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      “What are you doing?” Two Bird whispered as she came up behind her elder sister. It had taken what had seemed like a long time to find Star Storm in the dark, sweating halls of the temple. She hadn’t asked any of the adults for help, though, particularly not any of the priests who towered over her; they scared her a bit with their black facial tattoos, wildly painted torsos and staring eyes.

      “Shh,” Star Storm replied. She glanced behind her and made a “get down” motion with her hand before she faced forward again and started her awkward, bent-kneed, crablike crawl down the ill-lit hallway.

      Two Bird grinned as she crouched down and mimicked her sister. She loved it when they played together and wondered what prize—imagined or real—they were stalking today.

      “Where are we going?” Two Bird asked after they’d crawled for a while.

      “This way,” Star Storm answered.

      Of course. She never told Two Bird anything.

      Mama had sent them to tell Papa about Grandma being sick. But Papa was busy with a ceremony and he’d left the girls on their own, waiting in a tiny side room until he was finished. They were supposed to stay there, but Star Storm had left when Two Bird wasn’t looking, and after a bit, Two Bird had gone after her.

      Two Bird shuddered as they passed by a carved and painted image of Itzanam, the iguana god of mystery whom their father served. He was the terrible shape shifter, Sister Jaguar, Father Iguana, bringer of life. Though it was the Hero Twins who had tricked the Lords of the Underworld into being sacrificed, the old man god was trickier still. All the gods and goddesses changed aspects according to the season, the day, or the moon, but Itzanam’s faces truly frightened her. She was glad that she’d been dedicated to Ix Chebel, who was his wife. Ix Chebel was the goddess who comforted women in childbirth, wove the rainbows after a storm, and loved the madmen of the world.

      “Back,” came a sudden fierced whisper. Two Bird scrambled backwards, away from the hallway that crossed theirs. She paused, silent fear setting her heart pounding as voices approached, then departed.

      “Where are we going?” Two Bird asked again after straining her ears for long moments, listening for the next danger.

      “Just follow me,” was the only response she got.

      It wasn’t fair. She was always the one following. She stayed as quiet as a shadow, following close behind her sister as she flitted across the hallway and through the blanketed door opposite them.

      Candles filled the small room with a honeyed scent and a golden glow. Sacrificial pots with brightly painted faces leered at them from shelves lining the walls. Man-sized statues of the Hero Twins stood in one of the corners, their blowpipes raised, as if sighting their prey. Precise circles and lines crossed the floor—drawings of the flights of the stars, Two Bird realized.

      “Over here,” Star Storm said, beckoning Two Bird over to the side of the room.

      For a moment, Two Bird hesitated. This was one of the preparation rooms that the priests used just before they conducted a sacrifice. They weren’t supposed to be there—no one but the priests were supposed to come in here. She stayed well away from the grinning pots as she approached Star Storm, unsure of what magic they might hold, worried that they actually saw her and were going to tell Papa.

      A small statue held Star Storm’s attention. It stood on a low shelf, maybe half the size of a child. Its features were crudely carved, and whatever paint it had once worn had long ago flaked off.

      “What is it?” Two Bird hated to ask, hated not knowing, but she had to rely on her sister sometimes.

      “Papa said they’d found a buried statue.”

      Two Bird shuddered. Only old gods were buried, and there were strict laws about disturbing their slumber. Why? Why would their father dig it out, bring into the open, and maybe cast bad luck on himself and their family?

      Star Storm spoke before Two Bird could open her mouth to ask. “He was curious about it.”

      Papa was always curious, always asking questions. He would match her question for question sometimes. He said it was part of his training to be a priest.

      Two Bird looked more closely at the statue. How could this be an old god? It looked like a representation of Itzanam. It took the girl a while to figure out that it wasn’t quite right.

      “Why is Itzanam holding Feathered Serpent’s war staff? And why is he standing on the Platform of Skulls? I thought only Feathered Serpent was allowed to stand there.”

      “Papa said that an old uncle told him that his grandfather had told him that before the Puuc came there was only one god. That two stand now where there had only been one.”

      Two Bird nodded sagely, as if she’d already known this, though she hadn’t. But it made her wonder. The buildings on the south side of the city looked different than the buildings on the north side, and they were sometimes called the “Puuc houses,” even the temples. There had been great battles when the invaders had first come, but then peace had been arranged between the Itza and the Puuc. Two Bird had learned about it with the history of the great kings of the City of Wells.

      “Come on,” Star Storm said, already turning toward the door.

      “Where are we going?” Two Bird asked, not caring that she sounded as whiny as their little two-year-old cousin.

      Star Storm just passed through the door and didn’t answer.

      Anger flared through Two Bird. It wasn’t fair. Star Storm never actually included her in her plans and only let her join in when she stumbled across them. And then she always had to follow.

      Sometime, she would be the one leading. Someday, her sister would have to follow her.

      With that vow, Two Bird snuck after her sister, unwilling to be left behind.
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        * * *

      

      Lady Two Bird stood at the top of the temple stairs, full of pride, watching the progression slowly rising toward her. Lady Star Storm, her eldest sister, had just married into one of the ruling families from the City of Wells. A feathered cloak stitched together by Lady Two Bird’s hands adorned Lord Smoke Moon, the groom. Now, as part of the wedding ceremony, Lady Two Bird, in position as Ix Chebel’s high priestess, was about to greet them on behalf of her goddess, blessing their marriage and praying for many children.

