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Prologue
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Swift come the clouds to the Rainsinger’s call as the spadefoots start their singing.

At the rim of the world the storm awaits, with thunder and lightning beginning.

—From the song magic of the Stormbringers

—|—

The woman’s cries trailed off into a moan, then died away into nothing.

The pale-haired man who paced to and fro outside the birthing hut paid little heed. Her wails had risen and fallen too many times for him to believe this was truly the end.

In the heat-baked courtyard, the rasping of the kuhtpul—insect harbinger of the summer storms—replaced her cries. The man halted and lifted his painted face toward the sky. He sniffed the breeze, which bore the scent of shegoi leaves, fresh and sharp like rain. His gaze skimmed past the rounded roof of the stick-and-mud hut, past the plastered adobe wall that enclosed the Smokemothers’ compound in which the birthing hut and courtyard lay, past the priests’ temple that stood taller than the distant mountains, and up to the stormclouds sweeping toward him across the desert valley.

A movement at the low entrance to the birthing hut caught his attention. The gray-tinged braids of a woman emerged first, then the rest of her, stooped over. The man could not see what she carried. Slowly, slowly she straightened, one hand at the small of her back. In the crook of her other arm, she held a mewling bundle.

“Is it a boy?” the man demanded.

Her head jerked up and she frowned. In the deep furrows beside her mouth, her coppery skin was as dark as mesquite sap.

The man moved forward to take the babe from her, but she blocked him with an upraised hand, wet with blood. He averted his rain-colored eyes from the sight and stared at the newborn in its wrappings.

Her wrinkled lips quirked in a contemptuous half smile. She challenged him: “You dare speak so, to me?” Each word, slow and gravelly, puffed out tinged with tobacco. Each phrase required its own breath. 

“Is it a boy . . . ?” He paused a little too long before adding, “. . . Revered Grandmother?”

Though not much older than he, she was one of the four high priestesses of Mother Ge. Even those such as himself, a priest of the temple who served the Ta’atchul rather than the goddess, could not leave off the required words of respect.

Her dark eyes shifted from him to the swaddled infant, then back. “You have no claim on this child. No right to be here making demands. Go back to your stolen rituals and leave the business of children to us women.”

“That child is mine.”

“This child,” she said, lifting the bundle, “as with all the children born to Mother Ge’s maidens, belongs to the village.”

“He belongs to me. The moisture of my body made him.”

“So you say.”

“Unless a man is no longer needed to get a woman with child,” the priest snarled, “I am the father of this one. For I am the only Stormbringer who bedded this one’s mother. She vowed to you, when she entered the goddess’s service, that she lay with no man before me, did she not?”

The priestess made no reply, merely lifted one eyebrow. Flames tattooed above it disappeared into the wrinkles on her forehead.

For the third time he asked, “Is it a boy? Do not lie. Those for whom I speak are more powerful than any half-forgotten goddess. If you cross me, the sky shall rain down fire and death upon you and yours—”

“Threats, is it?” She uttered a bark of laughter. “Morning Green, you cannot be such a fool as to think any man can control such magic. Your kind may praise yourselves for calling the rains, but in truth they come at the bidding of she whom I serve. She has opened the belly of the clouds since time out of mind, long before you priests brought your blasphemous ways to the valley.”

“Yet it was we, not your goddess, who ended the Long Thirst and brought back the rains.”

She fixed him with a level stare and warned, “You play with forces you do not understand. Persist, and Mother Ge will destroy you.”

He shook his head. “If what you held was a girl, you would simply tell me. Your silence reveals this is a son. My son. The one whose coming has been so long foretold: son of outlander and old blood.”

“The one of prophecy, you think? Barely born, and already you would inflict greatness on him,” she muttered. “Step aside, priest, if you want this child to be welcomed into the village. The birth-blessing must be spoken lest he be cursed . . . and where will your grand plans be then?”

Morning Green scowled but made no protest.

She turned her back on him, then peeled the cloth away from one end of the bundle to reveal a purplish, lumpy face.

She held out the newborn to the east, where swollen, fast-moving clouds blocked the sun. “O giver of life,” she intoned, “send now the sun to light this heart with love.” She turned to the south. “O bringer of water, send now the fog to fill this blood with strength.” Thunder grumbled, long and loud, drowning out the next words of the birth-blessing.

Seven times she offered the baby to the world: to the four directions, to the sky, to the ground, and to the center where she stood. Seven was the number favored by Mother Ge, and her people had long arranged their lives by it.

The air chilled as rain began to fall. A breeze scented with shegoi and saltbush dispersed the odor of tobacco lingering around the priestess. Fat drops breaking on the newborn’s face made him howl, but a flash of lightning through the growing darkness silenced him for a few breaths. Then he renewed his squalling, stronger, with more determination.

Again Morning Green stepped forward and reached for the baby he claimed as his son. The priestess warded him off with an outstretched arm.

“He is mine!” the priest snapped.

Through long days of song and prayers to the Ta’atchul, Morning Green and his fellow Stormbringers had bent the sky to their will. They had barely completed the midsummer liturgy when word came to him about the impending birth.

Immediately he had set aside his ceremonial robes and trappings: the brilliantly hued macaw-feather headdress, the netted tunic strung with white shell beads, the ocelot-skin apron, the spiral-painted staff to pull down the clouds, the double rattle that coaxed the rain into existence. Even after stripping off the regalia, standing there in a simple white shirt and turquoise-dyed kilt, the priest was a fearsome sight. Black stripes wound about his pale arms, and the top half of his face bore a stairstepped cloud-mountain in black paint, with streaks of gray cascading down white cheeks.

He and the priestess had known each other since his entrance into the valley with the small party of priests nearly forty turnings earlier—in those long-ago days, a boy just turning into a man. An outlander.

She did not flinch from his vehemence, merely stood there in stubborn resistance, as was her way.

The tiny mouth paused momentarily in its noisemaking to root against her unhelpful chest. A stain of color on the downy-soft brown cheek had practically the same shape as the tattooed lightning bolt underlying the white and gray paint on Morning Green’s cheek—a tattoo that marked him as a priest.

Her face grew thoughtful. She broke the silence by asking, “Tell me, man, how do you plan to feed him?”

“His mother—” Morning Green began.

Flinging up her hand, the priestess ordered, “Speak not her name, for she did not survive the birthing. She had not the strength to bring the babe into the world and remain in it herself.”

“No matter.” His voice held no emotion. “The prophecy says nothing of her, only the child.”

