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CELDAN NURSERY RHYME

Es-aosh established Celd,

Visjaes found us where we dwelled,

Visjaes scattered loss and strife,

Es-aosh fought for our life.

Es-aosh drove Visjaes hence

Es-aosh called every Prince

They, together, chase Visjaes

Over time and over place.

Es-aosh, of light and thought,

Visjaes, hot and chaos-wrought,

Es-aosh will surely win,

And come to be our Lord again.

(The hyphen rarely exists in Esaosh’s name, except in verse.)
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Map created by the author with Inkarnate.com.


KEY TENETS

OF THE

IMPERIAL CHURCH OF ESAOSH

Esaosh is the lord of clarity, reason, and strength.

All decisions, transactions, subjugations, and primacies

must emerge from those same virtues.

Every subject under Esaosh must reckon his own

worth, and behave accordingly.

Esaosh eschews over-emotion, unfairness, and

magic, as they derive from the demon-god, Visjaes,

who is the lord of chaos.

Esaosh wills that celdans adhere to the teachings

of the Church, as the Church will keep them safe

until Esaosh returns.

It should be unnecessary to codify any other law,

as Esaosh has already inscribed his will on every

mind, including even that of a slave.


A BRIEF CELDAN TIMELINE

YEAR SHADOWED:

Esaosh, wanting freedom from Jaes and Visjaes, flees the heavens.

YEAR 0:

Esaosh discovers a new world, and calls it Celd.

YEAR C. 300:

Esaosh orders Celd into provinces.

YEAR C. 600:

Esaosh establishes both the Church and the provinces’ ruling Princes.

YEAR C. 1150:

Visjaes invades, and commits a worldwide ruin called the Bale.

YEAR C. 1154:

The Bale drives some princes into dormancy.

YEAR C. 1200:

Esaosh and the remaining princes leave Celd, to pursue Visjaes.

YEAR 1202:

The Imperial Church of Esaosh becomes Celd’s steward.

YEAR 1203:

The provinces of Treehand and Merrial become pagan.

YEAR 2306-2422:

The Church and Treehand wage the Clearing Wars.

YEAR 2763:

The present

.


MONTHS OF THE CELDAN YEAR

1. ZEFFAR

2. AF

3. BARDION

4. CORE

5. ROCHON

6. ALPION

7. LEHASHON

8. SISLAU

9. ZAFFION

10. POTCH

11. ALTARIB

12. WAX
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chapter 1

INCREASE

I was born because I was afraid. I still remember the fear and the falling, and for a long time, I considered that drop the first transgression of my life. These days, I recognize how at least the fear came from reverence, but it would take a near-burial for me to realize such a thing. Now, at the end of my life, I enjoy the irony of waiting in a Church prison cell that hangs high in the air. The ones who hold me are the Imperial Church of Esaosh; in fact, they hold control over most of the world. My people, the Riven, have warred with them for most of a century. I don’t think I ever told the Church about what I felt when I was born, but these days, it still seems they’re trying to send me back.

They’ve dangled me high above Cathedral Ordinal, which is the Empire’s chief fortress. What they haven’t realized is how they’ve given me a view of the Gomadong Plain that is so reaching and splendid that it could drive me to defy the Church’s religion, simply because the land’s own beauty hints at something better. And in the meantime, what neither of us has realized is how high-hanging solitary doesn’t keep every visitor out.

As it happens, I’m telling this story to a bird. That’s ridiculous—I thought so too. But as a prisoner, I don’t get much company. As I’m both a heretic nun and a former advisor to the Riven’s army, my jailers consider me too dangerous to keep around anyone but a handful of guards. Nor does it help that I’m one hundred thirty-two years old. Even if I didn’t talk to a bird, the people around here would consider mine a witch’s lifespan. And to be honest, it scares me too. I don’t know why I’m still alive. Lumis Caspar, the head of the Church, is at least fifty years older than I am, but I believe he purchased his longevity from the same demon who made Caspar’s power nearly unspeakable.

The bird appeared nearly a month ago, with the late summer’s first snow. I’d stuffed my hair out the window of my prison cell, as the freshest water I can get these days is what I can wring from my hair. I had lain over the brick, watching the snow mute the glare from the cathedral’s mirrored spires, and the bird half-collided with the sill, giving a sort of guttural moo.

I watched him from across the room. He was about twice the size of my head. He had pulled himself the rest of the way onto the sill with a beak nearly long as he was. The thing was almost thick as my arm, and it had the color of dark wood that’s begun to wear. The bird himself was featherless, except for three blue, disheveled primaries. Now he ground his bill. He was naked enough to make me wonder if he was some wayward chick—maybe an owlet with an unusual neb. But he had a withered foot and some film over one eye, and his chest skin sagged so much I worried he’d spear it. Not that I should talk. As he sat on my sill, I wondered if the weather had blown him here. He couldn’t possibly have flown.

At first I didn’t want to move. If I startled him, he might pitch off the window, and land near the sentries below. One of his three primaries stood nearly vertical in the wind. I shoved my three-legged chair toward the window. The exertion of it all made me huff some, and the bird spread his stance. I piled straw from my pallet into the seat of the chair, as this seemed the best way to show welcome to a bird. The wind pitched, and landed me in the chair. Then the bird, with his feathers a-breeze, stood on one foot, and used the other to comb his head.

Except for my potbelly, I’m mostly skin and bone. Sometimes I hold my hand to the sun, and half expect to see through it. But my prison is made of sandstone brick, and the weather off the Gomadong can tilt my cell to the point where in the mornings, I occasionally wake in a different spot from where I went to sleep. In the wind, now, this bird clutched his pink head with his gray toes, and he did not move.

The only other time I’d seen something like this was in the wastes of Merrial. Its chasms run deep enough to create their own gales, while Nab-ush—the chitinous stalk that leads up from this world—stands firm. The bird on my sill had an eye film reminiscent of the stalk, but the rest of him did not. Nabush was a creation of Esaosh—the Church’s own vile god—and he used it to climb from this world, the way a snake slips its cage. Among his other domains, Esaosh is allegedly the god of strength. But even on this first visit with my bird, I decided that despite his immovability, he was too woebegone to serve a monster like Esaosh.

Now I stood from the chair. The creature’s beaded gaze suggested expectation, something like the stare a dog uses when he wants his dinner. With such a beak, the bird probably speared meat. “You can’t be one of our messengers,” I said. Our army does use birds as couriers, but we usually stick to blue jays, as they’re nearly as smart as ravens but not as obvious. This bird would be far too noticeable, if not also too magical. Not that magic is the right word; these days, most magic is an evil purchased through the bargains of the Church’s plutomancy. I knew this, but I wasn’t yet ready to call the bird a miracle.

