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When Dareus Kymus traveled to the
Empire to seek a bride for his brother, he didn't plan on getting
captured by pirates. Now his luggage is reduced to the clothes on
his back and a few hidden alchemies, his traveling companions are
an Imperial Wind-priest and a foreign "Bride of the Gods," and the
itinerary includes a cross-country trek through ancient, poisoned
battlegrounds – all while staying ahead of the slavers who want to
recapture them.

Dar thought he'd been in scrapes as
a lad, but the blightlands of the Empire are a crucible beyond his
imagining. It will take all his luck, skill, and the talents of his
companions to have a prayer of returning home . . .
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Chapter 1

 


The pirate – a
sunburned redhead – shoved Dareus down the steep ladder into
the hold, and kept shoving him along without letting his eyes adapt
to the darker spaces. Dar caught dim impressions of people in the
shadows, heard moans and indistinct snarls, smelled overcrowded
human reek over the ever-present brine. Then the pirate pushed him
against the wall, pulled open a narrow ship-door, and all but flung
him into the room beyond. Dareus let himself fall, catching it on
his knee and shoulder, rather than try to stagger around with his
hands tied behind him. His shirt didn't tear, happily.

In a heavy Imperial accent, the pirate said,
"Captain says we stay out. You stay in. Or we play with
you."

"Careful," Dar muttered into the wooden
floor-planks, too numb to rein in his clever tongue. "Barbarianism
might be catching."

The pirate either didn't hear, or didn't think
it worth hearing. He shoved the door closed. Dar couldn't make out
noises of a bar or latch over the general odd creakings of ships,
even after a few fivedays at sea, but didn't intend to try the door
with his hands tied and a pirate perhaps hoping he'd be so stupid.
Even if Dareus was black-haired and darker-skinned than any of the
pirates he'd seen, which had certainly made ladies shun him back
home.

In public, anyway.

Perhaps the pirate had a similar appreciation
for a fine, straight nose and high cheekbones, no matter their
hue.

Or perhaps pirates simply weren't picky after
being at sea with only each other for company.

Dar struggled to his knees, when it became
evident the pirate wasn't coming back immediately, and looked
around. Low ceilings. A porthole with real glass, perhaps big
enough to get one's arm through. And behind
him . . .

He blinked, momentarily disoriented beyond
reason, until his frantic study revealed the small, young woman –
or perhaps girl – was no one he knew. Not any of the alchemically
tolerant tribesman girls whom the guild had taken in. Certainly not
his mother. Someone else, small, black-haired, with skin easily as
copper-dark as Dar's own. Her eyes, when she opened them, were
liquid gold and arrogant as a stolen noblegirl's.

Her features were subtly unfamiliar in more
ways than one. Her nose a shade too long. Her cheekbones a hair
broader. Her jawline squared off in a way that denied the tribesman
heritage her coloration suggested.

He put the pieces together and guessed,
"You're . . . a Xyrene?"

She raised that squared chin. "I am gift. For
emperor." Her accent was thick and strange, with nothing of the
lilt of Cymelian barbarians.

"A Xyrene princess?" Surely the raider ships
would never let one of those be captured.

"Noh," she said, somewhere between sorrow and
pride. "I am . . . crucible."

"I'm . . . Dar." Dareus Kymus,
second son of Cymelia's Lord Alchemist and his half-barbarian wife,
who looked half-breed himself – or more, if he got any sun. Dar,
the spare, sent to the old empire to seek a wife for his brother.
The papers to get him introductions might be in the pirates' hands
by now. Likely were. The Imperial trade-ship had been only too
happy to give up Dar as "something of value" so the pirates
wouldn't bother slaughtering the crew and taking the vessel as a
prize.

Dar'd had an Imperial guard, sent by a Braeport
baron to "protect" him (more likely, to keep him from spying). The
man had protested, but outnumbered by bored
pirates . . . Dar was glad beyond measure that he'd
brought no servants to be butchered for sport. And shamefully glad
he'd never liked the guard, who'd sneered at Dar's tribesman
coloration.

The Xyrene girl turned her head away. She wore
a brown smock that was rather less impressive than he'd have
expected from a gift to an emperor, her hands were tied in front of
her, and a crude rope leash was around her neck.

"Pirates stole you from your ship, too?" Dar
asked.

"Yis." She was perfectly still, like a
doll.

Dar hoped a gift to the emperor merited keeping
safe, for later sale, rather than being . . .
damaged, by the pirates. He hoped ransom for the Lord Alchemist's
son merited similar safety, at that. "A crucible is, ah, like a
forge. For refining metals." And a term for certain alchemical
apparatus, of course.

Those marvelously golden eyes flickered open
again, briefly. "I am crucible of gods."

"I think something's getting lost in the
translation," Dar said, but quietly enough that he didn't expect an
answer. Didn't get one, either. So he stared out the porthole –
probably Imperial glass, and expensive – and tried to work his
hands free of the rope. He was sure his secret cousins, the
half-criminal roof-rat children, would've made short work of such
large and hasty knots. Unfortunately for Dareus, despite visits to
those "cousins," he was an alchemist by inclination and
training, and only barely passable as a roof-rat.

This was going to leave nasty welts on his
wrists. He was sure of it.

It was also as intellectually stimulating as
watching mold grow: fascinating for the first part, and dull for
the rest. Worse, it neither reassured him of his value, and thus
relative safety, nor distracted him from unformed and useless
panic. He sought about for something else for his thoughts to chase
in circles, and asked the girl, "So, ah, what was a crucible of the
gods doing on a ship to be captured by pirates?" Xyrene ships were
all raiders, so far as Dar knew. Pirates themselves, and he
couldn't imagine a gift for an emperor being on one that wasn't
deadly.

Her shoulders didn't tremble. "Oleearanichu
pleased gods more. They took city. Sacrificed priests." That thick
accent took on a bit more life, showing how dead-voiced she'd been
behind the foreign notes. "Noh kill bride of gods."

Dareus pieced that together and supposed the
Xyrene might have tribes and factions as much as Cymelian tribesmen
did. If one took over another tribe – or city – and killed the
shamans of the Xyrene gods, then they might not care too
much about what happened to a deposed . . .
crucible-bride. "You speak my language well. Was your, er, town on
the coast?" Raiders, pirate-traders, need for a shared
language?

"Yis."

"Did you speak to, um, traders often?" Dar
asked, grimacing as he tried to hook a finger into a knot and
loosen it.

"Oleearanichu priests brought man. Gave him
sacred brews. Opened skull. Pressed until found words hiding." Her
hands didn't move to gesture instructively. Dareus was glad. She
continued, "Take head-meat with words. Prepare with brews. I drink.
Priests drink blood – my blood. Speak words. They do noh heal me. I
lick blood, so evil spirits cannoh drink. Words come into
me."

"Ah." Dareus hoped no one ever heard of how
faint and cracked his voice had gotten. The images of her
description were not the distraction he'd hoped for.
Near-babbling, he asked, "Evil spirits drink blood?"

"Sacred blood."

"That must make it awfully inconvenient during
moon-flows." She looked old enough for moon-flows, if
barely.

