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  The month of Thielle, early spring


  Spring waters bit my hands as payment for the divine white clay I was digging. My lower back ached as I lifted another handful into the tightly woven basket beside me. Apprentice work. Master Tages and his adept, Cai, used this clay during healing Medicine. 

I had been with Tages since last autumn, the day after Grandmother Turani had disappeared for the last time, this time not wandering, but guided. 

Tages had come to fetch me by her design, so that I could further my education beyond her ancient Ndeb herb lore. With her dementia, had she known that she’d sent me to study what I now knew was a dying craft? 

Spring is a time of growth, a promise of abundance—yet all I could think of this morning was death, dying, or damage. Dead leaves blanketed the cold winter earth, their decay fueling future growth. 

During one of my foraging walks in the month of Leinth, the death of autumn, I came across a broken branch. Its pale wood was wet, and water slowly drip, drip, dripped from the wound. The tree’s last drink in late autumn was betrayed by an unexpected breath of winter. The early freeze cracked the tree’s weakness during the night with ice. Morning’s warmth let it weep onto my hands. 

Icy water pooled into my palms like tears. A tree, like the World Tree, with a living side and destruction on the other, or one dead branch. It was hard not to see it as symbolic: I was a person, caught between life and death of the world around me, with forces that betray us into weeping where we break. My heart was broken. 

I did not know what had happened to the woman who had raised me, not really. 

The vocation chosen for me, similar to what I’d already learned from Grandmother Turani... this vocation was dying. Few people practiced it, or practiced it with integrity. She had at least sent me to study with one of the greatest Doctor-Diviners in the land. I enjoyed Tages’s curious mind. I shared in his curiosity and embraced books and knowledge beyond our craft’s traditional scope. But what would I have when my studies ended, and I was a Master Doctor-Diviner? 

I put another scoop of sacred clay into the basket and wondered how chemistry would reduce this clay. Maybe it would pick out its antiseptic components, or some other sort of useful compound? I doubted it could detect the touch of divine grace. Science lacked Medicine. While it might pick out an herb’s effective components, it was well... merely Medicine.

I tried not to groan as I bent back down with that thought and with my stiffening back. It would have been far easier to kneel in the creek, wet to the chest, but it was too cold this early in spring. This cold would seize my chest like a vise. If given a chance, I’d probably float in the waters to cool the inflammation. Cai might not want to wait while I did. He was somewhere in the woods where I heard one lone jackal cackling. It wasn’t looking at Cai and his somewhat illegal rabbit traps. I felt its eyes upon me. 

Jackal and Crow had paced my path even as a child. They were nearer, or louder of late. Pointed. Mocking. Laughing. Waiting for me to do something. 

I bent back down and put both hands into the water. 

Jackal’s laughing didn’t distract me from my thoughts. At least not for long. Aule had left to study at a university up north, instead of studying with his father. He had written that the school of anatomy was once a temple to the Goddess Nhor. He said what had become of Thielle’s temple was worse. It was now a temple of prostitution. Thielle for the beauty of life? No longer. Her ugly twin, Nhor, remained a goddess for the dead. Many gods were now largely remembered merely by the names of months. 

With my fingers pruned from winter’s melting ice, I pondered this change of an Age. There were times it felt as if we were in the winter of dying gods—hopefully readying for a spring of new, as yet unknown ones. Who might they be? 

I was caught within this change. Maybe the change from one generation of Divinity to the next, but definitely between Medicine and science. What was I to do with it? I was at least forewarned. I didn’t need divination to see it. 

A spring caw like a laugh from a crow startled me from my musings, and I let the clay draw my attention again. The clay was hard-packed to my cold, stiffened fingers. They ached curling into the deposit, but as I drew it up, it became soft, silky in my fingers. Clouds of white flowed down the creek, like memories of ice. 

I eased my back and put another handful of silky white into a tightly woven basket. 

Grandmother Turani had asked me to learn all I could of all Three Rivers of Knowledge, to bind them before a tree died. Which tree, I did not know. She had been getting confused by then. Tages explained this disordered mind was a mark of old age. 

I gathered more clay. If the waters were near freezing, it was still better to gather the clay before the rising hysteria of Goddess Thielle’s weeping overwhelmed the banks of the creek—and certainly before the Apatin followed Her weeping rain with His torrential storms. 

Using the clay, I drew the symbol of an adept Doctor-Diviner on my left hand, and then the master on the right. I let both water and clay wash them away. Water: it cleans. It destroys. It heals. 

