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  The end of the month of the Apatin, the end of spring


  Getting the adept symbol cut onto the top of my left hand did not hurt quite as much as having the sacred white clay rubbed into it. That stung more than I could imagine. The clay was necessary to give the Doctor-Diviner adept scar its distinctive coloring and raised shape. Tages had blessed the scar and wrapped it carefully for me. I’d have to redress the wound every day till it healed.


  I watched him leave, with his bag full of bits from a Tree he could not see. I leaned against that Tree, thanking it for my good fortune. Some of the flowers fell upon my head. They smelled something like an apple blossom, yet with something both familiar and strange adding to its unworldly aroma. Behind me, on the far side of the Tree, I could almost hear ants crawling up and down it, chewing upon the rot like termites. A whiffle of sound caught my attention as some rot fell off the Tree.


  In my bag, I had part of a broken necklace said to once have belonged to the Goddess Thielle. I didn’t open my bag to look at it, and hadn’t shown it to Tages before he’d left. I’d only found it a few days before in Grandmother Turani’s home. I wanted to understand why she might have had it. It mattered. There was another larger part in the lord of Thefarland’s treasure room. It had been the source of much conflict.


  Lord Aranthur, to the north, had wanted it as part of a wedding price, and had convinced the father of his future daughter-in-law to ask for it in exchange for her valuable property of the Westvell. Thefare’s brother, Fuluns, had scuppered not only the negotiations but the marriage by raping that young girl, Ravantha.


  Aranthur was still vying for it as a magical relic that might heal him, when Zelia and Tages—the last of the respected Doctor-Diviners—couldn’t. Tages didn’t think modern science would heal him, either. I suspected Aranthur’s son, Marce, Ravantha’s former intended, was cursed with the same ailment he had.


  It was disconcerting to have that bit of bauble in my bag that few even knew about.


  To comfort myself, I sang the lullaby Grandmother Turani had sung to me as a child, one that I believe about finding me after my parents had left me to die of exposure. At least what I could remember of the song. More of it had come back to me in the past few weeks.


  “One was wrapped


  In lace and gold


  Another leaves and dirt


  One died in the cold


  The other death did skirt


   


  One was lost, another lives


  Oh, the humble child 


  Into my arms did come”


  A few words continued trying to finish other lines, words like wild or drum, and even bum... but they continued to be increasingly improbable, and sometimes silly enough to make me laugh. Still, I hummed the lines and let myself remember Grandmother Turani’s safe embrace. Warmed by the sunlight and the Tree’s strange comfort, and looking again at my wrapped left hand, I was content again.


  I breathed in the smell of the blossoms and the sweet smell of the Tree’s dying. A Tree in constant transition between life and death. Here I was at yet another beginning of my own, again at the base of this Tree.


  Not too long ago, Tages wouldn’t give me the elevation to adept status. During a ceremony earlier that spring, I was not able to see any of my own ancestors. I had seen two goddesses, and this Tree, but none of my own deceased people. It was necessary for our work. While we used nature in much of our healing and our Medicine, we also used ancestors—for they might cause illnesses if they felt any disrespect. In any community we worked with, we often called upon members who had already been healed as minor doctors, proof that healing was possible, bringing to light any disruption that harmed. This extended to the afterlife.


  I still wondered if leaving me to die by this Tree had cut me off from all ancestors. This was, I knew, where Grandmother Turani had found me. No matter.


  Finding me here, Tages had discovered that the Tree I’d drawn, whose flowers I’d brought back and he’d held in his own astonished hands—flowers he’d never seen in his entire life—proved how much I could see and he could not, even while standing under its branches. He changed his mind.


  All this bemused me. Tages was one of the greatest Doctor-Diviners in the country, and possibly in history. It was, however, a dying profession. There were too many changes in the world. Science was easily outstripping most of the charlatans who claimed the title of Doctor-Diviner, singing nonsense, and dancing to rhythms that had no Medicine.


  Neither Tages nor I could regret science emerging as a beneficial healing art—except it had no Medicine, no community, no... well... anything divine about it.


  Even Tage’s son, Aule, had left for the city of Jambrone to study at the university. He could not see the other world—ancestors or otherwise. He could see much in the fields of chemistry and biology. These studies his father and I embraced and took note of. Even my work using the taxonomy from biology and botany had become useful in creating a comparative dictionary of the ancient lore-laden Ndeb. Tages had finally read the work I’d been doing and approved. He suggested that this would be worthy adept work, as well as being allowed to practice our craft farther afield to tend the villages he had been neglecting of late.


  While slowly making my way home, I spent some time gathering herbs for the garden, as well as for study. I had to be careful, one-handed as I was. Each day, I cleaned the wound on my hand, purifying it with white clay.