      Raising her hands in benediction, she chanted as her sister and new husband climbed, invoking the goddess in all her aspects, asking her to keep away the face that encouraged madness, to instead bring forth the crone who soothed those in childbirth. She repeated words and praise for the goddess, bringer of life, easer of suffering, she who wove rainbows at the end of a storm.

      When the wedding party reached the top of the stairs, Lady Two Bird welcomed them into the presence of the goddess, reminding them that they were still her children and should seek her guidance through all their days.

      The other priestesses stepped forward, and all of them now recounted their beginnings, telling how, with a single word, the gods drained the dark waters that surrounded them at the start of all things. Land formed from the mists, the mountains rose, and the jungles spread. The newly drained earth was empty of life, though, and darkness enshrouded it.

      The gods tried creating men at that point but kept failing. They swept their useless experiments away in flood and fire.

      Finally, the gods were successful. They created men who understood their place in the universe, that is, to feed the gods as the gods fed them. By giving blood and making sacrifices, men kept the gods healthy and alive. In return, the gods brought the rains in the right season, encouraged the crops to grow, gentled the storms, and made them victorious in war. There was always reciprocation, if not in this lifetime, then in the next. The paths of gods and men were closely intertwined.

      As were now the lives of the two who stood before them. They were tightly woven with the City of Wells, with their people, with their gods and goddesses.

      After the final blessing, when everyone had descended from the top of the temple and settled in for the feast, Lady Two Bird stayed on the side for a while, watching, listening, seeing what new gossip she could learn. As the high priestess of Ix Chebel, she knew so much already about the inner workings of the City of Wells and its three leaders. Now, with her sister marrying into the line of one of those leaders . . . maybe she could become his right hand. Her goddess would be worshipped by all, and her temple would become rich.

      Slowly Lady Two Bird made her way to her sister’s side. The women all clustered around Lady Star Storm, congratulating her on her special day. One of the old aunts came up, claiming that she should eat more guavas to give her strength for her wedding night. Everyone laughed; then another aunt spoke up and said that she should eat more of the special cake instead if she wanted her first night with her husband to be special.

      “Which should I take?” Lady Star Storm asked, turning toward her sister.

      “The cake,” Lady Two Bird replied decisively. It had been made from corn, which always died in the fall, only to be reborn in the spring. It represented fertility much more than the fruit did.

      She laughed with the others when her sister reached for the whole plate.

      There was more ribald joking, but Lady Two Bird no longer paid attention. It suddenly occurred to her what had happened.

      It had taken almost twenty long years—a full k’atun—but now, finally, her sister was following her, looking to her for knowledge and approval.

      Life could only get better.
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      Another wall of water crashed onto the deck of the Golden Tree. Tyrthbrand fought the steering oar, trying to guide the ship between the black furrows of water. Wind whipped rain through the leather pants and vest Tyrthbrand wore, leaving his teeth chattering and his legs chapped. Clouds blinded the moon, spreading murky blackness across the sea. Tyrthbrand clenched his jaw, still refusing to call upon his god, Tyr, either to curse or beseech him.

      Einar, Tyrthbrand’s second in command, crawled from the group of men huddled on the deck up to Tyrthbrand. Einar had to put his mouth directly to his leader’s ear and shout as if on a battlefield to make himself heard over the monstrous wind.

      “Nothing,” was the only word Tyrthbrand made out. Nothing to see. Nothing lived beyond the boat but the land of whales and rain—no earth, no stars, no shoals. It would be impossible to divert around an obstacle even if they did see one.

      Normally, Tyrthbrand would have run for land at the start of such bad weather. But the tempest had sprung up without warning and raged against them with cunning, as if aware of its quarry, forcing them away from the shore.

      Another wave slapped the rear of the boat, rocking them sideways. The steering oar swung the other way. Tyrthbrand’s shoulders popped, as if the guiding branch warred against him, trying to rip his arms out of their sockets. Not that it would matter if he let go of the oar. The storm had them in its maw, directing their course in unnatural anger. The men at the sides, bailing water, helped their situation more than Tyrthbrand did. However, they expected to see their leader standing at the rear of the boat, struggling against the useless guiding beam. So he fought, silently, alone.

      The rain stung Tyrthbrand’s neck, like the tiny darts the Vinland natives—skraelings as Leif Eriksson had called them—had shot at them three days before. Two of his men had died after being pierced by the seemingly harmless bolts. Rage still boiled in Tyrthbrand’s blood at the thought. No one wanted to believe that such a small wound had caused the death of a huge oak like Ankel the healer. Ketil the priest had reminded them of the insignificant mistletoe that had felled the god Baldur, while Vigfus had declared the darts poisonous.

      Tyrthbrand had risked the righteous wrath of his men by refusing to turn back, insisting they could get their revenge later, on their return trip back up the coast to Leif’s camp. They’d just rounded the southern tip of Vinland and he hadn’t wanted to stop, not with the promise of empty vistas ahead. Reluctantly, the men had agreed.

      With a soaked hand, Tyrthbrand wiped the water from his eyes and peered into the inky night. He couldn’t see anything but rain and waves, couldn’t hear anything but the challenging roar of the wind, couldn’t taste anything but salt thrown up by Aegir’s wrath. He tried to shield his eyes from the rain with his arm, bringing the brand around his right wrist, Tyr’s mark, into contact with his forehead. A chill that had nothing to do with the rain descended on him.