The priestess cocked her head to one side, birdlike. “Does it not trouble you that she died because of your selfishness, your desire for more and more, always more?”

“Say, rather, my desire to save us all! As for her, even the followers of the goddess must recognize there is sometimes a need for sacrifice.”

“Pah! You men, you bring only death. Men bleed, and it is an injury. Women bleed, in our moontime, and we take no harm from it. It proves our gift for life.”

“This one took harm—and not only her! How many women have you tended at childbirth who have died, of late?” he accused.

Her hands tightened on the bundled infant, who protested. She said only, “He will have to be fostered.”

“No! I forbid it!” The priest sliced his painted arms through the air, fingers stiff and raking.

“Is not a living son better than a dead one?”

He did not want to agree with this woman, who had so many times opposed him. But if the child lived, people would forever say There goes the son of Morning Green, the man who saved the People of Two Rivers.

In the distance, spadefoot toads bleated as they dug their way up to meet the rain, the first in nearly a hundred days. They would enjoy only a momentary pleasure aboveground, in their mating frenzy, during this time of the male rains of summer. Then they would vanish once again into the sands where they waited out the dry moons and the female rains of winter.

Morning Green at last said, “This child is the one of prophecy, the one born to old blood and outlander, with the destiny of remaking the world. He is my gift to the future.” The priest swept a hand toward the village. “Take him. Place him with a family. When he is weaned, then will I come for him. His name it shall be Spadefoot, in honor of his birth at the coming of the rains. And everyone will know of him.”
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Thirsty, the people they waited and hoped. 

Hungry, they cried out.

Cloud flew over and found Yucca Woman;

alone and in beauty she slept.

Cloud drew near and for her wept a single, salty tear.

This droplet on her belly fell and there a baby grew.

When Corn Man he became, the people they rejoiced anew.

—From the story-song of Yucca Woman

—|—

1

All that Starflower saw in the pondweed at first was a pile of rags. Curious, she reached out with her long-handled corn knife. It encountered something solid underneath. As she lifted the stone blade, some of the cloth came away too. There was a man’s body, face down in the stagnant water, limbs splayed unnaturally, black hair loose and floating, strung with tiny green beads of pondweed.

She gasped, then clapped her hands over her mouth to keep from making another sound. Never disturb a body, said the stories from the First Days. 

The corpse stirred. It pushed itself up. Its head turned slowly to stare at her out of empty eyes. The skull was engulfed by a ball of lightning, which shrank and then filled the rotting belly with the brightness of a tiny sun. An owl perched on its shoulder shrieked once and flew at her. . .

Though in some corner of her mind she knew it was only a vision, she turned and ran. She hardly felt the branches that whipped at her face and the tangles of undergrowth that caught at her feet as she pushed her way out of the willows and tall reeds that edged the river. Away from the water and the horror it held, her panic took her into the mesquite bosque.

As she plunged onward, the dark, twisted trunks rose one after another to block her escape. Thorny twigs caught at her hair, tugging it from its neat coils. Time after time the branches pulled her to a stop and she had to untangle herself to run again.

On and on through the trees she staggered, limping now, with a tenderness in the ball of one foot. Her breath came raggedly.

At last her legs and lungs betrayed her. She stumbled against a tree, then sagged down into the gritty leaf litter at its base. She lacked the strength to rise.

There she crouched, cold with sweat and dizzy, each breath an effort. The pounding of her heart shook her whole body. She became aware of footsteps approaching, soft and almost unheard in the layer of leaves, yet heavy enough to vibrate through her bones. The fine hairs on her neck rose.

She looked up through tear-filled eyes—a shadowy form loomed before her. She cried out in protest and shrank back against the rough bark of the mesquite tree.

Hands closed around her wrists and drew her upright. She kicked, tried to get free to claw at her captor. He ignored her resistance, simply pulled her against himself and wrapped his arms around her.

The heartbeat under the cheek plastered to his warm chest told her this was no formless floating spirit. But to be seized and held so, trapped, was more than she could bear. She screamed—or tried to. So tight was his embrace, she couldn’t drag enough air into her lungs to utter more than a whimper.

“Don’t be afraid,” he told her as she strained to get away. “I won’t hurt you.”

She struggled until there was no fight left in her. Then, sobbing, she slumped against him.

His grasp loosened a little.

She wriggled her arms between them and braced her fists against his ribs. Pressing back as far as he would allow, she gasped for breath and strained to catch a glimpse of his face through eyes wet and hazy.

This was no stranger, she realized as her heart battered against her ribs.

Though she’d never before been so close to him, she knew—as did everyone from her village—this was Spadefoot, son of the Rainsinger. The blot on his cheek made him instantly recognizable. Outlining that birthmark was the lightning-bolt tattoo borne by all those initiated into the priesthood. Two other tattoos also marred his face: a spiraling wind maze on his other cheek and the stepped line of a cloud-mountain on his forehead. Together they marked him as a high-ranking priest, though he had lived only a few turnings more than she had.

Which was worse, she wondered dizzily—to be caught by a spectre or by a priest? She shuddered.

“I won’t let you do anything to me!” she cried. “I’ll kill myself first!”

His grip tightened for a moment. Then, to her amazement, he let her go.

Hastily she shoved away to put more space between them. She went to brandish the sharp knife she’d brought up to the river, but her hands were empty. Starflower retreated another step and wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. The dirt and sap and sweat from her terrified run only made her eyes sting and water all the more fiercely.

Spadefoot opened his arms wide but stayed where he was. His undyed cotton tunic glowed in the dimness under the mesquites. “I am not going to hurt you. Stormbringer am I, vow bound to protect all the people of the valley.” His voice echoed, soothing and measured, in her head, with words that sounded like they came from a song. His eyes, as deep and dark as the legendary bottomless waters of Blackpool, seemed to expand as she gazed into them.

She forced herself to look away and focused on his hair. In the priestly fashion, it was shaved on the sides and at the front, with the remainder pulled back and wrapped with a ribbon into a fist-sized club standing up at the back of his head.

She took another tiny step away.

“You can trust me,” he said.

She wanted to. But . . . trust one of the priests—those who used women as mere vessels?

Everyone said bearing children would make the fields fertile and produce ample crops. If women giving birth was a good thing for the village, women giving birth to the children of the priests was supposed to be even better.

Trust a priest? Only a very stupid girl would do that.

Yet the alternative would be to start off again—alone and lost, with death stalking her.

She chewed on her lower lip and resisted the urge to take yet another step backward. If he moved, of course, she would be off like a runnerbird. “How can I trust you?”

