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Elzith

 

And it ends in fire.


I have seen it, in the time that is all time, in the spiral that turns back on itself and has no beginning or end. In my dreams the world ends in fire. Fire is in my eyes and my mouth, crackling in my ears, breathing through my skin. What is the fire? I ask them—the Sages—whose voices surround me like mist but do not speak. What is the fire? They do not answer me. But one voice, one isolates itself from the mist and says, loud in my deaf ears and clear as the rain I do not feel—Ah, but I will find her.


Then from the tangle of dreams a vision solidifies. A city, standing in a pass between mountains, burning. Faintly I remember that once I was a spy, that I visited cities to gather secrets and kill people. I look on the city in my dreams and try to recognize it but I do not. I cannot say where it is and I do not know when it burns. Standing before the city are figures, four people silhouetted in the hungry light of the flames. I can see the faces of three of them, an old man, a young man, a girl with hair more fiery than the flames that rage behind her. The fourth is masked in shadow and secret, and I do not see his face even when he turns to speak to me. It is the Sage whose words are in my mind. When he speaks the vision cracks and disperses and I am left with blackness and silence.


My eyes will not open. I have forgotten whether I have eyes, or what they once saw. I do not know what lies around me, what the land of Sor'rai looked like, what trees grew and what lurked in their shadows, things I would once have noticed. I have forgotten so completely how to measure time like a human that I do not know how old I am, or how long I have sat on this piece of grass, if it is grass, if I am sitting. Sage dreams have merged with waking as the lines of time have merged into a spiral—except for this dream of the city burning. I see the ends of the vision and know it is a dream. I do not know why, why I dreamed it, why the Sage within it spoke to me, who he is looking for, who he will find. But inside the haze I taste what resonates unspoken, drawing me into this Sage's thoughts. He is looking for a woman who is part human and part Sage. He is looking for her and he does not know where she is.


It is not me. But it has woken me. And my tired eyes begin to clear and take in the light. A faint recognition—I see trees, standing still in my eyes though in my mind I see them moving, and grass that thins as the land rises to a mountain trail. The trail out of Sor'rai, I dimly remember. The Bioran gate.


But something is wrong. I look and try to see what I am not seeing. Tired and worn, those old spy's eyes open, looking for their answers and evidence, though I do not remember why. They focus, they see the Bioran gate. A pass, tree-canopied and open. And that is what is wrong, the eyes tell my drowsy mind. The gate should not be open. The thick light, the unreal brightness, the taste of change that clung to the hands of the Magi, they are not there. The gate has been opened. There is something wrong.


What is it? What would make me stand, awkward as an infant on legs I forgot I had, and stumble toward the pass? What would spur me to investigate, driven and restless with an unanswered question after so many years of stillness? What would draw me from my vigil at the bedside of the dreams of all time? But the Sage who spoke to me in the dream knows. I am still human.
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RINDELL JORREN

 

Autumn 791 C.C.
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RINDELL WASN'T AT ALL SURE ABOUT HIS JOB. Another day, another tent, another dead body to sketch. As always, he stood as far back as possible and held his tablet up over his face whenever he could, as if it would keep him from breathing whatever had killed the person. He was starting to think he should get another job, as if he had a choice. At home was the freak his father—planning who knew what punishment for Rindell if he left his apprenticeship—and here was the freak Aron Jannes. 

“This is a good one,” Jannes was saying, half under his breath. “Head is still intact, eyes are clear. We'll be able to get a lot from this one.” He hung over the body and began poking at it with a small silver rod that was balanced between the deformed fingers of his right hand. Rindell swallowed hard and chewed on the end of his pencil, waiting unexpectantly for Jannes to call him forward to draw something. 

For three years he'd worked for this disturbing man, the Circuit Justice for Mortality. Rindell had expected to travel around Dabion filling notebooks with drawings, though he hadn't really been able to imagine the subject matter. He'd expected to visit Healers' tents and burial grounds, a distasteful enough job, but better than facing his father again. He had not expected what the company of Aron Jannes would be like. No match for his father, of course, but Justice Jannes was impressively frightening in his own right. The cold face, the permanent frown, the angry eyes—he never actually lost his temper, but if Rindell had been drawing him, he would have drawn a powder keg with a broken hand. For once, though, Rindell had learned his lesson, and the caricature never made it to the page. 

“The Healer you asked for is here,” a voice said from behind them. 

A tall, thin man in a white robe stood in the tent's doorway, calmly waiting to be acknowledged. He used no introduction, no “your honor.” Healers didn't care about such formalities. Rindell stepped backward with a sigh of relief although Jannes looked over his shoulder with his eyebrows furrowed deeply, angry at the interruption. “The Healer,” he mimicked coldly. “Don't you have names?” 

Rindell had wondered that himself, but kept his mouth closed. He backed away through the tent flap, drinking in the fresh air gratefully, but before he got very far Jannes followed him out and pushed him along to their next destination, muttering an order about taking notes for “this infernal interview.” 

The Healer in question, whose name was still not given, was sitting in a nearby tent, perched on a stool beside the bed of an old man. All the Healers looked alike, the shapeless white robes, hair cut blunt above their shoulders in a color that ranged from brown to as light as wheat, the men and the women all looking the same. Rindell didn't even know until the Healer looked up, turning away from the sick man to face the visitors and showing a narrow, soft chin, that this one was a woman. Rindell's eyes drifted over the front of her robe and he ducked his hotly reddening face toward his tablet, scribbling notes furiously, although the interview hadn't started yet. 

“You handled the first case of the plague, did you?” Jannes demanded of the Healer. “Where was that?” 

The Healer's voice was smooth and calm, although it didn't make Jannes any calmer. “In Karrim.” 

“Which parcel?” 

The Healer smiled and shook her head, more as if it wasn't important than as if she didn't know. 

Jannes frowned and muttered, loudly enough that he was sure she could hear, “Like talking to a damned wanderer.” Healers, like the wandering madmen, didn't care about the numbers Justices were always giving to things. They were also impervious to embarrassment; Rindell did the woman the favor of being thoroughly embarrassed for her and looked sheepishly out the door flap. And there, as if on cue, was a wanderer, walking past as easy as day, motley clothes and wild-colored hair and all. Rindell blinked and rubbed his eyes—clumsily, with the hand that was holding the pencil. When he opened his eyes again the wanderer was gone. 

“The year, then,” Jannes was demanding in a voice that made Rindell flinch back to attention. “Do you know that?” 

The female Healer knitted her brow a little and sighed, unaffected by Jannes's tone. “It was years ago, ten? Fifteen? Before your war in the south.” 

War in the south, Rindell copied in his tablet, then stopped and chewed his pencil. What war in the south? In all those history lessons he'd ignored, he thought he would have remembered a war in the south. He glanced up and saw Jannes scowling at him. “The siege of Mount Alaz,” he prompted. “So it would have been 776.” Rindell scribbled obediently. 

“What were the symptoms?” Jannes went on in an irritated voice. 

“Oh, the same as they are now. Fever, delusions, scratching of the skin and tearing of the hair, and the infection of the wounds. That is only the outside, though. Inside they are tormented by their sins.” 

Sins? That didn't sound medical, and Rindell wondered whether he should write it down. He glanced at Jannes, hoping the Justice might give him some indication, but Jannes was watching the Healer with an even deeper frown. 

“And you,” the Healer asked, her voice softened with almost painful charity, “how well are you?” 

The powder-keg caricature in Rindell's imagination promptly exploded. “I,” Jannes spat, turning an angry red, “am fine.” 

The Healer did not let him go from her gaze. She studied him, serenely and sorrowfully, for another moment, then said, “You are restless, and you're not sleeping. I can give you a draught to help you. And you,” she added, turning unexpectedly toward Rindell, “will make sure he takes it.” 

Rindell didn't have the courage to argue with her. Aron Jannes wasn't sleeping, it was true; he almost never slept. Rindell knew because he'd been traveling with the Justice for the past three years, but there was no way for the Healer to know. Rindell tried hard not to look at the woman again, more disturbed by her than ever. Healers were suspect, according to the physicians at the School of Bioran Science. The medical college at the Origh School had been instituted to address the problem of the plague, which the Healers with their reputed but unseen powers had failed to cure. Rindell had no idea what those powers were supposed to be. Obviously they did nothing for all the dead people. But this woman knew Jannes wasn't sleeping, and she was very insistent about it. She stood and eased out of the tent to fetch the sleeping potion, and even after she was gone Rindell felt a little nervous. He decided it would be best to change the subject. “So the siege of Mount Alice,” he said, “was in 776?” 

“No, 777,” Jannes snapped. “Mount Alaz, in District Three. The Alaçans tried to secede from Dabion. Lord Justice Zein fled the High Council, went to Mount Alaz and closed the gates. One of his retainers had the plague. Before the end of the spring half the city was dead.” 

