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        The unnamed three-fold goddess of

        justice, order, and revelation

        She guards deep wells, the unknown past,

        and all secrets the mind keeps from itself
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        Hyrold

        God of sea, storms, and wind

      

        

      
        He is the air and the act of breathing

      

        

      
        To earn his favour,

        mothers-to-be birth on ships

      

      

      
        
        Egil

        God of mystery, illusion,

        trickery, and divination

      

        

      
        No one prays to him,

        it is far too risky

      

      

      
        
        Valla

        Goddess of the moon, wishes,

        and good fortune

      

        

      
        She rules over all that is set

        in a person’s life before birth

      

      

      
        
        Torleif

        God of birds, maps, and war,

        specifically battles that last a long time

      

      

      
        
        Svenden

        One-eyed god of games and war,

        specifically strategy and

        overcoming unfavourable odds

      

      

      
        
        Alva

        Goddess of leeches, forgiveness,

        forests, blood, and healing

      

      

      
        
        Fjerd

        God of frost and war,

        specifically battles where

        warriors are cut off from supplies

      

        

      
        He rules over all deaths that

        the dying can see coming

      

      

      
        
        Clem

        God of song and war, specifically

        bounty and poetic justice

      

      

      
        
        Yorunn

        Goddess of home and hearth

      

        

      
        Witness to any who are oppressed,

        to any who suffer in the quiet of their home

      

      

      
        
        Tova

        Goddess of spiders, waterfalls,

        and the way bodies come together

      

        

      
        She is sometimes also

        seen as a goddess of war

      

      

      
        
        Hanya

        Goddess of love, beauty, flowers,

        spellcasting, and protection

      

        

      
        She rules over all deaths that come

        about while saving another life

      

      

      
        
        Vaneurim

        Goddess of mothers,

        whales, and dreams
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      I know what people say about me. I know they laugh at my misfortunes. I know they blame me for the wars and the hardships that followed. The demons. The priest who could move thousands of soldiers like they were toys.

      I used to care.

      I’m writing this down to make sense of it for myself. And because a very wise man once told me he was writing the tale of his life, and I’ve found myself thinking of him as of late.

      When people tell my tale, they usually start with the raid at Kell’s Crossing. I will start a short time earlier, a moon cycle before that day maybe.

      Ah! You believe you’ve caught me already. She thinks of the moon! She is a conjurer as they say! I care not. I reject your childish ways of measuring time. I reject them entirely. The moon works very well for my purposes.

      I begin my tale on the day of my testing, in the cobbled courtyard of my childhood home. It was raining and foggy, which was not unusual where I’m from. The air smelled like moss and mud, and the wind groaned as it wove through the parapets. I was wearing the clothing of my order, something I now find abhorrent, but at the time was endlessly proud of. My dark blue dress looked like a simple gentlewoman’s gown from the outside, but sewn within were a thousand pockets and inside each pocket was a lump of solid iron.

      When I passed my testing and became a goldkeeper properly, my dresses would hide gold in their fabric. The iron placeholder existed because the order didn’t want anyone to know how I moved without gold in my gown. This could give away hints about how much I was carrying on a given day, so I was to wear iron always.

      Because they wanted this, I wanted it, and I spent my youth moving slowly, my shoulders aching, my back and hips begging for rest.

      The material of the dress had been made damp and then oiled. Dampened and oiled again. My skin and hair were thick with oil as well—this was the way of beauty in my country. A woman must always look like she’d just stepped out of a lake.

      I remember my father’s face that day so clearly—the sorrow in the lines on his brow, the unease in his shoulders as I approached the party that had come to test me.

      Four men were stretching their legs after their long ride while their horses were led away. There was an older man whom I would come to know as Waldmire. He served as Grainkeeper at the Hard-Won Kepen. With him was his eldest son, Loric, as well as an attendant who caught my attention because of the crookedness of his nose, which had been broken at least once before, and the tan of his skin—an unusual feature where I’m from. Waldmire's younger son travelled with them as well; he was fourteen perhaps.

      “Three days without rain, what do you do?” I didn’t know Loric’s name at the time, but it was him speaking, so I gave him my full attention. He was fair-haired with a jaw nearly as wide as his forehead. Because he was the one asking the questions, he was the one I would live with, should I answer correctly and pass. To become a Goldkeeper was to enter into a conjugal arrangement with a Grainkeeper. Both orders needed children after all.

      I remember thinking him tall, but not particularly clever-looking. My opinion of him is much changed since then. Still, I gave the correct answer, accepting him and his cock without any thought on the matter at all. As I said, I wanted to please my order. But maybe it is more truthful to say I was afraid to displease them.

      I said, “Reduce spending. Pray.”

      “These words don’t mean what we think they do, do they?” Waldmire said, his eyes narrowing playfully.

      They didn’t. No one outside my order knew that the vaults—which were what the kepens were built to protect—needed water to open properly. Grainkeepers probably thought the moats around the kepens were for defence. And yes, they could slow anyone attacking a kepen, but their true purpose was water storage.

      I smiled, just a little. I liked when people pretended the conversations I had with them were real, like my order hadn’t already dictated my every response. So I liked him immediately. “You wouldn’t be asking a gentlewoman to betray her secrets, would you?”

      He smiled back, also just a little, before growing stern. “Now you tell me, clear and straight, without any fancy word-secrets—do you think you can manage a vault all on your own?”

      “Yes.”

      I could. It was my entire purpose.

      “Hmm,” he said in a tone that was endearingly approving. He turned back to his son. “Right then, ask her the next question.”
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      “Did you pass?”

      My brother Dayne spoke the moment I was in the dim of the kepen’s halls. He was sitting on the stone window ledge, his black, endlessly curly hair hanging in front of his brow. I knew he’d been watching us through the panes. He was prone to lurking.