"Sacred dogs." For the first time, her
expression betrayed sorrow more than resolute pride. "Follow. Lick
blood from stones. Protect."

Apparently they hadn't protected when it
counted. Or hadn't survived the attempt. "I'm sorry," he said. "My
family has dogs, too. Guards, though not sacred."

"Ah," she said, and looked at him again with
what he thought might be more interest.

Those golden eyes were amazing. "And cats," he
added. "They keep the mice out of the barn." Vermin-bane sachets
would do just as good a job, but when Dareus and Iontho, his elder
twin, had brought half-drowned kittens home, their mother had
quietly moved the sachets to the kitchen instead.

"Noh sacred, cats."

"No, definitely not." Dar's brother had taken a
recipe that turned human hair all the colors of autumn leaves,
tweaked it, and used the potion on a cat. A few days later, he'd
implored Dar and the younger servants to help him hide the loud,
active beast till he could turn its coat back to normal, lest his
official masterwork be recorded as Iontho's Exotic Autumn Cat-fur
Elixir.

It'd been Dar who'd tweaked a brew to revert
the fur to common tabby, and they'd mutually agreed never to
mention it again. Giving anyone the opportunity to call them the
kitty-Kymus brothers was too horrible to permit.

The Xyrene girl didn't say anything further,
and Dareus couldn't think of anything else to ask that didn't sound
inane, as if it should be conversation at an equinox
festival.

He hoped someone would come untie him soon.
There was a small chamberpot, in a slatted box nailed to the wall,
but that was little use with his hands behind his back. Still,
surely the pirates would want their prisoners able to use that
chamberpot? So whenever they brought food, he'd point out the
benefits of tying his hands in front of him, like the girl's
were.

He fell asleep when the porthole was dark,
still waiting for someone to come.

 


 



 


 


Chapter 2

 


A different pirate came for
the girl ("Crucible" was not a good name) shortly after
dawn. Dareus'd been woken by various yells – the crew who'd been
working in the night, ensuring their daytime equivalents didn't
sleep in – and he put his aching, tired, hungry, and thirsty self
between the door and the girl.

The pirate snorted in amusement and scratched
his white-blond beard. His accent was unfamiliar, with more than
just Imperial cadences. "Cap'n wan's her, tuzi. Y'think
you're stoppin' him?"

"If it's the captain who wants her," Dar said,
trying to sound like someone in control of the situation and not a
fear-numb prisoner baffled by a foreign insult, "then the captain
should send someone more gentlemanly to fetch her, who doesn't–
doesn't look like he'd nibble from the captain's plate."

"Ha!" The man barked laughter, too briefly for
Dar to think of any way to take advantage of his distraction.
"Gonna watch'er honor, tuzi? C'mon. Tak'n you both to th'
cap'n."

Dareus managed a wary, bow-like dip, as if this
were a delightful turn of events. He trusted his sun-darkened
features would hide his frozen dismay. The chances he could do
anything to protect the Xyrene girl . . . were poor.
Suffering beside her seemed far more likely, and he couldn't tell
if it were pragmatic or cowardly to think such suffering would be
useless, or keep him from helping her later.

The pirate waved them out; the girl went with
her head down, either calm or too despairing to cringe. Following,
Dar told himself that if the captain sought exotic cabin
entertainment, Dar might be closer to the alchemical potions and
ingredients that he'd brought on his trip. Those would be
worthwhile to acquire. Surely he could hold his temper, play
nice, to protect the girl and gain a chance to retrieve some
of those brews. Could it be much worse than having to smile and bow
to the scions of the Cymelian capital's nobility, while they mocked
him and his dark skin and hair? While they alluded to his father's
depravity, and his mother's bestialism? (While the young ladies who
flirted so coyly in private, as if doing him great favors, sneered
and laughed with their fellows in public, wondering aloud if such a
dark boy would even know what to do with another human, or if he
kept dogs for the purpose.)

Yes, it could be worse, the cowardly,
pragmatic part of his mind whispered. He insisted, I can endure
it, if only they will underestimate me.

To his surprise, their path led onto the deck
of the ship. It was smaller than the trade-ship, with only two
masts, but he supposed this craft's narrower lines raced through
the sea more swiftly. In his home of Aeston, roof-rats and
dock-rats mistrusted each other; trespassing in the other's turf
led to blows. Dar could only swim because his mother's dramsman had
insisted they be able to get out of the river if anyone in Cym
pushed them in. Ships were still "those things that float on the
sea," though he'd some familiarity with the rafts and tow-barges
that took ship-brought goods up toward Cym. He supposed the pirates
moved like people who knew what they were doing, at
least.

The captain was at a raised part of the ship's
nose, along with two other pirates who held bottles of some kind.
(Prow was the name a sea-going ship's nose, wasn't it?
Hungry and ill-rested, Dar was unsure. Perhaps it was
forecastle . . .) Unlike many of the
bare-shouldered, bare-headed crew with their sunburns and
lighter-than-Dar's sea-tans, the captain wore a mostly red, gauzy
shirt, and a hat with the wide side-brims pinned up so it resembled
the ship's own lines. Perhaps the design kept it from being blown
away like a kite. A rope of pearls dipped down from the hat's
sides, into the back of his shirt, and Dar wondered if it was
pinned into the shirt somehow, to keep it from being lost. Light
sandals protected his feet from the planks, like many of the other
crewmen's, and his wide seaman's trousers were equally faded and
stained.

The captain turned as the pirate brought Dareus
and the young woman up onto the raised platform. Their escort said,
"Tuzi wanna protect th' gish's honor,
Cap'n!"

That earned Dar an amused, mocking look, and he
looked coolly back, hoping it wouldn't earn him more than a
backhanded blow at worst.

The pirate captain didn't seem much different
from his crew: skin far paler than Dar's own, even with its
sea-weathered tan; a nose once or twice broken; a missing tooth in
the sneer; earring loops hanging from the top of the man's ears
rather than the lobes.

Apparently even Imperial pirates didn't want
anyone to mistake them for a married alchemist, or a
woman.

"Come here, crucible," the captain said in a
normally-Imperial accent, holding a hand out for the girl. She went
to him, neither cringing nor eager, and he pointed ahead and to the
right of the ship. "You see those clouds. That's a storm, what made
the dawn bleed. We're wanting to know which way it goes
today."

He held his hand out to one of the
bottle-holding crew, and was given the thing. He shook it up and
down before he pulled the stopper, and handed it to the girl.
"Drink, crucible," he ordered.

Previously calm, her shoulders hunched in
misery – but she raised the bottle, as long as her forearm, and
drank it down as if it were nearly full. The captain took it when
it was empty, and she said, "More."

He gave her another. Dareus watched, letting
his eyes widen with what he hoped seemed savage-bumpkin surprise.
Either that wasn't alcohol, or the girl was as immune as
he . . .

Or perhaps not. She finished the second bottle
and began to slump. The captain grabbed both, holding the girl
upright as he handed the bottle to a crewman. "The storm," he
demanded. "What track does it take?"