  Jackal, the jackal of all jackals, often walked with me. He seemed all too amused by something, laughing with Crow, who flew silently through the woods with us. Some of the time, she flew with a flock, all silent as death, and then the murder would suddenly caw at me as a group from some unexpected part of the woods came along our path. Crow, flying low and nearly perching on Jackal’s back, laughed at how startled I might be.


  Once, as I sat by a stream, trying to catch fish for my dinner—Jackal grinning at my lack of luck, but not helping either—Crow dropped an apple on my head. It smelled of that mystical Tree’s blossoms. The juice bled from where its claws had held it.


  “Thank you!” I cried out, but wasn’t sure I should eat it. It was fresh, and it was still too early in the season for such fruit.


  She only cawed at me, with derisive laughter.


  “She’ll learn,” called out Jackal, “with both of us teaching her!” But he was just as mocking as the cawing from above.


  Learn what? I wondered. But if Jackal wouldn’t tell me, I doubted Crow would, either.


  Book of Summer


  Chapter Two
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  The month of Aritimi, early summer


  I arrived home on the first day of Aritimi. I got straight to work. I took a flower press I’d left there before my last dreadful trip to Ravantha and checked it. Apparently, Tages had built fires in the room to keep it and all our equipment dry. He’d turned my hut more into a laboratory than my sleeping chambers. I could see that he’d set up equipment for extracts as well as essential oils. I sighed.


  Well, I had long been used to sleeping in his laboratory. This one is at least partly mine, I thought, wondering where I’d put my bed. Currently, it was partly under a table. I looked at my left hand and smiled.


  The plants in either press had not turned to mold, which was a relief. I put both presses aside and carefully rearranged the space so I would have a place to sleep without hitting my head or knocking anything aside if I slept restless or woke in the dark of night.


  I rearranged the laboratory so I could work on one of the tables. I needed to put the pressed flowers behind good paper and precious glass to better draw and study them. I had taken good notes, but I was further glad of a good memory.


  Pressing a flower sometimes would take all the color out, depending on the age of the pressed plant. They also flattened the beautiful curl of their corolla. New words for me. Corolla, the inner whorl of the perianth, that puts its face toward the sun. The corolla, surrounding pistils and stamens. The perianth’s display of color that would attract pollinators of bees, butterflies, and even small birds.


  I carefully drew the Nighee, thinking of its scientific name, Borreenus giren. There were similar plants, but not local. Tages said one variation of the Nighee grew in the rockier slopes and was smellier. The other could be found near Zelia’s region to the north. She’d told him it branched out more and was more potent, thus more dangerous. She’d sent a supply, just as we sent her some of the medicinal herbs she could not easily find in her area.


  I drew the Nighee as it might be seen in life, but used the pressed plants to gather the information that would help classify it using the new botanical taxonomy. As I drew, I thought, It’s so very pretty, and the flowers so delicate.


  However, dark green made it a plant in the black side of the Ndeb plant taxonomy, though the flowers were white. Death and grace, of course. But the new taxonomy would have the dark green, leathery leaves numbered according to how it was palmately parted, among other characteristics. An interesting way to classify a plant—by traits, not by what it could do. In Ndeb, the plant was black and white, which meant dangerous, but potentially useful. Granted, the others variations of this plant were still green, so still black, and the flowers stank, signifying what we might call deceitful. I made notes about them, so I could paint them in at some later date, and try to find a way to reconcile the two very different ways of classifying a plant.


  How would I organize the future book so that it could be useful? The Nighee was a good example of how challenging a chore it might become, but exciting to me, nonetheless.


  The work of drawing and note-taking was necessary to free up the presses. I would need both skills on my upcoming travels. I also needed to carefully write down my notes about the plants I had just gathered.


  I also made notes of plants I wanted to gather or draw, checking in on the garden to see what had survived transplanting, as well as our medicine stores to see what roots, bark, or berries I needed to gather. Some fruit bushes would begin bearing early, with more coming as the sun plumped the produce after all this rain, building toward abundance in autumn.


  I tried to visit with Hastia, as she was now among those I might consider a friend, the first female one, but she was too busy being a woman now. And soon to be a wife? It seemed so. There would be no commiserating about my elevation. Despite our similar ages, I hadn’t had a three-day-long Milk Tree ceremony. I hadn’t been initiated into womanhood. In her eyes, it seemed, I was just a girl and always would be.


  The next month would be less wet from all of the Apatin’s rains, and travel would be much easier. During the few days of preparation, Tages would come in and review his own mental map of the area and help me build my own. There were places he wanted me to visit that he would not be going to see any time soon, unless at need, if the healing or divining was beyond me.


  Tricky this, as divination was becoming weak in him, an unwelcome admission. He hoped that what I could see, and others couldn’t, might build a new or different practice of divination so important to our work. It would help both of us. Tages was eager to traverse new mystical ground in his studies, along with what he could gain from his son, and the doctors from the university he corresponded with.