      I blinked a few times as my eyes adjusted to the darkness. The entire kepen was built from black basalt stone cut into neat blocks. Even with ample candlelight, the blackness of the walls made every room feel shadowy. “I passed.”

      “How can you be sure?” Dayne leapt off the ledge onto the stone floor and took a few quick steps to my side, unburdened by the weight of iron.

      “Because there was only one right answer to each question.”

      And then we just stood there, looking at each other, knowing and being confused. Sensing and wishing. Not in any sort of way—I’ve heard those rumours, too. Dayne, even though he was a year younger than me, was simply my only friend at the time, which is a sad thing to write, but that doesn’t mean it wasn’t true. Even our younger siblings, of which there were four, including two other girls, weren’t our friends. They were spies for our mother or else tragic little beings, free, but not for long.

      People always said Dayne was a sour child, but I don’t think that’s fair. He was simply smarter than the rest of us. He saw the trap we were all in. He maybe also had a stronger sense for what was right and wrong outside of what our order prescribed. I think this tormented him. If you’re someone who considers the stars, I can tell you he was born just after the height of summer, and I have heard such people are prone to suffering on behalf of others. You’ve likely heard about Dayne as well. All I can say is that I had no sense of what he was capable of when I was a young woman living with him, and I expect if the world had been kinder to him, he would have been kinder to it.

      Dayne looked down at his boots and then back up at me. “You could have given a wrong answer, just one.”

      “No, I couldn’t have.” I believed that at the time. “Besides, this one was nice, or his father was, at least. The next one might not be.” His father asked me an unprescribed question, I wanted to say. But Dayne’s misery was already seeping out of him, and I knew a little pleasantry would probably make it worse. He hated falsity.

      Dayne frowned, nodding once to me, and once more, seemingly to himself. “His father is friends with our father as well.”

      “Really?”

      “They fought together when the Goldkeeper of the Kepen at the Trail’s Turn was…”

      Drowned. My skin put in the effort to shiver, but it couldn’t properly do it as I was weighed down by so much iron. The sea terrified me, as I think it did all who were in my order. I couldn’t swim, but even if I could, the weight of my dress would sink me should I fall into a river or pond. Even deep mud puddles could be threatening, so an entire sea of salty waves produced an all-consuming fear in me.

      “You think father will approve then?” I said, studying Dayne’s face. He was often told more things than I was, for even though he was younger, he was to inherit our father’s post as Grainkeeper at the Kepen of the Arched Cliffs. And just like my order kept its secrets, his did, too.

      Dayne stuck his tongue between his teeth, something he did whenever he was displeased. “If their offerings are appropriate.”

      Offerings. Make no mistake, I was being sold. Though at the time, I didn’t think there was anything wrong with this. I hoped to fetch a fair price for my family. A portion would also be put aside for my order. I hoped for other things as well. Quiet things. Secret things I dared not utter for fear of cursing myself. That the kepen I would move to would be part of a large town, that there would be dances and circuses. Women my age. That the sex part would be as interesting as I suspected it would be.

      It was hard to imagine the sex part, for though I was aware of the mechanics of the act, I felt certain that, like so much else in life, the experience would be more than the parts. I tried to visualize the act with Loric, but the man kept morphing into Rowan, the blacksmith’s apprentice, in my mind. When we were both younger, maybe I was eleven and Rowan was thirteen, I saw him pluck a farm child from the moat. I’d thought the little boy was dead, but Rowan breathed life back in through the mouth. When my mind turned to the things that happened between wedded couples, it often turned to Rowan on that day and Rowan as he was grown. His thick, soot-covered arms. How frustrating yet humbling it was that he always averted his eyes from me, so I could never gain a sense of what he was feeling. It soothed me to imagine that if I were to fall into the moat, there was a man perhaps strong enough to pull me out, one who knew how to give breath back. 

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I was struck by a swarm of heat from beer and roasted lamb and many bodies crammed into one place. The great hall of the Kepen at the Arched Cliffs was large, with a vaulted ceiling, but so full that it felt small. The guests sat with my father at the head table on the dais. My siblings and my father’s sworn swords—of which there were at least forty knights present—sat at tables on the floor. Everyone seemed merry enough—except for Waldmire’s youngest son. He sat up straight and turned his head at the appropriate times to keep his gaze on whoever was speaking, but the matte lacquer of his eyes gave him away. He was bored senseless.

      Dayne pulled my chair out for me when my short, iron-burdened steps finally brought me to the rightmost table on the floor. Little tasks like pulling out a chair didn’t feel so little when one’s clothing was filled with iron bars that made any sort of bending likely to cause pokes or pinches. Even sitting was a task that needed to be carefully executed. Dayne helped with this too, holding out his arm so I could use it to steady myself. He took his seat to my left and waved a server over, pointing at the empty plate before me.

      My mother usually sat to my right, only she wasn’t there. It was possible my youngest sister Dinah, who was still only a baby, needed tending to. It was also possible—not likely, but possible—that my mother was absent because she had complicated feelings about the evening and the guests that were here to potentially take me away from her forever. It was just as likely that she didn’t care. I could imagine her discussing the marriage with my father, saying, Will he be strict with her? You know how Mira needs firm correction. But let’s not discuss my mother now. She brings a bitter taste to my tongue.

      Across from myself and Dayne, sat our three other siblings. Elfrith, who was twelve, irritated me most out of everyone. This was probably because she was far more likeable than I was. She was quick to cheer and didn’t seem to struggle with our order’s demands in the way that I did. But, in my defence, Dayne also found Elfrith annoying. When she was giddy and rambling, his eyes often wandered to mine, revealing his irritation. I’d have to bite my tongue to keep from laughing.

      And then there were the little boys: Hamon and Emery. Though they were only seven and five, both sat solemn and ate in silence as was expected. Occasionally, I felt bad for Elfrith in the division of my siblings. Hamon and Emery were close in age, as were Dayne and I. Poor Elfrith was alone in the middle. She’d taken a liking to baby Dinah immediately, spending much of her time cooing over the child and humming to her. The only time Elfrith was ever reprimanded was when our mother accused her of being too lenient with the baby. This probably tells you more about our mother than Elfrith.