The month of Thielle is for the Goddess of Beauty in the season of spring, when snowmelt swells the waters before the coming of spring rain. Her weeping helps flowers burst forth from their winter’s sleep to crown Thielle with a riot of flowers and colors and scents after her grief. I looked up at the bank to ease my back from all the bending and twisting. 

As if I were waking from my grumpiness, I noticed beauty. Nearby, early bell-like blossoms, white with the memory of the dusting of snow that had birthed them. They bowed over the whitened waters, under the light green canopy above, insipid still, hiding their future fullness. 

I bowed, stirred the silting clay, and let go of my frustrations. “Weep clean, O Spring, the darkness of Winter past, and let grief turn to joy!” I said. 

I bent back to my work, filling a second tightly woven basket with the special clay. Wind played on the branches above, giving a soft murmuration. I hummed with it and began to sing words.

“One was wrapped

In lace and gold

Another leaves and dirt

One died in the cold

The other death did skirt

 

Oh, the humble child...”

I mumbled this last line again, looking for the next part, but it did not come. There was more I couldn’t remember, except that the humble child was special somehow. 

“Sen, do you have enough yet?” Cai called from the embankment. 

I started, nearly tipping the basket into the stream. “Yes,” I said. “I put one basket by that tree. I hope you can carry it.”

He snorted. “Of course. What were you singing?”

“Oh, a lullaby, I think. Grandmother Turani used to sing it to me. I can’t remember all the words.”

“It doesn’t sound familiar. Isn’t it a bit dark for a lullaby, with one twin dead?” 

“Well, that’s, umm, yes. Pretty dark.” My heart pounded a moment as I wondered what that song might mean. Why had she sung it to me? There were other, more restful lullabies in the world. I shook my head and looked up at Cai again. 

Tages’s adept was well boned and tall, with the white adept mark on one hand. Despite his white cape-like tebenna wrapped around his torso and the wide pantaloons, both stained at the hems, he looked strong enough to be a hunter, especially with the brace of rabbits he carried. He noticed me looking at the white adept scar on his hand. 

“Don’t worry. You’ll get your scars,” he said. He ran his hand through his wavy brown hair, shaking off the spatter of water that had graced him from the tree canopy above. It had rained overnight, and what had greened was still delicate, pale, but dripped at the slightest breeze. 

Cai shook his head. “I know you miss Turani. Things must change for people to grow and learn,” he said. “You need... life experience. Here, you will gain that, and more.”

“More?” 

He laughed, noting my tone. “You know a good deal, I won’t deny, of herbs, of lore, but you’re still...”

“Yes. More. It’s people I must learn.” 

We both heard a noise up the hill, and Cai dropped his rabbits and kicked some leaves over them, even before he turned to look. He moved to pick up the basket near him and then put it down almost on top of them. 

“Kutu!” I said, in both greeting and informing Cai that his instinct in hiding his rabbits was correct. He turned and waved at the hunter. 

“I see you have been hunting, young Cai,” Kutu said, coming down the hill, moving like a panther. He wore leather. “Why do you let Sen gather up the clay by herself?”

Cai shrugged. It wasn’t his job to do the grunt work. 

“Good snares you put out,” Kutu said. Cai tried not to preen with pride. “Do you have any salves for some scratches?”

Cai and I looked at his leg as he made his way down the hill, and noted that his ‘scratches’ were more like gashes. Proud hunter that he was, the wounds did not slow him down. 

“Help me out of the stream, Cai. This is the last of the clay I can get with these baskets, anyway,” I said. “I have supplies in my bag.”

“If you put his rabbits in your bag when you are done, I’ll say nothing about it,” Kutu said with a grin.

I grinned back. I’d met few people at Grandmother Turani’s, but Kutu was one of them, moving his herds in a wider, more dangerous circuit during warmer weather. His meat profited in flavor with the wider range of herbs. Being a bit of a distance from Tages’s compound, he’d come by a time or two, relying on Turani for herbs and healing. Kutu and I had often exchanged information, skittering over the boundaries of Thefarland tradition a time or two. There had to be some fluidity in such traditional roles, for hunters could not always find a ready Doctor-Diviner in the wild. If they once had, no longer. There were herbs and other things we needed that hunters could find in their work. 

While I cleaned up the gash on Kutu’s leg, Cai stowed his rabbits in my bag. 

