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One omen is the best: defending one’s country.

—Hector in The Iliad

Nothing’s as soft as water, 
yet who can withstand the raging flood?

—Lao Ma in Xena, Warrior Princess
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Chapter one

S
he crouched in the stern of  the barge, listening to the 
thud of  the oxen’s feet as they made their slow way up 
the haulage path, and the chant of  the men at the wheel 

that opened the sluice behind the barge. Water lapped against 
the hull, rising slowly in the coffin that held it: this was not a 
great rise as the steps of  the water-stair went, but even a small 
lift took time. The water could only flow so fast, diverted from 
the downstream channel. But it was enough to lift the barge, 
heavy with casks of  the new year’s wine, and she could see 
lights in the distance, the great smokeless flares of  witchlight 
that illuminated the docks at Nen Elin. There was sunlight, 
too, narrow fingers reaching down from the cavern’s roof  to 
strike sparks from the water: even here the Blazing One was 
present, and she hugged that knowledge to her heart.

W

A t the bow gate someone shouted an order and the men bent 
their backs to the wheel again, closing the sluice. The rush of  
the water slowed to a trickle, no louder than the slap of  the 
little waves against the hull, and the captain called for poles. 
She was slow to respond, her eyes still drawn by the strands of  
light, and the bargemaster clouted her shoulder.

“Meleas! Blood and bones, your wits have been wandering 
since we left Nen Ddaur. Get to work, or the captain will leave 
you here.”

She scrambled to her place, hoisting the heavy pole so as 
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not to foul the others or the sides of  the coffin, and the gates 
opened in front of  them releasing the barge into the docking 
pool. The ground was shallow here, the water of  the main 
channel slowed and tamed, and she dug her pole into the 
stony bed, falling easily into the familiar rhythm. The dock 
drew closer, wooden pilings built out from a shelf  carved from 
the living rock. The witchlights flared high as a man, colder 
than sunlight and throwing paler shadows.

She had been promised Esclin Arros, promised the ruler 
of  the Hundred Hills, and for an instant she faltered, her pole 
missing its ground so that she jerked and nearly fell, but she 
recovered herself, her breath white in the cold air. They had 
promised, the Blazing One had spoken—the arros should be 
here. She couldn’t see from the barge’s deck, her view blocked 
by the great casks, and in desperation she leaped to the dock 
to take the stern line. The sternman swore at her—that was 
properly his job—but she ignored him, walking backward 
along the dock with all her weight on the heavy line. The 
others dug in their poles, easing the barge to its place, and she 
looped the line around the bollard, snugging the stern tight 
against the pier. The dock workers crowded close, and she 
put the hoist between herself  and the barge. The Blazing One 
would not abandon her. The arros would be here; it was only 
her task to have faith and do as she had pledged.

She edged away from the pier, scanning the gathering 
crowd. The arrival of  a barge was always an event, children and 
dogs and anyone not tied to their work glad to seize a moment’s 
holiday. She dodged a trio in dirty smocks, obviously escaped 
from the kitchens, and flinched back behind a tree-carved 
pillar as one of  the household archers hurried past. There were 
apprentices from the forge, come all the way from the roof—
full-fledged smiths, too, their wool gowns hastily shrugged on 
over shirt and hose. They must have started down as soon as 
the barge reached the last step of  the water-stair, ready now to 
gawp and gossip. She could feel the knife hot against her thigh 
beneath her worn gown. Surely the arros was not immune to 
such desires—surely he would come to see.
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And then she saw him, coming down the shallow steps that 
led up into the nenn itself: a man gold as ripe wheat, his bone-
white hair loose on his shoulders and the blind eye covered 
by a patch as red as blood. The Blazing One had put her on 
his blind side, the better to speed her work; she would need to 
strike hard and fast to get through his cloak, black lambskin 
with the fleece left long, but the blade was honed and blessed 
and ready. She glanced up at the spear of  light plunging down 
from the vaulted ceiling, a pinpoint bright as the Blazing One, 
and stepped into the crowd as though into a stream, hauling 
at her skirts as she went.

She ducked past the first two women, dodged an archer 
who was shedding his gown to join the line of  men helping 
unload the barrels. He shouted after her, more annoyed than 
alarmed, but then as she ignored him, boring on through the 
crowd, his voice rose and sharpened.

“Hey! You there!”
Meleas ignored him, the dagger in her hand now, held low 

against her hip. The rays of  sunlight stabbed down into the 
dock, filling her with the Blazing One’s fire; she would meet 
the arros in one of  those shafts of  light, and she exulted in the 
realization.

“Careful!” A woman caught at her sleeve, but she jerked 
free, pushing forward past a stocky man and another woman 
in a worn surcoat. The sunlight beckoned, the white-haired 
arros just outside its reach.