Rindell blinked. He really hadn't heard any of this in school. “How do you know?” 

“I was there,” Jannes said between his teeth, and he turned on his heel and left. 

This didn't make Rindell any less nervous. He also didn't like being alone in the tent with the sick old man, and cautiously he turned to peer at him and check for scratches, torn hair, and infected wounds. It was startling, then, to see the man's eyes, a remarkable amber color, wide-open and looking straight at Rindell. 

“Well,” the old man said gruffly, “he's a bastard, isn't he?” 

Rindell burst out laughing and sank down on the stool where the Healer had been sitting. 

The old man didn't laugh, but his face wrinkled up around the eyes, looking like it was going to crack, like he hadn't laughed in a long time and his face wasn't used to it. “You probably weren't even born yet in 777.” 

“I was,” Rindell answered indignantly, sitting up straight. “I was six years old.” 

This time the old man did laugh, a short and gravelly sound, and the wrinkles reformed around his mouth. Rindell noticed for the first time that the stranger wore a beard and mustache, absolutely colorless but carefully shaped. Everyone in Dabion was clean-shaven. The old man's hair was long, still thick, hanging over his shoulders. “You're a cavalier,” Rindell breathed. 

A deep V formed in the man's forehead then, and he looked at Rindell suspiciously. “And what does a twenty-year-old clerk know about cavaliers?” 

“Everything!” Rindell said rapturously. “The sword fights, the poetry, the romance—everything the minstrels wrote. I've read it all!” 

The old man's face went truly severe. “Well, forget it all,” he said. “It's all lies.” And he turned his back to Rindell and lay very still, as if asleep. Reluctantly Rindell gave up on his saying anything else and ducked out of the tent. Then he nearly jumped out of his skin. Just outside the door stood the wanderer. 

“He knows the song. You should ask him.” 

The words were so nonsensical—the speaker was, after all, a madman—that Rindell had no idea how to respond. He could only stare at the wanderer, tilting his head up until his neck started to hurt. Never having seen one up close, he hadn't quite realized that wanderers were so tall, or so pale, or that their eyes were so fragmented with different colors, shifting and changing and never standing still. For a moment Rindell wondered how he would draw that, how he would paint the effect. Then he suddenly felt rude for staring, and blurted out, “Be careful. It's not safe, there are rebels out there, men with guns.” 

The wanderer's wide face brightened. That was a completely inappropriate reaction, Rindell thought. The wanderer must not have realized what guns were. “You'll tell me if you see her,” he said eagerly. Then, without explaining whom Rindell was supposed to be seeing and without taking his leave, he turned and walked around the corner of the tent. Rindell darted after him but by the time he rounded the corner, the man had disappeared.
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CAL SERINASON

 

Autumn 791 C.C.
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THE OLD CAVALIER FORGOT HIS VISITOR AS  soon as the young man left the tent. He slid back into the dream he had left as if there were no boundary between sleep and wakefulness. 

His mother was singing to him. She had died when Cal was twelve, bearing his only sister, but in the dream he was dressed as he had been on his sixteenth birthday, claret velvet so brilliant it shone like gemstones, a sword on his hip and a feathered hat cocked on his head. He walked out into the streets of Kysa and his mother's voice followed him, singing, and the minstrels and the street musicians picked up the melody until it flowed and curled around him like perfume or smoke, and it ran in the fountains like water. Everywhere was the song. 

 

We have crossed the river wide
 rolling to the sea
 we have left our lives there


 

So sad, this song. On the night of the midsummer festival, when all the city was on the streets in their finery, wine flowing, dancers and jugglers and singers spreading entertainment and joy, all the voices of Kysa were raised in the words of a song that spoke of the most perfect sadness, the most beautiful homesickness. 

 

Carried off into the sea
 we have lost our lives there
 we have crossed the current


 

The melody was haunting; it flowed into the skin and lingered there, whispering its minor tones into the ears even when the words were forgotten, when the last voice he had heard sing it had left him years before. And then Cal turned a corner, stepped into a lane, slipped into an eye in the crowd, and saw her. She was singing the most beautiful song, plucking the chords from her lute, holding them all in her spell. Serah. The night of Cal's first midsummer festival, the year he turned sixteen—he wouldn't even meet her for two years. But she was there in his dream, and then he was not sixteen, he was twenty-six, and Kysa was burning. 

 

We have crossed the wide land
 far out to the sea
 our lives are lost in memory


 

On an Ikindan vessel bound for the south, his claret velvet and bare feet on the decks. The Ikindans on the ship, two men who hadn't even been on that vessel, the tall wiry thief and the small one called Mister Runes, watching him out of their pitch-black faces. The song still, in the words of Ikinda, of which Cal knew only a handful—still he heard it, the foreign voices raising the melody of homesickness. The dream within a dream, Mister Runes, the mute, speaking to him in his sleep. If you hear the voice of the white wizard, heed it.


Years lost. An old man in a brocade vest, threadbare and faded, claret velvet cloak worn and patchy. In the monastery at Seven Oaks, surrounded by the silent monks, the trees whispered the song in their leaves. And then the wanderer, Amipal, singing to Cal the words of his mother's song. Amipal plucked a lute from the air and traced the paths of Serah's hand on it. Cal reached for the lute as if he could grasp Serah's hand through time. 

And he awoke. He was in no city, on no ship; the canvas walls of a Healer's tent hung around him, white and empty. His clothes were in a pile on the floor, so old and worn that he could hardly see or remember what color they once were. His sword and the lute that Amipal had given him were miles away, back in Cassile. He no longer remembered why he left. If you hear the voice of the white wizard, heed it. The dream-voice of a mute. It was in a dream that Amipal had told Cal to come east and meet him. But Cal had walked across two countries and found no one, had done nothing but fall ill in a storm. There was no wizard, no music, no one singing to him, no noise but the rustling of tent walls and the quiet, strange voices of Healers. 

But no—there was another sound, a sound Cal knew too well. Conflict, the shouts of fighting men, and the rumble of gunpowder. 

Rebels were taking over District Four. That was what Cal could gather from what little talk surrounded him in the Healers' camp. How this had happened, Cal didn't know; he knew almost nothing about Dabion's government and cared even less. The Healers around him wasted no words on political matters, and most of the sick couldn't provide words if they'd had them. But a force was gathering against the government of the District where Cal had found himself, and they were spreading. It had been rumors at first, muttered between sickroom mates whose voices carried through the canvas walls. Then the stories heard from cousins in the city of Kerr became firsthand accounts. Cal had been at the camp for some time; he had left Cassile almost a year before, driven by dreams. In the last weeks, though, the camp's population had swollen. The new patients were not routine fevers or injuries, or even the terrifying specter of plague that had recently invaded the camp on the body of a traveling merchant. These were the wounds of unrest, the cruel signature of violence: cuts, battery, bullet wounds. The rebels were approaching. Cal could hear them, they were so close. They had reached the camp. 

His heart beat hollowly in his chest, driving black bile into his throat. The Healers would fall. Men and women who carried no weapons, who did no work with their hands but to erect their tents and handle wounded and fevered bodies with some strange invisible touch that cured them—they would fall. The pale, thin bodies in their white robes would litter the ground, pierced with wounds that no one would be left to heal. 

He should rise up, Cal Serinason, son of Baron Serinason, the greatest man in the city of Kysa. He should rise up, one of the most skilled swordsmen in Mandera, who had fought the Dabionians when they came to subjugate Mandera after the fall of the Ikinda Alliance, who had turned against the Manderan rebellion when their fury corrupted them, who had struggled against the razing of the monasteries in Cassile. He would have risen, he might have, had he been younger, or had he had his sword. Had any of his other fights been fruitful. 

He was an old man lying on his back in a cot, hardly able to get to his feet, dreaming of the lost and the dead and chasing a mad wanderer. He closed his eyes and choked back bile, and waited for the guns.
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RINDELL JORREN

 

Winter 787 C.C.
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PROFESSOR NOSSELIN WAS THE UGLIEST HUMAN  being Rindell had ever seen. His face was round and puffy, with deep-set eyes that gave his head the look of an old potato, and it was split across by a permanent frown. His nose was long and thin, completely out of proportion with the roundness of his face, and it was normally either tilted upward with an attitude of superiority, or wrinkled as if he were smelling something bad. Rindell had drawn him in both styles, nose tilted or wrinkled on the potato head, shoulders hunched forward in a sack-shaped jacket, hands like spatulas hanging out of the cuffs. If nothing else, the professors gave Rindell a lot of material. He could do a dual portrait this time, Professors Nosselin and Wassal, framed together in the rectangle of the classroom door. 