“Had the injury happened farther away...” I started to say.

“I mean, you do watch cattle farther afield, don’t you?” Cai asked.

“You do remember how to clean it?” I asked. 

“Yes, but I noticed you earlier,” Kutu said. “So I came here instead. I slipped on some rocks while killing a snake.” He held up a snake. Deadly. Kutu was one of the better hunters. “I did not have the herbs for the poultice, or a ready wrap. Also, Jackal was nearby, and while I discouraged him from coming this way, I thought I’d warn you in case a pack followed.”

“I heard him,” I said, remembering his laughter earlier. 

Kutu’s eyebrows raised. 

Cai said, “I didn’t hear them.”

Jackals and lions roamed the area. A bane in cattle land, but apparently a strange boon in the grain lands. From what I’d heard, the lions knew deer enjoyed those crops. Farmers knew that while deer could decimate a field in a night, they were lions’ dinner at dusk. Easy prey for the lazy creatures. 

This was dairy land. Thefarland was one of the primary sources of the cheese predominant in the cooking of the entire region, pairing beautifully with the breads, pastas, beans, and wines most of the southern region had become famous for in the past generation. Here, the lions worked harder to get to the cattle hunters protected. The hunter’s role was dangerous often enough that they needed our services. Their trade was our primary source of meat. Kutu was getting healing, trading only a blind eye to Cai’s kills. 

I finished up my ministrations, and Kutu said he would bring Tages more mushrooms. We thanked him and then picked up our baskets of clay and went on our way. 

As he was leaving, I asked Cai, “Don’t Tages and Velia have plenty of mushrooms left?” I knew there was quite a store of dried ones for stew.

“Not that’s grown on cattle dung. Tages will be needing some soon to test you, if you replace me in the divination part of an adept’s work.”

“What does that mean?”

“You’ll see.” After a bit, Cai said glumly, “He’ll have us dissecting them, you know.” 

I knew he was talking about rabbits, not mushrooms. Cai liked to eat his food, not study it. Tages always had us studying the innards of animals, even if we were to eat them. 

“I don’t know why he does this. It’s new since you’ve been here. I could have gone to Jambrone if I’d wanted to study anatomy.”

“You could have waited for hunters to trade with us instead of snaring rabbits.”

“And then we’d be eating snake tonight,” he said. “They at least gut their meat before they give it to us more often than not.” 

I stumbled, catching an insight almost like walking into a web in the woods. “Something tells me we’ll be doing something else instead of cutting up rabbits before we make a stew.”

“Are you sure you’ve not gone through the adept test yet?” He sniggered. 

I glared at him. 

“Well, I hope you’re right, even if no ancestors guided you,” Cai said with some cheer. “Why can’t we just skin it and roast it, instead of identifying its inner parts?”

“You’re only complaining because you still can’t identify the liver or the lungs,” I said.

“No. I’m only complaining because I’m hungry! And you’re one to talk!” said Cai. “You’re avoiding making cheese.”

“She sent me.”

Like Aule, I didn’t sense any of my ancestors. This made any household work with her a bit like hidden thorns in a bundle of roses. Dead roses, mind you, to gather the hips for Medicine. Velia wouldn’t waste anything that useful. I hadn’t hesitated when she’d sent me.

“Oh,” Cai said. “Well, I was glad to get out as well. We’ve been studying hard this past winter. It’s far more book reading than my old mentor ever gave me.”

“Well, we were sent out to get this clay, so even had I wanted to stay and work with Velia, I did have to go,” I said. “She told me that Tages divined it will be a wet enough spring.”

“He’s rarely wrong, but why did you have to pick the farthest deposit?”

“Lazy bones. You could have helped me gather clay instead of getting rabbits. Now you’ll have a long walk and a rabbit anatomy lesson—well, at least at some point.”

He groaned.

I laughed. As we made our way back to the main road, I thought of Cai’s work with Tages. I understood that even prior to Mastery, Cai had been doing more of the mystical work. The healing we did often had more of his divining hand, with Tages trusting Cai’s dreams and divination rather than his own. 

Having met other Doctor-Diviners, I was glad that Tages would train me. Cai was more than competent. I looked forward to Tages trusting me as much with divination. 