      Tyrthbrand had long refused to call on his god, Tyr the one-handed, the feeder of Fenris the wolf, though he’d battled the waves for hours. Tyrthbrand wanted to be a true gold giver to his men. How could he show his mettle if he always relied on his god to save him? He didn’t regret calling on Tyr in the past, but was determined not to do it in the future, if possible. His god would favor him or not, without his asking. He wouldn’t be seen as a begging woman, as some at Leif’s camp had called him.

      A scream pierced the snarling wind as the sea steed bucked. Tyrthbrand could just make out a huddled group of men at the side. The boat slapped down against the water, threatening to loosen the hold of the man clinging for life on the wrong side of the boat’s edge.

      “Come on, you whore!” Tyrthbrand brawled. “Turn!” He yanked at the oar, trying to drive the boat to the side. He would not lose another man.

      The boat pitched again, slamming the steering oar into Tyrthbrand’s belly. He wrapped both arms around it and pulled. Either his efforts, or luck, caused the boat to rock the right way, letting the man scramble back inside.

      The wind shifted, and now the cruel rain struck Tyrthbrand in his face. He clenched his jaw and anger flooded his sight. This storm knew too much. It wasn’t natural. He couldn’t fight it and win—no man could.

      He took a deep breath, then let it out with a sigh, sagging as he deflated. He had no other choice. Tyrthbrand stomped down on his pride, raised his right fist—his brand held high—and beseeched his god.

      
        
        “With my mind full of fire

        And the salty land full of mirth

        Bear my words as witness.

        Over sea depths I ride

        Burning thirst for new land brims in me

        Places for gods and men, I will find.

        Strength I ask not for

        Nor easy passage, nor gold nor rings

        Only an eagle’s perch to weather the storm.

        I pledge my life for a small branch

        And a bargain it shall be

        In exchange for new sights and country bones.”

      

      

      Rolling thunder followed Tyrthbrand’s declaration. The brand around his wrist flashed in the sudden lightning. Warmth coursed down Tyrthbrand’s arm.

      To the east, behind them, the clouds lessened. The wind still roared, but with a note of defeat woven through its snarling. Dawn approached.

      The gods had favored them, but only after he’d begged again.
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        * * *

      

      “The procession should not end underground,” Lady Two Bird repeated. She felt the walls of the temple hall closing in on her, but she refused to show her anger or her fear. She forced herself to remain calm, kneeling, her head bowed, showing her deference to Evening Star, Ix Chebel’s newest high priestess on the island of Tzul.

      “We all return to Xibalba,” Evening Star replied.

      Lady Two Bird blanched at the mention of the underground hell. She refused to panic. “Eighteen Rabbit⁠—”

      “Died of old age, not in childbirth or war. She won’t automatically ascend to the stars to be born again. She must begin her journey underground, among the roots of the World Tree. She has to outwit the Lords of the Underworld before she can climb the branches to the highest levels of heaven and await rebirth.”

      Lady Two Bird allowed herself to look up at Evening Star, in part so that she wouldn’t see the darkness that stretched to either side of her, where only a few torches brightened the damp stone and illuminated the brilliantly colored murals. Attendants sat on pillow-covered stone benches situated between the lights, doing handwork as part of their duty to the goddess, stitching feathers into cloaks and headpieces, using drop spindles to spin thread and yarn, repairing the clothes of the chosen of the goddess—the madmen the temple looked after. Lady Two Bird knew better than to glance all the way up, toward the sloped ceiling. She’d always been afraid that the center stone in the precariously balanced, squared-off arch would come crashing down on her.

      Evening Star continued. “I don’t understand your objections, Lady Two Bird. You claim Eighteen Rabbit was your dearest friend. Don’t you want her to have incense, food, and jade which she can use to bargain with the Lords of the Underworld? Why would you make her journey longer by forcing her to start aboveground? She still must visit the roots of the World Tree before she can travel to heaven.”

      “But she loved the light,” Lady Two Bird said. She could not admit that it was she who needed the open air and sunshine.

      “As do we all,” Evening Star said. “I have made my decision though. The funeral procession will go as planned.”

      “My lady, I do not think⁠—”

      The high priestess cut Lady Two Bird off sharply. “You might be related to Smoke Moon, who shares the Jaguar Throne in the City of Wells and oversees the city soul, but here, I am the one in charge.”

      “I know, my lady,” Lady Two Bird said, the bitterness welling up in her mouth. At one time, her brother-in-law had been the least of the pillars on which she rested her power. However, age had forced her out of her position as high priestess in the City of Wells, and her fingers could no longer weave the feather cloaks she’d once been famous for. Now her connection to royalty seemed to be the only piece of power she had left.

      Evening Star smiled coldly. “Good. I may not be royalty, but you will treat me with the proper respect. The priestesses have designated me as the next high priestess, not you.”

      Lady Two Bird sat, barely blinking, surprised. Was Evening Star so insecure that she believed Lady Two Bird would try to take her place?

      “Ix Chebel herself has welcomed me into her temple,” Evening Star continued. “She wove a rainbow for me this morning. I have listened to your counsel. Now I must pray and prepare myself for the funeral. I suggest you do the same.” Evening Star rose from her bench without another word and left her audience hall.

      The priestesses sitting on the benches on either side of the hall continued their quiet work. Lady Two Bird knew it was a sham. The fight she and Evening Star had just had would be the only topic of conversation among the temple initiates for days.

      Lady Two Bird made herself stand and walk out of the hall without deigning to look at anyone. Instant relief filled her when she stepped out into the open. She unclenched her hands. New bruises on her palms throbbed, where she’d dug in her nails. She stopped and took in the fresh air, feeling as though she could finally fill her belly. She knew there was nothing wrong with the halls, the temples, or even her room. But she couldn’t convince herself that there was ever enough air for her to breathe in an enclosed space.