Her voice was thin and wavering, somehow
miserable. Her words . . . were too full of vowels,
with hard, harsh consonants appearing unexpectedly in them. Some
sounds recalled the pidgin tribesman language which Bynae, dramsman
to Dar's mother, had taught them in lullabies and curses, but the
cadence was yet another unfamiliarity. The captain listened
intently, as if he understood as much of it as Dareus understood
the tribesmen in Cym: perhaps one or two words in three. Sometimes
the man muttered, "Again!" but the girl he held didn't seem to
notice. Finally, she raised her bound hands, reaching toward the
horizon, and her words broke into what were surely
pleas.

"Take her back down," the captain ordered, and
one of the crewmen scooped her up. The captain looked at Dareus.
"Dark protecting dark, eh?"

There wasn't a blighted thing he could reply
without risking a beating or worse, and his too-clever mouth had
gotten him in trouble enough when he was a boy. Dar let his gaze
wander along the raised deck, with the captain and his remaining
two men, and to the edges, where behind him the crew worked. He
shrugged.

"The papers in your trunks said you were noble.
Which side'a the blankets?"

That echoed old insults. He clenched his jaw.
But . . . a prisoner of value was more likely to be
well-treated. And perhaps underestimated in certain ways. "I'm the
second-born son of the Lord Alchemist of Cymelia, from his wife in
high marriage. I'd be heir should my brother die." Which might
provoke a nasty civil war within the Alchemists' Guild, but no need
to mention how desperately Dareus wanted his elder-twin alive for
political reasons as well as personal love.

"And till then, you're spare. Fit for parties
an' drinkin' noble poison." The captain's words had a hint of
singsong to them.

"Quite." He forced his ironic smile to
something self-deprecating. "More fit for that than to be a ship's
crewman, certainly."

"Ha!" At least Dareus had amused the man. The
captain waved at one of his pirates. "Take the little black lapdog
back down. There'll be someone what'd buy a noble gish, if
we've papers to prove his blood-stock!"

Dareus didn't know what "gish" meant,
but he bit his lip to keep from glaring. His eyes weren't
true-feral like his mother's, but any hostile stare from a dark
face made Cymelians tense. The Imperial merchant ship's crew, and
Dar's ill-fated bodyguard, had been just as wary.

He held his breath as much as possible while he
was taken back below-decks, and kept his eyes to the planks just
before his feet. Chains clanked here and there; a man pleaded for
water in yet another odd accent, the word barely
understandable.

"Lucky y'got blood-stock papers, tuzi,"
the pirate told him, shoving him along. "Be just another slave now,
else."

So it wasn't just the stench twisting his
stomach by the time Dar was shoved back into the prison room with
the girl, again going to one knee lest he fall on his face. His
pirate guard said, "Don't play with her. You'd rue it." Then the
man closed the door.

Dar clenched his own bound hands behind his
back, ill enough to have to hold back childish tears. The pirates
took slaves, and he couldn't help them. He couldn't defend even one
girl. He could barely even protect himself, if that.

The crucible-girl's breathing was loud. Dar
edged over to see if anything needed doing. But she snored in a
limp huddle on their prison's planks. Her breath smelled of bad
wine, and Dareus couldn't tell if the faint tang of alchemy
was from her, or some whiff of his own clothing. It faded quickly;
he supposed it could've been a homesick memory, for true alchemy
never dulled much in his family's noses.

He put his back against the wall near the
sleeping girl, in case she became ill from the wine and needed what
little help he could provide. Hopefully she'd wake soon and untie
his hands so he could use the tiny chamberpot.

Hopefully they'd be brought food and water
today.

 


 



 


 


Chapter 3

 


When Dareus and his brother
were journeymen fresh from apprenticeship, they'd gone to the
alchemists' academy in Cym. The other students
there . . . were not immunes, were not the Lord
Alchemist's sons, and were not quarter-barbarians.

The other students played pranks upon them,
motivated by curiosity and spite – such as stealing the room's
chamberpot when Dareus'd been tending a potion that required
constant stirring by full moonlight.

With his arms, stomach, and bladder aching, he
drifted in a haze of memory-dreams and muzzy awareness. The light
from the porthole changed, but he'd no idea if that was from the
ship turning, the sun rising, or part of his dreams. Eventually,
the Xyrene girl stirred and pushed herself sitting
again.

"Ah . . ." Dareus was sure he
should ask if she was all right, or what she'd said to the captain,
or any number of intelligent things. All he could think of was to
half-turn and say, "Could you untie my hands? I need to use the
chamberpot. Very much."

Thankfully, so very thankfully, she only
blinked goldenly at him and began picking at the rope. And,
thankfully, he was able to control his bladder until she'd loosed
his hands and he could lunge for the chamberpot. "Oh, sweet Earth
and Rain," he moaned in relief.

There was no fraternal laugh behind him, as
there'd been in Cym. No insults for rot-bred idiots who'd keep a
man from his beloved chamberpot.

He frowned as he laced his pants closed. No
clae, either, to scoop into the container and absorb the smells
before they got to anyone's noses. Perhaps Dar could convince the
captain to let him brew some clae . . .

"Done?" asked the crucible girl, closer than
he'd expected, even in the small room.

"Er. Ah. Yes." He turned.

She had her smock bunched in her hands; Dar
realized that drinking two bottles of wine would have its own
effect on her. He cleared his throat and moved aside, rubbing his
wrists and facing away as she used the chamberpot herself. The rope
she'd picked off him was still lying on the floor.

If he'd been a proper roof-rat, he could've
turned that rope into a tool of escape, or a weapon. If he were
truly a master alchemist, perhaps he could've brewed its fibers
with dyes from his clothing and Xyrene spit, and created a potion
to enslave the pirates to his will. Being at best a petty master
and officially an experienced journeyman of alchemy, and low
nobility rather than scion of the Shadow Guild . . .
Dar sighed and sat with the rope in his lap, continuing to rub his
poor wrists.

After a while, the girl returned to sit beside
him, her back against the wall.

At least she's not scared of me. Perhaps
that meant the pirates valued her too much to have harmed her.
"What were you telling the captain?" he asked.

It wasn't a good question. Her shoulders
hunched and she turned her face away. "He . . .
makes rot. Of sacred thing."

"Er. Sorry. He, um, seemed to think you could
forecast the weather. Tell the future."

"Is duty." Her thick accent was clouded further
with emotion. "Bride of . . ." She stopped with what
was probably a choked-off sob.

"Of the captain?" he guessed.

"Noh!" she snapped. "Of gods!" Then she
curled up, hiding her face behind her knees.

"Oh." Dareus found himself winding the rope
around his hands. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to insult you. You can
yell at me if you want."

She didn't. She just huddled behind her knees,
breathing like someone who knew how to cry in silence. (Be
brave, his father'd said, when other masters' sons and
apprentices had mocked him and fouled his brewing. Men don't
cry, save when they've a wife to hold them.)

Dareus reached out hesitantly to pat her
shoulder. It would've been more proper to take her bound hands
reassuringly, but they were somewhere in her lap, amidst her smock,
and pawing after them wouldn't be appropriate at all. "I am sorry.
Please . . . Oh, bli–" He bit off even the mild
crassness of blight. "Please, isn't there some name I can
call you? 'Crucible' is no name for a girl."

"Am crucible," she said, voice
rough.

"All right, but that's still no name for a
girl. Don't you have another name? That people call
you?"