“Because I’m a priest, you mean?” His eyebrows arched. “Is that why you’re staring at me like you’re afraid I’m going to eat you? Or is it just my pretty face?”

Her gaze flashed to his birthmark, then dropped. “I don’t mean to cause offense.”

He shrugged. “One born as I am can’t afford to take offense.”

She couldn’t think of any reply that wouldn’t sound bad. What could she tell him—that he hardly looked as ugly or scary up close as rumor said?

He smiled, as innocent as a child. “Let’s try this again. My name is Spadefoot. What’s yours?”

“It’s better if you don’t know.” Starflower folded her arms.

He might take her refusal to give him her name as petty. Childish, even. But names, real names, adult names such as hers—chosen after a naming quest—could tell a stranger much about a person. Hers was also the name of a basketry pattern. A basket built on a framework of willow, willow she’d come to the river to cut.

“Now that I take a closer look,” he said, “I do recognize you. You’re that girl whose father is putting the land at the end of the canal back into fields, right? You’re a far piece from home.”

Her cheeks warmed. “Those fields aren’t my home. I’m of Cloud-Leaf Clan!”

The clanholdings of her mother’s family were ancient, the furthest thing from her father’s crazy attempt to claw drylands back from the desert. She’d spent all but the past few moons of her life in the midst of the clan’s well-irrigated fields. In her heart, home would always be there. A few days ago she’d decided to do whatever it took to get herself and her brother back there.

“Cloud-Leaf Clan or no, you’re still a long way from home.” He reached out and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear.

She took another quick step back. Ever since her father had uprooted her and dragged her to the priests’ end of the village, in the shadow of the temple, she’d heard too much about them to accept Spadefoot’s flirtation.

Still, as a priest he had the power to protect her from the spirit she’d unwittingly disturbed. And he didn’t feel wrong, or dangerous.

“You told me I could trust you,” she said haltingly. “Is that the truth?”

“Of course.”

“Not that I have another choice.” She spoke to herself, but he responded.

“There are always choices. So why did you choose to come here, to this particular spot?”

She blinked and considered telling him the truth—that she’d followed the big canals up to the river to cut willows to make a granary, because the willows here grew longer branches than the ones downcanal, closer to the village, especially after such a dry summer. She could tell him that as a maker of useful baskets, she would be valuable to her clan and she could take her half brother and escape her father’s house and be independent of any other man as well.

Then she wouldn’t die in childbirth, as her mother had done, and her older sister, and the mother of her half brother, and Spadefoot’s own mother.

Yes, she could tell him all that. But . . . the less he knew about her, the better. Besides, laid out like that it sounded pathetic, even stupid, a plan that was sure to fail.

“I came to be alone,” she told him finally.

“Alone can be frightening.”

She supposed he’d never been frightened in his life, though she didn’t dare say that aloud.

“So what were you running away from?”

His voice filled her head. Soft and soothing, strangely compelling, that priest-trained voice made her feel like leaning in to it, to him. A moment passed, and another, before she really understood what he asked. “How do you know that?” she demanded. “Were you following me?”

“No, I heard you crashing through the brush. And the mesquites made a mess of you. It’s obvious you were running without paying attention to where you were going. Running away. From what, I wonder.”

Starflower looked down. Her legs were scratched and muddy. One of her sandals was gone, which explained the raw places she suddenly felt on the sole of her foot. Cuts from the mesquite thorns began to sting on her face and arms. She put up a hand to her hair, which had been ripped out of its ribbon wrappers and hung ragged on her neck.

Her face heated. No wonder he hadn’t recognized her right off. She muttered, “Show me the way to the village. Then you won’t have to look at me anymore.”

“Oh, I don’t mind the view. It’s not often I see girls who aren’t presenting themselves to please me.” He winked.

She strongly wanted to kick him. Barring that, she wished she dared turn her back on him and stalk off. Unfortunately, apart from the fact that she had no idea which way would lead her out of the mesquites, there was the larger problem of whether she would be better off alone—with or without a pursuing spirit. The fear rolled back over her, dousing her flare of temper. She bit her lower lip.

He moved away and leaned against a tree but kept watching her—for what, she didn’t know.

“I take it you’re lost,” he said.

“I got off the path, yes. If you call that lost,” she added. “And then . . .” She had to pause to steady her voice as she recalled the vision of the owl-spirit swooping toward her. “Then I must’ve dropped my father’s tools. He’ll be so angry . . .”

“What happened?” Spadefoot asked. “Did a heron fly up and frighten you?”

Her cheeks heated at how readily he dismissed her fears. She reminded herself that he didn’t know about the owl.

“Or did you see a snake?” he went on. “I wouldn’t think less of you for admitting to it. My vow-brothers call me one who leaps at shadows.” He grinned.

She quelled the memory of what she’d encountered at the river’s edge. “Just point me in the right direction, if you really want to be helpful.” Her voice rose and sharpened, she knew, betraying her frayed nerves, but she couldn’t help it.

“Or did you meet up with one of the Wilders? No matter what the Rainsinger says, they’re nothing to be afraid of.”

“The Wilders don’t spend time around here. I would never have come here if there was any chance of encountering one of them.”

That was true enough—though she hadn’t actually given the Wilders a thought earlier. Fortunately they lived a long way downriver. They were said to be the most debauched of the Watermasters—the men who kept the canals running—and so unruly that even their own kind had cast them out, to live wild on sandbars in the river, clanless and landless.

But alive. Maybe she had run across one . . . who was no longer.

Her whole body tensed like a drawn bow as the image of the horror she’d seen rose again before her eyes. She put out a hand to steady herself on a low-hanging branch.

“Hey, now,” he said. “That’s it, isn’t it? You saw someone?”

“Not just any someone,” she told him through stiff lips. Needing suddenly to share what had happened, she rushed on: “There’s a body back there, by the river. Under the willows.”

He straightened. “A dead body? A person?”

“Yes, yes. A man. Or, it was a man, before he . . . He was—” She found no words to describe how the body looked, face down in the dark water, hair floating around the head. With her free hand she gestured weakly. “Dead.”

“Who is it?” he demanded.

She stared at him. “How would I know?”

“Didn’t you look?”

“No! Disturb the body? Only a fool would do that!”

“I think you’d better show me.”

“I will not!” She took two strides away from him. The dignity of her retreat was marred by the squeak she made when she stepped down on her sore foot.

He caught her by the hand and spun her around. “Show me.”

“I’m not going back there!” She tugged against his grasp but couldn’t free herself.

“You would rather stay here, all alone?”