“Stop, you!”
She flung off  the blocking arm, but other hands reached 

for her, and she spun free, displaying her dagger so that they 
fell back for the moment she needed.

“The arros!” someone shouted. “Look to the arros!”
He turned at that, the good eye widening pale as ice as 

he brought the lambskin cloak up like a shield. She ripped 
at it anyway, the blade tangling for a moment in the trailing 
fur, and then she’d freed it and lunged again with a cry of  
fear and rage. The arros turned away like a dancer, the whirl 
of  black leather obscuring his movements, and then his men 
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were on her, driving her to her knees and then flat on her face 
on the grit and stone of  the dock. She had failed, failed, and 
the sunlight failed with her, fading as though the Blazing One 
turned from her in disgust, and she began to scream.



Chapter two

T
hey gathered in the room that should have been the 
consort’s had there been a consort at Nen Elin, Esclin 
Arros pacing the narrow space while his people stayed 

out of  his path and one page built up the fire while another 
poured wine. Esclin reached for the first cup, but Kelleiden 
Smith caught his hand.

“Wait.”
“A knife and poison in the same day?” Esclin paused 

nonetheless, and Maeslin Steward fetched a misshapen lump 
of  nacre on a silver chain. He dipped the nacre in the wine, 
lips moving as he whispered the incantation. He drew out 
the shape unchanged, and the page from the hearth hastily 
produced a bit of  linen to wrap it in.

“It’s as well to be sure,” Maeslin said, and handed the cup 
across.

Esclin took it, looking into the red depths for a moment 
before he took a swallow, barely tasting the familiar spice of  
this autumn’s vintage. “Have you found out who she is?”

Ilgae Marshal shook her head, the red-gold curls that 
betrayed her Exile blood caught back hastily with a thin 
strip of  leather. “Not yet. The barge master says she’s called 
Meleas, he doesn’t know a second name for her. He thinks 
she’s from Ramnos, but she’s been working the Hidden River 
since the spring.”

“What does she have to say for herself ?” Kelleiden asked.
“She doesn’t,” Ilgae said.
Esclin lifted an eyebrow at that, and Ilgae spread her 
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hands. “You heard her at the dock. It was all we could do 
to get her to stop screaming, and since then she just sits and 
rocks, won’t say a word. She’s in the cells, I’ve left Rota with 
her.”

“Then you think she’s mad,” Kelleiden said.
“She’s not acting like a sane woman,” Ilgae answered.
“Mad or not,” Maeslin said, “we need to know who’s 

behind her. Who put her up to this.”
“Must there be someone?” Esclin took another swallow of  

his wine, glancing from face to face to judge their answers.
“Does she have some quarrel with you?” Kelleiden asked 

in turn, and Esclin allowed himself  a thin smile. Of  all of  
them, Kelleiden had the right to that question, both as the 
master smith and as the man who’d shared Esclin’s bed most 
often for the last two decades.

“I’ve never seen her before. Not that I remember, anyway. 
And I’ve no quarrel with Ramnos or its people.” Esclin sighed. 
“So, yes, I take your point.” He rested his hip on the long 
table, automatically turning so that his blind eye was toward 
the windowless wall.

“There are the omens to consider,” Ilgae said, after a 
moment. She would not meet the arros’s gaze, staring intently 
at the carved stone wall.

“I don’t see that it’s relevant,” Esclin said. The summer’s 
fighting had ended in stalemate, just as it had for the last four 
years, and at harvest-tide the public augury had been at best 
ambivalent. As the nenn’s speaker, the White Mistress’s voice, 
Rota had put her best interpretation on it: the day a wheelman 
entered Nen Elin was the day the nenn would fall. A week 
later, a wandering seer, a servant of  the Huntress, one of  the 
lesser gods of  the hills north of  Nen Gorthen, had arrived 
with a warning that Esclin courted his father’s fate. Esclin 
dismissed that as one last thrust in the long quarrel between 
his mother’s people and his father’s, but he knew that he had 
not had the effect he’d hoped.

He saw Ilgae and Kelleiden exchange glances, and then 
Kelleiden said, “Is it not?”
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“No.”
“Our folk will think so,” Ilgae said. “Whatever the truth 

of  it.”
“Let it go,” Esclin said, and gestured impatiently for the 

page to serve the others.
Kelleiden accepted a cup from the hovering page. “Does 

anyone in the household know her?”
“Not that I’ve found,” Maeslin said. “My people are still 

asking questions, but the dock men say she’s a stranger to 
them. And to the kitcheners.”

“They’d say that regardless,” Esclin said.
“Yes, but I believe them.” Maeslin gave a crooked smile. 