"I am bride of gods."

"Are you, um, not allowed to tell normal people
your name?" Dar guessed.

"Is– is all name I need." She curled up
tighter.

Bad sign, that. Dareus cast about for ideas.
Speaking before thinking got him into trouble more often than not;
his brother was the one who could open his mouth and have dragon's
gold fall out. "Um. In Xyrene, then. What would you be
called?"

She uncurled enough to look at him with those
intensely golden eyes. "I– I . . .
Eheeohlania."

Dar managed to repeat the flowing, vowel-heavy
word – or slurred-together words, all part of one title –
and did a credible enough job for the girl to nod and rest her
cheek on her knee while she watched. He said, "Well. Hm. That's
going to be hard to say all at once, though I suppose I'd get
better if I practiced. Could I use part of that as your
name? In case I have to say just a short bit, because, um, you were
having a bad dream?"

That got the slightly baffled, slightly
scornful look that it deserved. "You cannoh speak it
well."

"Um. I suppose not," he said,
disarmingly.

"What 'short part'?"

"Olania?" he suggested. "Or Lania for even
shorter. Like my name is Dareus, but my friends call me
Dar."

Her lips moved a little. Finally she turned her
head away. "You want. Noh care."

At least it's better than "crucible," he
told himself, and shifted around to wait for . . .
something.

He very much feared he'd be waiting for some
time. And dreaded that he might not be.

 


 



 


 


Chapter 4

 


Captain Gricorio poured the
drinks, since Dar's hands were tied in front of him. As if I
could do anything to him, without my potions. He looked around
the small room, cramped with crates, and wondered if his
possessions were within one of them.

His papers of introduction were certainly on
the miniscule table. They included a fair sketch of him, in ink,
with a judge's wax seal to be sure of the proof. Dar's father
hadn't wanted anyone to claim his son'd stolen the
papers.

"Drink, lad," the pirate captain said, corking
the bottle again.

Dar took the cup, noted Gricorio adding water
to his mug, and sipped. There were, perhaps, the dregs of
alchemy leaving a bittersweet tang – or perhaps that was his
imagination again. The stuff was certainly potent, thick and barely
drinkable. Once, Dar would've forced it down in one long swallow,
and asked for more.

It was more important to be underestimated
here, than to be seen as immune. He set the cup down after the
first sip. "An interesting vintage, Captain."

The pirate chuckled. "Not what we give the
crucible, quite. Don't suppose you've told the future,
lad?"

"Ah, not that I recall." Tasted mindbright
potions, yes, and seen the web of logic that gave rise to sure
knowledge, but that was hardly soothsaying.

"Pity. Mayhap I'll try you on the stuff, before
port . . ." The captain sipped his drink as
well.

"If you wish, Captain." While there was a risk
something might be potent enough to overwhelm even full immunities
(his mother knew at least one poison that
might) . . . The opportunity to taste new alchemies
was always of interest. "What's in it?"

Gricorio waved a hand. "Some Xyrene plants or
other. Took quite a supply when we got the crucible. Seeds,
too."

"She said she was a gift for the emperor. Did
you contract to deliver her, Captain?"

That got laughter and a slap on the nearest
crate. "Nah, y'silly tuzi. Took 'er from the Xyrene ship. It
was easy – they'd not brought enough food to take across the sea.
Thought they'd fish for more, I s'pose, but not enough water nor
rum, neither. Terrors of their coast, weak as babes! Kept a few, to
sell later. Them, some islanders . . ."

Dar took a drink again to hide his revulsion.
Slaves weren't permitted in Cymelia. He supposed dramsmen counted,
but they were either volunteers, such as his father's cook and
steward; criminals sentenced to a choice between the dramsman's
draught and death; or something between, such as a man on the
work-gangs choosing the draught rather than finish his sentence.
Meanwhile, alchemy-tolerant children bought from tribesmen were
fostered, and given potions to bleach their hair and skin till no
one would scowl at them on the street.

"So what do you think of our Xyrene
gish, lad?" Gricorio asked, speculatively.

"She's very Xyrene, Captain." Her eyes were
marvelous.

"Haven't been playin' with her, eh? Too dark
for you?"

Dar made himself stare murderously at the cup
instead of the man. "I'm a baron's son, Captain. I do not take
advantage of girls, and she's expressed no interest."

"Usually the nobles takin' girls what take
their fancy."

"Then perhaps it's my barbarian blood. They
find such beneath their dignity."

That got more laughter and crate-slapping.
Perhaps at the notion that tribesmen could have dignity. Dar
endured it, though he'd told only truth as he'd been able to piece
it from what his mother's dramsman said, and what he'd learned in
the lower streets of Cym. Finally the captain said, "Ha, you'll be
some hedge-noble's funny gish, tuzi!"

"You'd get more gain by returning me to my
family. My father has the resources of the entire Cymelian
Alchemists' Guild, after all."

"Ah, mayhap. But that's months away, and we're
close to our port. And I?" He lifted his mug in a toast of sorts.
"I think the land's callin' me. 'Twixt you and the crucible, I'll
take my shares an' settle."

"I hope you'll provide my papers as well, so I
may try convincing someone else that it would profit them to
deliver me to the Cymelian ambassador in Braeport."

"Eh, suppose I'll do that much for you."
Gricorio sipped his mug again. "Though, hmm, dark to dark, an'
alchemist's boy . . ."

Dar lifted his cup and tried to look dignified,
not nervous.

"You've the tolerances,
nobletuzi?"

He didn't like answering to an unknown insult,
but nodded warily.

"Mayhap you'd have enough t' put to stud, then.
Be a good thing, breed more storm-seers."

Dareus almost wished he'd had wine in his
mouth, to spray across the table. "I don't know why tolerances
might matter."

Another laugh. "Th' crucible's poison,
tuzi! Worth th' life of a man t' try her! Or worth his oar,
at least!"

I don't want to know how you know. Dar
sipped his drink again instead of trying to say
anything.

Unfortunately, Gricorio continued, perhaps
mellowed by the drink even though he'd watered his. "Why, I'd've
stripped ol' Giyen's hide, if I'd known early. Takin' th'
gish back to 'er room while she was sleepin' off th' drink.
Puttin' his ore in th' sea, he was, more times'n one. Then it
started rottin' off 'im!"

Dar tried to look bored instead of repelled. It
didn't stop the captain's tale. "O'course we keep potions on hand
for rot an' th' like, but naught helped! Just kept rottin', dead as
wood, till he took his knife to his throat from th'
horror."

Oh, good, a happy ending. "I don't see
what this has to do with tolerances, Captain."

"Weren't disease. Must've been poison, part of
'er blood. Xyrene're like that, all poisons an' brews what change a
man. If you've a tolerance, mayhap you'd not suffer 'fore there
were more little storm-seers 'round."

"You might do better to keep the, ah, prize
you've got, Captain. Childbearing is a risk to small women, and the
Xyrene . . . She's just a girl." He hated to speak
of Olania as if she were livestock, a mare who might come into
season early, but if that was how the captain thought of her?
Better to appeal to his greed, lest he decide to immediately try
for three dark slaves instead of just two.