      Giggling erupted from the hall behind her. Lady Two Bird’s back stiffened. She held her head high and began walking across the courtyard. She could hear the mocking tones of the initiates now, discussing her strange request, speculating why she’d made it.

      No one knew of her increasing fear, which seemed to have grown in proportion to her loss of power, the slow grinding down of her days. First she’d noticed that she felt anxious underground, then she’d found herself panting as if there were no air in closed-in places, until now she could barely stand the thought of leaving the open air.

      Lady Two Bird had been taught all her life to listen to her elders, told that she could benefit from their wisdom. Wisdom. Ha! Young Evening Star certainly hadn’t taken Lady Two Bird’s words as wisdom. The new priestess didn’t know her predecessor as Lady Two Bird had.

      Lady Two Bird still grieved for the loss of her friend, her “Little Rabbit.” They’d met for the first time when they’d both been girls, chosen virgins for the goddess Ix Chebel, both on their first pilgrimage to Tzul, the island of the goddess. Lady Two Bird had come from the City of Wells, in the northern part of their land, the city located almost in the center of the peninsula. It had been her first time away from her home, and the journey to the coast had lasted almost two weeks. Little Rabbit had come from the far south and had traveled up the coast with her family. They hadn’t understood each other’s dialect initially, but that hadn’t stood in the way of their friendship. As they’d both gained responsibilities, Lady Two Bird in the City of Wells, Eighteen Rabbit on the goddess’ island of Tzul, they’d seen each other less often—usually only once a year, during the holy days at the start of the growing season when every woman who was able to made a pilgrimage to the island. However, every time they’d met, it had been as if they’d never parted.

      Lady Two Bird hoped that their friendship would endure when they met again in their next life.

      “My lady?” came a quiet voice.

      It was Seven Waterlily, Lady Two Bird’s oldest attendant. Lady Two Bird realized with a start that she’d stopped walking and was standing on the path with her eyes closed.

      Not only had she lost all her ability to persuade, she was losing her mind. Ix Chebel would still welcome her if dementia took hold, though Lady Two Bird didn’t relish the prospect.

      It would make it easier for her to leave her goddess’ service, though. She hated the honorary position she had, her opinion politely listened to but rarely heeded. It was time for her to retire completely, maybe even leave the City of Wells.

      “We must hurry,” Lady Two Bird said, taking another deep breath. She walked quickly across the courtyard, her attendant in her wake. Lady Two Bird needed to get to her room and compose herself before the funeral. Her room had a window that faced the sea, and she could pretend she was outside when she was there.

      Lady Two Bird would not shame Little Rabbit by showing fear during her funeral. Her friend had loved all the rituals, incense, and prayers. She’d once said that during processions, the priestesses looked like clouds of flowers as they descended the temple stairs. It was only Lady Two Bird who could no longer face the gloomy underground.
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        * * *

      

      The funeral started at daybreak. Evening Star wore the headdress Lady Two Bird had presented to her. Lady Two Bird suspected that Evening Star had wanted to refuse, had not wanted to accept anything from Lady Two Bird after their continued disagreements about Little Rabbit’s funeral, but she couldn’t—it was too beautiful. The feathers on the headdress flowed down Evening Star’s back and almost brushed the floor. Lady Two Bird had used the last of the long-tailed jay feathers she had designing it. Her attendants had done the actual weaving. Lady Two Bird had had to trade both cacao beans as well as jade for the brilliant plumes, but they’d been worth it. She wished she could have used quetzal feathers as well, but only men were allowed to wear those.

      Lady Two Bird made herself concentrate on the flowing feathers, on the way they bobbed slightly as Evening Star promenaded toward the altar. Lady Two Bird pretended that the feathers moved in a soft breeze, as if there were plenty of air in the cramped cavern. She forced herself to breathe normally and not in short gasps. A mountain’s worth of stone crouched above her, pressing down on her. Flickering torches illuminated faces in the rocks: the Lords of the Underworld come to take her. The masks the other priestesses wore turned grotesque, nightmarish. The edges of Lady Two Bird’s vision grew dim.

      Two more deep breaths. She would not panic. She would not disgrace her friend.

      Evening Star called upon the goddess they all served, Ix Chebel, protector of women and madmen, she who brought floods and wove rainbows. Evening Star invoked the different aspects of the goddess, her nightly moon body, her daily sea face. Acolytes repeated her gestures, each emphasizing the characteristic of the goddess to which they’d been assigned, including the five unnamed, unlucky days when the goddess’ influence was great enough to drive men insane.

      Lady Two Bird shifted from one foot to the other, trying to relish the familiar words and gestures, fighting off her terror. She loved her goddess’ rituals, the flow of the litany, the enacting of her phases, the naming of days. Only the tiniest of alteration had been allowed in her ceremonies since Lady Two Bird had been a novice. Local variations occasionally crept in; however, they were viewed with great suspicion and inevitably led to bad luck.

      Lady Two Bird found she couldn’t lose herself in the service, or even wallow in her grief. The walls squeezed all the breath from her. She dug her nails into her palms, hoping the pain would distract her from how dizzy she felt. She even tried counting the days—Imix, the water lily, Ik’, the wind, Ak’bal, the night—but nothing worked. She’d had nothing to eat but a little atole that morning, a gruel made from honey and cornmeal, before dawn, but it threatened to erupt from her stomach.