      Dayne’s eyes followed a rosy-cheeked server as she came to the table, presenting me with several slices of crispy lamb. Once her task was done, she lingered, smiling at Dayne. She left but returned quickly with beer, filling his goblet even though it was hardly empty at all. Her eyes darted to the door leading to the kitchens—the one used by the servants—and back to Dayne. He didn’t fully shake his head, but there was an abrupt, subtle movement that resulted in her pouting slightly and moving away.

      “Do you like him?” Dayne whispered, nodding to Loric, who was listening attentively to something our father was saying.

      “I don’t know,” I answered honestly, lifting my fork. “Have you heard anything about him?”

      “I heard he fought well at Draiden Hills. But people always exaggerate what grainkeepers—” Dayne cut himself off abruptly because Loric had stood and taken a step down from the dais in our direction.

      “He’s coming over,” I whispered as soon as I realized that was his intention. “Quick, what do I do?”

      Dayne snorted under his breath. “Literally nothing.”

      In a few quick strides, Loric was standing near our table. “Gentlewoman,” he said, nodding to me. He dipped his head to Dayne. “Gentlesir.”

      Dayne stood and grasped the man’s elbow, a sign of non-combatance in my country. “Gentlesir.”

      Loric held my brother’s elbow in return, but once they released each other, there was a pause that was longer than comfortable.

      In the unease of it, I felt sympathy for Loric—maybe I shouldn’t have, but I did. He seemed lost and unsure of what to say, and I interpreted this as gentleness.

      “Would you care to sit with us?” I said, the awkwardness of the moment seeping a little into my words.

      Loric gave me the smallest of smiles. He sat down on Dayne’s other side, turned toward us, and then there was another uncomfortable moment as each person in the group tried to think of something to say. 

      Well… Dayne wasn’t trying. He was frowning and somehow also appearing smug—enjoying Loric’s wordlessness.

      “Tell me,” I said. “How was the ride to the Arched Cliffs?”

      Loric’s shoulders softened, and his smile grew. “It was pleasant, Gentlewoman. The climate in the west suits me fine.”

      His voice was deep and resounding. Likely it wasn’t his true voice, but how he’d been trained to speak. Dayne’s voice wasn’t his own either; grainkeepers needed to command with authority.

      I studied the potential husband. His brows were straight but heavy, as if he were actually deeply sad and trying to hide it by raising them.

      To my surprise, it was Dayne who spoke next. “I hear the sea dogs have been raiding along the east.”

      Sea dogs, as I understood them at the time, were demon-cursed creatures akin to seals but with some human faculties. They organized attacks wherein they stole shiny things and human flesh to be consumed raw. They had human hands so could carry shields and tie together driftwood islands where they lived in the thousands.

      “Aye, they have,” Loric said. “The season is mostly over, but they’ve been keeping us very busy. I—” He halted, as if he were about to say something he shouldn’t. “I have mind to build ships and meet them at sea next season.”

      Dayne perked up at the sentiment, though he quickly returned to his performance of disinterest. When he spoke, he was condescending. “A fine idea. Tell me, how many ships have you built before?”

      Loric didn’t react to the tone in Dayne’s voice. “Only a few, Gentlesir, but I have been studying what they leave behind and triremes from history. Next season, I hope to put an end to all of this.”

      I could tell Dayne was about to say something abrasive and shot him a warning look.

      Loric continued, “We must act. Half the farmland on the east coast is ablaze. The people who work the land have no kepens to guard them. If I am to be Grainkeeper of the Hard-Won Kepen, I should like to keep my people free from terror.”

      I’d never been privy to these sorts of conversations, so I began to find Loric a little thrilling.

      He didn’t seem to think he was having this effect. He grimaced and looked around—first to Emery and Hamon, who hadn’t been listening, and then to me. “Forgive me, Gentlewoman.”

      “For what, Sir?”

      “Uh…” He scraped his bottom lip on his teeth. “For speaking of work at the table, Gentlewoman.” It was a mild way of saying, for speaking of grainkeeping things in front of a goldkeeper.

      “I will bear no grudge over it,” I said.

      He looked down at his hands. “I’d come over to… or well⁠—”

      He turned his head back to the dais where his father seemed to be summoning him with a wave. He patted his tunic quickly, before pulling a single, delicate stem from his breast pocket and presenting it to me with just the right amount of awkwardness for the gesture to be sweet. “I hope we will speak more.”

      He stood and bowed first to me, and then to Dayne before rigidly making his way back to the dais and his father’s summons.

      I stared at the frail gift—a deep green stem decorated with dainty white blossoms. It wasn’t just a flower. It was a blossom from an honesty vine.

      Once upon a time, back when the Isle had a crowned king, the king was looking to choose an heir as he had no children. He gave a vine to each of his knights, asking them to care for the plant for a year. He told them he would make his choice based on the vine’s health when the time was up, as he wished to select the most diligent and caring from among them.

      The following year, each knight brought their vine before the king. Thirteen knights had beautiful blooms, but the fourteenth had no leaves or flowers on his branches. The king chose the fourteenth knight to rule upon his death, explaining that the vines only bloomed every other year. He’d given each of his swords vines that would not blossom, wanting to see if any would seek to deceive him.

      I watched Loric for several more moments—he listened to my father and then his father and then my father again. I no longer judged him dim-witted. 

      “He’s licking your boots,” Dayne warned quietly. “Father’s as well.”

      “Pray not,” I said, noticing the way our father and Loric’s laughed together. They did indeed have the appearance of old friends, and I think it was that moment which made my circumstances feel real to me for the first time. I was struck by an all-encompassing loneliness, by a type of sickness I now believe comes from choicelessness.
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      Even in my dreams I was alone, wandering across an endless stretch of dry sand. Yellow as far as I could see.
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      On the second day of their visit, my father, Dayne, and our guests went for a hunt along with the younger boys.