"Mm, you've a point. Prefer 'em as ripe women,
eh?"

Willing ones, and old enough to know.
"Mm," Dar said, and finished off his cup of overly-potent drink.
It'd be too much to hope the captain'd try to match him until the
watered wine sent him under the table, so Dar could search the room
for his potions and preparations.

As it turned out . . . It was
just barely too much to hope. The captain regaled him with stories
of attractive wenches and courtesans he planned to sample, with the
portion he'd get from selling Dar and Olania. Dareus made polite,
monosyllable replies, and sipped wine. Gricorio drank and told more
tales: of places where it was always summer, and the folk were as
dark as horses, with no use for weapons save fishing
spears.

"Till we come, ha!" Gricorio laughed, slapping
a crate.

Dar's imagination was good enough to guess the
rest of those stories: the pirate-slavers taking prisoners to sell.
He emptied his cup twice more, wishing it affected him, before the
captain called for a crewman to return Dar to his
prison-cabin.

Gricorio patted Dar's cheek and called him a
pretty tuzi before they left, which probably explained why
he'd stayed chatting so long.

 


 



 


 


Chapter 5

 


The days passed in a tedious
horror. The pirates lengthened the bonds on his and Olania's
wrists, eventually leaving them off entirely; Dar got a rope-leash
to match the Xyrene's, instead. It scratched at the back of his
neck, though it was loose enough not to scrape the front. Olania
didn't speak much, save to answer direct questions. (Dar asked,
delicately, if Brides of the Gods had to be maidens; she'd snorted
derisively and reiterated she was a Bride of the Gods. So if
the blighted, dead, rot-souled pirate hadn't passed along any
diseases or planted seeds . . . Perhaps she need never
know.)

The captain summoned Dareus back to drink with
him several evenings – including once with herb-witchery in the
cup. Dareus drained that one and maintained his very best,
straightest noble's posture, feigning not to notice the man peering
grouchily at him. (It'd been a mind-affecting potion, not an
aphrodisiac. Something to slow and confuse the thoughts, from the
taste, and emphasize the effects of the wine. Perhaps it might've
made him briefly tipsy if he'd drunk an entire bottle, but a mere
cup and some sips afterward . . . No.)

The foreign insult of tuzi remained a
mystery, as it was applied to Dar alone. Gish, on the other
hand, seemed to imply a bed-slave, and was as offensive when
pirates used it to each other as nobles considered "bastard" to be.
(For who'd want to think their mother'd been so cheap as to use
faulty dry tea?)

The food was scanty, varying between meat that
was half-rotted to his sensitive alchemist's tongue, over-salty
gruel, and rock-like bread. He assumed it was bread, anyway; it
might've been rock in truth, crushed and mixed with a rye
paste.

Once, Captain Gricorio brought Olania and Dar
to the highest deck so she could use her seer's powers again. This
time, Dar stood close enough to take one of the empty bottles from
her, and licked its mouth. It was a languid sizzle across his
tongue, his nose tingled, and the air seemed briefly hot-cold in
his throat. It passed quickly, and the taste was entirely
unfamiliar, save for the bittersweet overlay of quickened
herb-witchery. He thought there were no metal-salts in it, though,
as true alchemy would have.

And then there were the slaves in the hold.
After a fiveday of captivity, Dar and Olania were brought on deck
and told to get sun and exercise, along with the other captives.
They were all dark – and none of them quite the hue of Cymelian
barbarians. Some half-dozen surviving Xyrene men, with sleek,
straight black hair and square faces like Olania's. (Olania spat at
them once, then ignored them haughtily.) Rounded, snub-nosed
islanders with dark bronze skin and eyes like rabbits caged above a
stewpot. One old man with skin far darker than anyone Dar had ever
seen before, and gray hair like a recently-sheared sheep's
wool.

The old man tried to attack one of the pirates,
whose skin was sunburned and pale, and whose hair – though
potion-gold and coiled down to his shoulders – was the same
sheep-wool texture. The alchemy-pale "victim" of the old man's
assault pushed him down and laughed, and Dareus gathered this had
happened several times before.

The second fiveday, one of the islander boys
was half-dead when dragged onto the deck. Dareus offered, "I've
healing potions in my trunks. I could likely cure him."

The captain considered that briefly, then waved
a hand. "Nah. Potion's the better prize. Sharks'll take 'im if he
dies."

The next fiveday's exercise
time . . . The boy wasn't there. Two of the islander
women just lay on the deck and refused to get up and shuffle about
as the pirates demanded. Shortly, there were shouted suggestions of
"Exercise th' gishi th' easy way!" and moving for position,
the way young nobles might, to see who was brave enough to insult
the quarter-breed second son of hopped-up nobility.

Ill and desperate, Dar turned to Olania and
bowed. "M'lady," he said, voice pitched to carry the way his
father'd taught both twins. "Will you have this dance?" I would
rather be the dancing bear.

She stared at him, not comprehending. He held
out a hand. "Please. I'll teach you."

Olania pulled her eyebrows down, but hesitantly
put her hand in his. Still using the voice for lecture halls or
guild committees, Dar had her lay her other forearm along his, and
instructed her on the steps of a simpler couple's dance.

Somehow, it worked. The spectacle of the
barbarian noble and the Xyrene princess, dancing, won hoots and
laughter, and was of more interest than molesting
prisoners.

Back in their cabin prison, though, he knew
he'd only bought one brief mercy. The dark hold surely held no
safety from the crew.

He curled up and shook, dry-eyed as ever he'd
been when proper, pale boys hurled insults – but far sicker in his
gut.

Olania was either unaffected, or had deadened
herself to horror before Dar had been taken prisoner. When he
finally looked up, she was watching him like a gold-eyed cat:
incurious, perhaps vaguely concerned he might do something, and
more tired than content.

Captain Gricorio called for him again that
evening. Dar followed the pirate escort through the darker parts of
the ship, looking at nothing but what was in front of his feet,
trying to hear nothing at all.

"A good dancer, tuzi," the captain said,
in his loot-packed room, and poured wine for him.

"My brother's better," Dar said numbly. He
drank a gulp of wine, but if it granted any fuzzing of the mind, he
didn't notice. "Father insisted we learn."

"Even you, so dark?" Gricorio refilled the
cup.

"Especially me." He didn't gulp the wine again,
but stared into it. "We – I – need every advantage we can get." Or
so his mother'd told him, and so he'd seen when the lessons paid
off. A dark-skinned "jumped-up merchant" couldn't afford to show
weakness to the pale-born nobility, nor even to the merchants
themselves. To lack something they took for
granted . . . would remove even the chance of
respect, no matter whose son he was. Dar took another
sip.

"Ah, a good wine'll help you, that it will,"
the captain said.

Dar tried to taste the vintage, but it was
over-concentrated and thick, the alcohol a bitter note that verged
on the alchemical. He said something vague and polite (another
thing he'd been urged to learn: the ability to talk about
inconsequential things), and drank again.

Several refills, and many inconsequential
remarks later, the captain said, "Ha, this is barely buzzin' your
tongue, tuzi."

He looked up, startled.
"Ah . . ."

