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      “The Bull is dead.”

      In the wake of the Caretaker’s announcement, silence filled the Hall of the Red Throne.

      Ariemme bit the inside of her lip. The small movement was enough to send the golden bees in her hair to dancing, their faint tinkling the only sound within the red walls.

      Outside, down the steps, beyond the pillars and silken curtains and chimes of shimmering glass, the people went on about their business: priests chanted and bled, fortunetellers peered into eyes and tossed bowls of teeth, and merchants shouted the worth and beauty of their wares in the first market of the day.

      But inside … inside there was silence and a terrible stillness.

      Ariemme’s eyes darted towards her mother.

      The Pasithea sat upon her throne, bare-breasted, silken skirts pooling around her ankles and golden sandals, wreath of golden bees and bulls framing her head. Arrayed on her left, the venerable, the honored, the most skilled in the land: the Grandfather of Serpents, the Master of Honey, and the Lorekeeper. The Shield stood at her back, bristling with knives, bronze armor glimmering, eyes hard. To the Pasithea’s right, her dozen children, ranging in age from twenty summers to five, bare-chested and bare-breasted, their skirts each a different shade of red.

      Tieffem stood closest to the Pasithea, only twelve years, their skirt a deep red; a match to their mother.

      Ariemme, older by four years, stood at the far end of the line of children. Her skirt was so pale that it was pink. A pale pink.

      The Pasithea broke the silence and the stillness with a sharp inhalation of breath and a single word. “How?”

      The Caretaker remained standing, shoulders squared, hands clasped, unmoved by her anger. The collar of bull’s horns — two, capped in gold and carved with images of plenty and virility — framed his neck and his grey-streaked beard. The points ended just above his heart, deliberately offset at a leftward angle to show his devotion and dedication to the Maiden’s beloved Son.

      “Magic, Holiness.” The Caretaker’s jaw flexed. “There can be no explanation other than malefic magic. A child of the Marrow Witch has done this.”

      Ariemme’s eyes jumped between her mother and the Caretaker, but the Pasithea made no response except to tighten her jaw.

      The Caretaker continued. “The Maiden’s beloved Son was never out of sight of myself or one of my apprentices, in addition to the priests preparing for the sacrifice. There were also blessing-seekers, writing their prayers in blood upon the hides that will be burned along with the Bull.”

      The Grandfather of Serpents leaned forward as he spoke; straight-backed despite his age, a snake of vibrant green and purple curling around his arm and tasting the air. “And you are certain these were all true prayers?”

      “I am. Each is inspected before the hide is removed, and a new one set in its place. And none of those hides were brought near to the Bull — and would not be until the sacrifice. It is impossible for a child of the Marrow Witch to have cursed and murdered the Bull in this way.”

      The Lorekeeper’s veil rippled; all in white, and bare-footed; not even their eyes were visible. “Then the child of the Marrow Witch used the flesh or blood or bone of the Bull.”

      A moment of hesitation. “It would seem so, though ….”

      The Pasithea scowled. “Speak.”

      The Caretaker tilted his chin. “Holiness, I have thoroughly examined the body of the Bull. There is no evidence of harm. None. No cuts. No bruises. No missing teeth. No nicks or shaving of his hooves or horns.”

      “You are saying that the body of the Bull is perfect?”

      “I am, Holiness. The Bull is dead. Only a child of the Marrow Witch could have slain him. But I cannot see — I cannot explain — how.”

      The Pasithea rose slowly to her feet, silken skirts swinging as she moved forward a single step. Her crown of bees and bulls glimmered. The Grandfather of Serpents and the Master of Honey and the Lorekeeper all watched her, still, while the Shield moved forward, matching her steps.

      “You have failed in your sacred duty, Caretaker. You will find this child of the Marrow Witch and you will present them at the time of sacrifice. They have slain the Maiden’s beloved Son. Their blood must be shed in punishment and atonement. And if not the Marrow Witch’s malicious child ….” The Pasithea tilted her head, waiting.

      The Caretaker straightened his shoulders, lifted his chin, echoing her words. “I am the Caretaker and I have failed in my sacred task. If I fail again, then I offer myself in the bull’s place. Freely and willingly.”

      A curt nod from the Pasithea. “You have until the sun settles beyond the edge of the world.”

      The Caretaker bowed. Despite his words, Ariemme could see his knees shaking.

      The Pasithea turned and strode from the room, through the archway towards her private quarters, her skirts sweeping across the stone. The guards flanked her, and the Shield followed; then Tieffem, one brow raised in contempt and frustration; then the Grandfather of Serpents and the Master of Honey; then Ariemme’s siblings, reddest skirt to pale red to pink.