Normally students were only called to stay after class when they'd misbehaved and were going to be penalized. Not that Rindell hadn't misbehaved, because he had, and usually did, but the penalty—and he still was not sure what these penalties entailed, no other misbehaving students having ever confided in him—was not coming. None of the professors would dare punish the son of Governor Jorren. When Professor Wassal had asked him to stay afterwards he'd used the careful and awkward words, “Jorren, I require your assistance,” so it wouldn't actually look like punishment to the other students. He had stuttered when he said it, as he did every time he had to point out that Rindell hadn't written an essay or gave the wrong answer for an examination in class. Wassal actually liked him. Or maybe he was just embarrassed; Rindell hadn't decided which. 

They made quite a duo, Wassal with his thin trembling hands folded like insect legs, short and cowering beside Nosselin's huge potato-topped frame. It was making for a wonderful sketch. Rindell almost wished he could show it to someone, get someone else's appreciation for it. But all his sketches were in the margins and flyleaves of his books, tucked away in places where they could be easily hidden. Rindell got into trouble a lot, it was his best subject, but there was a difference between not doing class work right—which wasn't really trouble, after all—and actually doing something bad. Something bad would be reported to his father, and there would really be trouble. 

His father, Governor Jorren. Whatever that meant. Professor Nosselin's father was a real Lord Justice. Rindell wondered how he could indicate that in his drawing, something to add to the potato and the spatulas that would say Lord Justice's Son. In the old days there were kings, and kings wore crowns—Rindell remembered this sketchily from one of Professor Wassal's classes. He could draw a crown, if he knew what one looked like. He filled in some lines at the top of the potato head, above the wig, and ended up with something that looked like the caraway buns they served in the refectory. 

“Yes, he's right here,” Nosselin said to someone behind him. It was about ten strides from the door to the seat that Rindell occupied at the back of the classroom. He could finish the crown in two, sketch in the shadows in five, and still have time to spare to admire his work before he had to close the book so the profs wouldn't see it. He sketched, he put down his pencil, he admired, he closed his fingers on the front cover, and was interrupted by the most horrifying of voices. His father's. 

“He is here, isn't he?” Tirn Jorren said. At least that was what Rindell thought he said; his heart was pounding too loudly, and he was shaking hard enough that his teeth were chattering, so he didn't quite hear. Something about “Always in trouble, every time I come here” and “How much time have I wasted coming here” and “How many times have I had to answer a complaint about his behavior.” The usual thing, really, Rindell thought to himself. He didn't even know why he got so nervous every time, he should have been used to it by now, it should have been a routine thing, like putting on socks, something he didn't even need to think about. But something about his father, that great dark face and that terrible voice—something caught him every time, like a thunderclap or the cone of a faraway volcanic mountain, one of the few things Rindell recalled from Physical Sciences class. The mountain rumbled and breathed out smoke and lay in wait, ready to erupt at some unexpected moment and blow the world to bits. 

“What, then,” the volcano was suddenly saying in front of Rindell, hissing underground steam, “has he done now?” 

Rindell's hands were thoroughly numb and he did not quite notice as Professor Nosselin yanked the book out from under them. He had to look to see that the cover was still open, the potato-head portrait on display for the entire room. The pounding and chattering inside Rindell's head got louder. 

“Wasting time,” Nosselin said sourly, holding out the book by his fingertips as if it were a soiled dish. 

His father leaned ever so slightly, angling his eyes down at the book without getting too close to it. “Hmm,” he said, hissing. 

“He has an entire gallery of them,” Nosselin continued. “You would think you were paying tuition to a school of art, as if this were Mandera before the collapse.” 

Then the noise in Rindell's head stopped completely, no teeth, no heart. Professor Nosselin was the headmaster of Rindell's dormitory. He must have seen all of Rindell's books, all the drawings of the professors, the students, everything. Rindell listened but there was still no heart sound. He'd probably drop dead in a few seconds. 

“That is what he wishes to study, then,” Governor Jorren was saying, “at the finest school in Dabion. Drawing. All the history here cannot interest him. The medical sciences, done here alone of all the schools in the country, move him not at all. He would rather draw pictures.” 

Inside his head Rindell thought he heard something but it might have just been the volcano rumbling. 

Then there was a voice he didn't expect. “Um,” Professor Wassal said, chirping in his stick-insect voice, “there is something he—he could do. Drawing, that is. The anatomy textbooks, the old Bioran books of anatomy, they're being revised. Rewritten. We need new pictures,” he said, looking carefully at Nosselin. “Drawings. Don't we?” 

How nice, Rindell thought for a second. Wassal really did like him. Then he saw Nosselin's face twist in something that was supposed to be a smile, and it was the most horrifying thing Rindell had ever seen. Nosselin was the anatomy professor. Rindell was being sold into his service. He scooted backward in his chair as if he could escape, as the mouth cleft in the potato face twisted even more. 

The School of Bioran Science in Origh was unique, as Bioran schools went. All the others were schools of military science now, even though they weren't called that and Rindell didn't know of any wars going on. The Origh School was the only one that did something different, and what they did was medicine. There had never been a school of medical science before—Rindell actually remembered the professors saying that, since they said it in every class at the start of every term. The Five Countries had always relied on the Healers to take care of that, so even the oldest Bioran school, the one in Insigh, ignored the subject. The Healers hadn't been able to cure the plague, though, and so the Origh School had dug out the Bioran books about medicine and started studying. Whether it had done any good, whether they'd found the cure for the plague, Rindell didn't know. He wasn't even sure what the plague was. All he'd ever heard in the one class he'd had to take from Nosselin so far was a long list of the names of bones. He couldn't remember them, of course. A leg bone was a leg bone; what did they need another name for? 

The Origh School was unique in one other way. It taught history, and not just military history. Professors from the other schools came all the time to look at the museum and the old weapons that were stored in it, but there were other things in there, too. There was a whole list of classes about history, history from all different times. Wassal taught those classes. Rindell wished he could have gotten stuck into one of those instead. 

Before the day was over Rindell found himself in the laboratory building, a place he'd avoided since the day he came to this school. It was the last class of the day, before the dinner hour; Rindell had missed his lunch during his father's visit, and his stomach was growling crankily as he walked up the path toward the long-avoided building. A haze of fear surrounded it, like the attic in the first-year dormitory, which was rumored to be haunted. Even Rindell, friendless as he was, had heard those stories, although he had never seen any ghosts. He'd never heard what it was about the laboratories, though, since the older students wouldn't share their ghost stories with him. 

It didn't take Rindell long to figure out what the problem was once he was inside. A stench hit him the moment he opened the door. It was unbelievable; it was indescribable. Once when Rindell was being dragged around Karrim by his father, he'd heard a crazy peasant rave about devils; they did that, sometimes, in Karrim and places like that, places where they didn't have schools and still believed in superstitions. Rindell enjoyed listening to the madman—it was better than counting taxes or adding up numbers or whatever his father was trying to teach him how to do. The peasant had gone on in wonderful detail about all the demons and their horns and their cleft hooves and the fiery pit of hell where they lived, constantly reaching out to grab an unsuspecting human by the ankle and pull him in. That pit was supposed to be hot and foul, filled with fumes that burned your eyes and turned your stomach. And Rindell was sure, if the pit had been real, that it would have smelled exactly like the laboratory building. 

Inside the building was strange as well. There were no desks in the room where Rindell had been instructed to go, only a long table that he couldn't quite see because there were students clustered around it. There weren't any bookshelves, either, only cabinets and shallow drawers in chests along the walls. On the one wall that was bare there was a large illustration, a skeleton with the names of all those bones written in. Rindell peered at it, ignoring the students behind him. Not a very good illustration, he realized. The proportion was all wrong, the legs too long and the skull too small. He could do better than that. Rindell smiled. He could do much better than that. 

“Jorren,” a voice called out. Rindell sighed. Of course Professor Nosselin would ruin his happiness. “Come join the other students, will you?” 

The other students, on cue, all swung their heads around to look at Rindell, the tails of their wigs flapping. Rindell shuffled toward them. He noticed several of them lean in toward one another, whisper into each other's ears. Rindell stopped shuffling and frowned. They were talking about him, they had to be, and it was probably insulting. 

“Is there a problem, Jorren?” Nosselin asked. “We are waiting.” The tails of the wigs all flapped in the other direction as the students swung around to face the professor. It was a cheeky thing to say to Governor Jorren's son, and Rindell might have been annoyed if he weren't annoyed already. “I intend for you to begin today's lesson for us.” 

What on earth did that mean? Rindell resumed shuffling, his eyes watering even more as he got closer. Nosselin gestured with his hand into the empty space at the head of the table where he intended Rindell to stand, and Rindell sidled into it. The students stared at him, silent. Rindell looked dumbly at the professor. 

“We cannot begin until you turn the sheet down, Jorren.” 

That's what they were waiting for? They needed him to do it? How ridiculous—Rindell tried not to laugh. Then he turned the sheet and tried not to scream. 

