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            Chapter 1

          

          
            The Boy Bride

          

        

      

    

    
      It had been three years since the cry was on everyone’s lips: “The Lion of the Summer Pass has been taken!” Whether that was true or not, Lill didn’t know, because if they’d taken Vanu Urártu, why hadn’t they killed him? Instead, the Great King’s men had wanted the local people to be satisfied that they’d immured the Lion in one of his mountain strongholds. Lill remembered explaining to one of the younger boys of the Order that “immured” didn’t literally mean they’d walled him up, like in the stories.

      Except, he realized as his palanquin was set down with a bump, and he slid back the shutter to peek out, apparently it did mean exactly that.

      It was late afternoon, the shadows long in the waning spring sunlight. They had left the shelter of the trees, and the road had flattened out. The shoulders of the mountains rose up on either side, the bare rock yellow-grey, the evergreen forests like patches of dark fur on their slopes. In between, perched on a flat promontory above the pass below and constructed of the same yellow-grey stone, as if it had grown there, stood the fortress of Umtúshta.

      The arched doorway in its massive outer wall had been entirely filled in with a mixture of cut stones and tumbled rubble from the surrounding mountains. The ground around the walls had been cleared of trees and shrubs, making a broad ring of barren earth across which any fugitive could easily have been spotted running away. But how could anyone get out, when even the arrow slits in the walls had been sealed with mortar and stone?

      “There must be a door around the other side,” Lill murmured to himself.

      But the bearers, who had grumbled all the way up the mountain slope about having to carry a young man with two feet capable of bearing his own weight, had set the palanquin down here, for some reason. And the guide who had accompanied him from Radush, Halza, had dismounted and was coming over to offer a hand to help Lill out.

      “You look surprised,” Halza said, glancing from Lill up to the walls of Umtúshta and back again. “Did you not know what you were getting into?”

      Lill climbed to his feet and shook out his skirts. He settled his headdress, firming up the pins that anchored it to his braids and flicking back the edge of the veil. He ought not to have shown surprise. He composed his expression.

      “It’s symbolic, isn’t it? People can get in and out somehow.”

      Halza’s eyes widened. “Oh no, it’s not symbolic. They can’t risk him getting out.”

      A flock of birds took off noisily from the trees behind them, rattling the branches and flapping up into the grey sky above the sealed stone walls.

      “Then how am I meant to get in?”

      “I’ve been wondering about that all the way up the mountain,” Halza confided. “I suppose you go over the wall. Which, the way you’re dressed … ” He looked down at the full sweep of Lill’s layered skirts and grimaced.

      Near the edge of the cleared area was a square stone building, much newer than the fortress wall and flat-roofed like the houses of the Akramarran plains below the mountains. A man in leather armour strolled out of it toward their party, carrying the heavy spear of an infantryman casually over one shoulder.

      “Who’s she?” He jerked a thumb at Lill.

      “He is the boy bride Lord Davanu arranged to have sent,” Lill’s guide explained.

      The soldier frowned at him and called back inside the guard house: “Hey, are we expecting anybody? A boy bride from—where did you say you’re from?”

      “Torakand,” Lill supplied.

      “Yeah, yeah.” Another soldier emerged, this one unarmed and holding a half-eaten, slightly shrivelled apple. “Boy from Torakand, I heard about that. Gift from one of the Hawa lords down there.” He looked at Lill and gave a low whistle. “Hello. You’re not a boy. She’s not a boy, is she?”

      That was new: his first time actually being mistaken for a girl instead of just told he ought to have been a girl, he was like a girl, and so on. How much simpler if he had been clearly one thing or the other.

      “He is,” said Halza, “and⁠—”

      “We’re supposed to send him in?” the first soldier interrupted.

      The apple-eater nodded, mouth full. “Orders from Captain Barzana. Send him over.”

      “How?” the first soldier demanded.

      “There’s that ladder sort of thing.”

      “Oh, that. Where’d we put that?”

      “The problem is,” Halza cut in finally, “the way he’s dressed, as you can see, it is going to be tricky for him to get up there. And I don’t know what the arrangements are for getting down on the other side … ”

      The first soldier spat on the ground. “Somebody should’ve thought of that before dressing him up like that.”

      “I’ll be fine,” said Lill. “But how do I get out again?”

      There was a short, awkward silence.

      “I don’t think you do,” said Halza apologetically.

      “I, uh … ” That certainly complicated matters.

      The apple-eating soldier shook his head. “You’re Urártu’s bride. Why would you think you’d be getting out?”

      “Unless he doesn’t want you,” Halza suggested hopefully.

      The first soldier snorted. “He’s not letting you out. He hasn’t had any fresh blood in there in three years. You can run for it now if you like,” he offered generously. The apple eater nodded. “We won’t chase you—or at least we won’t chase you very fast.”

      Lill looked up at the stark, yellow-grey walls, the sealed gate, the bare grey sky beyond. Did Arsha know they didn’t let anyone out? Why had he not mentioned it, if he did? It made this considerably more complicated.

      Halza was speaking, something about his horse. Offering to let Lill ride it down the mountain, Lill realized. What would he want in exchange for that?

      “Thank you,” Lill said, pinning a sad smile on his face. “But I won’t turn back now. Lord Davanu has taken good care of my family, and I must do this in return.”

      That was a motive both the guide and the soldiers could understand, and they nodded solemnly. They didn’t need to know that it was entirely made up.

      The “ladder sort of thing” the soldiers had spoken of was a tree trunk with notches carved in it for footholds. It was lying on the ground by the guard house, and Lill gathered from the discussion as it was fetched and positioned to be propped against the wall that it had not been used since the blocking-up of the fortress three years ago. It must have been lying in the grass since then, because the wood was grey and weathered.

      “I suppose you’re sure there are still people alive in there?” he said conversationally as they watched several soldiers struggling with the cumbersome weight of the ladder.

      “Sure,” said the soldier with the spear. “We see smoke sometimes.”

      “And you send in food and so on,” Halza prompted.

      “We would, but they’ve never asked for any. We haven’t seen anyone put a head above the walls since the day they were sealed in.”

      Halza stared in horror. “You can’t be serious. Three years and they’ve had no provisions from outside? What are they eating in there? The smoke—what are they burning? You can’t go.” He seized Lill’s arm. “You don’t know what’s on the other side of those walls!”

      Lill’s stomach was beginning to crawl. The desolation of the place, the blocked-up archway, the panic in Halza’s eyes—he felt it settling on him like ash after a fire. The offer of the horse to ride back down the mountain and the slow pursuit seemed tempting for the first time.

      “My family … ” he mumbled, looking at the ground. “I must … ”

      Must he? He had no family; he didn’t owe Lord Davanu anything, didn’t even owe Arsha very much. He was doing this so that Arsha would owe him. But if he didn’t go over that wall, where would he go?