The captain slapped the crate next to him,
which was draped with a golden, black-spotted fur; it gleamed in
the oil-light. "I'd break out th' brandy, but it'd not turn yer
head, would it? Not like that Xyrene gish."

"Did brandy turn her head?" Dar asked, before
realizing he might not want to know.

"Well . . ." The captain's face
went thoughtful. "Not s'much, no. Nor th' wine. Not till th' spices
went in it, an' she gave weather-proph'cy."

Dar couldn't think of anything to say, so he
only drank too-sweet, too-thick wine again, while Gricorio stood
and went rummaging in the crates. Eventually, the man returned with
a bottle. "Finish yer cup, tuzi," he said, and when Dareus
did . . . It was filled from this new
bottle.

He sniffed it first, of course, and the notes
of herb-witchery coated his nose.

"Drink, drink," Gricorio said.

It didn't smell foul or bitter like poison, so
he sipped delicately. The sizzle, the hot-cold, the snap of
it . . . "Ol– The Xyrene girl's potion," he
said.

"Does it taste well?"

Dar took a bigger sip. "Odd, but interesting."
Something mind-affecting? No, not sweet enough, truly. Enhancing.
Mind. Yes, he could remember . . . He took another
gulp, holding the mouthful for a moment before
swallowing.

Memories spread out for him: tasting
ingredients and learning their uses; tasting potions and learning
their ingredients; identifying potions and their effects, with
scent and taste; spinning the dials of a geometry analyzer, the
device that nose-blind alchemists used to avoid explosive
combinations. Mindbright. More, mindbright before it was fully
steeped, when it was mild poison to the non-immune, and a
dream-like clarity for the Kymus boys.

Memory was the last thing he wanted, but
unsteeped mindbright did briefly disengage the emotions,
leaving everything a haze of conclusions and pure intellect. He
drank again, and Gricorio refilled the cup.

By the second cup, Dareus' memories were a
tapestry spread out before him, with the interconnected threads
glimmering gold when he looked at them. By the third cup, the
captain was murmuring something in his ear, and Dar thought, I
want to get out of here. I don't want to be sold. I don't want
Olania sold.

And actions and consequences spun themselves
into invisible cloth, like a memory that hadn't yet
happened.

"Oh," he said vaguely, his tongue very far away
from his thoughts. "It's all connected."

He picked a cloth of memories not yet made, and
said the unfocused words to set that spinning in true motion.
Gricorio drank the other wine. Dar kept the cloth before his eyes
with judicious sips from the alchemical brew, his mind almost
floating away on the sea of Everything if his attention
wavered.

"C'n ye tell th' weather now?" Gricorio asked
once.

Dar grabbed for the cloth he wanted,
while weather threads spun off in a different direction. "Mayhap
some . . . Don't know weather at sea
well . . . No training for
it . . ."

The other man chuckled and spoke of breeding
weather-seers, dark-marked prizes. Then he spoke of the details of
such breedings, as if selling the action to a hesitant customer
then and there.

It was part of the cloth. Dar refilled the
man's cup. (Careful, so careful, to keep the alchemically-altered
wine in his own cup alone; it might be poison to one without the
alchemist's immunity.) He replied as if he were distracted (easy)
or flushing (who could tell, with his sun-shadowed skin?), and
Gricorio leaned more and more toward him.

Men kissing men was an Imperial decadence,
everyone said in public with a superior sniff. In private, some
boys – especially in their cups – might say otherwise. It wasn't
Dar's first choice, though he did appreciate roof-rat "boys" in
men's clothing. But the Xyrene preparation helped, with each
contact spinning the cloth a bit more real.

Still, he had to abandon the concoction at the
last, and the lack returned enough emotion to him – the mental
cloth translucent and barely present in his mind – that he was glad
the pirate fell asleep before he got Dareus' pants off, if not
before his own.

Dareus wiped off his hands on Gricorio's wide
sea-trousers and went back to the much lighter bottle of
Xyrene-herbed wine. He stood in the middle of the crate-packed room
and drank again, till the logic of the boxes became
obvious.

His vials of preparations and ingredients had
barely been disturbed; the pirates at least knew the value of
alchemy. He made his selections and obfuscated the missing vials,
then hid his prizes in his own clothing.

Then he went and opened the door, peering at
the pirate guard nearby. "Th' captain's asleep," he slurred,
letting the empty bottle dangle harmlessly from his hand. "N'place
t' sleep."

The pirate focused too much on taking the
bottle, on warily watching Dar while he listened for his captain's
snore, that he never thought to check if Dar had stolen anything
before returning him to the prison-cabin. Olania barely stirred
from where she lay when that door opened.

The connection the potion granted
eventually faded, as Dar sat against a wall, and the grief of it
drove him into sleep.

 


 



 


 


Chapter 6

 


Morning came without that
odd sickness other people called a hangover. Instead, Dar opened
his eyes to Olania's face, close enough to his that he could see
the way her irises were twisted white-gold and amber.

"Er?" he said, very quietly, and she drew back,
blinking.

Blinking . . . tears? Dar
reached up hesitantly, but she grabbed his wrist, without seeming
to notice she did so.

"You," she whispered. "You smell, smell of– of
sacred . . ."

A complication he'd not thought of at the time.
(Or had he? The clarity, like a puzzle made of glass that fit
together perfectly, was a dream-like memory, too big for his mind
to recall.) "I'm sorry. The captain gave it to me. I didn't
realize–"

"You drank?" She moved her free hand from the
floor to pat at his chest. "You live?"

"Ah, yes." Dareus hoped that was the right
answer.

Tears did fill Olania's golden eyes now, and
she collapsed onto his chest, sobbing something in her own
language. Gingerly, he put his free arm around her shoulders, and
when she didn't object, wriggled his other arm loose to rub small,
hopefully soothing, circles upon her back. At least she wasn't
trying to kill him for defiling her sacred potion.

When the tears slowed, he again tried, "I'm
sorry?"

She spoke against his chest, in flowing,
tear-rough words that changed to intelligible midway through.
"Priest, priest. Noh bride! Noh!"

Dar squeezed his eyes shut and muttered,
"That's not what the captain thinks."

Olania propped herself on her elbows to look at
him, rubbing at her eyes. "He has noh sight?"

"He's . . . Imperial." Dar
shrugged a little. "It's said Imperial men don't care if it's men
or women who take the girl's role in bed. Some even prefer men. Or
prefer taking the girl's role."

The Xyrene girl stared at him, golden and
disbelieving – which was an improvement over sobbing.
"But . . . men?" She rubbed at her eyes
again. "You do noh wear skirts. Noh– noh weave cloth."

Despite himself, he puffed a laugh. "Blight,
no! The Weavers' Guild Master would call for my hide as a
chair-cover if I started weaving or spinning. He
already thinks alchemists are panting to start brewing
dyes."

Her straight, heavy brows went down.
"Al-ch . . ." She blinked more, frowned harder.
"Al-che-mists. Make . . . brews." Her accent had
gotten thick, barely understandable.

"Um. Yes."

"Priests make brews."

"Earth-priests do, sometimes. Little ones.
Herb-witchery, really. Father says it's a nuisance if one goes bad,
for he has to remand him to the priests' hierarchy rather than deal
with him efficiently." Dar shut up hastily, realizing the babble
was taking over again. It wasn't fair; his brother could
babble coherently and not sound like a dolt.