What he actually saw under the sheet, he wouldn't remember later. He had the vague impression of something pink and staring and horrible, and he thought it might have been missing the top of its head. He also wouldn't remember how he got out of the classroom, out of the building, and into the snow. He ended up with his hands in the snow, the thin blanket of it that had dusted the ground early this morning, and eventually realized they were cold. He figured that out after dry-heaving until his sides ached, glad he'd missed his lunch. 

Sometime later he heard the bell ring for dinner. He'd had no idea he'd been outside that long. In the shadowy dusk he saw figures of students emerge from the building behind him, long coattails bobbing, and he was glad he'd gotten as far out into the commons as he had. He didn't feel like talking to anyone and he certainly didn't feel like eating dinner. The figures bobbed through the snow and were gone. Rindell dropped his head onto his knees, snaking his snow-chilled fingers onto the back of his neck. 

“Missing the dinner hour, are you?” Professor Nosselin, of course—not content to ruin Rindell's happiness, he was upsetting his misery, too. “And you've missed an entire class session. This is unacceptable. This would be grounds for serious repercussions. You will not allow this to happen again.” 

Rindell nodded minutely and waited for him to leave, but the black, buckled shoes, impossibly bright and polished even in the snow, did not go away. 

Nosselin breathed audibly and made a noise like a small laugh. “I am certain you must be hungry, after such a long day. Would you care for something to eat?” 

No was what Rindell wanted to say, but he looked up just as Nosselin was bending down to place something wrapped in a napkin on the ground beside him. He strode away before Rindell had a chance to pick up the napkin, unfold it, and see what was inside. From the refectory, tall and vaguely crown-shaped, one might guess: a caraway bun.
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IT WAS THE NIGHT BEFORE THE MIDSUMMER FESTIVAL and Cal was so excited he couldn't sleep. “Are those your clothes, Wenn?” 

His older brother rolled his eyes as he looked at him. “No, you heap of dung,” Wenn said. “They're clothes for the horse. What in five circles of hell do you think they are?” He always sneered a bit when he spoke to Cal. Olen, their oldest brother, hardly spoke to Cal at all, and sometimes when they passed in the corridors Olen looked at him as if he did not recognize him. His mother was carrying another child now; Cal wondered how it would look at him. 

But the clothes were gorgeous and Cal couldn't keep his hands from them. “Where did you get them? They're wonderful!” Cal had never seen such clothes. Mandera was the jewel of the continent, and they wore jewels in their garments: garnets and sapphires crusting cloak collars and the cuffs of gloves, diamonds and gemstones dropped from their ears, brightly colored threads outlining flowers and foliage, rich velvet in hues of wine red and brilliant blue and emerald green. But the clothes that Wenn had gotten for his first midsummer festival were not brightly colored. He was wearing black. The short cloak that he would sling over his shoulder was black, velvet thicker and softer than anything Cal had ever touched, and the breeches were of the same color. The vest was woven of gold and picked with ebony black threads. The shirt was white as always, bright as light, but the ruff that would be pinned around the collar to fall over his shoulders, white-on-white lace that shone, was threaded through with black. Gold tipped the cuffs of the gloves and interlocked in the collar of the cloak. The hat, wide-brimmed and black, was plumed with black feathers accented with the gold feathers of pheasants. The effect was stunning. Cal had never seen anything like it before. 

“What?” Wenn asked, taking the garments out of Cal's hands and tossing them carelessly into a wardrobe. “Do you think you're going to the festival next?” 

“In four years,” Cal answered with as much dignity as his twelve-year-old voice could summon. 

“If you live that long,” muttered Wenn. “Now leave me alone, I'm going to bed.” 

But Cal could not sleep. He wandered all over the house, up the stairs to look out the windows on the darkening square, down the stairs to pace through the kitchen until the cook and the scullery maid and the butler who was trying to get his dinner turned Cal out. He pressed his face to the stained glass in the front door, looking northward across the square at the sprawling expanse of the duke's house, the Inns of Commerce on the western end, Baron Enilan's house on the eastern. He counted the windows lit across the three faces, subtracting as they went out one by one. Atop the tower of the Inns of Commerce, the great clock chimed the hour. It was late. 

“I see a young master yawning,” a voice hummed from behind him. 

“Am not,” Cal protested sleepily through a mouth bowed with a yawn. 

“No he is not, no he is not,” the voice sang on an improvised melody, “the minstrel must be dreaming.” 

Cal laughed and turned to face Fehl Connaut. The minstrel was not holding his lute, not standing upon a stage or in his father's ballroom, and yet each word that issued from his mouth was a song in itself. Fehl Connaut had been in his father's court for a year—he'd only been in Mandera that long—and he was the finest living minstrel in the country. “Am not,” Cal protested once more, a final tease, and he leaned forward until his head rested on Fehl's breast, like a child waiting to be carried to bed. 

Fehl was motionless for a moment, then he lifted his arm a little stiffly, placing a hand on Cal's shoulder and creating distance between them as he escorted the boy back up the stairs. 

The minstrel left him at the door of his chamber, but Cal still did not go inside. Through the window at the end of the hall he could look down on the fountain in the square. One year they had run pomegranate wine through the fountain for the midsummer festival; Wenn knew because he had sneaked into the festival after midnight with Sever, Baron Enilan's son. There were already tents set up around the square, and even at this late hour there were men working on them, decorating them with ribbons and flowers. The dark tent—Cal thought it would be red if he saw it during the day—the one garlanded with the most flowers, would be for the courtesans, Wenn told him. Workers were coming through the arterial streets with arms full of rolled carpets and thick pillows to fill it. 

Cal could see himself inside, if he imagined it. He could make himself four years older, dressed in black and gold, reclining on the pillows in the red tent. He could see it; his tutor had told him he was a clever child. But when he thought of himself truly there, he did not believe it. When he thought of himself anywhere, four years to come or four days to come, he had trouble seeing himself at all. 

“We have left our lives behind.” 

Cal's eyes fluttered open, heavy with sleep. He was sitting on the floor at the end of the hall, crumpled against the wall below the window, and there was daylight in his eyes. Blearily he tried to focus on a figure before him, silhouetted in the light from the window at the opposite end of the hall, gown and hair streaming, stretching hands out toward him. A goddess, he thought, a legend. Singing to him. 

“Did I wake you?” The figure leaned in, slightly, and the voice of the song resolved itself to his mother's voice. “My poor silly boy, sleeping on the floor.” 

Cal rubbed his eyes and let his mother take his hands and raise him to his feet. Then she sighed in a timbre Cal did not know. He looked up into her face, solid against the light. She was in pain. 

“Mother?” he said, clasping his hands around her arm. She took a breath and smiled at him faintly, running her hand under the curve of her round belly. “You should sit!” he cried, and led her into his room to seat her on his chair. In a moment she was dozing, and Cal was once again wide-awake. 

On the square the day's preparations were beginning. Booths were being rolled in for the vendors of food and spirits and trinkets, and great braziers were fired up for cooking and light. Young girls with baskets of flowers were going about to strew them through the streets. They hung bouquets in the arms of the statues that inhabited the duke's square, Kysa's rulers of yore keeping their festive vigil. A few tumblers were out already, stretching their limbs, and some musicians were tuning their instruments for early practice. Cal could see Fehl Connaut below him on the street, a few steps from Baron Serinason's door. 

But Cal did not hear the tones of the musicians. He heard a voice behind him, his mother singing very softly. 

 

We have crossed the river wide
 rolling to the sea
 we have left our lives there


 

And all the flowers, then, the ribbons and the trinkets, the tumblers and musicians, the joyous tinkling of the fountain, the bright scarlet of the courtesans' tent and the golden fires in the braziers, all spoke to him from that moment and for all his years of the greatest sadness. 

“Did you learn that song in Cassile, mother?” Cal asked, his voice catching. 

His mother looked up at him and smiled tenderly, only a faint turn of her mouth. She had been schooled in a monastery as a young woman, Cal knew. She did not answer him, though. Her face seemed very pale, the tea color of it sallow and milky, and her eyes were shadowed. 

“There's the mistress,” a housemaid said at Cal's door, hurrying in and kneeling at his mother's side. “Go on,” she said, noticing Cal as if he were in the way, “leave your mother to rest.” Cal had melted into the corridor before it occurred to him that he'd been in his own room. 

He thought to go down and ask Fehl if he knew the song. It must have come from Cassile, and so Fehl must know it. But Fehl was no longer below at the doorstep. What was at the door were two horses. 

The houses in the center of Kysa stood close together, forming a ring around the duke's square, and there was little private land for such things as stables. The horses owned by the barons, then—and they did own horses, and had since the old dukes of years past called upon their swords and service on horseback and dubbed them with the name cavaliers—were kept in stables at the edge of the city. They were only brought into town for occasions, only ridden to make a show. Baron Serinason was going somewhere. And as Cal stood in the foyer he saw his father come down and go to the door, followed by Olen and four household servants. His father and Olen were clad in slightly subdued colors, dark green and navy blue; though their garments were still embroidered with gold and ornamented with jewels, and his father wore the chain of state that indicated his baronage over his shoulders, they were not bound for the midsummer festival. They also did not wear their swords. The servants did, however. They helped the baron and his eldest son into their saddles and pulled in rank beside them as escort. Cal knew where they were going then, showing their wealth but not extravagantly, unarmed to give no appearance of threat, but bringing the protection of guards. They were going to meet with the Ikindans. 