Now the wind gusted the scent of the cathedral bakery, the flesh-golem pens, and the smeltery that prepared the courtyard’s new summoning altar. The bird flapped his naked wings, and gave a shake to his stub of a tail. The snow must have been uncomfortable. I touched the chair and invited the creature to sit. He stared from the sill. I offered some bread crumbs that, along with a spider, had somehow traveled to the folds of my lowered hood. The bird wanted none of it, so I offered pig jerky; he stood on it. I offered him more straw from my pallet, and he picked at a strand. He left a pile on the flagstones, and returned to his previous demands.

I peered at the guards on the cavern floor. They’d probably shoot the bird, if they thought I had any rapport with him. The young watchmen aren’t usually so vicious; in fact, whenever I’m able speak to them, I do what I can to keep them from turning cruel. But their superiors have taught them such fear of me that, last week, when I dropped my hair dongle onto the portico where they stand outside my cell door, a boy crept upon the dongle with a shoe.

Now the bird sat, too large for the window. “Come in,” I said, and I took a step toward him. His eyes widened, and he lowered his head, with a hiss like a turtle. I found the wall behind me, and eased myself down to sit.

A bird hunted me, once. I still remember it pushing the tundra’s boulders out of the way, as it rummaged while I ran. Now the bird on the sill seemed to rummage me with a look. “What do you want?” I said. If I needed to chase him off, he likely wouldn’t make it easy.

He picked at his chest fuzz while he leveled me his gaze. His one clear eye was so black that when he shut it, I could still see the color through the pink in his lid. For a long time, he didn’t move, and as the early evening deepened, his shadow on the flagstones grew immense. In my chair, I sat far away from the silhouette, as if my touching it would somehow register as impertinence. And my worry here was ludicrous. I’ve stood before whole armies, some of them not even mine. “You’re a bird,” I said. He leaned on his feet, from side to side. Those talons could probably hold both of my hands in one. The creature settled on his haunches, and that made his claws tighter grip the sill. He slit his good eye, but kept open his filmy one, as some little answer to the rising moon. The cataract likely muted distraction so he could doze, but I figured he still watched. I certainly did. Nearly every bird can be disarmingly keen; a ship captain once told me how the crew’s ravens would decide which of a sailor’s hands to perch on, depending on the one they discerned was dominant.

At some point, I slept. At my age, sleep descends like a pillager. The dawn came with a high rumble and a pop, and I awoke in a sweat that might have come from a fearful sleep. Amid the orange of morning, the bird stood in the window, on taller legs than I’d reckoned he had. He leaned somewhat in from the sill, because he likely needed the space, and he watched me with both eyes. Something in his neck quivered, and the sound that came from him was like somebody tattooing a hand drum in a glass jar. All birds sing at daybreak; even, in a way both terrible and holy, the raptor on the tundra sang. My window bird’s ritual went on for a while—long enough for me to manage to stand. Then the song ended with that percussive noise people can make when they snap the side of their open mouth. This was apparently the pop I’d heard when I awakened. The bird bowed a little, and shat. But I figured his song wasn’t the workup to that finale. He tattooed for the duration of the sunrise, pressing me his same black, white, and imperious stare. The day rose higher, and he finally made a third mouth-snap sound.

“Good Mother,” I said.

The bird had jumped into the room. I stood behind the chair. Then I offered him the chair. Then I sat in the chair. My heart fluttered a little, as it does these days when I feel the creep of panic. The bird walked the edge of my cell, with legs so bent, he had to raise his beak from the floor. He stepped over a swatch of burlap I’d been trying to sew into mittens. His chest fuzz spread to some kind of eczemated scales that stretched up his nape until they gave him a brownish pate. And just then, despite his intrusion, he reminded me of an old man in his underclothes.

He sat, and the brick cell pitched. It pitched. Its roof chains creaked, and I folded my hands in my lap. My knees shook.

“Please show me,” I said, “what you’d like me to do.”

The creature remained in his crouch, and rattled something in his beak. I couldn’t think of any bird his size who could pitch a sandstone cell.

When people are lonely, they talk to whatever’s available; I understand that. I’ve seen a hermit hold parliament with a hive of bees; a senile blacksmith who daily considered the urge to hug his fire; and a man from a dungeon who scrawled miles of walls with his own discourse, so he could encounter parts of them again to start new conversations. At my age, from either the years of mortar or the decades of gritting my teeth, I’ve developed a tinnitus that sounds like cicadas—and in the summers, when the real insects come, I can never tell if other people can hear them or not. I’d forgive you if you thought this bird was a phantom of my own loneliness. But in my life, I’ve encountered magic and demons, and a divinity who throws us against both magic and demons. And if I dismissed my bird as something blown here by chance, I’d deny much of what had killed so many, and much of why the rest of us keep trying to live.

In the morning after he sang, the bird watched me while I thought. Those people who spoke with bees and fire and the warren of themselves: some of them were lonely—shunned, even—but I promise they were never forsaken. In fact, they’d been visited, sometimes repeatedly, sometimes to the extent where they had sought solitude so they could enter a space large enough to accommodate the very exchange. And I know this, because, in a room beneath the earth, in a place that could be this hanging cell’s opposite and companion pole, something visited me as well. Like those hermits, I have been seized, touched, twisted, as every heretic supposedly is. After a while, most of us learn how miracle carries with it an obligation. And this duty is one reason why, at first, I didn’t want to recognize miracle at all.

After some reflection, I’ve come to suspect this bird has arrived, because I’ve been tasked to impart a dispatch to you. Such a demand would coincide with everything I’ve seen, including what lives at the top of Nabush. But I won’t press the point. I don’t have to. If you’re aware of what I’m saying, the miracle has also addressed you.

It took me some time to realize the bird wanted a dispatch. You’ll agree most of them don’t. But throughout our second day together, I noticed how if I began to speak at length, the bird shut both his eyes. Throughout that next week, I discovered how if I began to tell him what I knew of this world, and of my people’s opposition to the Church controlling this world, he tucked one of his feet up into himself. So I started to recite, and he started to dose. And then if I diverged from my account—say, if I noticed a boy in the courtyard sneaking a morsel to a dog—the bird rousted with a gaze so black that I kept an eye on his bill.

These days, when I speak, my bird lets me have the window. He leaves at dusk, using those talons to climb his way to my roof, or to a beam someplace, or I don’t know where else. But after dawn, he takes up my mittens as a kind of mat. I lean against the sill and let my voice carry. It helps something if the old guards below me think I’m crazed, and it heals something else, if the other guards are young enough to wonder if I’m not. I’m careful not to tell them everything I share with you; sometimes I whisper to the bird. But as an old lady who has already mostly left this earth, I’m probably more forthcoming than you’d guess. From my stone jar, midair, I start my story at the beginning:

My name is Gaelle. It’s pronounced most often as the strong wind, although a friend of the family once suggested I should pronounce it Guile. In addition to being a nun, and a heretic, and a military advisor, I’m the niece of Jillian (the outlaw who raised me) and Miriamne (a mage whom the Church burned). I’m other things too, and I haven’t divulged some of the most important ones; those things take time to tell. As for the bird, I don’t know his name, at least not yet. In the weeks since he landed on my sill, he’s grown two feathers, so I’ve begun to call him Increase.