"You . . . noh
priest?"

He tried to remember how much he'd babbled
about himself thus far; not much, perhaps, for Olania's terse
answers hadn't encouraged him to anything but silence. "I'm a
journeyman alchemist. My father is, um, like a ruler, of
alchemists. The ones in Cymelia, anyway."

"Alchemist . . . Priest!" She
might've shaken him if they'd been sitting up, instead of her lying
partway atop his chest. "Or you dead!"

He wanted to sit up, and flailed his hands
above her back. "Wait, you mean all your priests are
immune?"

"What?"

Dareus drew breath to explain the alchemist's
immunity, so vital and so rare in Cymelia – and the door
opened.

A pirate's voice growled, "Get offa 'im,
gish. Cap'n wants 'im."

Dar froze, hands happily not touching
the girl just then. Olania gave the other man a vicious glare – the
most emotion he'd seen from her since he'd been shoved into the
prison room – and sat up, haughty as a raptor. Dareus got himself
to sitting and then standing without laying a hand on her even
accidentally, and straightened his clothes.

His clothes, he remembered, that contained
several useful little vials and powders. That part had been no
dream, nor what he'd had to do to get them. Dar swallowed and
turned, and followed the pirate out the door.

He still didn't want to look at anything but
what was immediately before his feet. He breathed only shallowly,
lest his sensitive alchemist's nose result in adding to the stench.
He was painfully aware that when he'd made his goals, he'd been
thinking of only himself and Olania, not the other
captives.

It seemed a cruel joke that the day was a fine,
beautiful one: sky the color of gemstones, the sea like silk, the
wind carrying away any heat the brilliant sun might leave, enough
moisture in the air to hint at soothing Dar's dry
mouth . . . Captain Gricorio stood on the ship's
nose-deck; when informed the tuzi was present, he turned and
bestowed a broad grin that was pleased enough to make the missing
tooth almost roguish.

"Ah, my tuzi! Look, look – we're in
sight of land!" The captain put an arm around Dar's shoulders and
drew him closer to the railing, pressing a lens-tube into his
hands.

Obediently, Dar raised the thing to his eye and
twisted at it awkwardly. He wished he'd thought to bring far-seeing
ointment, instead, which worked much less cumbersomely. The image
was clear for an instant, and he moved his hands more slowly. The
horizon, that'd seemed a knife-edge of blues from upon the deck,
was hazed with green and brown in the lenses' magnification. He
lowered the device and squinted; it was impossible to tell if the
fuzzing he now saw was land or his mind knowing that land was
there. He offered the lens-tube back. "Thank you, Captain," he said
politely. "I don't suppose I could interest you in setting course
for Braeport?"

Gricorio laughed and swatted what Dar would
rather have been sitting on. "Ah, yer a clever, funny tuzi!
I'll miss ye." His hand wandered back to the part of Dar he'd
smacked, stroking and squeezing. "But with the wind an' current as
they are, we'll have another evening at least, 'fore we come t'
harbor."

Dar swallowed, his unpleasantly dry mouth gone
more-so. It took more care to manage to say, "Captain. If you
would . . ." He swallowed again and tried to regain
the sense of the threads the Xyrene potion had shown him. "I have
been . . . living in my clothing rather a while.
There should have been a robe in my trunk."

"Amad!" Gricorio bellowed. The pirate who came
was the exotic, bleached man with the coils of hair that matched
the darkest-skinned slave's. Gricorio said, "Amad, take the
tuzi here to my cabin. Let 'im get his robe, an' put 'im
back in the good quarters. Bring 'im some water in a
bucket."

Dar dared to raise a hand to add, "And if I may
get a pinch of clae from my trunks as well, Captain, to take the
salt from the bucket?"

The captain waved the question away. "Nah, nah.
A bit of salt won't harm a man. Just th' robe."

Dar made himself bow slightly, cursing that he
hadn't tried to convince the crewman instead. "As you wish,
Captain."

Amad grunted his own respects, and led Dar
away.

In the captain's cabin, the alchemy-bleached
pirate watched carefully as Dar found his trunk and opened it
(again), rummaging through his small selection of clothing for the
evening-robe. He'd had enough to get to the Empire and not
be thoroughly shamed, but he'd expected to hire a local tailor
afterward. That money was likely in whatever place of safekeeping
pirates had, or divvied up, for the pouch surely wasn't in the
trunk anymore.

Nor was there any money left in the uppermost
of the secret compartments of the trunk. But – thanks be to his
mother's paranoid, tricky ways – the second secret panel
hadn't been found; Dar had checked last night.

He pulled the plain flaxcloth robe out; undyed,
it was pale, somewhat lighter than a proper alchemist gray, with
tan undernotes.

It smelled like vermin-bane and home. He
bundled it to his chest and closed the trunk, then followed Amad
from the cabin and back to the room he shared with
Olania.

The Xyrene girl sat tailor-style, arms folded,
staring at the door. She stood when Dar came in, scowling at Amad
till he closed the door and left them alone. Then she stamped over
(it only took one stamp, really) and did grab Dar by the shirt.
"What is alchemist if noh priest?" she demanded,
fierce though she only came up to his shoulder, and that
barely.

"They were the same, once," he admitted.
Thinking about history lessons was far better than thinking
about . . . anything else. "Earth-priests were the
first alchemists. Are all your priests . . .
alchemists?"

"I do noh know!" She gulped down emotion,
perhaps more tears. "I– I have words! But noh– noh all
meaning."

Dar decided the day wouldn't get worse for
knowing. "Can Xyrene priests drink poison?"

"Some," Olania said immediately. "Some more
poison, some less. You? You drink poison?"

He looked down into her golden eyes. "Yes. Most
poisons. My mother knows one that might kill even us,
though."

Olania drew in breath, a slow gasp. "Your
mother . . . is Bride? Your father,
priest?"

Dareus shook his head. "My father is the Lord
Alchemist. My mother is . . . an herb-witch." An
herb-witch with more than one unacknowledged masterwork and enough
alchemical training that she could've been one of the rare female
master alchemists – if she ever bothered to learn enough
glassblowing to pass that exam. He added, "She's married to my
father, not any, er, gods."

"Ah! You make noh– noh sense!" Olania
did shake him by his shirt.

One of the vials fell out of his sleeve. The
cap stayed in, fortunately. Olania watched as Dar stooped to
retrieve it, then asked, "What is?"

He rolled it in his fingers, the light from the
porthole catching in the glass, and tucked it back into his sleeve.
"Sleeping powder," he murmured very quietly. "But I can't let the
captain find it on me, and he's made it clear he wants
my . . . company, tonight."

She plucked at the robe folded over his arm.
"As girl?"

"Aye." His voice cracked on the
word.

Olania fingered the flaxcloth gently.
"Some . . . some cities. They
think . . . good, for man to be woman, both,"
she offered, awkwardly.

"It might be different if he didn't keep
talking about selling me as a slave," Dar muttered.

The girl sighed. "He is ship-king. Drag you to
him."

"That's what I'm afraid of, aye. Best to–" He
had to pause. "To play along."