“I would rather you take me home,” she cried. Scarcely had the demand left her mouth than she realized if her father saw her in the company of one of the rain priests, he would be furious. “No, no, just show me how to get back to the canals. Just get me started!”

“Not until I’ve found out what’s going on.” His voice sounded grim. “Stay put. I’ll be back.”

Spadefoot released her and walked away but paused after a few steps and turned to face her. “There’s probably nothing to be afraid of. I doubt some Wilder hit him over the head and dumped him in the river.”

She gaped at him as her heart began to thud against her ribs again. “You think he was killed?”

Her people, the People of Two Rivers, didn’t kill each other. Of course, they hardly ever drowned, either. Something—whether intent or accident—had made that man no longer alive. She hadn’t stopped to wonder at the cause.

“Are you coming?”

Go back to the corpse? “No!” 

But then she would have to stay here. Her gaze darted from one tree to another that could hide a madman or conceal a free-floating spirit, a spectre ready to wreak revenge on the girl who’d disturbed its earthly remains. She swallowed hard.

“All right, then.” Without another word, he started off.

She stared at his back. “You can’t leave me!”

That was exactly what he did. She’d left behind a trail of scuffed leaves and broken twigs, she saw now, and he was following it back toward the river.

He’d left Starflower with only two alternatives. Stay here, alone, to deal with a killer or a phantom by herself—maybe even both. Or tag along after a priest who showed no signs of wanting to ravish her and surely could protect her from either of the more-dangerous options.

Before he was quite out of sight, she sighed and limped after him. He would eventually have to go back to the temple. She could go with him as far as the canal crossing.

She was resolved, though, that nothing he could do would make her look at that gruesome body again.

Rather than rush to catch up, she stayed a few steps behind him. That way she wouldn’t have to talk. It seemed safer.

The ground became spongy underfoot. Cottonwoods and willows eventually replaced the mesquites. Gooseflesh rose along her arms. She tried to convince herself it was from the chilly breeze that blew off the river. But she knew perfectly well it came from inside, as she wondered what she was doing, following the young priest.

The first time she’d ever seen him, across the canal that separated her father’s farmstead from the priests’ temple, she’d imagined Spadefoot to be lonely, for he seemed apart from the other priests. Now that Starflower’s father had upended her life, separating her from her clan-sisters and aunties, she knew how it felt to stand apart, to not fit in. Then she’d learned that Spadefoot’s mother had died bringing him into the world and he’d been forced to leave his foster mothers to join the temple.

She’d thought, in those early days, that she had much in common with Spadefoot.

But lately . . . lately she’d heard more rumors about him, and still more, a never-ending stream of gossip. He was weather-wise, some said, and felt water in his bones. Others claimed he was the one of prophecy, destined to save their people from a terrible cataclysm. Still others said the Cornmaidens, required to lie with the priests, fell in love with him one and all despite his ruined face. She’d heard, too, that he was arrogant and overproud.

People said he could charm any woman with merely a curve of his lips. Starflower refused to be charmed. He didn’t care about her or her feelings at all. Arrogant, yes. He had to get his own way, no matter the consequences to her.

She was cold and frightened and lost and her foot hurt more with every step. And he didn’t care.

As she counted up her grievances, she fell farther behind.

He stopped, bent over, and pried a sandal from the muck. He turned back toward her. “Here.” He held out her sandal. “This should make the going easier for you.”

“Thank you,” she muttered. She took the braided sandal and knelt. She kept her face averted so he couldn’t see her blush at thinking ill of him. After putting her big toe in the loop, she laced the cords around her ankle and tightened them into place. When she had regained her composure, she rose.

He asked, “We must be getting close, don’t you think?”

She feared it was true, as he grasped her hand in his warm one and drew her forward. They’d come a long distance together, it seemed to her. Her heart beat faster as she waited for the owl to appear again.

She closed her eyes and worked to convince herself she was safe in Spadefoot’s presence. As a distraction, she tried to envision the granary she’d planned to make from the willow trees she now walked through. Their branches trailed like bony fingers across her shoulders. She shoved that disturbing sensation away and concentrated on her project.

But the granary wouldn’t take shape in her mind now. Earlier, she’d felt it like a real thing under her hands, felt the split shoots pliable to her touch, bending up into graceful curves bound by coils of beargrass. It would be a huge basket, almost large enough to stand up in. Which was why she needed long willow branches.

As her chest tightened, tears threatened to start flowing again. She squeezed her eyelids ever more tightly shut to hold them back. She hadn’t managed to cut any willows, and she’d lost the knife and carry net she’d taken without her father’s permission. Worst of all, the image of her creation had been erased from her mind and replaced with that horrible thing she could never unsee.

Spadefoot’s hand clenched into a fist and ground her knuckles together.

She gasped in pain. Her eyelids flew open as he brought her to a stumbling halt. Before her watery eyes could focus on what lay before, she cast her gaze straight down. There, at least, she saw nothing more ominous than fallen limbs and leaves and underbrush.

“Sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt you.” He released her. “Did you see anyone when you were here before? Other than the dead man?”

“No, of course not. Nobody ever comes all the way out here.”

“We did, today,” he reminded her unhelpfully before moving away.

She rubbed her abused hand and watched him shift sideways, step down, down again. His lower legs disappeared. She turned her head and stared blindly at a clump of willows in the other direction.

A light splash told her he’d waded into the water. Then came a nauseating sucking sound that made her think he’d pulled the body out of the mud. Maybe rolled it over to see the face, to put a name to the dead man.

She wished he hadn’t suggested a violent death for the corpse.

Her imagination conjured up a terrible possibility, even worse than the scene it had created earlier. Spadefoot had a reputation for strength, with his compact, muscular body, the same that had held her so tightly she couldn’t move. He was powerful enough to hold a man’s head underwater until the struggle to survive ended.

Her nerves crackled as she wondered whether she would be the next to die. Had she allowed fear of a disembodied, pursuing spirit to push her right into the arms of a killer?

No, a priest would never do something like that, she told herself. Herself replied, Just why did he come out to the river, so far from the temple? And what, exactly, is he doing now? She barely allowed herself to breathe while she listened in vain for any sound, any hint that he was sneaking up behind her.

Finally she could no longer just stand there. “What is it? One of those Wilders?” She kept her unseeing eyes fixed in the opposite direction.

“He’s my brother.”

“You mean—” she puzzled out what he must have meant, for the Rainsinger had only the one son—“a priest?”

After a long moment, he answered, “A vow-brother, yes. And my friend.”

