wood and an empty place where grain should have been.

    Bren came back as the light was going. “We can get across at first light. Have to unload half the gear and lead the mules separately. I’ve found a man with a team who’ll help haul.”

    “What does he want?”

    “A sack of oats.”

    “We have three.”

    “Two and a bit. I was counting.”

    Tomas nodded. “Give him one.”

    That would leave them enough if nothing else went wrong. He was becoming tired of making that calculation.

    When he entered the kitchen, Jory lay on a pallet beside the hearth with his arm bound against his chest. His coat hung over a chair, rinsed and dripping. The little wooden bird had been set on the mantel, its painted beak pointing towards the window.

    Hessa was scrubbing the table.

    “He’ll keep the arm,” she said. “Your physician says so.”

    “She’s the goddess’s physician.”

    “Well, she seems able to manage the rest of us.”

    He sat. For a while he watched her scrub.

    “How bad?” he asked.

    She wrung out the cloth.

    “You came through the fields.”

    “Your letters—”

    “Were to a man who couldn’t come.”

    “You said Nell was well.”

    “I said she wasn’t ill.”

    He searched his memory and found, to his shame, that she was right.

    Hessa put the cloth down. She went to the shelf above the flour bin and took out a folded paper, protected between two thin boards.

    Tomas recognised the form before she opened it.

    An army receipt. Six sacks of barley, two pigs, stores taken under the authority of the crown. Compensation at the next harvest.

    His signature was at the bottom.

    He had signed a stack of them at the supply camp. He remembered the light failing, the quartermaster assuring him that the village headmen had agreed to the amounts. Somewhere outside, men had been cheering the arrival of supper.

    He had eaten that evening. He even remembered what: thick barley with a little bacon, the best meal in days.

    “There were to be reserves left,” he said.

    “These were the reserves.”

    He looked up at her.

    “We’d already given the tax. Then the levy. Then the extra levy to bring our husbands home.” She smoothed the paper against the table. “Orren didn’t come home. The men collecting his share did.”

    Tomas had written the letter about Orren himself. He had taken three attempts to say that his sister’s husband had died before the fighting started, of a fever in a ditch beside the siege road.

    He had believed that careful words were something he could give her.

    “I didn’t know they took it all.”

    “I believe you.”

    He would almost have preferred an accusation.

    Hessa refolded the paper. “I kept it because Nell said you would make it right.”

    Outside, someone laughed at something Bren had said. The sound belonged to a world Tomas could no longer reach.

    “I’ll leave you food.”

    “And tomorrow?”

    He rubbed his face. “The treaty brings grain. There’ll be deliveries.”

    “We have paper promising that too.”

    She put the receipt back on the shelf.

    “There are eighty-three people here,” she said. “More at the upper farms. Children come to the mill every morning because their parents don’t know how to explain that a mill can be empty. I give them whatever I have. Yesterday I broke a paddle off because there was nothing else dry enough to burn.”

    “Take my pay.”

    “Buy what, Tomas?”

    He had no answer, and she was too tired to wait for one.

    That evening they cooked from the soldiers’ stores. The smell travelled. By full dark there were people in the yard, pretending to have reasons for being there. Hessa sent Nell to fetch bowls from the neighbouring houses.

    Tomas sat beside the door and watched the level in the pot go down.

    Rusk approached with a small bag.

    “Dried peas,” he said. “Our private supply.”

    Tomas looked at him.

    “I don’t enjoy eating in front of people who can’t.”

    “Thank you.”

    The lieutenant handed over the bag. “The grain will come when she does. Remember that.”

    He went to take his turn on watch.

    Anet came out after him. She had a bowl of broth for Ivara, who sat just inside the covered passage. Tomas followed her.

    “Why didn’t she help Jory?” he asked quietly.

    “Because the arrow needed taking out. She cannot grow him another artery if we cut the wrong one.”

    “But she could help with this.” He indicated the yard, the people waiting by the kitchen door.

    Anet looked at him for a long moment.

    “Ask her what you mean. Be exact.”

    She set the bowl beside the goddess and returned to the kitchen.

    Ivara sat with one boot off, rubbing her ankle. Nell knelt beside her with a shallow wooden box in her lap. Inside were three beans resting on folded cloth.

    “They were meant to go in after the frost,” the girl was saying. “Aunt Hessa ate the others. I hid these.”

    “Where?”

    “Under the stairs.”

    “You found a place the mice don’t know.”

    “I put them in a bottle.”

    “Sensible.”

    Tomas sat on the bench beside them. Nell shifted to make room, though there was plenty. He wanted to touch her hair again and could not find a way to do it naturally.

    “Could you grow them?” he asked.

    Ivara looked at the box. Then at the people beside the door.

    “Is that an instruction?”

    He felt the seal beneath his coat.