  Yet he was sending me away before that study could even begin.
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  Traveling from village to village in the month of Aritimi was somewhat dangerous. Not for the usual issues of lions and jackals looking for food, but because it was a time for men to take young hunters out for the first time to hunt fowl for food. The arrows they learned with might not kill you, except by freakish chance, but their aim was often wild, and sometimes it took hard lessons for them to learn to aim their bows carefully.


  My travels showed anew how old ways were diminishing, but also that tensions were growing along the Westvell and Thefarland borders. In spring, my time in the Westvell, the tensions were mine alone. Now I observed more. A community... two communities with a growing diss-ease I knew Tages needed to know about.


  I was in Fareli, close to the Westvell border, having salved a scrape and bruise from a boy who hadn’t learned yet to steady his bow. The mother was a little too protective and had interfered, though the boy’s father had already used some wild herbs to ease the wound. No wonder the boys’ initiation rituals were done far away from a mother’s attention.


  The local midwife found me just as I was packing up to leave.


  “I am Thesathei. You’re a student of Tages. You know Velia?”


  “Yes, of course I know her.”


  “There’s a girl, married, no Milk Tree. I might want your help. The labor is taking too long. I am worried. She’s so young.”


  Velia had, of course, spoken of midwifery many times. The whole household heartily agreed with her that the Milk Tree ceremony was important, for it was only performed when the girl’s body could support a baby’s growth. Womanhood was the result of the initiation, and marriage often afterward. Much of what Velia discussed about midwifery and women’s rituals, even when Tages considered helping her as part of our practice, was entirely theoretical. “I’m not...” I began.


  “Come,” Thesathei interrupted. “There are already minor doctors dancing for Vesi, but none labored so long, or while so young.”


  I nodded. This was part of my adept work. Theory and observation turned into practice. Tages should have accompanied me on my first trip out, but I steadied my nerves with one last shake and followed, hoisting my bags onto my back. It hopefully meant that he trusted me.


  I began to note that how little Tages might divine, his knowledge of the area remained profound. I did have herbs and rootstock for occasions like this. My bag was prepared for anything I would see.


  The girl—for surely she still was wife and mother, regardless—was struggling out of pure exhaustion. Thesathei had listed all the herbs she’d given the poor thing on our short walk. At this point, they were too gentle. Apparently, her body was not dilating enough to birth.


  “I have the rootstock of belit,” I said.


  “Is that not dangerous?”


  “We certainly should not give her too much. A weak dose for this mother, in fact, but...” I felt a little helpless and a bit of a fraud, except through my observations and a flood of memories discussing a case like this, it came to me. “She cannot wait much longer, can she? You said it has been days?” I asked, but I could see it clearly in the room.


  Thesathei nodded.


  “Even her minor doctors are tired,” I said. “We will be careful. There might be tearing.”


  “With this child, there would be tearing anyway,” Thesathei admitted. “You will help stitch her up? The baby will need my care as it is a difficult journey for it as well.”


  “Of course.”


  I brewed the root, and my mind began its usual litany of thought. I thought of how the belit was classified in Ndeb as an assisting plant. I wondered about the taxonomy it would have in the modern science, stripped of its usefulness to mere appearance. I brought out some herbs that fortified, something for the body that wasn’t merely Medicine, and had one of the exhausted dancers brew the tea and make a stew. The broth would be useful to the girl.


  “In my day,” whispered the dancer, “the man would come to his wife’s hut. Here, even her ancestors do not know her husband’s family.”


  “How, then, did they meet?” I asked.


  “At the Grand Market by the castle. Vesi is pretty, and the family poor. Tcha gave the family a cow, and they could not pass that up, even though the cow should have been hers. They kept it to help feed their family.”


   “That is shocking,” I said in full agreement.


  The brew was finished, and I went to give it to the girl. She took it in slow sips between contractions. Between this decoction and the broth from the stew, she began to revive. The belit did assist, and the dancers began to dance, slow and steady, singing quietly to gentle the girl’s struggles. I was grateful for Thesathei and her competence. Noting the increased dilation with her fingers, she gave helpful encouragement to the girl.


  When the baby came, it was blue and needed care. She took it toward the fire and rubbed it, having one of the minor doctors cut the umbilical cord. The baby cried out, finally, while I waited for the afterbirth and ensured that the entire placenta was out. This still took time, and I was glad the belit helped the contractions continue till this was done. I then cleaned the area of blood and sewed the tear up.


  When the baby had fed and the new mother slept, Thesathei and I watched for more bleeding and anything else that might happen.


  “I’ll be sending a note to Tages. I’ll write Velia, as well, in case of a fistula. She’s young, and the birth was difficult,” I said. “Unless you know how to...”


  “No, I’d need her help. That’s something too deep inside and would need Velia’s great care. Thank you.”