When Aule sent books, Tages and I pored over these books and examined the drawings within. The book on anatomy by a scholar named Vesalus had anatomical drawings of human bodies that helped us understand the body, which dissected rabbits and other animals could not clarify. We rarely had opportunities to do any kind of surgery to look inside. After a person was dead, we were bound to leave their body in peace, or risk all our Medicine if the spirit of the deceased became angry for the disrespect. 

Vesalus’s book proved Tages’s belief that the ancient writings of a man named Galen were erroneous. Tages chortled quite a bit while reading it, delighted that his own dislike of Galen was justified. Vesalus’s book delighted our mentor to no end. He began a correspondence with the man on the strength of it. These letters helped further illuminate our knowledge of what Tages knew and understood, comparing it to the dissection of animals that had steered so many healers—including many Doctor-Diviners—wrong. 

Cai had some training with another Doctor-Diviner before studying with Tages. When that man died, his choices of excellent teachers were Zelia to the north and Tages. She had been too far from his home village, so he had come here. 

Soon after we reached the main road, we met a servant on the path. She stopped and said, “Lord Thefare’s niece, Hastia, is ill. Your master said you would all come.” She hurried on before we could do more than offer casual greetings back. 

When we entered the round house, Velia was stirring a soup of meat and beans. The aroma of cooking herbs filled the room. She turned to us as we entered the door. Her high-boned cheeks were red from the heat of the fire, her thick, dark brown hair curling with the damp of her sweat. She looked like a voluptuous figurine of Thielle.

“You’re back! Good. We’ve a lot to do. Sen, help me hang the saddlebow cheese, please. You are grown taller than me.”

Cai took his rabbits to Tages, who hung them outside, and then led him into the workroom where they would consult. I could hear Tages give him a list of minor doctors to go collect, loading him up with his drum and vestments as he talked. He’d have chores for me, as well. I stood on a stool and hung cheese. I made sure to hang them evenly over the rafter, like bags off a saddlebow.

“Velia, if it is Hastia who is ill, ought it not be part of your work? Women’s healing?” I asked.

“Perhaps, but you are a young woman. I want to...” Her pause was slight as she grimaced. “Tages wants to see how you work together. You’ll do the diagnosis—without divination, of course.”

As I was not an adept, I could not do divination. “Of course,” I said. 

“And you will do the soft cast on her body and her night shift or slip and the walls.”

I nodded. 

“Feel the cheese, make sure they have the proper shape,” she said. 

There were two pairs of cheeses Velia would sell and a smaller one for the household. Even as I hung the second pair, I could see the first slowly begin to form its distinctive pear shape on either side of the beam. She had several of the smaller Dolica cows, tended by one of her cousins in the Hunter Cult. She let them roam as wild as she could for better flavor, trusting her cousin Thocero to guard them. The cheese was renowned because of it. 

A few days before, I’d dried and cleaned the fourth stomach of one of her calves she’d sold to the castle. I’d done the butchering as well, with Cai’s help, while Tages had given us an anatomy lesson in the process. While the men carried the meat to the castle, I’d put the stomach in with some whey and some of the distinctive wine Velia made. I’d filtered the resulting rennet this morning before leaving to get clay. 

When she used veal rennet, the cheese was delicate, especially as the milk of her cows was fragrant with gentian, strawberry, and licorice. The goat rennet made a sharper cheese. The milk was from Tages’s goats. Their milk and cheeses were rich in the scent of rosemary and sage, but sometimes hints of acacia if he’d set up his goats to get the encroaching shrubs before they grew their sharp thorns. I lifted one of them down for her. 

“I’ll sell it tomorrow. Tingasa asked for some,” Velia was saying, reaching up to take it from my hands. 

Tages came into the room, pulling on his beard in thought. They sometimes seemed like such a mismatched pair, just on sight. He was slender, stoop-shouldered from reading and working in his laboratory. His wispy black hair had started to go gray just at the temples and along his high forehead. 

Velia was well-rounded in ways that made her more than feminine. She could have been a study of mother goddesses, with healthy breasts and wide hips, though she’d only had one child. Apparently by choice, and as proof of her ability with womanly arts. 

“Lord Thefare’s niece is ill,” Tages said, looking up at me. 

“Yes,” I said. 

 “You will go and prepare her.”

“What herbs shall I take?” I asked, reaching for another pair of cheeses from Velia to hang. 

“I think I know what’s needed,” he said. “Ask Velia.”

I knew Velia had a good idea what was going on with the girl. She was well acquainted with Hastia’s mother, Arntlei, who was part of Velia’s family through their great-great-grandmother, Lady Vastia. I knew Tages would gain more knowledge, if needed, through his divination. 