The world we live in is called Celd; that’s with a soft C. To me, the name suggests a variant of sold. Or more recently it’s reminded me of a place imprisoned: cell-ed. It turns out that in certain ways, both interpretations are correct. But such an idea is part of my own heresy.

Well, we heretics may be twisted, but along the way, the mere fact of such attention shows we’ve also been selected. Today, a spindly redhead stands guard at the portico outside my cell door. It’s a wide enough space that a person could probably get used to sleeping there. But we are in midair, and he stands flat against the wall while he glances along the suspension bridge connecting my cell to Ordinal’s main fortress. I would love to free him; in a critical sense, he’s a prisoner too. Throughout its history, the Church has conscripted boys, right from their parents. Because they’ve been snatched from both their families and any semblance of choice, there’s a time when these young are vulnerable to people like me. So many of these captives proliferate the Church’s empire, that if they revolted, they could turn it all inside-out. My people hope for an uprising, anyway. It’s what I hope, provided I can find a boy who would be receptive. For all I know, such turning is also what Increase hopes; maybe my dispatch can reach these orphans as well as you. In any event, what this prison’s architects have also forgotten is how a roost in midair is a brilliant place from which to preach. So if I am in fact crazed, and if Increase isn’t receiving my testament, you’ve come upon it through a recording issued by someone else. And truly, that would be a miracle too.


chapter 2

CART AND HORSE

part ONE

I was born, afraid and two months early, in an oxcart. We’d been on the way to a midwife. My mother did not survive. My father kept the oxcart by the cottage for years afterwards. He planted bluebeard shrubs in its bed, where every summer they blossomed, and every winter, they turned to bone. When I was young, I made myself thrust my head, wide-eyed, into the shrubs, at least once a winter. During all this, I imagined my mother watched me face the dread and the pain. I imagined her accepting my apology for being born early, and lethally, from fear. And from the beginning of those days, my shame bid I spend a great deal of time trying to resist all personal fright as if it were the worst form of idolatry. Actually, it isn’t the worst. But it was the worst I could recognize for a very long time.

My father’s name is Lloyd. My mother’s name is Barbara. After she died, my aunt on my mother’s side, our Jillian, came to live with my father and me. For a long time, I thought she was the only aunt I had. My family worked an orchard of apple and eddlefruit near the thorp of Ludington, which is in Holding province. Holding is under the dominion of the church currently keeping me at Cathedral Ordinal—that is, the Imperial Church of Esaosh. Their god is whom my side of the war has come to oppose. And in retrospect, I think I first started looking for a different faith, way back when I decided to reject him.

Esaosh is the god who led us, his people, to Celd. He brought us to this world after his rulers, Jaes and her son Visjaes, turned against him. Contrary to what we Riven know, the Church declares Esaosh is a wise and devoted savior. They teach that after he established our redoubt, Esaosh set a Prince in power over each of Celd’s five provinces. These Princes settled the lands of Holding, Cadmus, Treehand, Azmon, and Merrial. But then Visjaes, the supposed demon-god, attacked, and committed a violence known collectively as the Bale. During the Bale, Visjaes cast some of the Princes into a torpor. Esaosh and the rest of the Princes drove Visjaes away, and they then gave chase. Evidently they hunt him still. For over 1600 years, Celd has awaited the return of Esaosh and the Princes. The Church says it keeps watch the best it can, especially for invading agents of Visjaes. It sets worldwide laws, both religious and secular, as it seeks, allegedly, to regulate peace and security. It claims to instill Esaosh’s virtues of reason, strength, and fairness, while also stamping out all passion, magic, and trickery that might attract Visjaes, the Demon Son.

In my old age, I am a nun of Visjaes. She’s our god, not a fiend. And her very divinity suggests how most things anyone proclaims about her don’t even come close to what she is. This Demon Son, for instance, most often reveals herself as female to me. But assigning any gender to divinity is like assigning color to water, when on some days, it will change its hue as soon as your reflection appears inside it. I will assert how Visjaes is a god of creation, which means she’s a god of possibility. Creativity also means she’s a god of love, and such love suggests she’s also a god of correction. I will further admit Visjaes is indeed a trickster. She seizes her mystics. Through her enemies’ own protest, she makes them announce her existence. And regardless of how the people of Esaosh claim to defeat her influence, the gloom of this world is one place she goes to get back up again.

Still, I didn’t become a nun of Visjaes for a very long time. During my childhood, my immediate family had dealt little with cosmology, for reasons ranging from irrelevance, to irritation, to outright resentment. We were an irreligious group. The Imperial Church—who equated weakness with sin—had begun to institute a steel-shod reform that, in the name of security, debased the poor and made villains of unbelievers. We were both. And my aunt Jillian, who was also flagrant, fought to save as many of the poor and the faithless as she could. In her twenties, she became an outlaw, who then became savvy in the ways of theft and infiltration, who then became captured. And since then, the Church had sentenced her to a kind of open servitude, where they snatched her into any ruin they discovered, for the purposes of clearing out its dangers, as well as its coffers. In short, Jillian was what the Church calls an intrepid. That’s an apt name for her, considering how while she remained indentured to them, she sent some of the best treasures to cabals opposing the Church. She also spent a great deal of time on the run. In fact, since the day she arrived at our farm when I was nine, I spent a lot of my youth wondering why she had run to us.

This story is about my encountering that reason, and it’s also about my encountering the remains of my family, as we struggled to fight a church of demons. My part in the fight began when I refused to harm a cosmic and accursed horse, which everyone under the sway of those demons was trying to find. When we came upon the horse, I didn’t know she was either sought after or cursed. I was all of fifteen, and I simply refused to kill her. I refused. No true injury ever came to the horse. But in sparing her, and in sparing her master, I committed a rebellion that would shape the rest of our lives.

The horse arrived on a day in late summer, when Jillian talked me into an elder tree. It was the eldest tree on the farm—the greatest sire tree—and when my aunt looked up at me, she seemed as small as I was. “Your father is dead, Child.” She said he’d been killed by Wilm Albertson’s mare. She called this to me while I was at the top, next to nothing but some feaster’s down and talon marks. I looked around for something, as if in response to all this I could find a switch or a tool. My hands had gone numb; in a way, they made the tree feel absent. Those who came to the farm said Jillian and I resembled each other, and now she stood, looking like me calling up to myself.

She dropped her gaze and lay a hand on the sire’s trunk. The tree smelled of the resin my father would get on his face and hands when he trimmed the orchard. Even though other woodsmen appreciated it for improving their grip, my father believed it perverse to use a tree’s own sap in the process of cutting it. He loved the trees. With something bordering on indignation, he loved the whole land. Jillian had told me love obviates economy, and she was exactly right. Perhaps she was also correct in deciding that by clutching this tree, I would smell my father.