  I’d already written the note. Ndeb for Tages, and Obrone for Velia. In the morning, I’d hand it to someone going to the market or to town.


  There was a banging at the door, and when opened by a furious Thesathei, muttering about impatient husbands, she was surprised when a man bowed to her. He was, I could see, someone she did not know, and she was frightened. She used a word I’d not heard before, cursing him as a foreigner and a Westvellian.


  “I offer no harm!” he said, but his tone was resentful. “Please. We understood that the Doctor-Diviner was here, the adept. We need help with an eye. The adept is here?”


  “I am,” I said and began to put my things in my bags.


  “Please come. He is a tinker traveling through the Westvell, and he... he went too near a field where the boys practiced.”


  I finished packing and gave Thesathei the note. “Please have it sent to Tages and Velia as soon as possible.”


  She nodded and I left. I couldn’t help but think that an eye was not as important as the girl, but I knew she would do well, and if needing any further care, Thesathei was capable, and Velia was much better than I with that sort of thing.


  I was still irritated by having to leave. His conversation did not help. “You should not be used for such things. They’ve a midwife in their village. You’re an adept and the Westvell needs you. Ravantha would claim you as our Doctor-Diviner. You should be with us, not them, no matter where you’ve studied.”


  I doubted this. Ravantha considered Tages a glorified apothecary.


  “I’m coming, aren’t I? And Tages has long cared for people in the Westvell. Cai is a Master Doctor-Diviner and takes care of your people closer to Rasce’s lands.”


  “Let them care for Rascenden and Thefarland. You are ours.”


  “That girl needed a Doctor-Diviner,” I said. A half-truth. If Velia was not available, then I stood a close second, or rather third.


  The irritation only continued as the man and I walked. He seemed to relax only when we crossed the border. Then, the patient only added to my frustration. The man had not cleaned his minor wound. It had gotten infected while he rested in the village as an apology for the injury. Normally, he’d have been escorted out as soon as his work there was done. Strangers, especially men, weren’t suffered to stay long in the Westvell.


  The arrows for fowl weren’t large and weren’t barbed, either. The glancing blow at the corner of the man’s eye was swollen, and the small gash, definitely infected. I gave him a sedative, numbed the area with a salve, and got to work. I released the infection to reduce the swelling. I added a poultice wrapped in a cloth to help draw out any infecting dirt that might still be in the wound. A waiting game. It gave me time to think.


  For one, however much the villagers might want to claim me as their Doctor-Diviner, I was from Thefarland and their hospitality was grudging.


  For the most part, Tages and I did not tend to minor Hunter Cult training wounds. Even before I’d started my apprenticeship with Tages, I’d known Kutu—one of my first friends, and a respected leader and hunter. Grandmother Turani had given his cult, and others, herbs and advice to heal minor injuries. Immediate first aid was often important when far from any reputable healer.


  I lifted the poultice and irrigated the tinker’s wound to remove the tinier particulates that might have entered the small gash. The sedative worked well enough to where the only distraction was his snores. My mind wandered again.


  The month of young hunters seemed misnamed to me. Aritimi was a woman.


  Depending on the lore or legend, she was a heroine or Goddess of the Hunt, so it never made sense to me to name the month for a time when rambunctious boys learned to hunt fowl. It was also one of the months for initiating young boys. Celi was another.


  The only women hunters I encountered were closer to the Westvell, where Ravantha had initiated a growing number of women into her own Hunter Cult—if that was what anyone could call it. As far as I could tell, there was no initiation, only a will to hunt and practice. I had wondered how the men felt about their activities, but from what I could see, they did not mind, for the most part. Not in the Westvell, at any rate.


  What would have surprised a good many of Thefare’s men, including my friend Kutu in the Westvell, was that there were men who preferred farming. Those few villagers, including men, I’d spoken to on my rounds seemed to indicate that they were mainly preparing to defend their borders. Women who hunted gave more time for the men to practice the harder sports of fighting, often left only to men with far more wealth.


  I irrigated the wound a few more times, peeked in with my second sight to note that the wound was as clean as I could get it. I considered a stitch for the small gash, but the man seemed eager to make a scene, so I put a bandage next to his eye, and then wrapped his head in another bandage to keep it there.


  Then I left the village to venture toward the next. Gathering plants along the way gave me much time to ponder the evidence of the town’s tensions.


  Ravantha’s Aranthenvellian friends, Larce and Marce, had been teaching her to fight, as well as some of her women, people who are not traditionally allowed or able to learn those crafts. I wondered if Ravantha was creating an army. She certainly had women who were magnificent archers and men who could fight with trained noblemen. It was something I certainly had to let Tages know if he had not yet divined it.


  After my talk with Tages at Jammon’s ancient temple, I speculated that the two men might be manipulating Ravantha
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