With a start, I realized that neither he nor Cai had done any divination to confirm any probable diagnosis. I hadn’t heard the threshing basket he used for divination the whole time I helped with the cheeses. Using his threshing sticks, engraved with various symbols, out in the courtyard, had a distinct sound. I wondered if I should take note of this. It felt odd. 

Velia prattled on about bladder infections and menstrual cramps, while she assembled herbs and tonics that would be useful for either ailment. 

Velia set me to put the gathered clay into a larger fired clay pot. Then she ordered me to gather up more cooking herbs and cut some onions to put into the soup pot. The long walk had left me hungry, and the scent of her cooking always made my mouth water. 

Tages came back inside and began to look through the dried herbs and vials of extracts, loading them into my bag. Each vial was carefully padded to prevent breakage, especially as there was a small ceramic jar with blessed white clay, and the brushes I would use to paint both Hastia and her mother, as well as the walls of the room. 

Tages and Velia consulted quietly, and then he ordered me to move along, apparently content with her choices.
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  The road to the town and castle was not a long one. My wild-crafting journeys were often longer. It was cool enough not to leave me in a sweat, but Cai and I had walked far that morning.

I freshened up in a stream close to home to give myself and my dampened clothes time to dry. A crow called out with that eerie sound that heralded spring. Something not a caw. I shivered at the sound and looked up. I knew that branch, that tree. A bird of death on a dead branch. It was more than just a bird. Crow had an amber gem in its beak that it tossed and caught. It moved up and down the broken branch, laughing at me.

This crow seemed to speak more than words, but like the wind whistling through the wattles during my childhood, I did not know the tongue. It laughed again, perching near the break of the branch for a moment, then went back to focus on its bauble.

I turned from the stream, and Crow murmured and played with its gem behind me. I went back to the road that led to the Women’s Compound, shivering not only from the dampness of my clothes.

I took a shortcut off the path and climbed one of the large granite outcrops. From here, I could see the landscape. I looked to the northwest, where I’d grown up. I grew up between both landscapes. Between trees and scrubland. Somewhere there was a tree where Grandmother Turani had found me. One day, I would find it. Maybe find my mother and father, and find out why they’d wanted me to die of exposure. I could see the rivers of budding green flowing toward the north and east, where there was more water, onwards to the sea. 

To the west and south, the landscape was far more scrub before one reached savanna. I looked toward Thefare’s castle. From this vantage, I could see a carpet of fading white blossoms giving way to budding leaves, still pale against fragile green canopies with dots of darker green. The white was acacia, and there were winters where this was our only hint of anything like snow, with the petals on the ground. This thorny wattle was valued in cattle country. We used it for needles. Hunters used the branches to build quick fences when herds of cattle or sheep were moved from one graze or village. Lions would have to be famished to risk impaling their furry skin.

Growing up, I used to think the whistling wattle was nature singing to the Divine in their own tongue. On windy nights, they were my other lullaby. Nature and the Divine intermingled, like Crow and Nhor, Thielle and her winged attendant, Achivizer. I yearned to understand the songs they sang. Now I know that ants made their homes in some of the long spines, turning their base bulbous. At the holes where the ants made entrance, the wind turned the wattles into flutes. 

Like the granite outcrops dotted throughout that landscape, wild olives mingled with acacia and other trees and brush, a burst of darker green. Their fruit, small and dry, their flavors, harsh. They were drought-resistant, and cultivars were often grafted to their roots. These were a promise of a future, if one planted olives and nurtured them. One would never see the fruit in one’s own lifetime. Olive trees were planted for a grandchild’s future. 

The trees made way to grasslands with one substantial granite outcropping, where Thefare’s castle perched, like a break against the trees, and the landscape flowed into scrubbier land and grass. From this rock, I could see the forest greens fade to scrub and savanna, and how the season’s change had altered the land. 

I climbed down my outcrop of dark stone and made my way toward the square building on a large, rounded outcrop of granite. 

Thefare’s castle was not hard to see from the approach to the town. It had recently been renovated with a modern style found in the cities. This castle was pillared and rectangular. The angles, sharp. I hoped the building was considered beautiful elsewhere. It did not quite suit the granite below it, nor most of the sprawling town around it.

 Grandmother Turani’s home, and many of the older buildings in the region, had been built within boulders like these, with some of the pale
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