      “He’s resigned to his fate. Let him go.” The apple eater sounded both impatient and grudgingly admiring. “If he was a girl, it would be different.”

      “He might as well be a girl!” Halza protested. “Look at him, the delicate flower that he is—you thought he was a girl yourself.”

      The soldiers returned stony looks. Lill did not care for being called a “delicate flower,” but it was not the time to protest.

      “Is he taking anything with him?” the spear carrier asked. “You know, a dowry? We’ll have to inspect it to make sure there’s nothing on the list of things that aren’t supposed to go in there.”

      The other soldier had finished his apple and tossed the core over his shoulder. “Do you even know where that list is?”

      “No, but I think I remember some of it. Rope, weapons, uh … ”

      “I don’t have a dowry,” said Lill. “They told me it’s not the custom in the mountains.”

      “Mm, maybe not. They are savages up here.”

      The tree-trunk ladder had finally been propped against the top of the wall. Lill stepped away from Halza and the soldiers toward the base of it and looked up. It would be a tricky climb even for someone not wearing layers of skirts. He took off his shoes and stuffed them into the back of his outer sash, then put one bare foot on the first notch in the log.

      Vanu Urártu deserved to die. For more than ten years he had stood against the Great King’s advance into Hawakhurta. He had held the only two passes through the mountains, and unlike any previous chief or warlord or whatever they called themselves up here, he’d united the raiders of the highland villages. He’d turned them from a disorganized nuisance into an implacable force, holding back the Great King’s army like a stopper in a bottle.

      And with all that, he was basically a brigand. He robbed the royal supply lines of everything his men could carry. He set traps in the mountains for the king’s soldiers, bringing rockslides down on them and moving landmarks to make them lose their way. There were wild stories about the things he had managed. He slaughtered the lowlanders of the region who dared to ally themselves with the crown, in bloody, middle-of-the-night raids.

      So when General Mathista announced that he’d taken Vanu Urártu, you’d think he’d have followed it up by riding through the valleys with Vanu’s head on a spear. Instead they’d left him up here. That was what you could expect from the regular troops. They were lazy.

      Lill gathered up his skirts and ran up the log, his bare feet unerring on the smooth wood. He wasn’t trying to show off—it was the surest way to get up, goatlike, trusting his instincts and not thinking about how far away the ground was getting—but he also didn’t care if it surprised the onlookers. It was too late for them to wonder why Vanu Urártu was getting a boy bride who could do things like that.

      He was not resigned to his fate, or not in the way that Halza and the soldiers imagined. He would go over that stone wall to whatever lay on the other side, but he was coming back. He didn’t yet know how, but when he was done here, when he had killed Vanu Urártu—if the Lion of the Summer Pass was still alive in there—he was coming back out.

      He reached the top of the ladder and scrambled up onto the summit of the wall. Though the base of the wall was massive, it tapered at the top almost to point, capped with a ridge of large, unworked stones, set upright, that provided hardly any place to stand. Lill climbed to his feet and looked down on the other side, the first person to do so in three years, if those soldiers could be believed.

      He was standing directly above the blocked-up gate of the stronghold, and below him, within the circle of the walls, was spread out a small village. Two dozen houses, along with barns and other buildings, were closely packed into the space, built of stone like the walls and timber from the mountain forests. About half of them were in ruins, roofless shells, some showing signs of burning. The others were roofed, some with straw, some with slate shingles. Some looked ancient and crude, barely more than huts; others were elaborate, modern, two-storey houses with wooden gables and balconies. As Lill stood looking down, a duck strolled out from behind a broken-down stone wall and looked placidly around a yard between houses. A second duck followed.

      Opposite the gate, a larger, grander building—the lord’s house presumably—stood half-ruined, half-intact. Low-canopied, thick-trunked trees full of pale blossoms grew between some of the houses, and every patch of tillable ground had been planted. Paving stones had been pulled up in some places to yield extra garden space, and the floors of a couple of the roofless houses had been similarly torn out, so that the ruins bristled with young green plant tops.

      A slight whistling sound was all the warning Lill had before an arrow sliced past, so close to his face that it rattled the hanging beads of his headdress. He scanned quickly for its source but couldn’t find it; the angle had been odd, and he had been so totally unprepared.

      He was taking too long, was too exposed here. The archer, even if there was only one, had had plenty of time now to prepare a second shot. Lill moved to crouch on the ridge of the wall, making himself a smaller target, and as he moved he saw it, the flash of motion at an upper window in one of the larger houses. He dodged the second arrow, but caught his foot on the skirt of his gown and toppled forward off the wall.

      He clawed at the stones as he fell, scraping his palm but catching hold of the ridge with one hand, then two. He dangled there, high above the pavement below. His headdress wobbled but stayed in place, the veil wrapped around his neck.

      He heard shouts and dizzily recognized that they were coming from both sides of the wall, a confusion of voices speaking Zashian and the language of the Passes, but all yelling more or less the same things:

      “Stop!”

      and

      “What are you doing?”

      The ducks quacked and flapped their wings as the archer emerged onto the paved path leading to the gate to line up another shot. Lill twisted around and saw him, a big man in black clothes, with long chestnut-brown hair and a pale face with the round, light eyes of the mountain people.

      He raised his bow and sighted along the arrow as a girl shouted out the window of the house he had just exited: “Stop shooting at her, you—” The sentence dissolved into a long string of guttural mountain-people vowels that Lill could not make out.

      The next arrow pierced Lill’s skirts as he tried to swing himself back up onto the top of the wall. The arrowhead went through all the layers of fabric and lodged in the soft mortar of the wall, pinning him in place.

      The archer and the girl were shouting back and forth in dialect he didn’t understand. From outside the wall he heard Halza’s voice: “I’m coming!”

      “We’re being attacked!” the archer bawled from below.

      Lill was hanging by one hand, wrenching desperately at the arrow with the other, but it was lodged firmly in the wad of cloth and the wall beneath. Braids and beads and veil kept getting in his face. He didn’t dare call out; they might guess from his voice that he wasn’t a woman, in spite of his clothes, and it would only confirm their fears of an attack.

      But he couldn’t let Halza reach the top of the wall and get himself shot. He had not accepted Halza’s offer of the horse, but he still owed his guide something for making it. And there had been other gestures of kindness on the journey up from Torakand; he’d given Lill extra food at lunch and reprimanded the palanquin bearers when they gossiped about him. Surely it would be dishonour to let the man get killed.

      “Hang on, I have almost got you!” came another voice from the village, this one in Zashian heavy with the accent of the Passes.

      “What in the”—some word full of phlegmy consonants—“are you doing, Tirtu?” That was the archer again.