Now pale, short, and shorter-tempered, she peered at me as if she were something inevitable. In a few ways, she was. The tree jostled, where Jillian had already climbed into the lower branches. She could climb as fast as other people swim, but now she took her time.

Jillian settled among the middle limbs, as invitation. She confessed she’d decided to tree me before she told me of my father, because she hadn’t wanted me to run. Enough predators lived in the surrounding forest that running made a person resemble prey. So now I held, whole bodied, to the branches, and wondered how long Jillian had spent the anguish of the day, anticipating this trap.

Earlier in the afternoon, she’d told me how, from the roof of this tree I could see the fall festival in Ludington. And I could. In many ways, she hardly ever lied. Jillian’s attachment to the truth is part of what made her inevitable.

So when she sat there, looking away from me as if she tried to tame a wild animal, the animal inside of me jumped. I don’t know if it jumped because it was afraid or enraged—whether it fought to live or die—but I hit the ground rolling. Jillian had taught me that instinct. I tumbled, by reflex, into a stance, and she watched me where she stayed.

She climbed down head first. This was a trick she’d been trying to teach me, that she was probably teaching right then. In addition to unsettling any onlookers, the position lessens your chances of getting surprised. Now I thought of punching Jillian, in hopes she’d kill me by reflex. But even at fifteen, I knew she had deeper instincts. She pushed into a sort of roll, and landed on her feet.

“You’re a thief,” I said. Poor Jillian; it was the worst I could think of calling her.

She sheathed her hand-held climbing tines, and wiped an eye. “Yes.”

part TWO

Earlier in the day, my father had purchased the mare responsible for killing him, from Wilm Albertson. Wilm was apparently inconsolable about the death. Imperial Law decreed that Wilm should be beaten senseless for selling a murderous animal, and for the animal to be killed. Jillian told me how Wilm was overcome more for the sake of himself and the horse than for my own father (whom he disliked). And this was consistent with what we knew of Wilm.

It so happened that before I’d learned of my father’s death, Wilm had found Jillian, and told her of the accident. He had admitted he’d told the horse how he suspected my father loved plants more than animals. But Wilm told my aunt he’d never suggested anything more violent. This was Wilm’s defense, as if a horse could be spoken with, about murder.

The story Wilm told is that after agreeing to the purchase, my father mounted the horse for only the first time, and that as soon as he sent her into a trot, the mare threw my father forward, so he broke his neck on landing. Wilm had run to my father when he’d heard the horse’s scream. And in the meantime, the scene had also attracted a merchant from Azmon—an Azman—who had seen the entire incident, including the final parts of Wilm’s and my father’s transaction.

The witness, being a foreigner, couldn’t give legal testimony in a court of Holden law, but Wilm worried the Azman would pay someone to be a witness in his stead. This could happen sometimes. Furthermore, Wilm feared the Azman could use the accident to turn both Wilm and his horse into flesh golems. These creatures, called mindless, are catatonic, necromantic creations that, although a staple of the Azmonian economy, were forbidden in the rest of the Church’s empire.

Now, on the day of my father’s killing, Jillian told me Wilm knew more about talking horses than he knew about either Azmen or mindless. Still, she said such ignorance was helpful in how, without the witness, Wilm may have tried to hide my father’s corpse.

I’d been selling dried fruit at market when Wilm had first gone to Jillian with the news of my father’s death. Afterward, she had gone to Wilm Pasture to see for herself. Now, after we’d both agreed she was a thief, she told me what had happened, while we traveled back to Wilm’s hut. She spoke in her regular voice. She clicked at Godiva, our other horse, in the regular way, and her words sailed above me as if I sat at the bottom of a well. I rode with the outrage that, at the moment, Jillian could speak anything but outrage. And I rode with the outrage that she, at the first, hadn’t gone to Wilm’s in my father’s place.

My stance was harsh, perhaps; I spent a great deal of my childhood throwing my rage at Jillian. But we both knew how animals baffled my father. They would do little for him. He had no business buying an unfamiliar horse, a horse he hadn’t ridden until after her own purchase. I often wondered if my father even had business being a farmer—but then, he could grow anything. Vines flowered for him when they were out of season. He could look at a bare acreage and tell how much grain it would yield. I, myself, was short, like my aunt and my mother, but like him, I was stout and easily muscled. Wilm once suggested my father could raise me to win a prize in Ludington. I remembered that.

Now the cart creaked with Godiva’s uneven pull. She walked faster for us than she did for my father. She always had. A year earlier he’d sat, enraged, two miles from home because Godiva had stopped to graze, as if my father begrudged her the grass.

We had always expected a living thing would kill him. Sometimes it seemed he couldn’t harm anything, even to fend it away. For him, we feared the bears and the cougars, the adders, and the rocs. Infections lingered in him. In the fields, at the peril of running, he would rush at the feasters, to chase them from the crops, and they wouldn’t fly away. He could run them off only when they actively harmed the fields, and then only over time and just barely. Eventually, or so it seemed, he just out-produced the predators more than he ever defended against them.

I’m amazed how my father had only one child. But then, my mother did die in childbirth, leaving a hole in my life somehow in the shape of my own self. And I’d long wondered if during that night, while she screamed in the oxcart, my father had pulled, pushed, and finally whipped the obdurate ox to make it go. In any event, he likely blamed himself for my mother’s death, as much as I blamed my own fear. Maybe he’d blame himself for his own death, too.

Because blame was at issue here. I knew this the way a person knows another’s character. The Church invested a great deal in assigning blame for anything, after even the most senseless tragedy. That was its idea of keeping security. Both Jillian and my father had said as much, in these six years since she’d arrived. And in the oxcart now, I tried to hear my father’s voice while shutting out my aunt’s, even though they were both telling me the same thing.

“It isn’t what you want to focus on,” said Jillian, “I know it isn’t.” I wished she’d stop talking. “But around here, you know, if it’s not dealt with soon, punishment becomes contagious.”

The road rumbled the cart’s bench, as if the whole world sped by. “Somebody should get punished.”

“Fine.” She slowed the cart. “If you know what that means.”

“Speed it up.”

She stopped the cart, and Godiva stomped. “Gaelle, do you know what this punishment means?”

“Wilm gets punished.”

“And the horse.”

The wind kicked across the fields, and it jingled the reins. Maybe it blew my father’s hair. “That’s fine.”

“Gaelle.”

“It’s fine.”

I could smell her sweat, darker than usual, as if something welled from deep within. “You and I,” she said, “We need to think about what we’re going to do, when we get to Wilm Pasture.”

“You can start the cart.”

“You are the next of kin.” She put her face in mine. “Do you know what that means?”

“He was my dad.”

“Yes.” This was everything it meant. “But the law.”

“I know about the beating.”

“You don’t know everything about the beating.” She released a little gasp, as if from pain. “You know, I reckon no one’s ever told you.”

“I think I’ve been told plenty today.”

“Fine. But what you don’t know is that the rule of law says the beating— the punishment, all of it—has to come from you.”