She leaned against him. "I wish you a priest,"
she said, accent thickening. "We call gods, then."

"I'm sorry. I'm not very spirit-called."
Certainly not to Fire, though that was supposedly a man's element
as Earth was a woman's.

Olania said, "I will keep clothes. Your
clothes. Safe."

"Thank you," he said. "I'd hoped you
might."

 


 



 


 


Interlude 1:
Olania

 


Serpent of the Sun, have
you sent me hope? I clenched my fists when the pirate took the
priest-not-priest-alchemist from the room. My nails bit into
my palms, ragged and torn. All your most-favored priests are
dead at the hands of Dusk Cloud Eagle's favorites. But they did not
dare send me to plead to you in person. I thought you had turned
your face from me.

I whispered the names of the gods we
Heocoelichu had honored, my husbands (except Dusk Cloud Eagle, whom
I was angry with) and my sister-wives, and hoped they still had
power, even if the Oleearanichu did not give them proper sacrifices
as they liked. Or that I still had favor, even if the
Oleearanichu's sacrifices pleased some of them more.

Hope was a terrifying thing, for this outland
priest and his outland magics . . . might be a trick
of Dusk Cloud Eagle, and slip from my grasp at the last heartbeat.
It hurt, as a hook through the flesh. And yet the Serpent carried
the Sun in his jaws, that the people upon the world might live, and
surely that hurt worse.

I sat and guarded the clothing of the outland
priest.

And hoped.

It was a long time, waiting, and I shifted to
kneeling as I would have for rituals – as I had not, since the
Oleearanichu had taken my city. They had not tried to make me do
Bride's rituals for them; the only miracle they had sought from me
was the one that granted some of their priests – and me – this
outlander language. In despair that my husbands and sister-wives
had not saved my people, I had not tried to perform any
rituals. Not while the Oleearanichu argued about what to do with
me; not when I was placed on the ship with the priests, warriors,
and sailors who would make alliance with outlanders; not when these
slave-seeking, wood-pale men took the Oleearanichu ship. Not even
when their leader learned the gods told me of the winds and
rains.

I had been desperate to speak to my husbands
and sister-wives again, and know their reassurance and advice. But
I had not been rescued then or any of the few times after, and so I
had not tried to see the stars and attempt any rituals.

The deck was hard, and I pulled Dar's clothing
into a makeshift cushion beneath my knees. Then I placed my hands
upon my legs and set my breathing to silent prayers and praise as
if I sought the gods' favor before the city's king sent warriors to
battle.

The movement of the craft did not rock me to
sleep as mothers might rock a child. I finished the litany, and
started again with words no more than movements of my lips and
tongue as I breathed. The moonlight was diffuse in the room, and I
did not mark the time.

There was a thump against the wall beside the
door. Muffled words – gasped and snarled. Then the door rattled,
opened, and someone entered and slammed the door closed behind,
leaning against it and gasping like a man who had run quickly up
the temple stairs.

I rose and moved to his side as he slumped
down, and even in the darkness I knew it must be Dar. While the
surviving Oleearanichu and the other slaves were not unsettlingly
pale, they would not be wearing his robe, or smell of the sacred
drink. Nor would an Oleearanichu warrior be huddled like
this.

In the language he could understand, I said,
"You . . . hurt?"

He gasped again and turned, sliding entirely to
the floor and sitting with his back against the door. "Not. In
body. Much."

I squatted down. "You . . . felt
gods? With you?" I could not understand how a man might drink the
holy potion and live, but if the gods had chosen him, then they
might break their own commands.

"No. Just me. Holding . . ." He
gestured blindly. "Everything. Together."

"Ah," I said as if I understood, when I did
not. I sat and leaned against him, with my head on his chest to
hear his heartbeat, and wondered if the trickster, Lizard Napping,
would impersonate even an outlander. "Perhaps you are a
god?"

He puffed air in a silent almost-chuckle,
jouncing my head. "Not god nor dragon, I fear. I'm
sorry."

I was not sure I believed him, though I thought
Lizard Napping would have gloated to have fooled these pale,
outland men. So I sighed and put my arms about his waist, for he
smelled so much of the holy potion that a god might deign to enter
his body and speak to me after all.

After a moment, he put his own arm over my
back, and for a long time we were silent together.

When he did speak, it was quiet, almost to
himself. "Back home . . . Everyone says it's
an– an Imperial perversion. But it still happens. It's only a
scandal if people can't pretend they don't know. So it's not– not
like I'd never thought about it." He laughed silently again. "Cadet
Cymeli, he was, and no knowing how much he'd drunk to think I
looked exotic and not barbaric. Only the once, and–
and naught of plowing fields. Men's fields."

While I wrestled with the meaning of that, he
went on, "Only dalliance in Cym who let on he even knew me. Some
hallway wit was speaking of mongrels wandering the halls, when
everyone knew I'd have to pretend I didn't hear – but he said,
'The jealous dog barks the loudest.' Shut people up for a
while, even if it was just a cadet line's son saying
it."

I made a little noise to show I listened, while
I tried to make sense of his words. It was baffling; why would
anyone think of Dar as some stray dog? Were alchemists not supposed
to marry herb-witches (whatever those two things were, if not
priests)? If alchemists were important, were herb-witches like the
sorcerers who bargained with ghosts and changed into the great
spotted cats to kill their enemies? Or made poisons? He had said
his mother knew a dangerous poison. But then said she was
married, so alive, and it had not been a dalliance
that left babes at a father's doorway.

Could a sorcerer abjure the ghosts and
marry?

Or could it be as simple as his father being of
a high family, and his mother from a low one, and somehow they had
wed anyway?

Rather than any explanation, Dar said, "I asked
for more of the holy potion. I'm sorry. I just . . .
I needed to know. To know what I had to do, to get us out. I
couldn't remember the golden threads from the first time, not well
enough." Now his hand moved restlessly on my back. "It was like a
tapestry, like weaving. If I did one thing, it'd make other things
happen. I just had to– to endure. Not like there aren't courtesans
who endure curious brats fumbling about them," he said, as one who
tried to convince himself of something. "And getting us
loose . . . There wasn't any other way. None of the
other threads led to anything but uncertainty at best. So if
a courtesan can endure for some coin, couldn't I, for
freedom?"

Had my sister-wives interceded for him, so he
survived the holy potion? Did they secretly make woven rugs, as a
map to guide his steps? Always they were respectfully silent when
my husbands spoke, though they would make their own comments
elsetimes; would they find some silent way to help this outland man
as if he were a– a mortal husband?

It was not easy, to be the Bride of the God. To
be a mortal husband would be even less-so, and Dar was entirely
untaught.

In my own language, I murmured, "I do not know
how to teach him, my sister-wives. Did you distract the Serpent's
face from the Heocoelichu because we did not honor you with
husbands as well as sister-Brides?"

Whatever Dar thought I had said, he replied,
"It's our best chance, that path. It's real. I could– could know
what he'd say, or– or do, a moment before. It's our best chance to
get to safety."

And if my sister-wives were guiding him without
words, all I could say was "Yis."

But that was enough, and eventually we slept,
lying together as the sacred puppies did.
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