      Only Ariemme stayed, and the Caretaker, and — oddly — the Lorekeeper.

      Their veiled head swung towards Ariemme, but it was impossible to see the direction of their eyes through the cloth.

      “Where will you go?”

      Ariemme tightened her shoulders when she realized that she had spoken aloud. Her question was too noisy in the nearly empty Hall of the Red Throne, echoing from the pillars and the stone floor.

      For a long moment, the Caretaker did not seem to hear her. His shoulders twitched, his hands dropping to his sides. Finally, he answered. “I … will begin with my apprentices. The priests. I shall question them again. Perhaps I shall catch one in a lie, or … perhaps one of them saw something strange, out of place, and will remember.”

      Ariemme crossed the stones to him, her bare feet silent. The golden bee ornaments that capped the ends of her braids clicked gently.

      He looked down at her.

      Your eyes are too much like his. Your nose and cheekbones. There is too much of him in you, and not enough of me. The Pasithea had sighed. I should have chosen a man with weaker seed, but I liked those eyes.

      “I shall assist you.”

      The Caretaker chuckled, for a moment the grimness of his expression replaced with affection and indulgence. “I treasure your offer. But it is Vernaltide. You are a child of the Pasithea, and you have your own tasks to prepare for the rite this evening.”

      Ariemme flinched.

      “Do not despair yet.” He lightly touched her cheek. “There is time. I may yet find this child of the Marrow Witch.”

      With that he turned away, descending the stairs outside the Hall and disappearing into the early morning sun.

      Too much of him in you. Your skirt will never be red.

      “He will die.”

      Ariemme jumped. She had completely forgotten that the Lorekeeper still remained in the Hall. She turned to find the white-robed figure only three steps away. Their sleeves drooped, hiding their hands, and their skirts covered their feet. They looked like one of the unpainted statues of the Wavemaker in the Hall of Potters.

      But then it was the Wavemaker who had first given the people the Lore, who had blessed the first keeper to hold it safe and speak it true.

      Ariemme tightened her jaw. “He did not murder the Bull.”

      “No.” The veil barely fluttered. “But there must be a sacrifice. The Maiden must know our gratitude, and we must understand the horrors from which our people escaped. In years and ages past, when there was no perfect Bull, others offered themselves in place of the beloved Son. On three separate Vernaltides, it was a child of the Pasithea — grown into their mind and body — who carried the people’s blessings and entreaties to the Maiden.”

      “You think I would — should — take my sire’s place?”

      The Lorekeeper tilted their head. “You are the least-favored of your mother’s children. And a resentful heart is easily corrupted. Perhaps we should be looking to you as the child of the Marrow Witch.”

      Ariemme’s heart stuttered in her chest. “What? … How?”

      “Your dislike of your sibling is well-known. They, after all, can speak with the bees and the bulls, call the rains, feel the cracking of the earth deep down. They are the most powerful of the Pasithea’s children. It is they who will inherit the Red Throne, not you.”

      Ariemme laughed. It was a harsh sound.

      “I have no wish for the Red Throne, Lorekeeper. I never have. And, as you say, I am the weakest of my mother’s children. Were I to sit upon the Throne, it would be the doom of our people. If the Pasithea cannot speak with the bees and the bulls, call the rains, or feel the cracks of the earth before they tear down our buildings and turn back the tides — well, they are no Pasithea.”

      Silence.

      Outside, down the steps, beyond the pillars and silken curtains and chimes of shimmering glass, Ariemme could hear the priests chanting, fortunetellers tossing bowls of teeth, and merchants and shoppers haggling as the first market of the day drew to an end.

      Suddenly embarrassed, she crossed her arms and looked away. Down. Stared at her toes curling against the stone.

      “Come.”

      She lifted her head, eyes wide as the Lorekeeper turned in a swirl of white and moved towards the far right corner of the Hall.

      Confused, still embarrassed, Ariemme scampered to catch up.

      The Lorekeeper was quick, moving between the great pillars to the door in the corner. They pushed it open and strode down the corridor. Narrow windows let in the morning sunshine, illuminating the paintings of dolphins and fish, gryphons and flowers.

      “Tell me the story, child of the Pasithea. Recite for me the origins of the first covenant, and the origins of the second covenant. Recite for me the Lore of the Bull.”

      Ariemme swallowed, calling the sacred tale to mind. Speak! Just say the words!

      “Long ago, the people lived in a land consumed by the bloodlust of the Marrow Witch. They knew nothing of the Maiden, or even the Wavemaker. They knew only
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