The heavy sorrow in his voice convinced her that he hadn’t killed the other man. The relief she felt lasted for only a heartbeat, as a ghastly squelching sound followed. She spun about and saw him stooped over the body, lifting it.

The hair wasn’t tied up like a rain priest’s should be but hung free, hiding the face. She shivered. “What are you doing?”

“He deserves to be sent on his last journey with respect.”

“Can’t you leave him, have the Lifeweaver come later, to sing his spirit to rest right here? I mean, if he’s your friend, you can’t want to disturb his—”

Her protest caught in her throat as he heaved the corpse onto his shoulder. He grunted as he worked it into position, taking forever. Then he stood. Water and mud and pondweed dripped off onto the ground and streaked his tunic and leggings as he staggered before turning clumsily.

Her gorge rose. She absolutely could not go along with him, not while he bore that grotesque burden. She swallowed hard and cried, “What if the killer comes back looking for his victim? You won’t be able to defend yourself!” What about me? she wanted to say. Who’s going to defend me . . . against that?

“There’s no killer out there.”

“You can’t be certain of that! How can you know such a thing?”

“There’s no blood. He just drowned.”

Her skeptical response poured out before she realized she was thinking the words. “You think he just fell in and died?” That was ridiculous: everyone knew how to swim. In a world filled with canals that provided the only relief from the desperate heat of summertime, even the youngest of children learned to keep themselves afloat. No one drowned.

Spadefoot readjusted the body. The bloated face shifted to look right at her with open eyes, priestly tattoos stark against skin gone slack in death. She felt herself choking, unable to breathe, dying of it: not the cold and wet of drowning, but burning hot and dry. Her hands went to her throat, trying to dislodge whatever blocked her breath.

She had no idea what Spadefoot said; his words didn’t penetrate the ringing in her ears. Maybe a prayer to send the restive spirit winging into the land of clouds. Maybe no more than a lullaby as one might sing to soothe a child. Whatever it was, his eyes held hers, replacing that dead stare in her mind, as his resonant voice drew her out of the engulfing darkness.

She fought free of the corpse. With a gasp, she drew welcome air into her lungs.

“Don’t be afraid,” Spadefoot soothed her. “That angry-spirit nonsense is just a story, the kind old women tell children to make them afraid of death, to keep the curious from getting underfoot. There’s no harm to you from a drowned man.”

“He burned! Not drowned, burned!”

“What are you going on about? What did you see?”

A spark of caution made her lie. “I saw nothing! Just leave it, leave it here, put it back, and take me home!”

He shook his head. The motion turned the corpse’s face away from her, far enough that she could no longer see its staring eyes.

“My brother here was a good man. One of the very best—even if you find that hard to believe of a priest. He would never have hurt anyone during life, and he certainly won’t in death. If you can’t find it in your heart to believe that, just stay here. I’m sure you can find your own way home.” He started off, heavy-footed and ungraceful.

Trying not to look at the thing he had slung over his shoulder, she called after him, “You aren’t going to be able to carry it all the way back to the temple.”

“Probably not.”

“Then why bother?” She got no answer as he walked away with his burden.

Knowing Spadefoot was her best chance to get herself unlost, she followed, careful to stay close enough to keep him in sight. “The body won’t be going anywhere.”

“Animals could get at it,” he answered.

The distance between them meant they had to talk in loud voices that broke the silence, which helped relieve her nerves.

Spadefoot went on: “Or someone else could find it. There could be all kinds of rumors about where he was found and how he died. Look at you, saying he burned instead of drowned, when he was right there in the water.”

“You think there’ll be less talk if people see you carrying a body through the clanlands?”

His back stiffened. Starflower lamented her quick tongue: what was she to do if he decided to stay near the river with the body and not help her get home at all?

He remained silent for a few steps, then suggested, “Let’s make a pact. I’ll get you back to the path. In return, you forget what you saw here today. Do you think you can manage that? Can I rely on you not to tell anyone about where the body was found, or about my being here? No matter what?”

“As if I have a choice!”

“I told you before, there are always choices. Who you let into your life. Who you shut out. The trick lies in making the right choice.”

“I don’t understand!” she wailed.

“I wouldn’t expect you to. I’m just starting to grasp the idea, myself.”

“You talk in circles and say nothing. But then, what else should I expect? You’re a priest, and I, I’m nothing but a—”

Abruptly he swung about, but all he said was, “Do we have an agreement?”

“Yes!”

“Don’t be mad. You get all wrinkly when your face puckers up like that. Smooth out that pucker with a smile, and go back to being beautiful.”

Her hands flew to her cheeks before she realized he was teasing her.

“Go through the trees there.” With his free hand he pointed at a break in the assemblage of trunks. “See the path?”

“Yes.” She did, now.

“Keep your head about you, and you’ll be out in the open soon. From there you can see the temple.”

~*~*~*~
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She soon passed under the last branches of the mesquites. Thin, patchy clouds masked the sun, but they made no promise of rain, only held back the sun’s warmth. Her muscles felt stiff, every step an effort.

Before her lay the vast wildness of the desert, marked by small mounds of cactuses and some dusty saltbushes among widely spaced shegoi plants.

A line of trees in the middle distance marked the route of the big canals she would have to cross. To her right they flowed, into patchy fields and scattered huts of isolated farmsteads before the clanlands proper began. Before her, away in the distance, rose the massive temple, marking her direction.

As she trudged along, she thought about how her panic had started to dissipate as soon as she heard Spadefoot’s voice. Even her fear of the corpse had eased once he’d picked it up and walked off with it. She no longer feared the spirit would pursue her.

What sort of magic did he have? she wondered. How had he changed her dread into embarrassment and her distrust into trust with just his voice and manner?

She hadn’t even thought to look for the corn knife and carry net when he’d led her back to where she must have lost them. She’d just stood there, as obedient as a puppy.

Then she’d argued with him, squabbling as she would with her brother! Yet it had worked out all right. They’d made a bargain. He’d shown her the way home, just as she’d asked.

And he thought her beautiful.

She tried to hold onto that inner glow of satisfaction, wrapping herself in it like the rabbit-fur mantle she’d recently pulled out of the storage basket for the oncoming winter. But with every footsore step, her sense of triumph diminished.

The day likewise ebbed. A chilling breeze nipped at her skin as she walked through the lonesome wildland.

The Moon of Small Rains had been dry so far; the dirt she kicked up soon covered her scratched legs with a dusting several shades lighter than her skin. Every footfall had to be carefully placed to avoid the raking teeth that lined the edges of the agave leaves and the tiny fishhooks hidden within the cottony-tufted, ankle-high cactuses.