The wind ruffed my hair, like my father’s. “No.” I watched the set of her jaw. I wanted her to disappear. “No, that’s not right. That doesn’t make a lick of sense.”

“It’s provincial law, applicable to the countryside.”

“Wilm gets the garrison—”

“And the countryside is where the garrison doesn’t have the resources to serve.”

“Resources?”

“Or motivation. Either way.”

Along her fist, the skin on her knuckles pulled thin. Her hand still had dirt from her chores; just this morning, we were all doing chores. “We can send him to Northcraft,” I said, “or Hal’s Bride.”

“Gaelle.” She put her palm on the side of her stomach, as if this was where her pain lived. “The law says you need to beat Wilm. Senseless. And right now. And then you need to kill the horse.”

“No.” I scrambled from the cart. Godiva, two heads taller than I, looked on. “That isn’t even possible.”

“I can help you with the horse.”

“Help?”

“I can.”

I couldn’t imagine how she’d do such a thing. I didn’t want to imagine. “My father is dead.”

“Come back to the cart.”

I turned a little circle.

“Gaelle.” Jillian looked behind us. “We can’t have this argument in the middle of the road.”

“Then you go to Wilm yourself.”

“Honey,” She never called me Honey, “the longer we wait, the more the news will spread—”

“What, that my father is dead?”

“And that you have yet to carry out the Law of Retribution.”

I wanted to sit down, right there, or lie down. I imagined both the horse, and the man who sold her, shuddering on the grass.

Now Jillian had her hand around my arm, and she was leading me to the cart.

“Jillian,” I stopped, but she tugged. She was stronger than I, and faster. “I haven’t even thrown a punch.”

“We can talk about it more.”

“I can’t do this.”

“We’ll get you through it.”

“You’re going to make me do this?”

“No.” She looked sadder than I’d ever seen her. “I can’t make you do anything. But I,” she looked as if she needed a witness, or a partner, “I need to take you to them.”

The mile marker to Wilm’s pasture stood just up ahead. She had waited almost to the end of the trip before we had our talk. “You trapped me,” I said.

She beat the reins.

“You trapped me,” I said, “the way you did in the tree.”

She looked at me sideways. “Would you have come of your own?”

“No.”

“Then it’s better that I trap you than they do.”

In those days, Wilm was brown-haired, blue-eyed, block-headed, and wiry. He had a paunch that, next to his frame, made him look like he was trying to abscond with something. When we reached him, he said my father carried the taint of the Treehanded. Jillian jumped from the wagon so fast that Wilm took a step back. Treehand is the province to our west. They worship the trees, and their forests swallow anyone who wanders their rim.

Now Wilm looked at Jillian as if he’d never liked her, and that she was confirming every reason why.

She came up to his shoulder. She said, “You’re disgracing the dead.”

“I forget,” he said. “You prefer to disgrace the living.”

“Speak to Gaelle then.” I didn’t want him to speak to me. “That’s why we’ve come.”

Wilm wiped his face, and looked around. A tawny man who could have been an Azman stood under a nearby oak. I looked at the ground, and kept looking. I didn’t want to look at anything else, because I might end up looking at my father.

“Gaelleda,” Wilm approached where I sat in the driver’s seat, “you’ve gotten big.”

I thought of striking him. “I don’t want to talk to you.”

“Gaelle,” said Jillian, “he has the right.”

“I do. I have the right,” said Wilm, “and the sadness. I am truly sad to say your father could not handle horses.”

“That’s twice,” said Jillian. “You’ve put the blame on a dead man.”

“The law says I can cast blame on a dead man, if the grievance affects the living.” Wilm grasped the front of the cart, and it leaned. “I’m the living.”

“You’re quoting a court law,” said Jillian.

“Well, all I can do is quote,” said Wilm. “I don’t get to go to court.”

“And that’s because you confessed,” said Jillian.

He heaved a look at the Azman. “You know why I confessed.”

“What I know,” said Jillian, “is how your bigotry helped condemn you.”

“Bigotry.” Wilm turned to me and back again. “I keep a good life. I raise good horses.”

“Clearly,” said Jillian.

“They are good horses!” said Wilm. “We make an honest living. We chart the stars.”

“So the horses help you chart the stars?” she said.

“My father made an honest living,” I said.

Jillian wiped her mouth. Wilm shoved his hands in his hair, and stood there, as if he’d glued himself. “Gaelleda. I know. It was a terrible mistake. He must have scared the horse he owned.”

“The horse he bought,” said Jillian. “And he bought her just now.”

Under the circumstances, this lawyering might feel unseemly, even obscene. But the law stood as the apparatus set to grind us. And even at fifteen, I knew the Church enforced over half its statutes with some kind of death.

“Gaelleda,” said Wilm. “You’re a big girl. You’re strong like your father. Maybe he was too strong for the horse.”

“Wilm,” said Jillian.

“My father didn’t break the horse’s neck,” I said.

“All right,” said Wilm. “Gaelleda, you know he was bad with horses. We all know.”

“You could have stopped him,” I said.

“How could I do this?” he said. “Gaelleda, your father was here. I was there. You shouldn’t have to tell a farmer not to scare a horse.”

“I have to kill your horse!” Maybe, somehow, my father could hear me. “I have to beat you till you drop.”

Wilm squeezed his hands. Jillian looked to the sky, and gave three quick blinks.

“That’s what I have to do,” I said. “You have killed my father, and you’ve made me decide whether to do these things.” My aunt had said she needed to deliver me, as if she’d been making a confession. “Either I do this, or I break the law.”

“Law? You people don’t follow the law,” said Wilm. “You have no reason to start following it now.”

“She’s fifteen,” said Jillian. I looked for my father, and stopped. “For a fifteen-year-old, I think you can take a beating.”

“No beating!” said Wilm. “Let’s reason instead, all right?” He kept an eye on Jillian. “No one has to go unconscious. No one has to kill anymore—”

“You forget the witness of the Azman,” said Jillian.

“No,” said Wilm. “I have so very not forgotten—”

“And this isn’t to mention,” said Jillian, “any person who was, or is, nearby.”

“Who else is nearby?” said Wilm. “Robbers in the woods?” He had a point. And I couldn’t tell if this made things better or worse. “There are accidents!” He glanced somewhere toward the porch. “Gaelleda. Gaelle. Will you beat and kill for an accident?”

“My father died of an accident.”

“Your father,” said Wilm. “Would your father want you to kill my own horse?”

“He’s using your father,” said Jillian.

“And you’re using your niece,” said Wilm. “Listen. Gaelleda. She is using you.”

“Stop,” I said.

“She wants to make you like her,” he said. “Rifling old church piles, making your mother weep.”

“You will leave her family out of this,” said Jillian.

“You like to think, Gaelle?” he said. “You like your skepticism?” He took a heavy breath, and something rattled in his throat. “Then show your independence. Yes? Don’t let her tell you what to do. Because from now on, she will be the only one who tries to raise you.”