“They’re not all of  them that good liars.”
“Why, then?” Kelleiden shook his head. “We’ve no quarrel 

with Ramnos.”
“It’s an Exile town,” Ilgae said.
“The Exiles should have no quarrel with us.” Esclin took 

another swallow of  his wine. His free hand was trembling, 
pure physical reaction, and he flattened his fingers against the 
sanded surface.

“Manan does. From whence the Exiles come, and Ramnos 
is a traders’ town before all. And Manan elected a new lord 
paramount at the equinox.” Kelleiden met the arros’s eyes 
squarely.

That was true, of  course, and they were back to the truth 
that Esclin had been avoiding. He fixed the smith with a 
minatory stare. There was enough to worry about as winter 
settled over the Hundred Hills without raising that particular 
specter.

“People will talk,” Maeslin said.
“I’m still alive,” Esclin said, with a smile he didn’t feel. 

“I’d call that a good portent.” He won a few smiles at that, but 
Ilgae shook her head.

“It’s not a joking matter, Sire.”
“And I will consult with the speaker,” Esclin said, “but 

that’s not the matter at hand. I want to know who sent this 
girl—”
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The door swung open, Ilgae turning automatically to 
place herself  between it and the arros, Maeslin and Kelleiden 
reaching for their knives. Esclin had his own knife half  drawn 
at the sound, and then realized that it was his daughter Talan 
in the doorway.

“I’m sorry, Father, but the matter’s urgent. The girl—
Meleas—is dying.”

“Dying how?” Esclin sheathed his dagger without apology.
“Burning up with fever,” Talan said. “Rota said you 

should come.”
Esclin nodded. “Has she spoken?”
“Not a word.”
Esclin closed his lips over his first response. “Maeslin, 

keep questioning our people, see if  anyone knows anything. 
Ilgae, I’ll want you to tighten the watch for a day or three. 
Kelleiden…” He looked at his daughter. “Yes, we’ll come.”

The cells lay toward the heart of  the mountain, below 
the halls and storerooms and as far from the main gates and 
the docks as was practical. Talan knew all the shortcuts, 
leading them unerringly through the narrow hall between the 
kitchen and the armory, then down the twisting stair that led 
to the lowest levels. Esclin plucked witchlight from the air to 
supplement the hanging lamps and Talan did the same, the 
shadows wavering uneasily in the corners.

The corridor ended in a broad, low-ceilinged hall, the air 
thick with silence. More lanterns hung at stingy intervals, 
perpetual twilight, and at the door of  the largest cell, two 
archers straightened to attention.

“Arros,” one said, and a shadow moved within the cell, 
resolved into a stout woman drying her hands on her apron as 
she came to the door. Her hair was braided with beads and tiny 
bleached-white bones, the badge of  her office, and at Esclin’s side 
Kelleiden touched his heart in acknowledgment. She caught the 
gesture and dipped her head, but her attention was on the arros.

“You’re too late.”
“What?” Esclin froze. No natural illness worked so 

quickly. “How can that be?”
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“Her god forsook her.”
The speaker stepped back, beckoning them into the cell. 

Talan hesitated—she had not seen very much of  death, after 
all, would only be sixteen at the spring lambing—and Esclin 
stepped past her. Kelleiden came with him, positioning himself  
in the arros’s blind spot out of  long habit. Talan hovered 
unhappily behind him. The air was cold and smelled of  death, 
in spite of  the bucket of  water and the newly mopped stones. 
The girl’s body lay on the stripped cot, the straw emptied 
from the mattress and swept aside to be burned, a piece of  
linen covering her from breast to thigh. She looked small and 
pinched, her skin already waxen, like a votive figure ready for 
the offering.

“What happened?” Esclin took a step forward, waving his 
ball of  witchlight closer. There were no signs of  injury, not 
even bruises from the struggle at the docks, and he looked 
again at Rota.

“She stopped screaming when the guards brought her 
down into the dark,” Rota said. “They had searched her, but 
the only weapon on her was the knife she tried to use on you. 
They had sent for me straightaway, I was here within a quarter-
hour, and probably less. I found her balled up in a corner, 
rocking back and forth. She wouldn’t speak to me, and I admit 
I was sharp with your men, thinking they’d mishandled her.”

“But they had not?” If  they had, they would pay: everyone 
knew that rule.

“I don’t believe they had.” Rota dipped her head in 
apology.

“Well for them,” Talan muttered.
Esclin put out his hand to silence her, and Rota went on 

as though she hadn’t spoken. “I’d not been here very long—
my girl had brought the water and I’d sent her for a calming 
tea when I saw the prisoner start to shiver. I checked her, and 
her skin was hot to the touch, burning hot. I got her onto the 
bed, though I don’t think she knew herself  then, and her eyes 
rolled back in her head. She was beyond swallowing by the 
time I brought a dipper to her lips.” She nodded at Talan. 