After a while she paused to catch her breath. She shaded her eyes from the sun and gazed off at the scrubland that stretched out before her, flat and seemingly featureless until, still too far away for her liking, the Temple of the Mist rose up.

She’d set off this morning prepared to try something out of the ordinary. But her plan had been utterly ruined, from disturbing the dead body to being disturbed by Spadefoot. Becoming lost and terrified, losing her father’s tools, getting dirty and scratched and disheveled—all that misery with nothing to show for it!

She sucked in her lower lip and began to worry at it. She hadn’t asked her father for permission—either to leave or to take his tools—when the notion of gathering willows came to her that morning.

As she stood there, she became aware of an emptiness at her neck and lifted her hand to where her shell necklace should be. Her fingers encountered nothing but skin. Her necklace—the one she’d spent so long collecting matched shells for, polishing and piercing them, preparing the yucca fibers and braiding them into a cord, stringing the shells—was gone!

The loss of the necklace struck at her heart, and tears threatened again.

She turned back toward the mesquite bosque, no more than a thin dark line now. The river seemed too far away, with sunset coming on, to go back and look for her necklace. It would certainly be broken, the shells scattered, impossible to find.

Still, she was tempted to at least try. And did she really dare go back to her father without the corn knife and carry net? 

Starflower crossed her goose-pimply arms tightly against her chest and rubbed her hands up and down to warm them as she tried to decide what to do. 

She could make another necklace. A better one, she tried to convince herself, now that basket making had taught her fingers to be more nimble. As for her father’s tools, with the harvest over, he might not notice their absence right away. He would certainly notice hers if he finished the day’s work and she didn’t have supper ready.

She had no choice but to return to her father’s hut before the sun sank any lower toward the horizon. Tears ran down her cheeks as she started toward the temple again.
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With loss and failure and fear of her father’s mood running through her mind, the return trip felt twice as long as her journey to the river even after her tears dried. Time and again she gasped and shuddered at what turned out to be nothing more than the rustling of small creatures in the brush.

She kept going, heading toward the Temple of the Mist, until it was no longer the only sign that people lived in the desert land. Around it, like children seated before a talespinner, the plaster walls of the house compounds of the village gleamed in the sun’s setting light. Their shadows stretched out spindly and black.

As she got closer to her father’s house, she began to consider what special supper she could prepare for him that might soothe his temper.

With not all of the canals repaired after the unexpectedly heavy spring floods, the first harvest had been sparse, the second not much better. Even those fields that had been irrigated lay empty of crops now. They bore only a tracery of dusky green from potherbs not yet large enough to be picked and stewed up to flavor meat. But she had saltbush and some rabbit jerky put by.

She’d traded a few of her practice baskets for corn, and there were still some beans, speckled and tepary, as well as a few jars of the tiny seeds that made good filler for stew. Starflower had been making the stored food stretch as well as she could, but she feared she wouldn’t be able to continue that for much longer. Eventually, she’d have to talk to her father about what they would eat over the winter.

Or get herself and her brother back to the clanlands, where food wasn’t so hard to come by.

For tonight . . . tonight she could pretend there was plenty.

Starflower felt a tug at the hem of her skirt, then the sting of yet another scratch on her leg. As she disentangled her skirt from the hooked spine of the agave, she told herself to pay more attention to where she was going. She had to make her clothing last for another full turning, at least. The thirsty cotton plants had not yielded many bolls this past summer, and most farmers expected to plant food crops come spring, not cotton.

Straightening, she noticed off to her left a small gaggle of boys. In their midst stood a woman with two long black braids—one streaked with white—and wearing a deerskin tunic over skin leggings. Starflower recognized her as a clan-sister named Deerchaser and envied the warm, protective clothing the other woman wore.

Deerchaser held up a bow and slowly fitted an arrow to the string. After she repeated the movement a few times, the boys mimicked her with their own small bows. They spread out into a long line, with a black and white dog bounding around behind them. Arrows raggedly arced over the desert.

Starflower knew what the clan-aunties said—that a woman had no business even possessing such skills, let alone teaching them. The only good thing about the move to the other end of the village, Starflower had once thought, was that it had taken her brother away from Deerchaser’s influence.

Presumably not interested in farming, Deerchaser had joined the hunters, her father’s people. Instead of giving life, she now took it. Unwomanly, she was called. But she was helping the boys keep their families fed in these lean days.

Someone tapped Starflower on the shoulder. She cried out in surprise and spun about. She winced as agave teeth raked across her shin again.

“Oh, it’s you,” she said, upon seeing her brother. She set a hand on her hip and waggled the forefinger of her other hand at him. “Don’t sneak up on me like that.”

“It wouldn’t be sneaking if you paid attention.” He smirked.

Vineslayer’s face was longer than hers, more like their father’s, even though he hadn’t lost all the baby fat in his cheeks. The twist of his mouth made him look even more like the father they shared.

She opened her mouth to say You were sneaking but instead asked, “What are you doing here?”

“Father is looking for you.”

Her heart began to thud behind her breastbone. “Oh? Do you know what for?”

“Maybe so, maybe no. What’d you sneak off for?”

“I was harvesting willows.”

He eyed her. “What were you doing, really?” he asked.

“I told you. Cutting willows.”

“Wha’ d’you want willows for? Why go up to the river?”

“How do you know that’s where I went?” she demanded. “Did you follow me?”

“You went to meet a Wilder, didn’t you?” His mouth twisted as though he’d sucked on a coyote-gourd.

“Certainly not.”

“So, some other man, then. You must be the stupidest sister alive. Morning Green says—”

“But of course, Morning Green says . . .” An image of the pale-skinned, creepy-eyed Rainsinger flashed into her head. Just the thought of him made her skin crawl. Hard to imagine he could be Spadefoot’s father.

Vineslayer kept talking over her rejoinder. Once she started paying attention again, she heard: “—the Watermasters are a moral blight. Seducers and debauchers!”

She couldn’t help it; she laughed, which of course made his face darken. “You’re too young to be listening to such things,” she said. “Much less saying them yourself. It makes you sound weird.” She pointed toward the boys with Deerchaser, still at their archery practice. “Why aren’t you off playing, like them? Or even with them?”

“You used to tell me to keep away from her.” He sneered. The curled lip looked odd on his youthful face. “She’s one of those women Morning Green talks about. A stupid woman ruined by a Watermaster’s lust. Is that going to be you?”