His father saw Cal lurking in the doorway and watching expectantly. “What shall we do with your brother, Olen?” he asked over his shoulder. 

Olen shrugged, not looking at Cal, and his voice was flat and dull as tin. “He won't be going to the festival, either.” 

“Well, then,” Baron Serinason said, smiling. “You haven't met Ikindans in the flesh yet, have you, boy?” And he gestured Cal into line with the guards. 

The Ikinda Alliance had been in effect for nearly two centuries, an agreement between Mandera and the land south across the sea to mine the island Marlind for resources. Cal whispered these facts to himself as he walked. He couldn't afford to forget those things he'd learned from his tutor—he'd look foolish in front of his father and his brother. Those resources, he ticked off on his fingers, included jewels, wood, tobacco, spices, and tea. Dabion claimed tax on the trade, and went so far as to call the Alliance a contract between Ikinda and the Five Countries, but it was Mandera who managed it, and Kysa was the center of power. Cal's father was one of the leading managers. He had earned his baronage for it as his father had before him. Now Olen was being raised in the trade, sure to take it over when his father retired. Cal himself, the third son, had almost no chance of working in the Alliance management at all. He hadn't even been taught mathematics in any depth. There was absolutely nothing he could do to help his father and brother at the meeting. But he was going to be there. He was going to see the Ikindans. 

With most of Kysa migrating toward the city center for the evening, the businesses at the outskirts of town were nearly deserted. It was easy, then, for the Ikindan managers to rent an entire inn for their use. They did it every year at midsummer; it was the one time each year that the Ikindan contingent came inland to meet with the Manderan managers. They brought an impressive population with them as well: businessmen with their clerks and retainers, their own servants and cooks, grooms for their horses, religious ministers, lesser workers looking for advancement, commoners looking for employment, even peasants and stragglers looking for sustenance in the foreign city. When his father's party entered the inn yard, Cal's eyes could hardly take in all the people. He stared at the mass of them for several moments before he could focus on any single person to look carefully. 

The people of Ikinda had skin black as coal, so black it absorbed all light, so black Cal could hardly see their features. Their hair was also black and cropped very close to their skulls; it took some time for Cal to realize there were women present as well, a small number of them, as the women wore their hair exactly the same way. They were all clad in long tunics, to the knees for the men and to the ankles for the women, with long, loose trousers beneath, and the colors were even more brilliant than Manderan velvets. Vibrant reds and oranges and greens were patterned intricately and stitched over with geometric embroidery, all the more elaborate as the social class of the wearer rose. The ones Cal thought were the managers wore coiled turbans of the same material on their heads. And they wore necklaces, layers and layers of them, strung from gold and Marlind jewels and silver and coral and things Cal didn't even know. The women did not wear such layers; each one wore a single great choker emblazoned with symbols that Cal learned represented their religion, as the women exclusively were the ministers. The men, though, from the most powerful manager to the lowliest straggler, all wore wealth around their necks as if they carried their very worldly possessions there. 

“People of Kysa!” a voice was braying in a thick accent. “Brave, lucky people! Come join a turn of cards!” 

There were some Kysans in the inn yard still, trading goods or conducting negotiations, and the commoners among the Ikindans were circulating among them, bidding for attention. Cal turned to see who was calling so loudly over the crowd, and his eyes widened. The man with the deck of cards was enormous, towering over both Manderans and his countrymen, though he was skinny as a rail. His clothes were a riot of mismatched colors, and chains of cheap beads and wooden trinkets clattered around his neck and his wrists, which he raised and shook as he shuffled his deck of cards. A long queue grew from his unevenly shaven head near the nape of his neck, and it too was strung with tinkling beads. His teeth shone in the grin that split his dark face, and his eyes were wide in the wild stare of a madman. 

Even stranger, however, was the man who followed at his feet as he moved through the crowd looking for a gambler. His skin was of the same color but otherwise he did not seem to be a countryman at all. He was very small, almost as short as Cal, and he was dressed in a thin, plain, light-colored tunic that looked very worn. His hair was long, wound in a myriad of tiny braids that interlocked over his skull and hung down past his shoulders, and the ends of them were finished with tiny metal clips. 

“Come make your bet!” the tall man shouted. “Come match your wits with the black wizard!” 

Cal looked for his father and Olen but they had disappeared into some chamber where only managers were admitted. He turned and searched around the yard for the servants, but they all blurred together in the crowd. He took a step backward and nearly tripped over a long pair of feet, clad in very worn straw-soled slippers. “Young sir of Kysa!” the voice of the cardplayer brayed. Cal tilted his head up to look at the man's face upside down. “May I present myself. I am Ar'alan, and this is my most esteemed and sacred companion, a wizard of honorable family, of a fine village in the heart of our fair country Ikinda. He cannot tell us his name or village, he is mute. I call him Mister Runes. You will honor us by turning a card, yes?” 

Cal had a single coin in his pocket, given by his father when they entered the yard—“You'll have to find your own dinner, boy.” Bewildered, he fished it out at Ar'alan's command. The tall Ikindan balanced it on the back of his hand, where it stayed even as he swooped suddenly to the ground like a hawk at hunt and squatted there, bobbing, to lay out his cards. 

“Three cards,” Ar'alan recited, neatly as an actor, as he laid them out with their faces up. The faces were strange, fantastic creatures Cal had never seen or heard of, two winged lizards drawn in black, and one eel-like creature with arms that held a goblet over its head, etched in red. Then Ar'alan turned the cards facedown. “Remember where the red one is?” he said, grinning. Cal nodded solemnly. Ar'alan leaned in, his toothy grin inches from Cal's face. Cal could smell a strong spice on his breath, something used in Ikindan cooking. “Now hide it from the wizard! Go on, shuffle the cards, turn them around, put them wherever you wish. He will find it, or you will win!” 

What would a real wizard look like, Cal wondered. He supposed one wouldn't wear a garment so worn the light shone through it in patches. He might have expected a staff or a magical amulet such as the ones in fairy tales, a necklace of jewels or even wooden beads, or something symbolic like the ones the female priests wore. The clips at the end of the small man's braids, Cal could see at this distance, were dull, somewhat rusty. His cheeks were hollow as a street urchin's. That was, Cal realized, exactly what Mister Runes looked like, even with his black skin and elaborate braids: a common Manderan street urchin. The small man sighed a little and turned his head so that he couldn't see Cal moving the cards around. He looked like the saddest person Cal had ever seen. 

“Finished?” Ar'alan cried, and barely giving Cal time to reply, he turned Mister Runes back by the wrist. He shook his arms, somehow failing to drop Cal's coin off the back of his hand, rattled the bracelets with a fanfare of noise, and made a dramatic shushing sound. Expectantly, Cal looked up at Mister Runes, as did several other people in the inn yard, and he felt his heart thrum with anticipation despite himself. 

The small Ikindan man glanced at the cards for an instant, resignation in his eyes, and pointed a dejected finger at the middle card. 

Ar'alan reached his hand toward it and withdrew, reached and withdrew, raising shouts from the surrounding crowd. When he flipped the card over, there were cheers and hoots as the red eel creature was revealed. He stood and bowed extravagantly, and flicked his wrist to toss the coin in the air, caught it, and plunged it into a pocket so fast it seemed to disappear from Cal's sight. Before Cal had even stepped away there were other people taking his place to squat on the ground and offer up their coins for a chance to shuffle the cards better. 

The afternoon passed and the sun began to go down. In the distance Cal could hear echoes of music, singing, laughter, and he almost thought he could smell the fires and the aromas of food. The turbaned men were gone from the yard with his father and brother and the other managers. Cal crossed his arms over his rumbling stomach and went into the common room, found a corner where he could hide from most of the noise, sat on a bench and drew his knees up to his chest. He had been right, he thought, when he'd been unable to imagine himself at the midsummer festival. He wasn't watching it from his window. He wasn't even really at the inn, tucked in a corner, having nothing to do with the Ikindans or the managers. It was as if he were nowhere at all. 

Then someone passed in front of him, and he felt the bench creak as someone sat upon it. It was Mister Runes. He was carrying a bowl of stew, which he set on the table, and a round of bread that he tore in half. One half he handed to Cal. Cal looked up, confused. Mister Runes pointed at the bowl, the bread, the bowl, and nudged the bowl into the space on the table between them. He dunked his own piece of bread into the bowl to scoop up a portion of stew, then pushed the bowl closer to Cal. So Cal ate the dinner he'd lost, and when they finished he and Mister Runes sat silently beside each other on the bench in the corner of the inn, two urchins lost in a world that had no place for them.
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WELL, WHAT ARE YOU WAITING FOR?” JANNES grumbled. He was holding up the door flap, waiting for Rindell to enter the tent behind him, but Rindell was hanging back and Jannes was becoming impatient. 