      After all the elements of Ix Chebel had been brought into their sacred space for protection and the four Bacabnob giants who held up the corners of the sky had been appeased, Evening Star stepped into the center to open the heart of the altar as a gateway to the other worlds. This was the most dangerous part of the ceremony, when a priestess could lose herself or be tricked. Lady Two Bird added her own prayers to the ones chanted by the other priestesses.

      Shadows flickered around the room. Lady Two Bird refused to look at them, name them, or give them strength. Snake-thin ropes of blackness swam through the air and approached the acolytes acting as guardians. Or was it just smoke from the copal incense? Lady Two Bird held herself back from screaming like a three year old. She closed her eyes and prayed to the goddess, beseeching her protection as a woman, not as a lunatic.

      The cave grew quiet. Lady Two Bird opened her eyes in time to see Evening Star close the heart and step back. Lady Two Bird forced herself to swallow, trying to reduce the raw taste of fright that filled her mouth. The worst was over. She could breathe again.

      Her relief was short-lived, however. Two initiates now came forward, one carrying a vertical turning stick, the other, a squat piece of wood with five burned patches in it, as well as tufts of dried moss, called maiden’s hair. Lady Two Bird stiffened and her throat dried. Evening Star had decided to do add the creation ceremony to the burial. Lady Two Bird wondered bitterly if the high priestess had chosen this ritual to punish her.

      The two young women knelt at the heart of the altar while Evening Star began the story of the beginnings of the world, of the Maker, the bearer, the begetter, and the modelers. Lady Two Bird flinched as the acolytes put out their torches, one by one. She wanted to crouch down, to touch the earth, to make sure she was still real, but she couldn’t. She swayed, almost crying out. Sweat dampened her neck and back.

      Evening Star chanted of the darkness that had filled the world, of the blackness that all the people lived in until the Hero Twins stole light from the Lords of the Underworld. With that, the rasping sound of the turning stick filled the background, behind the priestess’ words. Lady Two Bird found herself panting. Her fervent prayers for light, for air, for escape, grew. Finally, the initiates answered her entreaties and succeeded in making the virgin fire for rebirth. As the attendants relit the torches, Lady Two Bird felt the tight bands around her chest loosening.

      Finally, the ceremony ended. Lady Two Bird trembled as the procession passed her, awaiting her turn to leave. She swayed as she walked, touching the rocks of the tunnel as she reached the open air. They felt warm under her clammy hand, and for a moment, she thought they vibrated. She had a brief image of a huge stone mountain shuddering to wakefulness, stretching itself as if after a long slumber.

      Lady Two Bird paused and spread her fingers out, sliding her palm across the sweating stone, but nothing else came to her. She shook her head then dismissed it. She must have imagined it or she was more tired than she’d thought. Rocks talked to people sometimes—everyone knew the stories—but she couldn’t imagine any reason why the gods would want to communicate with her. She had no power here, as she’d been reminded again and again. Also, the brief image she’d seen had been nothing like the tales she’d heard: the rocks hadn’t chanted words of foretelling or echoed with warnings of great danger.

      The sunlight blinded Lady Two Bird as she left the darkness behind. She blinked her eyes hard to clear them of tears. She glanced fearfully back toward the black opening that lurked on the side of the hill, waiting to suck up her soul. She vowed never to go back to such a place, never to leave the surface of the earth again.

      Of course, that meant she’d have to leave the service of her Lady, as many of her ceremonies were performed underground.

      Lady Two Bird was so lost in thought she didn’t see the dip in the path and she stumbled, twisting her ankle. She let Seven Waterlily lead her to a stone bench to one side, letting the rest of the funeral procession pass. Lady Two Bird stared at them unseeing. She knew what she had to do. The way seemed clear. She didn’t know what she could do instead of serve Ix Chebel, but she would do anything before facing the black unlit places of the Underworld—at least until her death.

      There were other ceremonies that the priestesses had to perform that day: scattering leaves and petals along the shore for Little Rabbit to find her way; sanctifying the paint that Evening Star would use to color the temple to show the start of her days as high priestess; then blessing the solid food that everyone would share that evening for dinner, breaking the liquid fast most of the initiates on the island had begun when their head priestess had died. Lady Two Bird had been looking forward to them, as they would all be outside. Now she just needed to rest, and to spend some time firming her resolve to leave her lady.

      With a hurried excuse to the other priestesses and a sharp command to Seven Waterlily to stay where she was, Lady Two Bird made her way to the Garden of Statues. As she walked, it occurred to her that her eldest sister’s children were of an age to be inducted into the mysteries of the goddess and learn the riddles of the Chilam Balam. It wouldn’t be following in Lady Star Storm’s footsteps again—Lady Two Bird would be leading, teaching her sister’s children, giving them knowledge that Lady Star Storm didn’t have. Also, as a tutor, she could always foist the ceremonies that had to be held underground off on another, probably one of the younger priestesses, even if it did mean giving up more of what little power she still held.

      Bitterness filled her mouth and her gut burned with shame.

      Finally she reached the Garden of Statues. The bright colors and soft, sweet scents made her pause and lightened her dark outlook. Walls hemmed in the small plot of land on all sides. The priestesses would have reclaimed the ground, used it for housing or growing food, if they hadn’t found old gods buried there. Lady Two Bird smiled as she recalled Little Rabbit’s story of the frightened workers digging up a snake figure and the bad luck that had followed. It had happened before either of them had been born, but the tale had lost none of its potency.