“Of course not.” Starflower held out her right hand and shook it at him for emphasis. “You’ll never see the mark of any man on me.” Not for her the braided-hair bracelet of a temporary handfast, much less the tattoo of a heartfast. There would be no mating at all for her. On that she was resolved.

“You’re already marked,” he pointed out.

She drew back her arm and looked at the deep scratch on her wrist. This one she hadn’t even felt.

Vineslayer shook his head. “You just don’t know, do you!”

“Know what?” she asked as she considered whether to get supper started first or set herself in order before her father saw her.

“You should’ve picked one of those boys always hanging around.”

“What are you babbling about?”

“They all took off today, when they saw you weren’t here. It made Father mad.”

It wasn’t her fault the boys liked spending time around her or that, in exchange for the privilege of her company, her father put them to work. If they’d left him to do everything by himself, he really would be angry. No wonder Vineslayer was here waiting for her. “Is that when he asked where I’d gone?”

“No . . .” He rubbed the back of his neck and shifted from foot to foot. His mouth twitched as though he wanted to say something but didn’t quite dare.

“Out with it, brother.”

He dropped his chin and muttered, “Father wants you to seduce the new Canalmaster.”

For a moment, she didn’t think she’d heard him right. Then she laughed and started walking again. The Canalmaster. The Watermaster in charge of every canal that served the village.

“I’m not making this up!” her brother insisted.

“Now you’re just being silly,” she tossed over her shoulder at him. “I don’t know where you got this notion from, but—”

“Father told me. Well, as good as.” Vineslayer pattered after her. “The Canalmaster came by today.”

She slowed down and listened as he rambled on.

“You were gone, and Father couldn’t find you. After the Canalmaster left, Father started shouting at me when I said you went up to the river.”

Starflower spun around. “Did he hit you?” She looked at her brother’s face and arms for any new bruises but saw none. Their father generally used his fists on Vineslayer and his words on her.

Getting away from him seemed more important every day, as long as she could do it in a way that would let her—and her brother—eat regularly and have shelter from the winter’s cold and rain. Going back to the clan had to be better than living way out here, away from everyone she knew and at her father’s mercy.

Vineslayer said, “No, not this time. It’s you that’s in trouble, not me.”

Shaking her head, she turned and started for the fieldhouse again.

“You should pick one of your boys!” he called.

She couldn’t do that. Lying with a man, getting with child . . . that way lay certain death. But she wasn’t going to talk to her brother about that.

“Wait up.” Vineslayer’s steps drew near as he hurried forward. “You can’t go along with this!”

She quickened her own pace. “There is no ‘this.’ I don’t know what you heard—”

“Just listen, will you!”

Struck by his intensity, she stopped and studied him, though she knew their father would make her regret every moment of delay.

“Father needs water from the canal. He’s already been turned down once.”

Starflower didn’t understand why her brother seemed so upset. “Isn’t that good news?”

Only the Canalmaster would decide where an irrigation ditch should run. What their father wanted wouldn’t matter, for without the Canalmaster’s support, there would be no water directed into the new fields he was carving out. That the Canalmaster had refused him meant her little family would get to go back to the clanlands. Didn’t it?

“If you don’t change the Canalmaster’s mind, Father will have to turn to the Ta’atchul!”

He sounded as though he would be glad of it. She tried to interrupt as she realized where Vineslayer was taking his argument, but he wouldn’t be stopped.

“Our father sees nothing wrong with trading you to a lecherous, wicked Watermaster, corrupted by foul desires. Even though such a thing would taint you forever! And me along with you. The priests would never accept me as a Seeker—”

She grabbed him by the shoulders. “Stop with this crazy talk! You’re just repeating what the Rainsinger says. Why must you listen to that addled old man!”

“Morning Green knows what the Watermasters really are!”

“He does, does he? He looks into their hearts and . . .” She forgot what she was about to say as she considered how easily Spadefoot had manipulated her to get her to trust him. Maybe the priests, at least the higher-ranked ones, really could see into people’s hearts.

“You can’t bed a Watermaster! You can’t go along with this plan!” her brother wailed, sounding more his age.

Exasperated, she told him, “There is no plan! Father is not trying to get rid of me, and he certainly can’t force me to go to any man’s bed, Canalmaster or not.”

She released her grip on him and began to pick her way through the desert scrub as quickly as she could. This time her brother didn’t follow her.

What Vineslayer had suggested would go a fair way toward explaining why her father had been teaching her about what men and women did together. He’d said it was so she could recognize when a man desired her—and use that desire to her own ends without letting it go too far.

Until now, her flirtations had been aimed at the young sons of farmers, coaxing them to work in her father’s fields rather than in their own family’s. Flirting was one thing; seduction, something else entirely. Starflower couldn’t accept that part of Vineslayer’s argument.

Her father might not be kind, but she couldn’t believe him cruel enough to give her to any man—not when he knew how much she feared having a child planted in her belly. Plus, she would become practically useless to him at that point, for a woman who carried another man’s child wasn’t to be flirted with, and certainly not bedded.

As she neared her father’s new field, she rammed her big toe into something hard and heavy, making her cry out in pain. She looked down and found she’d stumbled into a rock, which didn’t belong here, so far from the boulder-strewn slopes that rose beyond the southern edge of the village. The encounter had loosened the rock from the ground but did it no other harm, while her toenail was cracked down to the quick.

A tiny string of red droplets beaded up along the edge of her broken nail. She knelt and wiped them off. They left a bright stain on her thumb. Absently she wiped the blood onto her sash, but it welled up again, and she used her thumb a second time.

The rock bore signs of long use as a metate for grinding corn, but it had been broken in half across the deep-worn trough. No corn fragments remained after all its time in the field. It was a boundary marker, she realized, though she could no longer see the dark stains from the generations of women who would have left their moontime blood on the pitted surface, gifting it to the goddess in return for ample crops, healthy children, long life.

Slowly, trying to remember the daily prayer to the Allmother that her clan-aunties had taught her, Starflower swiped her thumb across the rock to leave her own mark. Her own sacrifice.

Where this broken relic of the past rested was now only desert, but she knew what its presence here meant: once, before the Long Thirst, this field had been part of somebody’s clanlands. This stone had marked one corner. Prayer flags planted around the boundaries would once have drifted in the breezes, displaying the clan symbols for all to see. Briefly the land appeared to her as she supposed it did in her father’s dreams, lush and green with crops. But only if he could get water to it.

She rose and headed toward the fieldhouse. Beyond it lay the banks of the old canal, which coiled around the priests’ temple like a snake.