-10-

Melissa Scott

“The thegen was here, so I sent her to fetch you. But she 
didn’t last.”

“She never spoke,” Esclin said.
“Not to me, and not to the soldiers.”
“And this fever…” Esclin studied the body again, unwilling 

to come closer, and Rota gave a thin smile.
“Not natural. And not, I think, contagious.” The White 

Mistress would know, ruler of  both death and healing. Esclin 
nodded.

“There is this you should see.” Rota stooped over the body, 
folding back the lower edge of  the linen. She flexed the girl’s 
leg, bending it and turning her knee outward to expose the 
inside of  her thigh, revealing a round red mark. A birthmark, 
Esclin thought, and in the same moment realized it was too 
perfect a circle. It was a ring of  flame burned into her flesh, 
the mark of  Manan’s newly dominant god, a red shiny scar.

“That’s what you meant. ‘Her god deserted her.’”
Rota nodded and eased the girl’s leg straight again, 

adjusting the linen to cover her more completely. “She is—she 
was sealed to the Blazing One. She sought your death, and 
when she failed, she died. That’s how I read the signs.”

“Sent by whom?” Esclin asked. “Besides the god.”
“That,” Rota said, “I cannot tell you.”
Kelleiden said, “The lord paramount wouldn’t grieve for 

your death.”
“He’s better things to do than cultivate assassins,” Esclin 

said. “Can we give her proper rites?”
“Not I,” Rota said. “That’s the master smith’s domain.”
“Not mine.” Kelleiden straightened.
“She tried to kill you,” Talan protested.
“She failed. She’s dead. I won’t harm her further.” There 

was no need to court further misfortune. Esclin looked over 
his shoulder. “Well, Kelleiden?”

“I will not touch those rites. That fire is not mine.” 
Kelleiden controlled himself  with a visible effort. “There 
are Exiles in the home-guard, one of  them will know what’s 
proper.”
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“My people will lay her out,” Rota said. “We’ll shroud 
her, too. That can do no harm.”

“Good,” Esclin said, and Kelleiden caught his sleeve 
before he could turn away.

“Esclin. You need to take precautions. I doubt this will 
end here.”

Esclin gave him a reproving glance, but Rota said, “The 
master smith is wise.”

“Another augury?” Esclin asked.
“Only what I saw before. Add to that common sense and a 

lifetime at court.” Rota gave a thin smile. “You need the royal 
sword.”

Esclin grimaced and looked at Kelleiden, who kept his 
face expressionless. The royal swords were the greatest of  
the great symbols of  Arra’s Folk: blades forged of  star-fallen 
iron, sealed to each arros by blood and fire. Both the smith 
and the speaker had declared it time Esclin claimed one. But 
the speaker had added another ill omen at the equinox: The 
royal sword made, she had chanted, deep in trance, by the arros 
betrayed.  No matter how she tried to hedge those words after, 
or how hard he tried to twist their meaning, no one was about 
to forget them. “I will be careful. As will Talan.”

She gave him an impatient look. “I’m always careful.”
“Keep Cat Meirin by you,” Esclin said, and she nodded. 

There were more things he wanted to say, more strictures he 
wanted to lay on her—she was the child he had raised as well 
as his heir—but she was a woman grown, and responsible 
for herself. “Then ask Ilgae to see if  any of  the Exiles will 
perform the rites for this girl.”

“I will,” Talan said, and turned away, collecting her 
witchlight as she went. It receded along the corridor, leaving 
them with only his own light and the duller lanterns.

“Is there anything else I should know?”
Rota shook her head. “If  I do find more, of  course—but I 

don’t expect to.”
“No more do I,” Esclin said, and cupped his witchlight in 

his open hand, drawing it back to hover at his right shoulder. 
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Kelleiden kept place at his left as they started down the 
corridor.

“Cat Meirin will keep her safe,” the smith said. “And, 
more to the point, Talan will put up with her. That was a good 
thought.”

Esclin nodded. Cat Meirin was Talan’s milk-sister, her 
mother Lysse had been Talan’s nurse from babyhood. She 
was six months older than Talan, and a head shorter, small 
and fierce as the mountain cats from whom she had taken her 
name. She was deadly with bow and knife and sword, and if  
her tongue stumbled, her hands did not. “Let’s hope so.”

“And yourself ?”
Esclin gave him a sidelong smile, knowing what the smith 

was really asking. “When have I ever slept alone? But I’d 
be glad of  your company these nights.” As he had hoped, 
Kelleiden breathed a laugh, and together they climbed back 
toward the halls.

W
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