      It was hard to think nothing of this.

      At first, I tried to pass the time pleasantly, continuing the weaving of a basket I’d begun several days back. The grass would not obey me, and I soon gave up, opting instead to visit the kepen gallery—an arched corridor that wound around the central vault, containing moth-eaten tapestries and menacing sculptures. It was a place my mother despised and avoided, so often, it was a great solace to me.

      I ran my fingers along the cool, stone wall as I wandered, finding my way to a painting I was especially fond of—a grand battle scene with uncountable warriors leaping toward each other on an endless beach with no water. Their blades were oddly shaped, nearly diamond-like, as if someone had pinched the steel on either side before it had cooled, so it had two smaller points in addition to the central large one. It was a great mystery in my home as no one knew where the work had come from or which artist had captured so much pain in the grimacing expressions. It was nothing like the paintings that were typically found in my country.

      Once I was looking at it, I was struck by the memory of my dream from the evening before. I had trained myself to forget my dreams as dreaming was against prescription, and besides, it was one of the signs of a conjurer. But I had dreamt of an endless sand, just like in the painting, and the air had tasted like bark and something else… distinct…

      “It is a beautiful piece of art.”

      My body made the motion of jumping in surprise, but I was too weighed down by the iron in my dress for the leap to be truly fulfilled. I turned, pressing my hands against my rapidly beating heart. The broken-nosed man, the one from Grainkeeper Waldmire’s company, was studying a sculpture a little further down the hall. He must not have gone on the hunt with the others.

      He smirked, lifting his hands in a show of harmlessness. 

      This did nothing to ease me. I’d not known he was there for many moments, and a goldkeeper ought always know when someone is there.

      “Gentlewoman,” he said, nodding.

      “Gentlesir,” I said out of politeness. The title wasn’t officially afforded to him because he wasn’t a member of the orders. I could tell by his torque—it was the silver colour of someone sworn to a grainkeeper.

      He approached, standing a little too close, his shoulder nearly touching mine, his hands clasped in front of him as he turned to face the painting. For obvious reasons, a goldkeeper wasn’t to be alone with strangers. I was frightened by the closeness but also confused. He had a scent to him, a warm, rich scent that made me want to press my tongue to the roof of my mouth.

      “The Battle of Lanathein,” he said, nodding a second time, more to the painting than to me.

      He spoke the same language I did, but not as if he were born to it. Having only heard a few accents before, all from the mid-north of the Isle, which were higher-pitched and nasal in tone, I had no idea what to make of the tint to his words.

      I knew I ought to leave his side, to create some polite excuse and run to temple—I was risking thievery, was I not? The greatest crime of my order. But I did not do as I ought to. 

      I folded my hands pleasantly and said, “How do you know this?”

      When I was younger, and not as bound by the formalities of my order, my father permitted me to attend to guests in the gallery and ask them about the painting as he knew I had a particular affinity for it. No one ever knew anything about it.

      “In my country,” the broken-nosed man said. “Everyone knows this.”

      “Your country?”

      “Targos. It’s very far south from here, Gentlewoman. Even if you were to travel by ship, it would take you a full season.”

      Again, I went against prescription, this time in a childish, innocent way. I’d never heard of his country. “How did you come to be in a grainkeeper’s company?”

      “It’s a long story. The kind of story tame gentlewomen such as yourself don’t like to hear.” He looked at me as he said that, his gleeful eyes appearing black in the dim of the gallery. “But who’s to say? Maybe you’ll wed Loric, and I can tell you one day.” He turned his attention back to the painting. “The sands of Lanathein stretch on for more than a dozen times the territory your father keeps, with no water to be seen. More than half the warriors in these armies died before they reached the battle.”

      “What were they fighting for? Surely not the land—what could they do with it?” I only understood land in terms of grain, gold, sheep, and water.

      He smiled. “They fought for the gods—or rather, they each thought they’d found the one true god, from which all other gods stem. The god of the sun—” he pointed to the sun on one man’s shield. “Against the god of truth.” He gestured to an eye on another’s chest. “They have been sworn enemies since the beginning of time.”

      I was mesmerized. “Who won?”

      He grinned. I think he’d been baiting this question out of me. “You can say the god of truth won because his soldiers were left standing at the end of the fray. But you can also say the sun god won because all the surviving warriors went mad from the heat.”

      There is a shivery feeling I think all people get when confronted with truth. I had that feeling then. I said—it was troublesome of me, but still, I said, “In Targos, do they worship one of these gods?”

      His eyes shot to mine. Radiant and daring. And there was a long silence. We had gone against prescription in several ways already, but speaking aloud any implication of his connection to unbelievers was another depth of risk. I understood by his expression that he was waiting—eagerly—to see if I would ask again, having thought about the repercussions. It was dangerous for him, being associated with heretics, and for me, simply knowing about it.

      My cheeks burned, and I stayed quiet.

      He smirked. “I know better than to speak of such things here in this land.”

      I wanted to say, “I will not tell, sir. I promise,” but I didn’t. The fear in me was too great, and his expression had changed. At first, I thought it was disappointment, but it was more than that. He looked at me the way my father had once looked at his speckled grey mare, the one that had broken a leg and was about to be killed.
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      It was a few hours later that the portcullis screeched, and my father returned with the rest of the party he’d gone hunting with.

      Dayne hopped off his horse without a word, avoiding my eyes as he walked inside, ignoring all the appropriate courtesies.

      It’s decided then, I realized.

      I was to be a wife.
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      There have been some rumours of Loric and what conspired between us after our engagement. I will tell this part of it as well, for there was a conspiracy, but not the kind they say. It was Loric who told me of our betrothal, though I didn’t need to be told. I knew by my father’s expression and the way Dayne had avoided my eyes.