Over the years, Wilm would become a better man than this. But now, as with the rest of us, he had a long way to go. In the pasture, his lips had gone white.

“Gaelle,” said Jillian. “If you break the law, the Church will try to find you for the rest of your life.”

I felt weightless. Sometimes the heaviest decisions have such an effect on me, as if they can lift with their own enormity. I was only fifteen and had just lost my father. He was somewhere on this land, and I didn’t want to see him. And I had just discovered that with this wagon ride, my aunt had trapped me all day long, to keep me from getting caught.

“Gaelleda.” Wilm was squeezing out a ghastly smile. “Gaelle.” His eyes flitted to my chest.

“I’ll do it,” I said to Jillian. “I’ll get it done. And you will help with the horse.”

“Now wait,” said Wilm.

He clutched at his belt. Jillian stepped behind him, and put a foot in his back. Wilm fell to the ground, and Jillian started to tie his hands. Wilm was weeping.

I backed up a small rise, away from all of them. The Azman, since forgotten, had sat. Jillian had Wilm kneeling. He tried to stand, and she held him down. I looked around, half hoping for someone to intervene, and I found the wagon bed holding dappled sun. Under the seat lay a case Jillian had filled with her kukris, as well as a club and a spade.

I gagged, but nothing came up. Beyond the rise, about fifty paces away, a white horse stood in its corral, rigid and still. Facing Wilm’s commotion, it pinned its ears. Maybe the horse had a sense of its own peril, or maybe it just responded to its keeper’s cries. A blue accordion slouched on the stump by the horse’s stall.

Jillian stalked toward me, with Wilm, as if she had brought me a gift. I stepped back, to the edge of the rise. Wilm leaned, and Jillian tugged.

When she first appeared in my life, Jillian had essentially arrived with my puberty. And now, while deep in the throes of both it and other catastrophes, I figured Jillian never brought anything good. She never did. She’d just appeared at our cottage one night, the way my mother had just died on another.

At the rise, Wilm shuffled with his ankles tied together. Jillian gave the horse a once-over. It paced. Wilm called to it, calling it Lucinda, telling Lucinda she was blameless. The horse snorted while it trotted in tight circles. It was clearly afraid. My father could never intentionally frighten anything, so I half climbed the fence, and screamed at the horse. It jigged, and I screamed again.

“Gaelle!” Jillian pulled me off the fence. “Stop it. Gaelle!” Wilm doubled over, and wheezed. Jillian held my wrist. “You want to kill a horse when it’s calm.”

I stood loose and out of breath. What she suggested made sense, but it also felt like a betrayal.

Jillian placed Wilm, facing me, between the pasture and me.

Wilm arched his back, and squinted. “Please.”

“We haven’t even hit you yet,” said Jillian.

“Then turn me so the sun’s not in my eyes.” He looked as far as he could over his shoulder. “Please.” He tried to meet my eye. “At least let me look at Lucinda.”

“I want Gaelle to see your face.”

Wilm rubbed his nose on his shoulder.

“And I don’t want her to turn her back on the horse,” she said. “How dare you sell it to Lloyd?”

“She’s a good girl,” he said.

Jillian said, “There are hoof marks on the barn door.”

That straightened him a little. He said, “She has a spirit.”

“Damn it, Wilm,” said Jillian. One reason Jillian was such a good guardian was that no matter what she actually knew, she intuited the stakes better than anyone.

Now she left for the wagon. Over her shoulder, she said for me to keep Wilm between the horse and myself. Wilm hobbled on his knees. He spat. I looked away, and felt myself blanche at the thought of knocking him senseless. If I hit Wilm with, say, the wagon’s club, he would likely fall over. That would make it easier to hit him a second time. The trouble was that I had no idea where I would hit him. I would break his nose, if I hit him in the face. I might make him bleed from the ears, if I hit him on the side of the head. He had tiny earlobes. He had a necklace tucked into his shirt.

He was smiling at me again, while a droplet of sweat moved along his jawline. My aunt was unloading the wagon. The Azman watched. On his knees, Wilm rocked from side to side.

“Stop it,” I said.

Wilm stopped. He’d likely been trying to work the ropes.

“She’ll catch you,” I said, “if you try to run.”

“I won’t run, Gaelleda.” He gave a strangled kind of laugh, and sniffed. “I won’t leave my horse.”

“You were going to sell your horse.”

“It was all I could do to sell her.” By the way he sat, the opening in his shirt showed the deep hollow in his collar bone. “I won’t leave Lucy like this, not ever. By the stars, I will not.”

He grunted, and grunted again. Jillian, when she’d made him kneel, had used a hook to fasten the rope on his hands to the rope on his feet. I hadn’t even seen her do it. I didn’t know we had a hook like that. Wilm couldn’t stop arching his shoulders.

“My aunt will be back.”

“She always comes back.” He sucked the sweat from his lip. “Lucinda had the longest eyelashes when she was a girl.” He shrugged off a fly. “Looked as if she were all dressed for a party.”

“You should stop talking.”

“I didn’t like to sell her.”

“Then you shouldn’t have.”

“No? Well I am poor, Gaelleda.”

“And I am an orphan.”

He made a hissing sort of laugh. “I think you’re all grown up.”

My father once told me of the Cadmul—the people of Cadmus—in the north, of how they crossed into adulthood when they killed the first animal larger than they were. In the Cadmul culture, my father would have never grown up. He would have been a girash, a grown child, for the rest of his life.

Wilm and I startled. Jillian had dropped the spade, and stood behind me, with the club and the kukris. The Azman stood behind her.

“No.” Wilm squirmed. “No, you get him away.”

Jillian steadied Wilm, who had started to tilt. Wilm hollered at her touch. Lucinda whinnied and pranced. Jillian was saying that the Azman brought cords only, that he was here to secure the horse.

Wilm shouted a curse.

The Azman told him to listen. “Wilm Albertson,” he said.

“Don’t you say my name.”

“You must please understand,” said the Azman, “I keep no mindless.”

“Oh, yes,” said Wilm. “I know how all of you visit whole brothels of mindless.” I didn’t know it at the time, but the Azmen have trouble producing female offspring. And as such, this insult was doubly, even triply, grave.

In the pasture, the Azman looked at Wilm with a softness. “I’m afraid I can’t calm you.”

Wilm bent a little forward, as this was the best way he could protect himself with his shoulders pinned open. The Azman unwound long straps of leather he apparently carried by wearing them around his legs. He spoke in a low voice to Lucinda, who had raised a front hoof. She was far taller than Godiva.

Wilm hollered for Lucinda to fight. He told the Azman she would never go mindless, that he could take my dead father if he so wanted a slave. Jillian hit Wilm, and he hunched over himself. She glanced at me. She righted him. I wanted her to carry him away.

“We’ll beat you first,” she said. “We’ll knock you senseless.”

“And when I wake up,” he said, “you’ll have killed her.”