      “Hang on, lad! Almost there!”

      Lill switched from one stinging hand to the other to twist around, clawing the veil out of the way, and look below him. Another brown-haired Mountain Pass man in black clothing was pushing a cart full of straw toward the gate. A scuffling on the ridge at the head of the ladder announced the arrival of Halza. Lill saw the archer adjust his aim upward and draw back his bowstring.

      Desperate, Lill dug with his free hand into the back of his sash and pulled out one of his shoes. He twisted again, bracing one bare foot against the wall, hampered by the arrow through his skirt, and flung the shoe at the archer. It hit him in the forehead, and the arrow flew wide, just as Lill’s cramped fingers slipped and let go of the stones, and he fell.

      He heard his clothing tear, a huge section of costly fabric ripping away, screams and shouts from above and below, saw the stones of the wall whirl in front of him and the steel grey of the sky overhead, and then he was hitting something with a splintering crash and a bright explosion of pain, and he was still moving, rolling and sliding into darkness.

      

      He opened his eyes and tried to focus. There was a man’s face, stern and scarred but improbably, implacably beautiful. One of the fighting angels, fresh from a battlefield in the war with the forces of the Dark Valley. His hair was pale gold. His eyes were like a cloudless sky, a piercing blue.

      Lill tried to fling up a hand, but his limbs were heavy and aching, his body unresponsive, as if far away from his mind. He tried to form the word “No,” but could not remember how it sounded. The world spun again, in a tumble of pain and nausea. The angel, the gold-haired man, was gone.
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            Draw Breath

          

        

      

    

    
      Lill was looking up into rafters of pale wood arranged in a circle—a wheel, spinning, as the cart carried him away from the familiar life of the Order.

      “I’ll grant that you have skill,” Master Dumuz had said, “but you’ll never be strong enough, big enough, good enough to really belong here. And you’re too pretty. If you were a girl, I’d marry you and get sons on you.” His laughter sounded harsh, as if forced out of him with violence.

      Lill remembered hazily that he had been dressed as a bride, in blue silk with silver trim, the fabric rustling when he moved, strings of beads clacking on a heavy headdress. Had it been to marry Master Dumuz after all? But Master Dumuz had sent him away in that cart, Master Dumuz hadn’t wanted him.

      His bridal finery was gone, replaced by something soft and black. He was lying on a pallet on the floor, half-covered in a light blanket. The room was round, stone walls sealed with whitewash, sunlight coming through small, high windows. Around the top of the wall ran a painted frieze of stylized flowers with elaborately intertwined stems.

      “You’re awake!” someone said. “Are you awake? Lill?”

      He turned his head, a small movement that made the room sway sickeningly around him. There was a faded carpet on the floor and a hearth, swept clean and unlit under a masonry chimney. On the other side of the carpet and the hearth, just out of striking range, was another pallet, with a young man lying prone on it, black-haired like Lill, but older than him, with a short beard and thin moustache. Lill recognized him and groped for his name.

      “You’ve been mostly asleep since yesterday,” the man said. “I’ve been worried. There’s a woman who’s been taking care of us, and I’ve seen one man, but no one else. They won’t talk to me, and I don’t know what they intend to do with us.”

      “Why are you in here?” Lill fought against a rising panic that was trying to choke him. He knew who the man was—he was the mountain guide from Radush—but what was his name? “You brought me up the mountain from Radush. You were supposed to leave me.”

      The room had only one exit, a door to the outside to judge by the light coming under it. The windows were too high to make feasible points of escape. Lill noticed these things mechanically.

      “I couldn’t leave you—I saw arrows fly by, and you fell, and I had to find out what had happened. So I followed you up. Then you fell all the way down and landed on that cart full of straw.” He shuddered. “You hit your head on the side. You were lucky to survive. I think the bridal crown must have protected your head, actually. Lucky you were wearing such a traditional one.”

      “But … why are you … ” It was hard to get the words out through the fog in his mind.

      “I jumped from the wall,” the guide explained proudly. “I landed in the hay—I wasn’t hurt, but then that … ” He lowered his voice, glancing nervously around the bare room: “That maniac with the bow shot me in the leg while I was lying there catching my breath.”

      Vanu Urártu. Lill remembered the name suddenly. They were in Vanu Urártu’s fortress in the mountains, they had been walled in—or he had been walled in, the Lion of the Summer Pass, and they had fallen in, jumped in, apparently, one of them—and they could not leave.

      Panic squeezed his ribs so he could not catch his breath. He felt for his knives in their sheath on his thigh. They were not there. Someone had taken his knives.

      Calm, he needed to be calm. Draw breath, steady his nerves—he knew how to do this, they had taught him this, there was no reason for him to find it so hard. (No reason except that he had never been good enough; that was why Master Dumuz had sent him away.) Calm. Steady. Draw breath.

      And get up. Force his heavy limbs to move. Make his shaky legs take his weight. Take stock. Catalogue his injuries. His back hurt, his right shoulder hurt fiercely, his head throbbed. Nothing he couldn’t push through. He had done this before.

      “What are you doing?” The guide’s yelp sent tension shooting through Lill’s body—Shouting means punishment! his instincts screamed stupidly—and pain flared in his head. “You can’t get up!”

      Clearly untrue, because he had got up. He was on his feet. He felt as if he might fall at any moment, but so far he hadn’t.

      Take it one moment at a time. One step at a time. Sometimes, when your situation was very bad, that was the best that you could do.

      His situation was very bad. Vanu Urártu was the Lion of the Summer Pass who had kept the Great King of Zash out of Hawakhurta for ten years, killed Dallang-Ghan the White Viper and slaughtered the Kuro Clan. Lill and this other man whose name he could not remember were now his captives. The gate of the stronghold was filled in with rubble, and no one could escape.

      He had lost his knives, and he had forgotten what he was supposed to do with his knives anyway. Was he here to gather information? Or was it a different kind of mission?

      He staggered toward the doorway while the man behind him called that he should go back to bed. Any moment someone might come in response to the noise. Lill had to get away.

      He remembered a house with a fountain, the soft sound of a sampan playing, a shadowed doorway. Somehow the memory seemed important.

      He emerged from the interior of the round house into blinding sunlight. It was so bright that he threw up a hand to shield his eyes. He made himself keep moving, step after step. He was barefoot, his clothes—he inventoried them briefly—consisting of a loose, knee-length shirt and short trousers, both garments plain black. He walked through a passage between two buildings, trailing a hand along the curving stone wall of one.

      There was so much less sky here, as if the village were at the bottom of a huge stone bowl. When he looked up, he could see the mountains on all sides, looming above the fortress wall.