Rindell tried to clear his throat. He had heard what Jannes had not; the Justice tended to stomp when he walked, as if he wanted to make sure the ground knew where he was. “She's not dead yet.” 

A line creased itself between Jannes's eyebrows. He paused, more for the purpose of listening or scolding Rindell wasn't sure, but then he heard it. From within the tent came the harsh gasps of heavily labored breaths. Jannes froze. Stiffly, he turned his head to peer into the tent, then he dropped the door flap like it was a burning stick and jumped back a full foot. For an instant the expression on Aron Jannes's face lost every trace of anger and sourness and irritation—he was absolutely terrified. Rindell stared until he realized he was being rude; fortunately Jannes was not looking at him to see it. “Healer!” he shouted. “Healer! This woman, with the plague, she's still alive.” 

The Healer who had come forward at Jannes's shout shook his head. “She is too far gone,” he said sadly. “There is nothing we can do for her.” 

A cry erupted from the tent, wrung out of the woman's throat hideously. Rindell dropped his pencil, fighting the urge to cover his ears, but he saw that even Jannes cringed and clutched his deformed hand into a painful-looking fist. Through the nausea brought on by the horrible sound, Rindell thought of his comparison between the Justice and his father. Only his father was a freak; Aron Jannes was human. “Can't we give her water, hold her hand, something?” he whispered to the Healer. 

“They can't touch her when the fever's this far along,” Jannes spat. “They'll feel it. It'll drive them mad.” 

The Healer lowered his head shamefully and nodded at Rindell. Another cry, a long, miserable sob came out, spurring Rindell to take an involuntary step toward the door of the tent, his nose pressed to his tablet. Jannes's hand seized his collar like a dog catching a puppy by the scruff of its neck. 

“Are you mad?” he hissed. “You can't go in there. You'll catch it and be dead inside of a week!” 

Rindell gulped. Had he really been about to go inside? But he couldn't bear to keep standing outside and hearing the cries. He noticed Jannes was fumbling in his jacket pocket with a trembling hand. “Here,” the Justice said, pulling something out and handing it to the Healer. “Put this on the open wounds. Then let the boy in.” And he hurried away across the field, forgetting to stomp on the earth as he went. 

Rindell watched timidly from the door of the tent as the Healer opened the object Jannes had given him, a tiny glass vial, and shook a few drops of its contents onto a bit of sponge. The Healer dabbed at the sick woman's wounds, terrible scratches on her face and arms and lesions on her scalp, swollen red with infection. He had to unfold the woman's arms; she kept digging at the wounds with her hands, preventing the Healer from treating them. For the first time Rindell pieced together the cause of the wounds. The sick people tore their skin open themselves. The wounds on their scalp were where they had torn out their own hair. Rindell's stomach turned and he clutched at the canvas door, hoping he wouldn't faint and collapse and bring the tent down. 

The Healer finished his ministrations and slipped out, his face gray from even that small contact with the plague. Rindell was left alone with the woman. Whatever he had treated her wounds with seemed to have quenched the pain or the itch or whatever she felt, and she stopped scratching at them. Now it was only the fever she had to contend with. She tossed restlessly, moaning, as if she were trying to slip out of her skin and escape the burning. Rindell stared at her, clutching his tablet to his chest, and stood in that position for so long that the sun actually dropped. He'd had some great idea when he came in to the tent, he said to himself. Actually he was an idiot, he said to himself. Then he saw the bucket of water standing inside the doorway and remembered. 

There was a dipper in the bucket. Rindell never understood how people could drink from dippers instead of glasses. He managed to spill most of the water from the dipper on the ground, generally missing the woman's face, fortunately, before he gave up and had to think of something else. Bending over the bucket to try and catch a glimpse of his reflection and make sure he wasn't breaking out in lesions, he found he had sunk the better part of his cravat in the water. Then he untied the length of linen from around his neck and plunged it all in, almost proud of himself. He pulled the stool up behind the woman's head, sitting on the tablet where he'd laid it down, and tried to squeeze some drops into her dry mouth. In the interval she'd become quiet. Her mouth hung slack and her head no longer tossed about. When he'd wrung out all he could from the cravat he folded it and gingerly dabbed at her face. Then he felt a little braver and laid a finger against the woman's cheek. He wasn't a Healer—he didn't feel anything maddening or strange. She wasn't even as hot as he expected. He looked down on her face, less bloody, her sores no longer weeping now that he'd cleaned them. She looked a little like the woman his father hired to keep the house in Origh. Cold caught up in Rindell's throat and he had to jump around to the side of the bed to look at her right side up and make sure it wasn't really the same woman. He'd know if he could hear her voice, he thought. Or if she opened her eyes. Then he would be sure. But she was quiet and her eyes remained closed, and Rindell sank to his knees on the ground, leaning his head against the bed. 

He woke to a flash of light behind him. It was dark in the tent, night had come, and someone had thrown open the door to bring in a lantern. Rindell blinked, shielding his eyes. And he saw another pair of eyes blink. The woman was awake. “Child!” she breathed. 

He stood, pain shooting through legs that had gone completely numb while they were folded beneath him. She knew him, he thought sickly. But the light brightened and he looked closer and saw it was not the housemaid. She spoke as if she recognized him but her eyes had the faraway and absent look of the blind, not really seeing him. “Child,” she said again, the blank eyes welling with tears. If he hadn't fed her the water, Rindell thought, she wouldn't have had the tears. “Forgive your father. He was not a cruel man. Never—he never meant to hurt you. And forgive—me—forgive—” And the eyes fixed where they were. The breath stopped in her and she was gone. 

Rindell did not move for a long time. The light began to dim, then flared as the wick was turned up, before he realized he could feel his legs, that he was standing on them. It seemed rude to sit at the side of the dead woman's bed, and he moved around to take the stool. He paused for a moment to think—the woman wasn't even the first person he'd seen die, and he was only twenty—before finally looking up at Justice Jannes. 

Jannes was still holding the lantern by its ring, although it must have been burning his hand, and was looking at the ground beneath the bed, his face very gray. Finally, he raised the lantern to the hook on the center pole and drew the silver rod from his jacket pocket. 

“But she's not cold yet,” Rindell murmured. That was the regulation when examining victims of the plague. The order felt strange in his mouth; he almost sounded like a real clerk. 

“The infection won't spread. That's what the tincture is for.” But Jannes did not approach the dead woman. Instead, he was circling the second bed in the tent, one Rindell had taken no notice of in the hours he had spent in there, and looking down at a form that lay covered head to toe by a sheet. “Get your sketchbook,” he commanded wearily. “Let's take a look at the other one.” 

Rindell searched his pockets, trying to find his pencil, remembering he'd dropped it outside. He ducked outside and hunted for it through dim, dewy grass—or maybe the grass was wet with rain. There was a rumbling in the air like thunder. As he stepped into the tent again he was struck by the tableau, a man at a table preparing to turn down a sheet, disturbingly familiar. He could just decide not to go back in, Rindell thought. But he never was good at decisions. Jannes looked up, and said, “Come on.” Besides, there might have been a storm coming. Rindell stepped inside, feeling strangely achy, and joined Jannes at the table. Then Jannes turned down the sheet. 

The sight was so horrifying that even the Justice let out a cry. Rindell stared, trying to recognize the corpse as human. Fingers were missing, hair scorched off, blackened teeth showing in a singed mouth that would not close. “He was burned?” Rindell managed to ask. 

Jannes shook his head slowly. “Plague. A Healer from another camp near the border brought them over. Dairyman and his wife, fell sick on the way to Insigh with their milk.” 

“On the way to Insigh,” Rindell echoed. “They went the wrong direction.” 

“The Healer tried to treat the man. His wife wasn't showing symptoms yet. The Healer said—the Healer said something went wrong, she had to bring them here. But she said it was plague. Definitely plague.” Jannes took a long breath. Then he gritted his teeth, and said, “Let's get to work.” 

Rindell surreptitiously rubbed his eyes. Unlike the Justice, he couldn't go without sleeping. He also needed a charcoal stick to draw this body. But he opened his tablet and fitted his fingers around the pencil and began to outline the distorted shape. Jannes hovered and examined, pointed out more horrifying damage, and Rindell copied it down. They worked for hours. The color of the lantern began to dim, and Rindell realized the sun was rising. Jannes stood upright, paced around the tent with his good hand splayed across his face. For the first time, he looked tired. Rindell remembered he was supposed to be making sure Jannes was taking a sleeping draught. 