      The goddess Ix Chebel now ruled here. Pink azaleas, orange lilies, brilliant white orchids, and fragrant purple spikes bloomed in profusion. Birds—the living colors of the world—sang prophecies only the blessed could understand. A small sak beh, made of the same white stones of the roads that connected the cities, wound through the garden, visiting blessed spots, as well as sacred ceiba and nance trees, before making its way to the main figure in the garden, the carved statue of Ix Chebel.

      Lady Two Bird approached the goddess slowly. This was her favorite representation of her lady, even though it showed her as a youth, her face both haughty and kind, with a sly smile lurking in the edges of her eyes. The figure towered over its supplicants, one foot in front of the other, in the walking aspect of the goddess, representing the calm she brought after storms. She also held a drop spindle in one hand and a colorful flowing cloth in the other, representing the rainbows she wove. The dazzling paint covering the statue outshone the flowers growing around it.

      Wishing stones littered the feet of the statue. When someone wanted something, she took a small rock, held it in both palms, wished and prayed, then placed it at the foot of the goddess. Ix Chebel had been known to grant wishes, as well as talk through stones.

      Lady Two Bird remembered the way the rocks had jittered under her fingers as she’d left the dark cave. She assured herself that it had been nothing, or maybe just a remnant of the hurricane that had passed through the evening before. The storm hadn’t done much damage to the island or its structures, though the winds had howled like angry beasts.

      A glittering rock resting on the path caught Lady Two Bird’s eye and she picked it up. The sun had warmed it. If she were foolish enough to make a wish, what would she wish for?

      Change.

      The word came unbidden to her thoughts. The goddess moved from one aspect to another, but always in a prescribed circuit, like one wall ran into its adjoining one. Lady Two Bird saw the march of her days to her death, one not the same as the next, but the procession never varied. The vision suffocated her, as if she’d descended below the earth again.

      All those days, and to what end? If she could change her past, she would. She’d never known a man, and now, would never have children. She’d had hopes as a young priestess, dreams of leading her people, but her time had passed. Her name would never be written on the temple stairs. Nothing would remain of her after her death. She’d be pressed into the earth, no light to guide her out of the blackness. Despair swallowed her, encased her in its gullet. She saw no way out.

      A raucous screeching brought her back to the sunny day. Out of the corner of her eye, she caught a glimpse of red. A brilliant macaw had come into the garden and now sat in the ceiba tree next to Ix Chebel, scolding her.

      The macaw was a trickster—before the Hero Twins brought the light into the world, Seven Macaw had puffed himself up and pretended to be the sun. The bird’s feathers were beautiful, though. Lady Two Bird had made more than one cloak from them. When she turned to look at the bird, it nodded to her, then flew to a flowering okota, just a few steps along the path. It turned back to her and bobbed, as if asking her to follow.

      Was it trying to trick her? As she had been tricked out of her entire life? Promised a position of power that had faded before her eyes?

      Lady Two Bird laughed quietly. Even she could hear the resentment threaded through the sound. She hadn’t been tricked, not exactly. Being the high priestess for Ix Chebel had been rewarding in its own way.

      But nothing remained now. And there was nothing she could do about it.

      Angrily, she placed the wishing stone among the others at the foot of the goddess.

      Change. Something had to change or she would end her days alone and in sorrow. Turning her back on her lady, she walked up the path toward the brilliant bird. The macaw jumped off the branch it rested on and landed again, like a child leaping for joy, before it flew to the next bush. As Lady Two Bird drew closer to the colorful messenger it took off like a stone flung by a warrior’s leather strap, flying over the wall and gone in an instant.

      Just as her life had disappeared before her eyes.
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        * * *

      

      “Land!”

      Tyrthbrand forced himself out of the semi-trance into which the slightly rocking boat, the far horizon, the heat, and the lack of sleep had lulled him. Vigfus, the son of Ottar the merchant, called again. “Land! Portside!”

      The steering oar turned sluggishly. Clouds still lay collected at the far edge of the water even after the storm had blown over. Tyrthbrand imagined them like great cats, biding their time, waiting until their master’s back was turned so that they could pounce again, this time to worry their prey to death.

      The Golden Tree needed repairs before it could survive another such storm. Some of the wood on the side of the boat had sprung loose and the mast listed. Tyrthbrand didn’t know for certain, but he feared the keel might have cracked while bounding over some of the larger waves.

      Wind blew from behind them, puffing out the sail like a proud bird’s chest. Long tracks of dead foam spread like ribbons across the top of the water. The ship slid through layers of colored water, from blue-black to green to sky colored. Seagulls and other birds broke through the constant whooshing sound of the wind. When the storm had disappeared, stifling air had encased them again. As they’d sailed south they’d come into summer weather, sticky and oppressive. The wind they sailed with blew hot and brought only partial relief. The men braided their hair and beards tightly in an effort to keep cool.

      Tyrthbrand stood at the rear of the boat as he had during the storm, gripping the steering oar, fighting despair. He’d called on Tyr during the storm and his god had saved them. Tyrthbrand should be content, but he wasn’t. He hadn’t saved his men. Tyr had. What would happen when Tyr no longer favored him? Would Tyrthbrand have the strength to save himself? He wanted to vow never to call on Tyr again but feared the consequences of such an oath. His god gave him strength, but he wanted to be known for his own courage as well.

      A great red hill began to make its shape known to those on the boat.

      “Look at the color!” Snorri the smith exclaimed as he walked up the deck to where Tyrthbrand stood. “Do you think it’s made of ore?”

      Illugi followed the short dark smith like a blond mountain. “I doubt it. The color isn’t orange enough.”