      Looking down again, he found his path suddenly blocked by a shaggy black goat with long horns, which seemed to appear out of nowhere and stood staring at him. He made a gesture against bad luck. Steady. Draw breath and let it out. One moment and then the next. It was just a goat, they kept them in the mountains, not observing the taboo of the Zashians. A couple of generations back, his own ancestors hadn’t observed it either.

      He backed away, then turned and took another passage, this one leading out to a paved path. On the other side of the path was the doorway of a house, screened with a light curtain that fluttered in the breeze. As Lill watched, the curtain was pulled aside, and a man ducked through the doorway and straightened up.

      It was not a low doorway; the man was dauntingly tall. He was broad-shouldered too, and carried a huge clay jar under one arm as if it weighed nothing. He wore black, and his pale gold hair was pulled severely back from his face.

      He hadn’t been a dream or a vision; he was really here, the warrior angel pursuing Lill for leaving the Order. There would of course be no escaping him, but still Lill shuffled silently backward before the man looked in his direction. Then he turned and broke into a lurching run.

      He ran blindly between houses, scaring a flock of ducks and dodging goats—maybe it was just one goat, but it seemed to be everywhere—until he reached the wall. The wall. It was pale yellow-grey and old and rough-hewn and impossibly high and thick. He had come over it, but no one who did that ever went back.

      A wave of nausea rolled over him, and he leaned on the wall and doubled over to vomit on the ground. His head swam, and he was shivering uncontrollably. He heard voices and running footsteps approaching. Someone was touching him, pulling him firmly but gently away from the wall. He was shamefully weak. He thought again of that house with the fountain in the courtyard, but he knew they were not taking him there.

      He let himself be led back to the round house where he had woken, where he was cleaned up and given water to sip as he lay propped on pillows. He felt feeble and dizzy and grateful to lie down.

      Two people had brought him back: a woman and a man. The woman wore her hair in two long braids the colour of the stones of the fortress walls. Her gown, shawl, headscarf and apron were all black, with bands of intricate white and blue decoration rather like the flowers painted on the walls. She looked of an age to be a mother of grown children.

      The man looked a similar age. He had darker brown, floppy hair with a stubby braid on one side, and a worried set to his pale, angular features. He wore a long, unbelted shirt of an ugly shade of yellow over loose trousers tucked into calf-high boots. Lill recognized him as the man who had been pushing the cart full of straw and calling to him to hold on.

      “Now, lad,” he said, speaking Zashian, “you must rest. No running about. You hit your head, hey?” He rapped his knuckles against the side of his own skull indicatively.

      “Ask him if he knows where he is,” the woman suggested as she took the cup of water from Lill’s hands. For a moment he wondered why she didn’t ask him herself. Then he realized that she was speaking the Mountain Pass language and must have thought he didn’t understand it.

      “Do you know where you are, lad?” the man asked. “This is Umtúshta, in the Spring Pass, formerly the stronghold of Khashu Gukhártu, who⁠—”

      “I said ask him,” the woman interrupted, “not tell him. Ask him, to find out whether the blow to his head scrambled his brains or not. Ask him his name, or whether he knows why he’s here.”

      “Ah, ah—right. Lad, do you know who you are?”

      “I’m Lill.”

      He was feeling much better now that he was lying still. The earlier feeling of panic was gone. But perhaps his brains were a bit scrambled, because he had thought Umtúshta was Vanu Urártu’s stronghold, not whatever name the man had just given.

      “Eh? What’s a Riru?”

      “My name. Lill.”

      Some of the men and boys in the Order had been from the Eastern Peaks—they took in foundlings, and there had been a lot of orphans made during the Great King’s decade-long campaign—and they’d all had difficulty pronouncing Lill’s name too. Something to do with the letter “l” and the fact that it didn’t end with a vowel. Deru and Rami, from whom Lill had learned what he knew of the language, had explained it once.

      “Ree-ulgh,” the man attempted again, and looked pleased with himself. Lill smiled weakly.

      “Lill,” said the woman. She pointed a finger at herself. “Gurti. And he is Tirtu Shuma.” She pointed at the man.

      Lill smiled more widely and nodded. He would keep up the pretence of not understanding their language. It might prove useful.

      “Ask him if he knows what he’s doing here,” the woman prompted.

      “I know what he’s doing here,” the man replied, in the language they thought Lill didn’t understand.

      “You do? How’s that?”

      “I’m the one who sent for him. I got a message to Lord Davanu in Torakand. It was meant as a surprise, which your useless son nearly ruined by shooting at him.”

      “But why under the Blue Heaven, Tirtu—what did you want him for?”

      Tirtu gave her a smug look. “You will find out in good time, Gurti. Just see to it that you keep Khatu away from him, will you?”

      Lill lay back on his pillows and closed his eyes. He knew why he was here: to become Vanu Urártu’s boy bride and, in due course, widow. He remembered the name of the man who had brought him up the mountain: Halza. He even understood now why Tirtu had said this was Khashu Gukhártu’s stronghold. Khashu Gukhártu was one of Vanu’s allies or vassals or however they termed it here, and it was in his half-ruined fortress—after Khashu himself had been killed—that Urártu had been walled up. The Lion’s own citadel in the Summer Pass had not yet been taken.

      “How are you feeling?”

      Lill’s eyes snapped open. He and Halza were alone in the room now.

      “You shouldn’t have got up,” Halza went on after a moment, when Lill did not answer. “I thought you shouldn’t have got up. You need to rest.”

      Lill gritted his teeth. He should not have shown so much weakness. He should be ashamed—was ashamed—to show so much weakness. But to protest now that he was well, when he wasn’t, would only show more weakness. He said nothing.

      “I don’t suppose you speak the Hawa tongue, do you?” Halza asked fretfully. “I don’t understand a single word they’re saying—but at least that man Tirtu  speaks some Zashian. He hasn’t said a word to me, though. I suppose they’re angry with me for following you over the wall. I must tell you, I did it because I thought you needed protection, not because—I mean, I hope they don’t think I’m your, your suitor or some such thing.” His face crinkled with embarrassment. “I assure you, I have a betrothed of my own back in Radush. A girl.”

      “I’m sure they don’t think you’re my suitor.” Lill tried to adopt a soothing tone, since Halza seemed worried about this.

      Of course he wasn’t sure of that at all. He wondered whether the idea should have occurred to him. It hadn’t, but he was glad to have it dispelled now that it had been raised. It would have been difficult to know how to negotiate such a situation with honour.

      He considered what useful information he might gain from Halza. The man knew little of their surroundings, apparently. Still, he must know more than Lill, and he did not have the disadvantage of having hit his head and lost half a day or more to grogginess and confusion.

      “Did you grow up in Radush?” Lill asked, thinking that was a question that would sound innocent but might lead somewhere.