“I don't know what this means,” Jannes said aloud, though the voice seemed intended for himself. “I haven't even figured out what caused it before, and now this.” His shoulders hunched. He was completely dejected. 

He was also completely distracted. Rindell heard the voices before Jannes showed any signs of hearing them himself: angry voices, rough and shouting, growing in volume. As they came closer Rindell realized he'd been hearing them all night, in the distance and ignored. The rumors of rebels had come to visit. With the dead people in the tent, he just hadn't been able to worry about them much. Now he thought he should have. “Where are they?” a voice raged just outside the tent. “Those bastard Justices. Where are they?” And four, five men burst into the tent. 

They grabbed Jannes and dragged him out before either he or Rindell could react. Two remaining men lunged at Rindell, one grasping at his head. Rindell shouted and ducked reflexively, surprised to get away. The man had plucked off his wig, stared at it stupidly, screamed, and threw it to the ground. Rindell dove under the bed. “Under there!” a voice shouted. “The bed! Pick it up!” But then the two pairs of approaching feet in their thundering, mud-stained boots, halted. They had seen the blackened corpse. “God's teeth,” the voices gasped. “Ten thousand devils!” And they stumbled over each other in their hurry to escape the tent. 

Rindell found he couldn't catch his breath. He was wide-awake and terrified, more frightened than he'd been all night. The shouting withdrew and Rindell still couldn't move, until a fantastic popping made him jolt and bash his head against the underside of the bed. He tried to tell himself he didn't recognize the sound but he knew very well what it was, and he knew Jannes was in trouble. Cautiously he crawled out from under the bed, but he was too afraid to lift the door flap. Instead, he crept toward the rear of the tent, still on hands and knees, where an inches-wide alley ran between rows. As he reached for the corner of the canvas he became absolutely certain that someone was on the other side of it, waiting for him. He lowered his face against the ground, picked up the canvas, and looked into the multicolored eyes of the wanderer. 

“Come out!” the madman said cheerfully. “They won't see you.” 

That encouragement, Rindell realized as he tiptoed through the rows of tents, proved to be absolutely literal. When a tent wall was unexpectedly pulled upward and a rebel with a musket stormed out into the alley, he took no notice whatsoever of Rindell, the black vest and jacket that tagged him as ruling class, the close-cropped head that showed he wore a wig even if the wig wasn't on it. He didn't grab him or shout at his friends that he'd found another bastard Justice. Rindell reached the end of the row, stepped into the clearing, and was almost mowed down by a mob of rebels, but they kept storming along, ignorant of his presence. Rindell followed them, carefully, at a distance, and noticed that even the Healers did not see him, although they altered their course visibly to step around him, not showing any sign that they realized what they were avoiding. Stunned, Rindell looked over his shoulder. Even more surprising, the wanderer was still there, walking behind him with a look of delight. Ahead the rebels were starting to shout in a single, maddened voice, and Rindell began to run. 

They had dragged Jannes into a clearing and made a circle around him, stripped his jacket and vest and shirt, and were shoving him back and forth, one side to the other. Each time they threw him down he got back to his feet again, angrily, flailing out his arms as if he intended to fight the whole lot of them. But they weren't trying hard to hurt him, not yet. 

“He's going to be killed,” Rindell gasped. 

But the wanderer reached out a finger to point, and said, “Watch.” 

Rindell didn't want to watch. He wanted to turn away. One of the rebels finally lost patience and rushed at Jannes, his hand drawn back in a fist. Rindell cringed, braced for the impact, but somehow the blow never met. Jannes remained defiantly on his feet. More men attacked him, throwing rocks that missed their target, slashing with knives that failed to cut his flesh. Finally, those who carried muskets primed them, hefted them to their shoulders, aimed at Jannes despite their comrades who were still in the middle of the ring. Voices shouted, calling those surrounding the Justice back. Rindell stared. A chain of gunpowder flares and explosions touched off, dozens of musket balls tearing into the center of the ring. And dozens of musket balls fell to the ground at Jannes's feet, leaving him unharmed. 

When the voices started this time Rindell strained to hear them. “Devils,” they said. “The camp's full of devils.” The mob started to break up; the rebels retreated in a disordered tangle, running away from the tents and the clearing and Aron Jannes. The sheer fury that held Jannes upright seemed to run away with them, and fear took the place of the defiance on his face. He looked around for something to hold him up. Then his eyes fell on Rindell, and he began to laugh brokenly, sourly, almost angrily. Rindell shook. But Jannes's eyes, like the eyes of the dying woman, were not seeing him. Rindell realized Jannes was looking past his shoulder, at the wanderer.
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THE BIORAN GATE HAD BEEN OPENED. IT WAS  unusual for that gate to be open; in the three hundred years since it had been sealed, warded with magic like all the other passages out of Sor'rai, the Bioran gate had been opened only twice. It was not a favored passage for the Healers who left Sor'rai. Their callings were with the humans of the lands that had come to be called the Five Countries, not with the people of Biora. It had been assumed that the Biorans, exceptional scholars that they were, could look after their own health. When violence erupted among the Biorans, the Magi put a quick end to their contact with the people of that land. The mirror at the bottom of the lake, through which the true council watched life in the Five Countries, was not directed toward Biora. The Magi turned a blind eye toward the northern land for which they had once held such hopes. The gate was closed and the council paid it little mind. 

So the Magi did not see that the Bioran gate had been opened, preoccupied as they were with other troubles. More Healers had gone out in the last few years than ever before, and the process of sending forth a Healer was a long and difficult one. The Healers could not be allowed to leave Sor'rai with their powers intact. Magi could change the nature of matter, and that was a power that could not be released unchecked into the human world, especially by those who rejected the council's decision that humans were to be left to their own injuries and illnesses, to their own punishments. Healers were altered, then: barriers were burned around the paths in their minds through which they could change things, so that in the end they were left with only the slightest ability to move matter, and only the cells of blood and flesh and bones. Then their memories had to be curbed, for the Magi would not allow anyone to go forth who could speak of Sor'rai to the humans. Had there been danger of the Sages speaking clearly of their homeland to humans, the council would have had to find a way to prevent the Sages from leaving Sor'rai, despite the Sages' abilities. But the burning out of memories from the minds of the new Healers was a difficult process, requiring the effort of no less than six Magi and a time of several days. When it was over the council would assemble at one of the gates, usually the isthmus gate north of the lake, to see that it was opened cautiously and in accordance with law and custom, and closed again securely when the Healer had passed through. There was no time for the council to monitor little-used passages like the Bioran gate. 

Other matters had come to steal the council's time as well. With so many leaving as Healers, the families of these vanishing Magi were beginning to protest. Something had to be done, they said, or soon there would be no more fathers, no more mothers, none to birth or raise the next generation, and Sor'rai would be empty. At the last meeting of the council, so many Magi had come to the meeting place below the lake that the lake threatened to swell and overflow its banks, and the keepers of the lake gates had to move the earth and raise the banks to keep the waters in. The true council was compelled to leave its meeting place until the matter could be resolved. The elder Magi had never known such anarchy; it was unbelievable that so many of their brethren would challenge their authority, as it was unimaginable that so many would leave to help the humans in defiance of the plague. The elders retreated to weave spells into the air, imprinting the wind with their words to remind the Magi of ancient law and custom—their home was Sor'rai and they were not to leave its borders. The mirror at the bottom of the lake went unobserved, and the council neglected their viewing of the lands now called the Five Countries. 

 
Elzith

 

I will find her, I will find her—the Sage-voice says in my dreams. Then I wake and it drifts like smoke, like the visions of madmen. 

Waking: a simple thing. Humans do it each day, passing out of death and into the light, morning after morning after morning. Humans do not fear it, except those haunted by nightmares, afraid they will not be able to outrun the monsters that chase them in that dark world, certain they will die there. And spies, they fear sleep because they cannot trust it. 

I have been human, I have been spy, I have been Sage. What is sleep to me? Waking is pain. 

My feet do not move. I stumble like an old man. Once I walked surefooted across an icy roof to watch someone come out of a door on the other end of it. Very important, that was. I could not be master of others' secrets if I was not master of my own feet. Now I stumble. How long was I sitting, dreaming on the grass, my feet tucked under me and turning to stone? I do not know. 

You, Sage—I call to him—speaking to me in my dreams, tell me how long I have been dreaming. But I know he will not. Time is nothing to him. 

Twice before, when I was human, I lost time. Once was in Kysa, the city whose name they did not let me speak, trailing the man they called Smyth. I counted days then, fourteen days, seventeen days, eighteen days. The days were so important, my mind a calendar, columns so square and perfect they could admit no flaw, no unevenness, no error. When this man they called Smyth broke my mind, stole squares out of the calendar and left a gaping hole, I was horrified. Horrified, I would call it now. Sages see these things, human emotions, though they do not feel them as humans do, and I would not have said it then. Two days, maybe three, I had lost. So large they had seemed then, so terrible. Then I killed Smyth and escaped, and the human who found me told me what day it was. I counted backward and found the days I had lost, lined up in their row, waiting for me. 