      Still, as the hunting horses were stabled and my father and Gentlesir Waldmire chatted joyfully, Loric asked me to walk with him outside the grounds. I was never invited somewhere alone with a man, so this was another way I knew. He offered his arm, and I took it, and we walked outside the gate, along the raised wooden path that let workers come and go without sinking in the mud. There was nothing to see—the fog was too heavy—the black walls behind us were nearly invisible after a few paces into the blue-green haze. It wasn’t custom for a new couple to leave kepen grounds for this kind of conversation, but Loric took me anyway. This, I think, makes clear his character. I think it was privacy he was seeking. Not for himself, but for me.

      We entered the woods—another thing not often done. Woodlands were unsafe, wild territory filled with sorceresses and brigands, certainly not a place for goldkeepers. But I would later come to know that Loric was fond of hunting and found the woodlands soothing. The trees were laced with hints of gold and orange, whispering about the autumn to come.

      I wasn’t accustomed to walking on uneven ground, and I nearly tripped. Loric held his hands out to steady me. This was something of an ordeal for me. Goldkeepers were, understandably, not to be touched. So to feel a man’s hands on my ribs, even though he held me with as little force as necessary, felt like stepping into a fire.

      Yes. Fine. I liked being held by him. Why is that such a crime? Compared to all else that a person could do?

      There was the belief in my country that untouched women were somehow better than touched ones. I would like to point out the inherent pain in this. It is painful for the women, of course. But it’s also painful for the men. To believe that they could ruin something simply by setting their hands on it… that is an understanding of self that must be haunting, terrorizing. That is a belief that would make a man sick, don’t you think?

      He walked with me until we came across an honesty vine, curling tightly around a dying tree. He recited the words of his order. I recited mine. Again, with no thoughts at all about signing my life away to a stranger. That is what people should be enraged by, not the gentleness of his touch.

      He presented me with a single gold coin, polished and beautifully carved.

      I took the coin, wondering if I was imaging the emotion on his face—the weight of his brows… he appeared concerned. Worried maybe. I took the coin from him and lifted it to my mouth, intending to hide it behind my lips, thereby accepting the arrangement of us by our orders and offering to forgo my next meal and keep silent for the sake of hiding his gold. It was a show of my commitment, but Loric broke the performance. He uttered a phrase outside the prescribed words. “Gentlewoman⁠—”

      I halted, watching him.

      “It would perhaps… or I…” He looked down to his boots, then back up at me. “I expect there will be a great many conversations when we return to the kepen. I might benefit by having some help in answering to them all.”

      He was giving me permission to hide the coin elsewhere, to eat and speak throughout the evening. A highly unusual kindness within our orders, one that maybe cracked me a little inside because I wasn’t used to kindness.

      “Very well,” I said, tucking the coin into the knot of hair at the back of my head. I turned showing the back of my hair to him. “You cannot see it?”

      “Not at all, Gentlewoman.”

      When I turned back to face him, he caught me with his gaze, with his earnestness.

      “I… I intend to make your life gentle,” he said. “In all the ways that I can. If there’s anything… anything you require, please ask.”

      I nodded and, again, because I wasn’t used to kindness or so much unprescribed conversation, something in me relaxed that had not been relaxed in a long time. “No piercings,” I said quickly, surprising myself with the desire. In my country, it is common upon the marriage of two bodies and families for the man to request piercings—more places to hide gold, you see? The lips, brows, nose, ears, tongue—whichever he prefers and however many he prefers. Wealthy men had wives with faces full of gold.

      My face flushed. “Or… only if it would please you. Perhaps I am just fearing the pain⁠—”

      “It is done, Gentlewoman.”

      We stood, staring at each other as I felt a river’s worth of feelings. This cannot be real.

      I suppose, by sharing this moment, I am saying that you may speak poorly of me, but I will not allow you to speak poorly of Loric. That man has only ever done what he could to provide other people with ease. And he has suffered enough for it without your silly tavern songs.
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      There were indeed many conversations to be had when Loric and I returned to the kepen. And already we had a few small secrets between us. Bonding us further was the realization that we were both immensely uncomfortable with the constant wishes of fertility. We looked to each other often, knowing without needing to say more that we each were a little embarrassed by the ordeal, by the line of people waiting to congratulate us for nothing other than doing what we’d been told.

      Though I must say, I felt great pleasure when my mother’s turn came, and I opened my coin-less mouth and thanked her with my own voice. Her face full of piercings barely changed, but I knew she was bothered by the lack of constraint. In truth, I think she enjoyed anytime I was restricted or uncomfortable. I think it made her feel like a good mother and a devoted member of the order.

      All the while, Loric sat just to my left, and I could feel the warmth of him with my shoulder.

      The evening was long, and we had the same conversation with most everyone who lived or worked in the kepen. Well, everyone except for Dayne. He had no well wishes for us, but he came to collect me in the middle of the evening when the iron in my gown was grinding against my shoulders, and my back was burning.

      I turned to Loric. “I will retire with your permission, Gentlesir.”

      “Of course.” He stood, offering his arm for my left hand and his hand for my right hand. He helped me stand against the weight of my gown. And he didn’t let go of me until Dayne was supporting me as well. I obsessed over this as Dayne and I entered the dim corridor, the evening’s candles burnt to stumps or else burned out.

      Dayne was patient with me as we walked, taking the stairs slowly, resting twice before reaching the top. I’d been wearing my gown for more than twelve hours.

      “Are you happy to be going?” he said softly when we reached my door and he released me to open it.

      “No,” I said without stopping to consider whether this was the truth. “Only I am happy that, since I must go, he seems a polite and gentle man.”

      Dayne nodded to himself. “It does seem so.”

      I thought again of how carefully Loric had helped me up, my cheeks heating. I wanted to ask after my price, knowing one tenth would go to the order and hoping the arrangement would appease them, but it was a sore subject for Dayne, and he looked so sad already. In a few short days, I would leave him and travel across the Isle to my new home.