      “No, it’s my mother’s home village. She moved to Bezavand on the coast when she married my father, and that’s where I was raised. She came back here after he died when I was eighteen. I was studying to enter temple service there. I came to stay with her before writing my exams the, er, second time, and she arranged a match for me with the daughter of one of her neighbours, so … I thought I might stay in Radush, if my wife likes the idea. I can get a post at the local temple—they don’t care about the exams from Bezavand there, or so I’ve heard. I was going to talk to the high priest after I got back from escorting you up the mountain.” He sighed. “I’d have been back by now, if it hadn’t been for all this.”

      “I am sorry,” said Lill. It seemed the necessary thing to say.

      “It’s not your fault, of course. I didn’t mean that.”

      “I understand.”

      “I’d never brought anyone all the way up to Umtúshta before, you know. I’ve taken travellers to some of the villages lower down, many times—it pays well, if you’ve got a sword and a bit of skill. Which I flatter myself I do. And these days the pass is surprisingly safe, so long as you don’t actually want to go through it. I came up to Umtúshta once just to look at the place. People from the villages sometimes do.” He shivered. “Never thought I would see the inside of it.”

      Lill made what he hoped would be a comforting sound. He could not summon much enthusiasm for the task. His mind was circling desperately around the horrible revelation his companion had just made, so casually: I was going to enter temple service … a post at the local temple … talk to the high priest. He was a man of religion, or aspired to be—had been studying for it. What if he found out, what if he could sense somehow, what Lill was and had been?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            The Lion’s Den

          

        

      

    

    
      “The boy’s up and talking, my lord!” Tirtu bounded across Vanu’s front room and up the steps to the seating area.

      Vanu looked up from the piece of wood and the knife in his hands. He nodded acknowledgement of the good news and gestured Tirtu to a seat on the cushions opposite him. Still, after all this time, the man wouldn’t sit down in Vanu’s presence without being given permission. Yet if Vanu wasn’t mistaken, he’d taken a drastic step recently without permission or even discussion. Vanu didn’t know whether to be proud of him or to worry what this might signal.

      “Fair weather, Mikhi,” Tirtu greeted her where she sat wrestling with her spindle.

      She muttered something without looking up. Vanu glanced at her and thought it was probably about time to suggest she give up on spinning and go do sword drills or something.

      “What are you doing there, my lord?” Tirtu asked politely.

      Vanu held up the scrap of wood on which he’d been working out a new braid pattern, though he knew Tirtu wouldn’t be interested.

      He wasn’t. He said, “Well, I guess there are worse things you could do.”

      Vanu didn’t bother to respond to that, either.

      “Right,” said Tirtu. “The boy. It’s good news all round. He seems to have his wits about him—Gurti thought the blow to his head might have addled them, but it seems not, glory to the Blue Heaven. He’ll be back on his feet in no time—just needs a day or two more to rest. And then … ”

      Vanu looked at him expectantly. For the better part of a day he’d waited for an explanation of why two men—or one man and one boy dressed as a lowland bride—had come unexpectedly toppling over the wall after three years of nobody so much as poking a head over it. Tirtu had assured him, had assured them all, that he knew what it was about and would explain soon. Vanu had been patient, partly because he was pretty sure he knew what the explanation was going to be.

      “And then,” Tirtu repeated, looking pleased with himself, “we can hold the wedding.”

      “What wedding?” Mikhi demanded.

      Tirtu ignored her and treated the question as if it had come from Vanu. “Your wedding, my lord. I sent for him to make you a boy bride.” He beamed proudly.

      Vanu stared at him blankly. His hand holding the knife had gone slack, and the knife slipped from his grasp and landed on the carpet by his knee.

      This was not what he’d thought. He’d thought the boy was for Tirtu, some kind of half-brained idea to meet his needs without getting children that they would be hard put to feed in Umtúshta. It had the stamp of the things the man did. Vanu had thought it foolish because he’d never known Tirtu to have a desire for men, and as his own experience went, you couldn’t force a desire like that if it wasn’t in you. But he’d guessed wrong. The boy bride was for him?

      Vanu shook his head vehemently.

      Tirtu held up his hands. “I knew you would have some objection, my lord, but I beg you to quell it. A bride will be good for you, and you can’t deny that this boy is the kind you like.”

      “Da doesn’t need a bride!” Mikhi declared loudly.

      Tirtu gave her a pained look. “Of course you don’t have to take the boy in a true marriage if that isn’t your wish, my lord. And you can always let him go. You can keep him a while and send him home if you tire of him.”

      “Where does he come from?” Vanu asked finally. Mikhi frowned at him, obviously not liking anything short of total rejection of Tirtu’s scheme.

      “Lord Davanu Shawa found him for you in Torakand. Working at one of those hostels that they have down there. When I wrote, I told him to find you a boy ‘like the summer sun for his beauty’—but who could take rough use. Knowing what you like, my lord.”

      “Ew,” said Mikhi.

      Vanu glared at Tirtu, but he couldn’t summon much real anger. He’d have preferred the man not say such things in front of his daughter, but it wasn’t as if Tirtu had made all this up.

      “I hate to see you like this, my lord,” Tirtu said, not for the first time. “Wasting away whittling trinkets and drinking weak beer. I want the Lion of the Summer Pass back. You’ve let your fire go out. You need to drink deep again, my lord, and rut like a beast, and sink your blade into the skulls of your enemies again.”

      Mikhi made loud gagging noises. Vanu was distracted by a memory of a sword blade hitting bone, the way the sharp edge had stuck for a moment, the smell of blood …

      “Go in the yard and see if your sisters need help,” Vanu told Mikhi.

      She frowned and looked as if she’d protest, as if she’d like to stay and protect him from Tirtu with her disgust. Vanu gave her a look that got her to put down her spindle and get up to march out the door into the yard.

      “Doesn’t need to hear,” Vanu told Tirtu irritably when she was gone.

      “No, my lord, I know—forgive me. But she was with you in the glory days. She knows as well as any of us what you once were.”

      Vanu sighed. There was truth in that, too, though what he took from it wasn’t the same as what Tirtu took. He ran a thumb over the braid that he’d begun to chip out of the wood, three strands curling around each other in a satisfying pattern. He’d thought it up all on his own, and that was satisfying too. He could sink down into this kind of thing and forget so much.

      “Think it over, my lord. The boy could be just what you need.”

      Vanu reached down and picked up his carving knife from the carpet. He set it aside with his half-finished braid and got to his feet, signalling to Tirtu to stay seated. On the shelf over the window he found the rolled-up holster of knives where he had left it.

      “What’s that?” Tirtu asked.

      Vanu held it out between his hands for Tirtu to see, the supple leather housing six wicked little blades of an unfamiliar style.