“You won’t have to see it,” she said. “We’ll act as fast as we can.”

“I want to see her now,” he said.

“I told you why you can’t,” she said.

“Let him do it,” I said.

She turned to me. I tasted acid, and fought not to cough.

She worked quickly, almost automatically, as if I’d spoken an order. While she helped Wilm toddle to see the horse, she looked to me, the way she’d do if she positioned furniture. And it dawned on me that if I told her to turn him back, she’d probably comply.

My mother. I wondered what she would have done, if she had wanted this person to be my only guardian.

The Azman’s lips had a tattooed blue. He made a low whisper as he mounted Lucinda. And now with his mouth set, he stroked the sides of her neck. Wilm watched him, unblinking, as if he willed the horse to throw her mount.

The horse kicked her right leg, and the Azman squeezed to hold on. The fence slats around the corral had splits.

My father. I kept expecting either his retribution or his help. And then I realized his retribution was me.

I moved between Wilm and his horse. “You sold it,” I said to him. “Why?” Jillian tried to move me, but I held. “You sold a crazy horse.”

“She has a spirit,” Wilm said.

Geese pushed through the sky. Wilm’s nose whistled when he breathed, and I thought of it bleeding. Lucinda stood by the fence, wide-eyed and tossing her head. The Azman was down now, securing her front legs. He worked like some kind of mechanism.

“Lucinda’s dying,” I said, “because you sold her.”

Wilm said, “We were hungry.”

“Don’t talk,” I said.

“Gaelle, you should hear him,” said Jillian.

“Why?” I said. “This is more of the law?”

“No.” She held the club, blunt and wooden as fact. “What it gives is a full picture that frames the law.” She faced me, but now she spoke to Wilm. “Tell her why you needed the money.”

“I said why.” He stretched against the leather. “We needed the food.”

“We could have given you food,” I said.

“I don’t beg!”

The Church kept a law against begging; Wilm would get beaten for that, too.

“I wouldn’t beat you for begging,” I said.

“Well, you should know it’s thievery,” said Wilm. “And every thief deserves beatings and worse.”

Jillian dropped the club. She opened the box of kukris, and they gleamed like fish. “You’ll have to use the longest blade to kill the horse.” She held up a kukri. “And, Gaelle, you must be prepared for a lot of blood.”

“Lucinda shouldn’t be punished,” said Wilm.

The Azman put a smear of mud on the horse’s neck.

“Drive in,” said Jillian. “Jump back.”

“You’re supposed to help,” I said.

“I will help you by holding the horse.”

Wilm was toddling.

“I thought we were going to do him first,” I said.

“We will,” she said. “But what you learn about the horse will help you with him.”

“I don’t want to learn any of this,” I said.

“Beating Wilm will be harder,” she said.

“Harder than killing a horse?” I said.

She made a chewing motion. For all I knew, she was trying to destroy what she most wanted to say. “It will change your life to beat a man.”

“My life has already changed,” I said.

She took a breath, and offered me the club. “Do you want to cause pain, or just knock him out?”

“What?” I said.

“Do you want to break his bones?” she said. “Do you want to scar him? Do you want to ruin his hearing or his sight? Do you just want to make him hurt without permanent injury?” She wiggled the club for me to take.

“I don’t know,” I said.

“Take the club.” She pressed it into my palm. “If you want simply to knock him out, you can hit him in the temple. But be careful not to kill him.”

“I won’t kill him,” I said.

“If you do, you’re a murderer.” Her face sat in all straight lines. Wilm was sort of muttering. The Azman had pursed his lips until they’d disappeared. He kept the horse still as a monument.

“This law is stupid,” I said.

“Which part?” she said.

“I don’t know,” I said. “Which part isn’t?”

“You listen.” She dropped her gaze to mine, almost shoving it there, “You can’t speak lightly.”

“Gaelle,” said Wilm. “Think of what your father would want.”

I refused to look at him. “You be very quiet.”

“Gaelle,” Jillian grasped the club above where I held it, “think of what your father would want.”

The repetition felt like a betrayal. Even Wilm looked up.

“Jillian, you’re the reason I have to do this at all.” I shoved the club at her.

She pushed it back, and stepped close enough that I could smell the smoke on her from our kitchen fire. “If the victim doesn’t immediately carry out the law, the victim becomes a criminal.”

“You’re a criminal,” I said.

“And you want to be like me?” she said.

For the first time, she didn’t look inevitable. Instead, I felt somehow inevitable, except I had no idea what to be inevitable toward.

Something felt heavy, and I remembered Jillian still pressed the club. My father couldn’t hurt anything. In one society, he’d be a child. In another society, he’d be an outlaw.

“Did my parents break the law?” I said.

Jillian stepped away from the club and me.

“Jillian,” I said.

“They tried not to,” she said.

Wilm sneezed. We looked at him, and he said he sneezes when he’s nervous.

I thought of my father running off the feasters, of him whipping the ox.

“I’ll just knock him out,” I said.

Wilm started to mutter, but I couldn’t tell if it was a thank-you, or a curse, or a prayer for a curse.

“Wilm,” said Jillian, “do you have an eddlefruit?”

“Are you going to bake a pie?” he said.

Eddlefruits are purple things, about the size and shape of a baby pumpkin, and with an inside like an artichoke. Only one tree of them has ever grown in your world. Jillian told Wilm an eddlefruit was the general thickness of a celdan skull, and that she wanted me to practice hitting it first, without breaking the shell.

Wilm’s cheeks had gaunted. “No, I do not have an eddlefruit.”

Jillian looked to the Azman.

“I have one skull,” he said. “A worg. For the apothecary.”

“Worg mindless,” said Wilm. A worg is a wolf the size of a boar.

“We’ll use the skulls,” I said.

“No. Too dry,” said Jillian. “They’re far too brittle.”

The temple was a small part on anyone, and Wilm had a very small head. I could hit his eye, or his ear, or both.

The Azman said, “You could kill the horse first.”

“No,” said Wilm.

“Afterwards,” said the Azman, “you could practice hitting the horse head.” He touched the horse’s face, and she shied. “There is, of course, some difference, but—“

“No. You won’t!” Wilm worked the ropes. A joint popped, he cried, and he started again.

“Stop!” I’d grabbed Wilm’s shoulder and shaken him. “I’ll hit him.” I looked to Jillian.

The Azman, standing in front of her, drew his hand down his mouth.

“I mean it,” I said. “No practice on the horse.”

“That’s good, Gaelleda.” Wilm gasped a look at the sky. He felt surprisingly soft.

Jillian mouthed something I couldn’t hear and stepped in front of the Azman. She said to me, “You will at least practice your aim.”

“Otherwise,” said the Azman, “you might close your eyes.”

Jillian took me by the shoulders, and led me a ways off from the others, to a fence post. She told me to practice hitting the post about a club’s width from the top. Her hands were rough and cool. She squared my stance.