      We would see each other a few times each year, if at all.
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      My sleep was interrupted by chaos in the halls, and I rose in haste, clamouring into my weighted gown without taking even a moment to stretch the ache out of my muscles. I thought only of the vault, of seeing that all was still protected. But when I entered the hall, I found a servant on her way to me. “To the courtyard, Gentlewoman. Your beloved is leaving. He wishes to see you first.” Could it be a trick of some kind? Were they distracting me while they robbed us?

      I ignored the servant, rushing as fast as possible in my weighted gown through blacked basalt corridors. My mother was at the vault. Elfrith arrived one or two heartbeats after I did.

      My mother hissed. “Go see your betrothed off.”

      I buried my urge to scowl. “I came to see the vault was well—” I could tell she was angry at me, perhaps still bothered I hadn’t hidden Loric’s first coin in my mouth.

      “Don’t make him wait⁠—”

      I was already on my way, following the din down to the kepen’s welcoming hall and out the open door to the cold, misty courtyard where people were rushing about despite the early hour.

      “Gentlewoman.” Loric approached me, walking quickly. “There has been raiding in the countryside near the Hard-Won Kepen. We will go ahead of you to clear the sea dogs out.”

      In the near-morning darkness, I could make out the hurried preparation of horses and a messenger, red in the face, hastily drinking from a goblet.

      “I am sorry to part so soon after our betrothal.”

      The words were sweet, but I was unbothered. He was to be a grainkeeper one day. It was his role to keep the fields clear of those who would harm the harvest. He had to go.

      He walked away, briefly digging from his packed bags on his horse, before returning with a small oaken lockbox. “Should you need anything in my absence.” He presented it to me, and I knew by how he bore the weight, that it contained coin. “This is not mine for you to guard. It is yours for you to spend. Don’t spare yourself comforts, please.”

      I took the box in my hands, suddenly embarrassed by how dry my skin must have looked. I wore no oil at all.

      “My brother has left a small portion of gold for you to watch over, to deliver to us. To please our orders. Hopefully, not so much as to burden your travels. We will send word with a messenger when the threat has been cleared.”

      And then he was getting on his horse. His father and the broken-nosed man and the younger boy were all mounted. And then Loric was gone, riding to the east where his family’s knights were battling without him.
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      Nineteen days after Loric had rushed home to make battle with the sea dogs, my own travels were set to begin. A carriage had been packed with my few belongings—order members were not to indulge in too many possessions because collecting and caring for possessions could be a distraction from duty. I had tools for my work, a cloak, two day dresses, and a new nightdress. It was made of a particularly smooth fabric, pale blue, and much shorter than I was used to. It would do nothing to keep me warm in the night, which was intended. I would be more apt to press against my new husband for warmth. More apt to have a womb full of future goldkeepers or grainkeepers.

      My family and all those who lived and worked in the kepen gathered in the misty courtyard to see me off as my personal chest—the gold Loric had gifted me—was lifted into the carriage. The other gold—the gold I was meant to guard and return to him—was nestled in the hundreds of pockets in my gown.

      I kissed baby Dinah on the top of her head before she began fussing, and my mother took her back.

      My mother’s face was stern. “If they used the old locks with a second pick hole⁠—”

      I nearly rolled my eyes. “I’ll know what to do.”

      Her lips pressed into a straight line as she took her free hand and set it on the back of my head, pulling me closer to kiss my crown. The gesture was cold and lacking entirely of feeling.

      My father was next, and it was his face that turned the morning into a challenge. There was water in his eyes, not falling, just resting there. He hugged me almost too tightly, digging the gold in my gown into my skin.

      Elfrith, Hamon, and Emery likewise hugged me tight, tight enough to hurt and tug at my heart.

      “You will be the most beautiful bride in all the Isle,” Elfrith said.

      My stomach dropped a little. She would be our mother’s sole focus now that I was leaving. As annoying as she was, I wouldn’t wish that on her.

      Dayne was last in line. His look stopped my heart.

      I was leaving him alone in a quiet world of duty and obligation. He was the only one I spoke to outside of prescription. His loneliness loomed all around him, almost like a halo, and just when I thought I could bear the look in his eyes no longer, he rushed forward, wrapping his arms around me.

      “Do not forget,” he whispered into my hair. “You are dispensable to the order. But you are not dispensable to me.”

      A lump formed in my throat. Was he saying I should not die to keep the vault at the Hard-Won Kepen protected? If he were, that was nonsense. I would guard it at all costs. That was my purpose.

      I relaxed my hold on him, thinking our hug was finished and we were parting, but he didn’t let go. The hug went on, and I began to feel that he couldn’t let go.

      “We will write,” I said, trying to soothe him before the intensity of the goodbye became too much and I cried. “You will be a great grainkeeper, and I will be a goldkeeper, and we will do our work well and write often.” And then I added softly, “Dayne, you must let me go now.”

      He obeyed, his jaw ticking as he wiped his cheek quickly to disguise the tears.

      I think this moment sums up our lives perfectly. Dayne and I were bred and raised for work that took no account of our feelings. And always, I was the first to let go.

      Rowan was there as well. And miraculously, powerfully, beautifully—as I walked to my carriage—his eyes flicked up to mine. Green and full of sentiment. How many years had we lived and worked in the same space? We’d spoken as children, played in the courtyard together before I was given my first iron gown and play stopped for me. I’d thought so much about him as I grew. But his look as I was leaving… Had he been thinking about me all this time, too?