      “Took it off boy.” Vanu tapped his thigh in about the place where the boy had been wearing the knives under his torn skirt.

      “Huh. I suppose he felt he ought to have something for defence, coming into the Lion’s den as he was! Not that these sewing needles would be much use to him.” Tirtu chuckled.

      Vanu remembered how the boy had hit Khatu in the face with his shoe from the top of the wall, while holding on with one hand. With aim like that, six light-weight, well-balanced throwing knives might be a lot of use. Either of those things on its own might mean nothing, but both of them, the knives and the aim, belonging to a person who was supposedly a hostel-boy from Torakand?

      Vanu put the knives back on the shelf and sat down again. If Tirtu’s mind hadn’t gone immediately to assassination, maybe that was because the idea was far-fetched. What need was there for anyone to assassinate him in here, after all?

      He ran back over the events of the other day. He’d been upstairs in his house when he heard Mikhi yelling, as only Mikhi could yell, for someone to stop something. He’d swung down from the gallery to the main floor without taking the stairs and been out the front door in a couple of strides, scanning for where her voice had been coming from. The big house next door that they used as a workshop; the door was open. He heard Mikhi’s voice again, from inside: “What are you doing?”

      Then Khatu burst out with his bow in his hand and went tearing around the corner of the building. Vanu wanted to run after him and pull his head off, but there would be time for that later. He plunged through the open door of the workshop and up the stairs to the loft. Mikhi was leaning half out the window at the top. She pulled herself in and turned toward him.

      “Da, Da, there’s a girl on the wall, and Khatu’s shooting at her!”

      “Are you all right?”

      “What?” She gave him an are you mad? look and spun around to lean out the window again and shout rude things at Khatu.

      She was fine; Khatu hadn’t done anything to her.

      He heard Khatu howl back from outside: “We’re being attacked!” And other voices, unfamiliar ones, from further away. From beyond the wall, in fact. He leaned over Mikhi, hands on the window frame, to look out past her.

      Below he could see Khatu standing between the crossroads and the gate, lining up a shot with his bow. Tirtu ran past, shouting at someone to hang on. Vanu looked up at the top of the wall. The figure hanging there looked unreal, slight as a doll, strings of beads and blue silk everywhere, dainty bare feet dangling.

      “Hang on, lad!” Tirtu called as he heaved the cart piled with straw into position.

      Vanu ran back down the stairs and around the corner in time to see Khatu get hit in the face with a shoe and the boy lose his grip on the capstones of the wall. Vanu ran as if he thought he could be in time to catch him.

      Tirtu was distracted by yelling at Khatu as Vanu stood over the boy where he lay stunned on the ground beside the cart. That was why Vanu was the first one to see the set of knives strapped to the boy’s thigh. His first thought was that someone had finally come over the wall to finish the work that the king’s men had begun. Just the sort of person he’d be likely to let down his guard for, too, so that one of those little sewing-needle knives, delivered at the right moment, would be enough.

      So he’d been suspicious from the start, and what had he done? Taken the knives off the boy and hidden them and not mentioned them until now.

      Of course he had; the boy had been winded and half-conscious and tiny, no threat at all, and Khatu had been trying to shoot him already. And then when Tirtu had seemed to know all about him and Vanu had assumed the boy was to be Tirtu’s bride, he’d put his suspicions aside.

      If he had, after all, been sent to be Vanu’s bride … But he’d been requested by Tirtu and chosen by Davanu. There were no two men alive Vanu trusted more.

      Heart of the Blue Heaven, it was a relief he wasn’t meant to be Tirtu’s bride, though. Vanu hadn’t been sure how he was going to cope with that. The boy was probably a bit like the summer sun for beauty, if you thought in those terms. Anyway, he was very good to look at, slight and delicate and endearing in a dress, with skin the colour of new parchment and dark eyes and silky black hair, pinned up in braids under the smashed bridal headdress. And Vanu had slept alone for three years, a long time for him, a very long time.

      “Boy’s name?” he asked Tirtu.

      “Ah, er—some lowland thing, I can’t recall. Reera or something.”

      He spoke as if it wouldn’t concern Vanu to know the name of his bride. Vanu shrugged, because maybe it didn’t. Mikhi was right; he didn’t need a bride. He didn’t need to condemn a youth with his life ahead of him to imprisonment in Umtúshta. They didn’t need another mouth to feed. Besides, Faru wouldn’t like it, and things that Faru didn’t like became Vanu’s problem, in a tedious way that he could do without. There were many reasons to say no.

      “Think it over,” Tirtu repeated, getting to his feet and clapping a hand to Vanu’s shoulder.

      Vanu nodded.
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      Lill came out of the round house which he had begun to think of as the infirmary, squinting in the sunlight. He’d seized a moment when Halza was asleep, to avoid questions about what he was doing, but actually he didn’t have strength for much. He felt weak and wobbly; he had no idea how he’d made a break for it the day before. This morning just getting to the wooden bench outside the door seemed like enough of an accomplishment, and he sank down onto it gratefully.

      The weather was beautiful, the air soft and cool, the sunlight warm on his face. On the other side of the doorway was an apple tree, its branches filled with white blossoms.

      He’d had a good breakfast: some kind of thick, nourishing porridge, with thin slices of a crisp, pickled vegetable on top. Halza hadn’t known what it was any more than Lill, and had seemed suspicious of it. He had talked nostalgically about food that his mother down the mountain made for him. Lill had little sympathy.

      A young man came bounding up from between the houses. He wore the high-collared black coat that the men of the Passes all seemed to favour. His was decorated with patches on either breast showing big, stylized yellow birds with curved beaks. He was a little older than Lill and much taller and broader, with long, untidy chestnut-brown hair and light eyes. Lill’s shoulders tensed. This was the archer. He was grinning broadly.

      Oddly, it wasn’t a sinister grin, or it didn’t look like it was meant to be a sinister grin.

      “You speak Zashian?” the archer asked, speaking quite intelligible Zashian himself.

      “Yes.”

      “Fair weather. I’m Khatu. I shot at you. Sorry about that. It was just bee-fuckery, you know?”

      Lill frowned at him, wondering again if his brains were addled.

      “Bee-fuckery?” Khatu repeated helpfully. “Maybe that’s just something we say up here.” He folded himself down onto the bench beside Lill. The wood sagged under his weight. “It’s, you know how a bee will sting you even though it loses its stinger and dies? Bee-fuckery. I always said to myself, if anybody comes over that wall at us, I am going out in a blaze of bee-fuckery. Like a mad bee-fucker, I don’t care. That’s why I shot at you.”

      Lill had known more than a few bee-fuckers in the Order, though he didn’t think they’d have liked to be called that.