Vineslayer was probably wrong about the Canalmaster turning down their father anyway, she thought. Watermasters were tasked with only one thing: putting water in farmers’ fields. For one of them to refuse—that seemed unimaginable. Unless the Canalmaster held out for something more, some kind of personal reward. Something like . . . her?

When she saw her father storming across the field toward her, she could tell that her brother had been right about one thing: he was in a mood. 

As he neared, she studied his face. His nostrils flared with fast breaths and the muscles in his neck were tense. She prepared for the worst.

“Where have you been?”

Starflower stopped herself from flinching. Her father disliked it when she showed any fear of him. “Vineslayer said you sent for me. I’m sorry I wasn’t here.”

Her father passed his angry gaze over her. “Just as well, the way you look right now.” He flicked a finger at the juncture between her neck and her shoulder, where her necklace used to rest. It hurt, and she couldn’t help but wince.

Hoping he hadn’t noticed, she dropped her chin so he couldn’t see her eyes. “I’ll go get cleaned up.”

He grabbed her arm before she could turn toward the fieldhouse. The low hut made of mud-plastered sticks woven into a framework wasn’t much protection, a far cry from the adobe-walled compound in which she’d grown up, with neighbors nearby. Still, it would serve as a haven if she could get inside and be alone until he calmed down.

“You look like you’ve been rolling in a cactus patch,” he snapped.

“I went out to gather willows, but then I saw . . .” She pulled away by burying her face in her hands. This time, she didn’t have to pretend to be upset, as she sometimes did to distract him. “It’s too awful. I can’t even talk about it. I was so scared! And I fell—”

“Never mind that,” he told her. “I convinced the new Canalmaster to come back tomorrow, but we’ll need to have you ready.”

She pulled her hands away, gazed up out of tear-filled eyes, and sniffled before asking, “Ready for what?”

“Don’t be a fool! At least pretend you’ve got some sense.”

“You mean for me to . . . to seduce him into giving you the water?” Her mouth went dry. Her voice shook so much, she could hardly get the words out.

“Certainly not.”

Her budding relief died as he went on, “This Watermaster earned a reputation in his younger days, for leaving as soon as he has his satisfaction. All you have to do is let him think you’ll be receptive. Make him work for it. Make him crave you all the way to his bones. Make him need you like his next breath.”

“I can’t do this! You know I can’t!”

“Why not?”

Her skin felt too tight. Trembling and disoriented, her heart pounding, she tried to put her thoughts together. “The Canalmaster isn’t just the son of a farmer, like the boys my own age, the ones you’ve been pushing me at. It’s one thing to flirt and play with them. But this?” Her heart beat so hard, she thought he must hear it. “This is different. I can’t take on a Watermaster!”

“I’ve told you, you don’t have to actually lie with him.”

“How can I stop him?” she wailed. “You’ve told me a man’s desire for a woman is as strong as hunger or thirst!”

Her father’s fingers flexed as though he wanted to hit her, and his chest puffed out. “I’ve told you it can be. I’ve taught you how to make it strong. I can show you how to keep his fire burning hot without ever quenching it, too. What you’re saying is, you don’t trust me in this. No, it’s worse than that. You would put your own wishes above mine.”

“That’s not it at all!” she rushed to say. The lie came so fast, she thought her tongue might trip over it. “I would never refuse you. But you’ve said you don’t want me to show any favoritism, to pick any one over another.”

“This is different.” The tone of his voice brought her eyes back to his face.

The pulsing of a vein at his temple warned her to be quiet; he was too deep in his rage to put up with any argument. She swallowed the next words. Mind racing, she took a deep breath and shifted her gaze to the laces at the neck of his tunic.

“This is for me.” He struck his chest and she flinched. “That mud-grubber warned me the ditch to this field can’t be remade. He told me to try dry-farming instead. Agaves! Cactus pads!” He hawked up a gob and spat it on the ground.

Could the Canalmaster be right? She managed to hold back the ill-advised words and pretended to listen as he ranted.

~*~*~*~
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In the hours before dawn, Starflower lay shaking on her sleep pallet, unable to close her eyes. With relief she at last saw the dim light of morning filtering down from the smoke hole centered in the roof of the brush-walled fieldhouse. Dust motes floated in the gray shafts of light: now a tree, now a face, now a body. She shuddered and turned her head away.

Vineslayer’s whuffling and her father’s snoring reassured her that they slept. In the middle of the night, her brother had crept in. Sensibly, he’d avoided all of their father’s shouting about her ingratitude and stupidity and betrayal, as well as the Canalmaster’s interference and incompetence.

After silently speaking the usual prayer for safekeeping to Mother Ge—though she wondered how much good it had done her the previous day—Starflower pushed away the deerskin bed cover and rose. In the brisk air, the skin on her arms and legs puckered, making the previous day’s wounds ache. Her neck felt bare. After she patted it a few times, she remembered she’d lost her necklace.

The night had been long and sleepless. Every time she’d closed her eyes, she’d seen that corpse or heard her father’s ranting, sometimes both together. She repeated the prayer and swiped her hand down her front as a gesture of cleansing to keep malevolent spirits away. She hadn’t had time the previous day to perform any purification rituals. No opportunity this morning either, unless she wanted to wake her father.

For a moment she wavered, but then her resolve stiffened. The plan that had come to her in the night might not be any good, but it was something!

She grabbed her rabbit-fur mantle from the storage net nearest the door. After she settled it over her dress and tied it shut in the front, she freed her night braid from under the fur. She then slipped her bag of personal items off the mesquite pole, one of two that held up the arched roof, and fastened its cord around her waist. With the necessities collected, she picked up her boots and tiptoed toward the door.

She tried to, anyway. Her legs felt so stiff that she staggered at first, barely able to hobble.

Throughout the night, she’d considered ways to get her father the irrigation water he needed. She could aim at the Canalmaster’s sense of fairness and convince him to give her father this chance to produce some badly needed food. Or she could let the Canalmaster know the field had once been watered and could be so again; the challenge of bringing land back under cultivation might be all he needed. Or it might be vanity that would sway him, the notion that a lesser man might not be able to restore water to what had once been ditch-fed clanlands, but he surely could.

Or maybe the Canalmaster, who rumor said had all the women he wanted, would consider something else more valuable than coupling with a woman, if only for the novelty of it.

Unfortunately, she hadn’t spent much time listening to what people said when this new Canalmaster took the place of the doddery old one a few moons back, so she had no idea what that “something else” could be. But others might—and she knew exactly where to go for that
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