      So with an ache in my heart, and a little curiosity about the smith’s apprentice in my mind, I climbed into my carriage. I left my family and home, choosing to look forward. The journey would take at least a month along the ancient, stone road that ran cross-wise through the Isle, curving a little north when it passed the fjord at Kell’s Crossing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Part II The Raid]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      The carriage creaked and groaned as the horses outside lugged it forward, each hour bringing me closer to the Hard-Won Kepen and my impending marriage. I spent much of the journey looking out the small window, enjoying the sight of mist-coated hills, oak forests, and wild birch groves gleaming red and orange and yellow. The air tasted of soil and decaying leaves, and it washed my cheeks and nose in a pleasant cold, urging me to tuck my fingers into my sleeves.

      From time to time, I thought of my new assignment—the vault I would encounter in a fortnight or so. I had only seen the one from the Kepen at the Arched Cliffs, so imagined it much the same.

      Will this one speak as well?

      The vault at my childhood home whispered things. Malicious, taunting things. But on occasion, sweet temptations. It asked for things that I knew I mustn’t give it. And I also knew I shouldn’t speak of its voice. Not to anyone. Not even within the order. Some things were too secret to be uttered, or even thought about. I remembered the first time Elfrith had heard it. She’d been seven when my mother took her to the vault, which would mean I’d have been thirteen.

      The vault had whispered, Hello, sweet girl, and Elfrith’s mouth opened. “What’s—” I shook my head, warning her, but it was too late. Her hands were beaten raw with stinging nettle. She learned quickly, much more quickly than I had. I never heard her mention the voice again. But it was there. I know you can hear me. Oh, yes. I know.

      I also thought of my mother’s face when she’d heard that Loric had asked for no piercings. She’s going to look lowly and poor, my mother had said.

      I grinned every time I thought of it.

      When the rain and mist were too thick to allow a pleasant view from the window, I rested on the single, padded bench within the carriage. There I fell asleep staring at the painting my father had gifted me upon my departure—the one I was so fond of—wondering at the story Loric’s attendant had told me about it.

      I let my fingers ramble across the strings of my lyre and hummed and felt all the girlish uncertainty that came with a fast-approaching marriage to a strange man who’d been kindly enough to me that I could overlook how little I knew about him. I thought myself grown up and travelling alone, even though there were half a dozen knighted attendants with me, sworn swords to my father, or Loric’s father. But since these attendants would not enter the carriage, I felt alone. They slept outside when we stopped for rest or horse exchanges. I heard them chatting among themselves, and I did strain, trying to hear with detail and clarity, but they kept quiet enough that I couldn’t tell you what they spoke of. There were only a few men as any more might reveal the truth of the carriage—that it was transporting a gentlewoman with a dress full of gold. The type of cart and the attire of the attendants and the large brass padlocks on the cart door would lead anyone who saw us to believe that a prisoner was being transported. Perhaps a murderer, a thief, or a sorcerer. Yes, make your jests if you must. I have been called all these things. I told you, I care not.

      What I’m saying is it was a pleasant trip.

      Until it wasn’t.

      We reached Kell’s Crossing in the early hours of the morning. Maybe I didn’t notice the commotion outside the carriage right away, maybe I did, I cannot say. I know I was half sleeping and that I must have fallen asleep with my lyre in my hands because it was on the bench with me when I woke.

      There was a thump as a body slammed back against the carriage from the outside.

      At first, I was confused. But then I heard the gag-sputter-choke-wail of someone with their insides quickly becoming outsides, and I was no longer confused. A part of me understood there was danger immediately, even though I’d never heard a noise like that before.

      I scrambled in the purplish glow of almost-morning away from the window.

      The sound of death spread, encircling the carriage as my heart raced so fast it seemed like it might burst out of my chest. And then the din was met by something even more terrifying—howls and yips and barks of the kind animals made, but coming from deep—very human—voices. The chill it sent through me stalled my mind, and maybe I would have stayed that way for a long, empty time if there wasn’t a bang on the door.

      I heard the clunky jangle of someone tugging at the padlock and tried to shift further back and away, but it wasn’t a large space. I thought of hiding within the bench because maybe it opened, but I had my goldkeeper’s gown on. I would have to undress if I were to fit in the space, and there wasn’t time for that, nor was this something I could allow for as a goldkeeper or a young woman. I was meant to be guarding the gold in my dress, not abandoning it to save myself. And all these thoughts might have been useless because I didn’t know whether the bench opened.

      There was another bang, and I scrambled, lugging the chests of gold out from the edge of the cart, feeling the zippy bite of the vault’s sting course through me and reverberate through the gold in my gown. Luckily, I still wore my goldkeeper’s slippers. The soles were lined with lemure bark which protected me from the vault’s sting. I’d captured a little of the sting from the vault at home and applied it to the chests—one chest was from my father, for me to keep for myself, the other was the one Loric had given me to spend. There wasn’t a lot of sting coating the chests—if three or four thieves touched it, the final one might get away without a scalding jolt. I had a spool of golden thread in my goldkeeper’s kit and unravelled it as fast as my trembling fingers would allow, which felt terrifyingly slow at the time.

      I’d been planning on winding the thread around the handle of the carriage door—which was iron—and winding another end around one of the chests to borrow the sting. Whoever tried to pull on the handle would get a nasty surprise.

      I didn’t finish my aim because whoever was on the other side of the door gave up on the padlock and thrust an axe straight through the wood panelling. I took in a breath so sharp my throat burned, and then I rushed—as fast as someone wearing a metal-weighted dress could rush—to my goldkeeper’s kit. I tripped as the cart shook with another chop from an axe. My kit rolled off the bench onto the floor, and I crawled after it, looking for my sting stones. I grasped them and turned, just in time to see giant hands prying apart the door which had cracked clean down the middle.

      A man took one step onto the cart, and I struck stone against stone. My first strike was poor, but my second gave life to the bright flash of the vault’s sting; it leapt into the gold thread which I’d left unspooled on the floor and travelled to what I could only imagine was a thief. He stood on the end of my gold thread. The jolt hit him, tensing all his muscles for a moment before he fell back against the wall of the cart.

      He looked up at me in astonishment, and that was the first proper glance I had of him.