      “What’s the word in your language?” he asked after a moment. “Because I must tell you that sounds ridiculous in Zashian.”

      Khatu whooped with laughter. “Guldaggaba,” he said, clenching his fist and scowling. He had heavy eyebrows and a wide mouth that made for an impressive scowl.

      “Mm, that does sound better,” said Lill.

      “So what are you doing here, if you are not the first wave of an invasion?”

      “I’m certainly not that. I’m to become Lord Vanu’s boy bride.”

      “No! Snow in the lowlands! Are you really?” Khatu’s eyebrows did a pretty effective expression of shock, too.

      Lill nodded. “It was arranged by Lord Davanu Shawa.”

      “Heart of the Blue Heaven,” said Khatu in his native language. “Good thing I missed!”

      “Good thing I dodged.”

      “Hah, yes! Good thing you hit me with your shoe! Hey? That was something. You hunt at all? Because you could take down a bird or two with that arm.”

      “Do I hunt?” Lill asked archly. “Do I look like a nobleman’s son?”

      Khatu leaned back to look at him assessingly. “Sure, you do near enough. You’re not though, I guess—lowlander nobles wouldn’t be sending their sons to marry Vanu. Hah. No wonder he was mad at me!”

      “Mm.”

      “He’s a beast, you know, Vanu is.” Khatu spoke with obvious approval. “A mad guldaggu, yeah. Not that he can’t keep it under control, because he can—I’d’ve had my head taken off my neck a long while ago if he couldn’t keep his anger in check when he wants to. Oh, he was furious with me over shooting at you.” Khatu seemed proud of this.

      “That’s nice to hear,” said Lill dryly.

      “You’re funny, boy bride—I like you. Hey, did you ever hear about the Tawa Valley raid?”

      “I know something about it.”

      “Probably not the true story. They probably don’t tell the true story in the lowlands.” Khatu chuckled. “The invader king has this martial school, see, where they train up warriors for him—not warriors, what do you call them? Hearthmen … that’s not the word, though. These elite fellows who serve the invader king, anyway. And he decides to put this school, to stick it in the Tawa Valley.

      “My kinsman held that valley, Yano Gukhártu. Not with a stronghold like this, just a hall and a village and good grazing land. Those fuckers razed his village and burned down his hall so they could build their school. My kinsman was killed, with most of his family—the survivors came to Lord Vanu, who wasn’t Lord Vanu or the Lion of the Summer Pass then. He was just a kid, your age, but his own Da and uncles and cousins were all dead at the invader king’s hands, and he’d sworn vengeance. So the survivors from Tawa Valley went to him and asked for his help. And he raised a raiding party and led them down into Tawa. He took on the master of the school, White Snake or something he called himself, and he killed him. He was your age—barely seventeen.”

      “I’m eighteen,” said Lill, the only part of that account he felt he could safely correct. His heart burned with scorn at this barbarian for the inaccuracy of the rest of it.

      Khatu snorted. “You look young for it, but I guess that’s good if you want to attract a husband. Well, anyway, Vanu’s men carried off the treasures of the invader king’s elite fellows, armour and weapons and whatnot, and Vanu told the invader king’s fellows if they stayed in the valley, he would come back for more. And do you know what they did?”

      “They left.” There had been other reasons, everyone knew that, but it was true that they’d abandoned the Tawa Valley.

      “With their tails between their legs! That was how Vanu first earned his reputation, see—a wild man, a man who could think to take on the legendary fighters of the lowlands with a raiding party and come back victorious. You’re lucky.” He nudged Lill in the ribs with his elbow. Lill’s ribs were sore, and this hurt, but he kept an impassive expression.

      “You’d like to change places with me?”

      “Boof, no, not me. I’m not the dish Vanu likes, either. But he’s a great man, and if you’ve got to be somebody’s bride, better it’s somebody worthy, hey?”

      “Yes, I … I see your reasoning,” said Lill distractedly. That grotesquely inaccurate account of events fifteen years ago in Tawa had left a bad taste in his mouth. That man was going to be his husband. He had known this and agreed to it, but his mind still recoiled from it.

      “So have you had a tour of the village yet?” Khatu asked.

      “Er, no—I haven’t been out of bed much. And for now I just feel like sitting.” He did his best to look pitiful. It was shamefully easy.

      Khatu looked surprised. “Ma said you were just bruised, nothing broken.”

      “I hit my head.” Lill wondered why he had to explain this to the man who had caused it to happen. “The blow left me feeling weak.”

      “Ugh.” Khatu made a face, leaning back a little as though afraid it might be catching.

      “But if I can’t walk around the village yet, you can at least tell me about it. How many people live here?”

      “There’s nine of us,” Khatu said after a moment of counting on his fingers. “Eleven, I guess, with you and the other lowlander. This was my grandfather’s stronghold.”

      “Ah, you’re Khashu Gukhártu’s grandson.”

      “That’s right. Faru Gukhártu’s my Da. He lives here, and my Ma, my younger brother Barda, and me. Then there’s Tirtu, he’s Vanu’s tiktik—what do you call that, the knife you use for everything, you know. And Vanu and his daughters.”

      “His daughters?” Lill had never heard that Urártu’s family had been immured with him. For that matter, he’d never heard that Urártu had a family, although there was no reason he shouldn’t.

      “Yeah, there’s three of them. He was travelling with them when the invader king’s men caught up to him. He brought them in here for refuge. We were living here then—trying to rebuild the great house after it got pulled down by the invader king’s men the summer before, when Granda died—but we had no hearthmen or anything with us. So the invader king’s general walled us in. Used the stones we’d had cut to expand the hall, that were sitting out in front of the gate. Cowards. So that’s not how they tell the story in the lowlands, hey?”

      “No, well, I’d never heard anybody say how it happened that they caught Lord Vanu but couldn’t kill him.”

      “They didn’t catch him, is what it is. They cornered him, and they wouldn’t have been able to do that if he hadn’t been protecting his girls.”

      So Faru and his family had been walled in their own home with Vanu and his daughters. That was different than what Lill had imagined.

      “And he has no other retainers here? No … what did you call them? Hearthmen?”

      “Not at—er, no. Just us. So when’s the wedding?”

      “Oh, I don’t know—whenever Lord Vanu wants, I guess. I haven’t actually seen him.”

      “Yeah, you saw him. After you fell off the cart. He came running, and you had your eyes open. But maybe you don’t remember.”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “Just as well—you’re not supposed to meet the week before the wedding. Though that’s for girl brides—don’t know if it would count for you. Is it done the same as for girls, the boy bride thing?”

      Lill nodded. He’d had to have it explained to him, when Arsha had first presented the idea. He’d known little of such things.