      “Maybe that’s because it’s out in the air, and some of the deposits have washed away,” Snorri said.

      Illugi kept staring at the rock. “There’s something wrong with that hill.”

      “What do you mean?” Tyrthbrand asked. Though the merchant sailor was wider than an oak and always wore a huge, easy grin, Tyrthbrand knew the mind that worked behind that mien was sharper than icy winds in midwinter.

      “The land—and I think it’s an island—lays on the horizon like the giant Skrymir’s glove. The mountain doesn’t stick up like a thumb though. See the edges? They’re too straight.”

      “That could just be because of the direction we’re approaching from,” Snorri countered.

      Illugi shrugged. “Possibly.”

      Tyrthbrand squinted, trying to get a better look at their destination. It lay southwest across the glittering whale road. However, unnatural or not, there was no question about whether or not they would stop. They had to make landfall. Tyrthbrand needed to check his boat and make repairs, and they had to replenish their drinking water.

      Ah—new land. What riches lay there? The dark strips around the mountain might be trees, possibly exotic enough to fetch whole herds of cows. Or maybe vines grew there, like they had near Leif Eriksson’s property up north, so they could get rich selling wine back in Iseland, as he had.

      Thinking about Leif and what had happened at his camp made Tyrthbrand frown. A bullying braggart named Hrolf had teased and insulted Tyrthbrand without mercy from the first day he’d set foot in Vinland. Hrolf had been Odin’s man, dedicated to the god since birth. But he’d also found this new Christ and wore a cross above Odin’s ring. Tyrthbrand had started life as a farmer’s son and had worked hard to escape his situation—his wyrd—to be a warrior and a merchant instead. Hrolf wouldn’t let it pass, though, and was always throwing digs at Tyrthbrand about his fighting abilities.

      Eventually, he’d challenged Tyrthbrand to a glima. The long days of work, with no women for diversion, made all the men in camp eager for any kind of entertainment, especially a wrestling match. The area where the fight was to be held had been marked out and many bets had been made. However, Hrolf had made an unlucky fall and Tyrthbrand had accidentally killed him.

      Only Tyrthbrand’s oath to Leif of finding a new land, with new resources for the Iselanders to exploit, had saved him from being banished from Iseland or dancing in Odin’s playground with a rope stretching his neck.

      To himself, Tyrthbrand had vowed to find an unpopulated area that he and his men could possess without interference, a place with no natives, no skraeling to constantly defend against. Land and farms he could deed to his brothers’ children, if not his own, after he went back to Iseland and found a wife.

      Maybe this island was such a place.

      And if not here, then somewhere else. Vinland was so huge, the coast stretching longer than Odin’s beard.

      A wave smacked the boat, the spray flying into Tyrthbrand’s eyes. It stung as he wiped it away. He realized where the troll wives’ winds had taken him. Tyr didn’t appreciate his followers referring to Odin. Tyrthbrand tried to change the kenning—a word substitution that could be used in a poem—to compare the shore to an attribute of Tyr, instead of Odin. He thought for a moment, then it occurred to him that the coast ran as long as Tyr’s honor was solid.

      Tyrthbrand shook his head. He was being ridiculous. Tyr didn’t listen to his thoughts. He’d just been on his feet too long, on watch and on edge. His god wasn’t a jealous god—or at least not insanely jealous—not like that new one the followers of Christ proclaimed as konungur.

      They drew inevitably closer to the island. The reddish cast of the mountain turned pinker as they approached. Tyrthbrand smelled land on the wind, baked and warm. He dreaded leaving the sea. While they were on the water they had some relief from the heat. Away from any breeze, the land would be like the inside of a forge.

      The unusually flat top of the mountain started to show itself. Had the writhing of the Midgard Serpent, the snake who circled the world with its tail in its mouth, thrown the hill up in such a condition? Or had men leveled it off? Tyrthbrand had never seen a hill so symmetrical.

      A gusting wind shoved them forward. They drew closer, traveling faster now.

      “That’s not a mountain,” someone said, startling Tyrthbrand from his musings. He looked up. Illugi stood at the prow of the ship, calling back his warnings.

      “That was made by man.” A hush fell over the crew. “There are no other hills nearby. Its sides are too even to be natural. It must be man-made.” Tyrthbrand recalled traveler’s tales he’d heard of a land in the desert with mounds this high.

      “Or it was raised by giants,” Ketil the priest said. He looked back at Tyrthbrand, challenge and defiance blazing in his face.

      There was no reply that Tyrthbrand could give. Ketil, being a priest as well as a learned man, was the most religious of the group. He also resented Tyrthbrand’s connection to their shared god. As Tyr’s priest, Ketil felt that the men should have been following him, and that he should have been put in charge of their expedition set by Leif. However, Tyr had never answered his call, at least not as the exaggerated stories about Tyrthbrand and his first battle now claimed. Tyrthbrand would gladly give the burden to Ketil, but none of the others would follow the swarthy, diminutive man.

      Tyrthbrand avoided confronting the priest when he could. Ketil’s sword, Wolf Feeder, had separated more than one head from its body. Ketil angered quickly and fought with ferocity. Wolf Feeder had been passed down at least two generations. Its strength lay in the twists of iron and steel that the original forger had used in perfect combination. It was a thing of deadly beauty.

      The long shore of the island was clear now. A stretch of sand called to them. Dark trees ran to the water on either side of it. Shoals protected the beach from the direct onslaught of the waves. Tyrthbrand thought he saw a path through the rocks.

      “Boats!” came the warning call.