      He was tall and broad, tunic-less and covered in tattoos, with a beard that was… well, on other days it was almost white, not from old age, but rather from the fairness of his hair. But on this day, it was splattered in so much blood that some parts were deep red, but most was pink from the combination of the paleness and the blood.

      He laughed at me, and it wasn’t a laugh you would expect from an attacker. It was a laugh of awe, a giddy childish huzzah! And then he lowered his shield, which drew my mind away from the pinkness of his beard to the shield itself.

      It was round and smaller than those used by my father’s knights, but I’d seen depictions of shields like this before.

      Sea dog.

      It was a sea dog shield.

      He looked nothing like a sea creature and nothing like a dog. He appeared to be a man with sharp cheekbones and bright blue eyes so pale they almost glowed in the dimness of morning. The hair on the sides of his head was shorn short, but the top and back were longer than I’d ever seen on anyone, braided into a single strand.

      He spoke to me.

      He waved at me with his axe hand, nodded at the destroyed door behind him, and said something in deep words that came from the back of his throat. I understood none of them, and my momentary shock that came from a pink-bearded sea dog that looked nothing like a sea dog breaking down the door of my marriage cart, laughing at the pain of the vault’s sting, and then speaking to me, faded. I lifted my sting stones to strike them again.

      “Tssk!” he said, laughing with wide eyes. And then he said more in his strange, throaty language, waving me to him with urgency.

      I was horrified, but I was also deeply confused. He was attacking, almost certainly looking to steal gold, but he wasn’t acting like a thief—there was no hiding or sneaking. He wasn’t swinging his bloody axe; it hung limp in his hand. But by nature of the blood coating it, and splattered on his face, I knew it was a thing he could use. He’d spoken to me twice. And he’d laughed several times.

      My brow ached from how intensely I was furrowing it, and my chest burned with how hard my heart was pounding. I struck my sting stones, and he leapt forward, grabbing one of my wrists with his axe hand, the slick handle pressed against my forearm.

      “Tssk!” he said again, sticking his tongue out and back in quickly.

      I’d never seen someone do that and decided he was some sort of animal even if he looked man enough.

      I struck the stones again—though with not nearly as much force because he held one of my wrists. The jolt caught on some of the gold in my dress, and I felt the buzz of it travelling through me without the bite. He dropped his axe, pulling his hand back and shaking the dead feeling from it. It was a sensation I knew well as I’d studied it for years.

      He slapped my hand, and I wish I could say I held onto the stone, but I didn’t. It bounced onto the floor and rolled toward the door as the cart was on somewhat of an angle.

      We looked at each other for a moment that felt like ages, my chest rising and falling with the labour of fearful breaths, my mind whirling in empty terror. I became aware of how close he was to me, how focused his eyes were and how confused. I’d never been stared at like that, like I was chaotic and fervent. Like I might do anything.

      “Please,” I said with almost no sound in my voice, like in a terrible dream, the horror of the moment was draining me. My body was trying to shake, but the weight of my dress was too great, and I hadn’t taken it off for the past several evenings as I did when I slept at home, so I was particularly exhausted by it. My stomach churned from the smell of blood coating him.

      He spoke to me again, his voice low and serious in tone.

      Tears pressed into the back of my eyes as I shook my head. “I don’t know what you’re saying,” I said, overcome by the torture of the confusion. Here was a blood-soaked, attacking thief, and he didn’t seem to be taking the attacking part or the thieving part seriously, and my mind couldn’t contain that. I’d always been told thieves were tricky, but this felt like non-sense to me, like madness itself.

      Someone else entered the cart. Another sea dog judging by his shield and the gurgle of words I couldn’t understand that came out of his mouth. He saw me and smiled, revealing sharp teeth that had been filed to spear points.

      Panic ripped through me as the pink-bearded one whispered, “Koffe. Koffe.” He retrieved his axe and pointed the weapon at what was left of the door. He nodded, holding my gaze. Was he trying to soothe me? Before they ate me?

      My eyes fluttered, and I thought for a moment I would faint—I was trained to defend a vault from thieves. I had no training for the agonizing pain that would come from being eaten alive by sea dogs. That was grainkeeper work, not mine.

      “Koffe!” The spear-toothed one took two strides forward, grabbed my upper arm and pulled. I think I was far heavier than he was expecting. This added to my fear because it became clear very quickly that he didn’t know my gown was full of gold, which probably meant he wasn’t a thief. Or at least, not a very good one.

      His brow furrowed as he tugged, and I pulled back without thinking. “Koffe!” he said again, followed by a stream of words I couldn’t begin to sound out.

      When I resisted his pull a third time, he took a rag from his belt and pressed it against my face. I gripped his wrist in a pathetic attempt to slow him, took in one sharp breath, and then the world dissolved.
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      The ground tilted to my right, and my head felt like it was filled with swarming bees, and then I remembered that I’d been in grave danger only moments before. My eyes shot open, and my heart beat twice before I realized some time must have passed, and whatever fear I’d felt before was nothing in comparison to what I now faced.

      The wood beneath me creaked and tilted.

      The sea beneath the wood gurgled and slurped.

      I pushed myself onto my hands and knees, weak from wearing my goldkeeper’s gown for so long and from how I’d been lying while unconscious. I was painfully cold as well. The boat beneath me rocked as I stood and, in my panic, I shuffled away from the dark, roiling sea. The weight of my dress tilted the boat further, and I spun, sensing the shift through my slippers, finding just as many hungry waves behind me. My head swirled. Every way I looked, there were only black ravenous waves. My breaths grew quick and ragged. None of the air I sucked in was able to soothe me.

      I’m going to drown, I thought. I’m going to drown. I’m going to drown.

      The boat itself was small—perhaps four paces by nine paces, with eight rowers packed along its sides, though they were quickly rising and shouting as I was very close to tipping the whole thing over in my panicked roving. They near-surrounded me, and
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