    “Would you, if I asked?”

    “Fetch some soil,” she told Nell. “And water.”

    The girl ran. Tomas watched the chain move across Ivara’s lap.

    “Rusk says your powers are to be preserved.”

    “Rusk has peas.”

    “He gave them to us.”

    She nodded, accepting the correction. “Yes. I saw.”

    Nell returned with a chipped bowl of earth. Ivara made a hole with her finger and pressed one bean into it. The girl poured water until she was told to stop.

    “You have my permission,” Tomas said.

    The goddess closed her eyes.

    For a little while nothing happened. Someone inside the kitchen dropped a bowl and apologised. A horse shifted in its harness. Tomas could hear his daughter breathing through her mouth because she was trying so hard to be quiet.

    Then the earth moved.

    A pale loop rose through the soil. It thickened, lifted, and uncurled. Two leaves opened at its tip, wet and folded at first, then spreading until the lamplight passed through them.

    Nell made a sound he had not heard since she was small.

    The stem climbed. Ivara held out a finger and it wound around her. Green reached past her knuckle. A flower bud swelled.

    At her wrist the iron darkened. Tomas saw her hand tremble, and the little plant stopped growing.

    “That’s enough,” he said.

    Ivara opened her eyes. Slowly, she unwound the stem from her finger.

    Nell leaned so close her nose almost touched a leaf.

    “Can we eat it?”

    “Let it make beans first,” Ivara said.

    The girl looked at the three small leaves, then at her father, smiling as though he had brought home something wonderful.

    He could hardly bear it.

    Ivara picked up her broth with both hands. There was sweat along her hairline.

    “Take it inside,” Tomas told Nell. “Show your aunt. Be careful.”

    She carried the bowl away as though it contained a sleeping bird.

    Tomas waited until she was gone.

    “Is it always that hard?”

    “The stone takes most of what I reach for. On the road, it is made to.”

    “How do they open it?”

    “There is a place for the seal in the orchard wall. Another in the king’s field tent. The full service can be opened there.” She drank. “They don’t entrust that to every man who can drive a wagon.”

    He considered the warm disc against his chest. The distinction between what he could hold and what he could use had never seemed important during the ceremony.

    “If we unfastened the chain?”

    “It would still hold me. You saw that on the first morning.”

    “If I ordered you to feed them?”

    “I would try. We could do a little each day.”

    Three days remained before the appointed sunset. He could already hear Rusk telling him the number.

    “And without it?”

    The goddess set the bowl down.

    For the first time that evening, she looked fully awake.

    “I would need seed,” she said. “Living roots. Water. There is enough of that here. I would need people to work the fields and gather what grows.”

    “How long?”

    “A small harvest in a few days. A larger one after. The soil would need care. Summer cannot go on taking from it forever.”

    “You could do that?”

    “Yes.”

    The yard seemed suddenly very quiet, though the same people were still speaking in the same low voices. Tomas looked towards the field beyond the mill. He had learned to walk there behind his father, setting his small feet inside the deep prints left by a grown man’s boots.

    There were eighty-three people in Merevale. Twelve hundred waiting at the ford. He knew the numbers, and knowing them did not tell him how to look at his daughter.

    “You know what you’re asking,” he said.

    “I haven’t asked yet.”

    “You will.”

    She did not deny it.

    “Men will come for you. With banners and siege engines and whatever else they can afford to lose. They’ll come here.”

    “Yes.”

    “Can you protect these people?”

    She looked out into the dark.

    “I can help them grow food. I can give them a place where winter will not kill them. Protection will take more than me.”

    That answer frightened him more than a promise would have. He could find no easy lie to dismiss.

    “And if they won’t pray to you?”

    Ivara turned back to him.

    “They have been praying to me for years. It hasn’t put supper on their tables.”

    “That isn’t an answer.”

    Something changed in her expression. A brief anger, quickly checked. He wondered how long it had been since anyone could challenge her without the seal deciding the matter.

    “I will feed the people who live here,” she said. “Those who kneel, and those who stand. If they work with me, I will stay long enough to bring them through the winter.”

    “All the valley. Not just this house.”

    “All the valley.”

    He looked down at his hands. The split between his fingers had opened again. Blood had dried in the lines of his palm.

    “I have spent my life keeping you,” she said quietly. “Your soldiers, your kings. The children in your gardens. I am asking to choose where I spend the rest of it.”

    Inside, Nell was explaining the plant to her aunt. Her voice rose with each attempt to make Hessa understand how quickly the leaves had come.

    Tomas took out the bronze seal.

    It lay in his palm, warm as a living thing. He had signed for it beside a list of blankets and basins. Behind that list stood his king, the men across the river, the princess holding her little tree.

    He placed it on the bench between them.

    “Before I promise anything,” he said, “tell me what I would have to do.”
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