      Tyrthbrand saw them now—stick figures shoving small crafts into the water, paddling like mad to reach his boat.

      “Prepare to come about,” Tyrthbrand called. Shouts and exclamations rose from his crew. The Golden Tree needed to stay in the open sea so she could maneuver. They’d never be able to ship the oars if they allowed themselves to be hemmed in.

      “Hold!” shouted Thorolf Mosturbeard.

      While everyone’s attention had been focused forward, a swarm of the little boats had approached from the side and from behind. They were surrounded. If the Golden Tree turned heedlessly, she would ram the smaller boats.

      Tyrthbrand hesitated. He’d run over the natives if he had to. But only if he had to.

      Einar ran up to Tyrthbrand. “Keep us steady,” Tyrthbrand said to his second in command as he surrendered control of the steering oar. “Half-mast!” Tyrthbrand called out to his crew. Men rushed to the halyard. By lowering the sail halfway, they would slow their speed, but the wind would still be able to aid them.

      “Oars!” he shouted.

      Tyrthbrand rushed to the side of the Golden Tree to get a better look at their opponents. The little boats reminded him of the ones the damn priests from Eire used—coracles—just hollowed-out trees, not properly timbered ships. The natives knew how to use them, though, as they dashed across the water.

      One of the oars shot out of the side of the Golden Tree seeking the water. The closest coracle drove straight for it, one of the men in the boat reaching up to grab the oak stick.

      “Pull the oars back!” Tyrthbrand called. There were too many opponents. He had a vision of the natives scrambling up the oars, using them as bridges to board his ship.

      “Orm, Brand,” Tyrthbrand yelled. The brothers came running, bows already strung. “Keep them back. Don’t kill them unless you have to. We don’t want to fight. We need to convince them to trade. We must get water.”

      The brothers nodded as one, then each raced to a side of the boat. They would keep the Golden Tree safe, for a while. After a few warning shots, the little boats pulled back, not out of arrow range, but no longer swarming within easy reach of the merchant vessel either.

      The Golden Tree slowed. Tyrthbrand took a long look at the natives themselves.

      They didn’t appear to be human.

      Their skulls were misshapen, elongated and flattened, giving them a snakelike appearance. They had high, prominent cheekbones, aquiline noses, and black hair pulled back and tied into neat queues. Their skin was copper colored, as if they’d been dipped in Thor’s ale cauldron. Their ears hung long and low, close to their shoulders.

      However, these were no skraeling. Their chins were clean-shaven. They only wore breastplates and their arms were bare. Crimson, azure, and black paint swirled over their exposed skin.

      Tyrthbrand peered carefully at their weapons. He didn’t see anything that looked like a bow. He recognized spears, and many held leather thongs, loaded with rocks.

      How to communicate with them? To show them his peaceful intentions?

      Vigfus called Tyrthbrand to the opposite side of the boat. In the water sat the largest of the native coracles. One of the natives stood in the center of it. He wore an elaborate headdress, with green and black beads hanging from it and feathers streaming down his back. Complicated purple designs swirled across his ribs and raced up and down his arms. Large round, verdant pieces of stone were plugged through his earlobes. A blood-red chest plate protected him. He held a spear in one hand, a leather strap and rocks in the other.

      He wasn’t attacking the boat. He seemed to be waiting for something.

      Tyrthbrand got an idea. He held out his hand to Vigfus, who handed his leader his spear.

      Tyrthbrand hefted it. He didn’t want to throw it into the water. That would put him in debt to Vigfus. Plus, the other skraelings they’d met had no iron. He didn’t see iron tips on the native’s spears, though at this distance he couldn’t be certain. Losing a spear when they had no ready replacements could be disastrous later on. He already regretted the loss of the brother’s arrows.

      He had no choice. He threw the spear straight down. It sank deeply into the water and quickly disappeared. Then he held his hands up, open and empty. He’d done this before when trading with foreigners. Show your weapons, then put them down and approach with empty hands showed you meant no harm, though you could protect yourself.

      The native with the headdress handed his spear to one of the other men in his boat, then put the rock into his leather strap and swung it over his head.

      Had Tyrthbrand misjudged? Did these natives not understand?

      The rock flew short of the boat.

      The native yelled and waved the unloaded leather strip over his head three times. Then he handed it to the other man in the boat, straightened back up, and held his hands out, open and empty.

      Tyrthbrand had never seen a skraeling who had understood this pantomime. It implied that these natives regularly traded with people far from their home, who didn’t speak the same language. It also suggested the possibility of wealth for Tyrthbrand and his men, without constantly having to defend against attack.

      Maybe they had found their new land.

      The man standing in the boat gestured for the Golden Tree to follow them, then sat down and shouted commands. His companions turned his coracle around. The other natives followed suit.

      Tyrthbrand wondered at the man’s actions. Was it bravery that enabled him to turn his back? The men on the Golden Tree had a clear shot at him. Was it confidence? Or was it the sacred nature of trade?

      With a few shouted orders, the men of the merchant ship lowered the sail all the way and sprang to the oars. Tyrthbrand let Einar remain at the steering beam.

      Two ridges of shoals lay before the island. Little coracles sat on either side of the holes between the reefs, their bows pointing the way for the larger boat. Orm, Brand, and Illugi found landmarks, shouting out descriptions for Einar and Tyrthbrand, so the Golden Tree could leave without the native’s assistance if necessary.

      Once through the protective rock barrier, Tyrthbrand called Illugi to his side.

      “Use your hawk eyes to tell me as soon as possible when we can drop anchor,” he
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