She looked me in the face, as if she assessed a wound. “When you hit the post, the club will sting your hands. Though to a lesser extent, the same will happen when you hit Wilm.”

I pushed that image from my mind. Then I drew back the club, and struck. The fence shuddered, and my arm felt both electric and numb.

“Aim higher.” Jillian had me spread my stance. “That would have hit him in the neck.”

“Esaosh.”

“Esaosh might, in fact, help you here, if you want him. I don’t know.”

For some reason, calling on Esaosh felt even riskier than calling on the garrison. And as the afternoon progressed, the garrison had begun to feel deadly.

I lowered the club. “I can’t do it.”

“You can.”

“No.”

“Gaelle, it’s the law.”

“No. Please. You do it instead.”

“I can’t.

“You can. You like to break the law.”

She touched my face, and held it. “I never do violence for anyone else.” She rubbed my cheek, and let it go. “And if I did it for you, and if anyone saw, you’d be charged with enticing the services of a criminal.”

My eyes stung. Whoever my mother was, this woman felt like the exact opposite. I wished she hadn’t touched me at all.

I swung at the post, and hit it squarely.

“Good,” said Jillian. My arm felt it might split at the elbow.

She told me that when I was hitting Wilm, I’d have to pause between blows to re-aim. She described how when it’s hit, a head makes a different sound than a fencepost. Wilm would be making sounds as well, she said. And I’d have to reset my whole stance after each blow, because he was likely to move.

“Tell him not to move,” I said.

“It’s involuntary.”

She took off her belt, punched a new hole with the kukri, and buckled the strap just below the elbow of my swinging arm. This brace, of sorts, would help with the arm sting. Wilm watched, perhaps thinking it perverse that I was protecting myself from the pain of hitting him.

My arm throbbed around the band.

“This isn’t fair,” I said.

“It doesn’t matter.”

“Well it should.”

What we planned to do simply tripled what was already terrible.

Jillian sat with her hands on her knees. At my age, in my grief, she seemed to do nothing but watch. But from what I know now, she likely tried to keep herself from collapsing into the grass.

Behind us, Wilm strained, bowing his head one way and arching his back the other. Beside him, the Azman sat astride a horse the stranger had tethered for the kill by straps that looked much like the one on my forearm.

“Jillian,” I said.

She didn’t even give me a blink.

My mouth had gone dry. “I can’t do this.”

She looked like an idol.

“You said it was my choice.” My lip started to tremble, and I lifted it into a sort of sneer.

She reached out her hand, and took it back.

“I can’t,” I said. “I’m sorry. I can’t do this.” From my hands and my gut, I’d started to grow cold. “Please don’t make me do this.”

She turned to me with her face unmoving. I couldn’t even see her breathe. “You must realize,” she looked above me, “you must truly understand that if you do not do this, you are an outlaw. That you are fifteen.” She put her hands under her knees, and she stiffened herself. “And that for as long as you live—for the next ninety-so years—you will always be an outlaw. That the Church actively pursues outlaws, especially of our kind—“

“I don’t care.”

“Think about who might care.”

I thought of my father, who couldn’t kill. I thought of my mother, who died giving birth. I confess, at the time, I did not think of Jillian.

“Jillian.”

“When the Church finds out, they can punish you.” She closed her eyes, and of all things, she seemed to count. “They can beat you.” She opened her eyes. “They can watch you for the rest of your life.”

“But right now, who’s to see?”

“I’ve hired the Azman for lookout. I’ll tell you this much. But I don’t know him. And he can’t see it all—who’s in the fields, on the road, in the woods. Gaelle.” On her knees, the veins on her fingers protruded with the strength of her grip. “Your outlaw fate would not be fair either.”

“Well.” In a shudder, I inhaled a stretch of cool air. “Life isn’t fair, is it?”

She drooped her elbows. It’s what my father used to say, and I always thought it sounded as if it were something you said to a child. And the pain of this day was in small part about my no longer living as anyone’s child.

She sat some more. She wiped her hands in the grass, and I felt both planted and blown.

“You need to ask yourself,” she said, “down to a certainty, whether this refusal is worth the rest of your life.”

But I didn’t want to ask myself anything. Other people, yes. I had a crate full of questions for them. And one was how life could be so unfair if our world was supposedly established by the very god of fairness. It was a philosophical question for a decidedly visceral day, but God knows it outlasted that day.

I once caught a bass in Lake Kelmer, which is where our orchard draws water. The fish was four inches long, but it was my first fish, and I wanted to eat it. My father kept it in a bucket while he told me the meal would last only for two bites, and how afterwards, the fish would be gone. The bass was silver, like a piece of the water. Its mouth moved open and shut, as if somehow, the creature looked for the rest of itself. In the end, I returned the fish to the lake, and watched it hover in the shallows, like a proclamation.

Now I sat in front of Jillian, and spread my legs before me.

“I think,” I said, “that my father would decide nobody wanted to kill him.”

“Intent isn’t the issue.”

“No!” I looked her in the eye, and I made myself keep looking. “Intent should be the issue. And I will not hurt them.”

The corner of Jillian’s eye moved, as if in some kind of spasm. I waited for her to yell, or to grasp my face.

“Jillian.”

She dug in her pocket for her handkerchief. She offered it to me, and it smelled of resin. I used it, and handed it back.

Jillian wiped her brow, and she held the kerchief to her mouth.

I was still holding the club, so I let it rest on the ground. “I won’t beat them.”

She stood in a single motion, as if for a while, she had gathered herself to do so. “I’m sure,” she focused on folding the handkerchief, “I’m quite sure he will be happy to hear it.”

I walked on sturdy legs. The air was cool on the sweat in my palm. I’d left the club behind, and Wilm watched it while he tried to straighten his shoulders.

Jillian led me to his hands, and said, “You’re free.” I tugged at the hook. Wilm started to laugh or cry, and Jillian told him to sit still so I could work. He stopped squirming. He trembled. I unfastened the hook on the second try. Wilm stood, and Jillian helped him, and then he knelt and thanked me.

“Get up,” I said.

“Gaelleda,” he said, “you are magnificent.”

“Shut up,” I said.

Wilm straightened while Jillian handed me a knife. Wilm was so exposed, with his feet together and his arms tied behind him. I had a flash of evil. Then I sawed at the ropes on his feet, and as each one gave, it was like the loosening of something inside me. I suddenly wanted to sleep.

Lucinda stamped her hoof. The Azman sat on her, as something that had just caught up to us.

“You can get down from Lucy,” said Wilm.

The Azman sat.

“Get off my horse,” said Wilm.

“This is still an issue,” said Jillian.

“No,” said Wilm.

“Let it go,” I said “It’s a stupid horse.”

The Azman, with hazel eyes, gave me a look that was open for a stranger’s. Wilm appeared caught between cheering and correcting me.

“Wilm can’t keep the horse,” said Jillian.

“You aren’t the decider,” said Wilm.

“If he keeps the horse,” said Jillian, “the law can see he hasn’t been punished.
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