      “It’s all supposed to be done the same. A boy bride can even become a girl if he wants—change his name and wear women’s clothes all the time, not just for the wedding.”

      “Ah, like the warrior souls but in reverse. You know what that is? That’s when someone in the mountains is born a girl, but has a fighting man inside. So he switches—there’s a ceremony when he comes of age. Funny you don’t have warrior souls in the lowlands, but you do let boys become girls.” From his expression, he didn’t think it funny so much as pitiable. “And is that what you want, to be a girl?”

      “I? Does Lord Vanu want a girl for a wife?” Again, someone should simply have told him if that was the case.

      Khatu considered, head tipped to one side. “Huh. I guess not.”

      “Well, good, because I’m not a girl.”

      At one time he’d dreamed of it, because it would have been a way out of the life that he was living, which had borne down on him sometimes, a weight too much for him to bear. He’d imagined slipping into a woman’s dress and being whisked away to marry a nobleman who would keep him in luxury. His prettiness would have been a good thing then, not a curse.

      But he wasn’t a girl—he didn’t know what he was—and would that life have fit him any better than the other? He doubted it.

      “Well,” said Khatu, “I guess it’ll be however Lord Vanu wants it. But you’ll be in girl’s things for the wedding, at least. I wonder if Ma knows about this—she could fix that ripped gown for you. You’ll need it—there’s nothing else in here fit for a bride, I shouldn’t think. You’ve got to make your clothes last, in here. Only Susami and Ma are decent wool-workers, and they’ve got a lot else to do.”

      He got to his feet, rolling his huge shoulders.

      “I’d better go. I’ve got work to do myself—drills, to keep fit. You’ve got to, when you’re penned in like this. Vanu always reminds us. When you’re well enough, you can join us, hey?” He chortled. “Toughen you up.”

      “Sure,” said Lill easily.

      He watched Khatu walk away, wondering how much of his big-friendly-dog persona was real and how much put on. It couldn’t all be real, that was not plausible. But not knowing made Lill inclined to be wary around him, as friendly as he seemed.

      The injuries Lill had sustained—especially the blow to his head—were a serious setback. He was in no condition to assassinate anyone, and he’d arrived as a helpless victim, his knives and even his clothes confiscated. And who could say what they might have guessed or imagined when they saw the knives. Who had seen them? He wondered about that.

      Then there was the seal. He’d forgotten all about the seal, but it was gone along with his clothes. Maybe gone for good, unless someone had found that too.

      He was indebted to Tirtu, who was Vanu’s henchman if he correctly understood the expression Khatu had used, and to the woman Gurti, who must be Khatu’s mother. Could he repay them? Or would this be another dishonour added to the list of those he could never expunge?

      As if to make sure he wasn’t forgotten in Lill’s list of problems, Halza called out from inside the infirmary, “Lill? Are you there?”

      Lill got up from the bench and came to the doorway. He couldn’t avoid Halza, much as he wished he could. Their fates, for the time being, were linked.

      “Yes, did you need something?”

      Halza was sitting up on his pallet, laboriously rearranging his pillows so he could lean against the wall. He was in worse shape than Lill; his injury wasn’t dangerous, but it was obviously causing him a lot of pain.

      “I just wanted to make sure you hadn’t wandered off or anything,” Halza said, flopping back against the pillows.

      He spoke as if he’d appointed himself Lill’s guardian in spite of not being able to get out of bed or even move without gritting his teeth in pain. Lill tried not to return an unfriendly look, but it took an effort.

      “I’m going to go for a short walk,” he said. “I need to get my strength back.”

      “Are you sure that’s wise? Who was that you were talking to just now?”

      “Khatu Gukhártu—the man who shot at us.”

      “What?” Halza yelped. “But—but I heard laughter! What was he saying to you?”

      “He apologized for the arrows and wanted to know what I’m doing here.”

      “You mean he didn’t know?”

      “I guess Vanu Urártu hasn’t told everyone.” Lill shrugged. “It didn’t sound as if Khatu’s his favourite person.”

      “He came in here earlier today, before you woke up, and threatened to—” Halza shut his mouth abruptly as if biting off a word he had thought better of saying.

      “To what?” Lill prompted. He came back into the room and sat down on his own pallet. He clearly was not going to be allowed to go for a walk just now.

      “To cook me and serve me to his lord,” Halza finished finally, his expression very grim.

      Lill put his hand to his mouth to stifle a startled laugh. “That was a joke, Halza.”

      “I assure you, he looked deadly serious.”

      “I mean it was a joke to him—I don’t guess he wanted you to find it funny. But you know they’re not eating people in here.”

      “Not anymore. He said they haven’t had fresh meat in more than a year. But they’ve been in here three years. They must have killed all the weakest among them in the first two years and eaten them, and now only the strong are left—they’ve had no more victims for more than a year.”

      Lill looked out the open door at the sunshine on the ground outside. Everything looked bright and normal, and when Halza stopped talking for a moment it was very quiet in the mostly empty village. The idea that it was mostly empty because the remaining residents had eaten those who were missing loomed grotesquely in his mind. The familiar feeling of being exposed, in danger of ambush, crept up on him. He shook himself.

      “The stronghold had been breached and the people surrendered. The villagers left—there wasn’t anyone here but Faru Gukhártu and his family when the king’s men drove Vanu in here.”

      “How do you know?”

      “I heard it from the same man who told you he was going to cook you because they’ve run out of people to eat.”

      Halza looked as if he didn’t know what to make of that. “Don’t worry, they won’t eat you. You’re too valuable as Urártu’s bride. And if they want you to eat me, once they’ve, you know—don’t feel bad. You need to keep up your strength to⁠—”

      “They have ducks! And goats, and all kinds of vegetable gardens. And there are only nine of them—three of them young girls. They have plenty to eat without resorting to cannibalism.”

      “Perhaps they acquired a taste for human flesh when⁠—”

      “Now you’re just making things up.”

      Halza slumped against his pillows, giving Lill a worried look as if he thought him painfully naïve.

      “Wait—did you say there are three young girls in here?”

      Lill nodded. “Vanu’s daughters, apparently. I was surprised too.”

      “But that’s monstrous!”

      “I don’t know about that—they’re safer in here than outside without their father’s protection, I’d say.”

      “But … ”

      “But they’ve been forced to eat people,” Lill finished for him. “No, they haven’t.”

      “I wasn’t going to say that,” said Halza unconvincingly. “I was going to say, ‘But their father is a monster.’ You know the stories of what he’s done.”

      “Of course.”

      But Halza wanted to repeat them anyway. “He put a whole village to the sword—men, women, children—because someone there signed the Eye of Envy when he was riding past. A cousin of mine told me.”

      That did sound monstrous; it also sounded tactically stupid, risking your men’s lives over
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