Siva, then, in Siva I lost five seasons. We went in one summer, counting the days as I always did, until I was captured. I stopped counting, numbers meaning nothing in the desert. I woke one day in winter to find my hands, my feet half-gone to frostbite. The next time I woke it was summer again. They came to get me out in the autumn. I could look at the sky and the ground and see when it was, and I could work out how much time had passed. Summer, autumn, winter, spring, summer, autumn, standing in line, never changing. I knew they had been there even if I hadn't seen them pass. I could count and I could be certain. 

This, though, this was not like those other times. Now I can be certain of nothing. Numbers are less in Sor'rai than they were in the desert, and nothing stands in a line. In Sage dreams summer follows autumn, and it is spring and winter together. There is nothing for my mind to anchor to, no grid for its squares. I try to pick up the days and they slip between my hands, running away to swim in the lake, disappearing in the trees. I look up and the very sky moves. It turns my stomach with the sickness of waking. I could not even guess the years that have passed. It is some unknown span of time before it occurs to me that I might judge the passage of years by their toll on my body, but even this is meaningless. Sages do not age as humans do, and I cannot guess how my blood will tell my age. And there is no glass in Sor'rai. The Sages know no vanity, so they keep no mirrors. Whether the Magi do, in the houses they have built among the trees that move, I do not know. Those houses are warded against trespass as they are against the wind and weather; they need no glass in their windows, at any rate. Once I went to the shore of Lake Azin, but the wards of the Magi are strong there, keeping the people of Sor'rai in as fast as they keep the humans out, and I alone cannot even breach the wards enough to look at my face in the water. 

I must satisfy my curiosity by looking at my hands, trying to count the lines, and pulling strands of my hair in front of my eyes to look for gray. My hair has been wrapped in colored string and tied with leaves, like all the Sages do. The dyes come from grasses and fruits, the string from the wool of creatures that live outside of the lake, harvested by the hands of Sages as they pass, spun in their idle moments in the asylums where the humans have put them. So the lives of free Sages are tied to those of captive ones, by the string in their hair. I cannot remember when mine was tied. What would happen, I wonder, if I untied it? Would the spiral of time lose its hold on me and drop me back into the lines that humans draw? Or would I drop out of time altogether? 

While I was dreaming I saw time without counting it. I saw Aron as a child and I saw him when I left him, making the wrong choice on the hill above his father. I saw him walking with Biorans in the hills of Dabion, and I saw him stealing long guns from soldiers. I saw him do all these things together. I saw time and I was not able to count it. I saw the boy, as well, Julian, a child and a man at once. I saw him build the camp where he fights the plague. I saw him die and I wept, and woke with water on my face, but did not know whether it was the rain. With the boys, though, I knew what time it was, because I could see them age. In other dreams I do not know. I see plague on both sides of the river, I see the raving and the dying, and I do not know when they die. The plague on the west could follow the one on the east. They could both have happened already, burning through the people of the Five Countries while I sat on the grass and dreamed. I do not know, and I cannot know. 

You, Sage, tell me where the plague is. Tell me when the city will burn, and where it is. Tell me who is yet alive. In my new dreams—hard, stonelike things with edges at the beginning and the end—he does not answer, but I see him pluck a lute from the air and strum it, singing. 

But I know what the Sages know, some of it. I know the Sages do not fall ill. I know they cannot, that their blood is immune to the plague. I know it as we know we live, though we do not know why. In the back of my mind one small cell awakens, bleary and tired from long disuse. Why? the cell asks, that restless human curiosity. I was a spy when I was human, and I look for evidence. The Sages are kin to the Magi—is that the answer? This I would report to the big men and let them analyze it. But my human mind would not have rested with satisfying my report. I would postulate—so tiring, this analysis, after uncounted years away from it—that the immunity is the root of the Sages' diaspora. They have bred with the humans to breed their immunity among the humans. 

If Zann were alive, I would ask him if this were true. He might have answered me. In dreams he is alive, and he does not answer me. 

It is too long since I have used my mind to think, to watch, to collect. The Sages only know. I only almost know, drifting between sleep and wakefulness. When I was woken, I did not know why. I stared at the gate for some span of time before I saw that it was gone, it had been opened and abandoned, and the sound of it opening must have been what had woken me. More time passed before I saw that the Magi who had kept the gate were likewise gone. Perhaps their footsteps had roused me. I might have been able to determine why they had gone, when I was human. Now, I could not guess. I had slept too long, letting things pass beyond my closed eyes without taking notice of them. 

A terrible lapse, I would have called it once. Spies fear sleep because they cannot trust it. Trust is dangerous. But Sages have as little regard for danger as they do for matter. The line of their lives will never be cut, only spiraled around upon itself, so they do not fear death. They live too many lives to place so much importance upon one of them, so they do not fear mistakes. 

What mistake have I made, failing to see the guards leave? That I even ask means I am human. I am awake, and I must follow them. 

I stumble. These feet are bare, but I do not feel the rocks on the ground. Will I wake far enough to feel the blisters, the cramps in muscles so long unused, the hunger in a belly I do not remember when I last filled? Some part of me that once watched the play of emotions on human faces tells me I am afraid of the pain that might come. 

I do not wonder, then, that I walk into Biora. I must, of course—it is the Bioran gate that is open. But I do not go at once through that country and out the southern pass. My plan to follow the gatekeepers is shallow. My human feet go where they have not before. Tod is in Biora. 

I saw him, in the dreams. I reached for him, I called to him. I had touched his mind before, carelessly, intrusively. Cruelly, I saw now. I treated him in all ways cruelly. I left him because I could not repent of my cruelty. But time does not see cruelty, and life undoes it. I called to Tod in my dreams and I waited for him to see me. And he saw me. 

He lives in a small cottage in Biora, near a village where women have undone what the hatred of centuries did to their land. It has been so long since I have been in a house that I cannot find the door. But he hears me, he smells me perhaps, he senses me nearby. He comes to his window and looks out. His hair is almost all gray, and lines cut patterns around his eyes. We are past our middle years, I can guess now: fifty, sixty, perhaps. There is a white film over his eyes, and scarring on the lids. I had forgotten he lost most of his sight. I knew but I had forgotten. 

He leans against the window, apprehension in his face. He senses me but he does not know me. Would he, even if he could see me? Something has frightened him, someone moving by where no one should be and waking him. He leans out, holding himself on trembling hands, too human not to be afraid and too human not to be curious. And I call to him, breathing on his mind and not reaching in, Tod, do you hear me?


His head turns as if with a breeze. He has the blood, some share of it, inoculating him against the plague, bringing him dreams of time he has not seen. “Elzith,” he whispers. He leaves his window for a moment, appearing again at his door. He comes out and reaches his hands to me, grasping mine as if he could see them. There is no more fear in his face, no doubt; he is certain. My hands feel strange in his, and I feel the dryness of my own skin; then I feel heat in flesh and cold in the air, blood stinging my feet and beating fatigue in my throat, but Tod pulls me close in his arms and I do not feel pain.
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LATELY TOD HAD BEEN DREAMING. HE HADN'T  done that in a very long time, not since he'd come to Biora, really. Some years past, Elzith had asked him if he'd dreamed of her death. He had not; he still had not. Then she went away and he didn't see her for five years, ten years, maybe more. He had no calendar. He'd thought to make one early on, and had tried several times to sketch one out in large dark squares and numbers, but he couldn't see them well enough the next day to tell what they said and couldn't remember where he'd started numbering the days. 

It was autumn, though, he knew that much. And Macus had worked out, using the old books and the counting sticks that the Aunts kept, that it was 791. Tod had been in Biora for twenty-seven years. 

He'd been busy for quite a few of them. After recovering what must have been every book in Kiela, people started coming to him from other villages in Biora. Word of the book-man had spread, albeit very slowly. Biora was more troubled and fractured than Tod liked to think, and travel was dangerous. Women and children crept to his cottage near the mountains in the southeast, clutching their bookish bundles to their chests, footsore and weary, whispering fearfully in their unfamiliar surroundings. Tod was glad he could not see them well. He preferred the visits from the traders slightly better. The men—Dabionians and sometimes Azassians, Tod thought—in their large wagons with their loads of goods, were loud and sure and undaunted by the violence. Sometimes they bragged about their guns and laughed at the Bioran warriors who were armed only with spears and knives. Tod didn't like to hear that but he found them fairly easy to ignore, dropping his head to his work as he busily mended the traders' scavenged books to make them ready for sale. When he was finished the traders would crow with praise, “This'll fetch fifteen gold now on the Insigh market, I'll wager you!” They would slap each other and Tod on the shoulders and make their noisy way out to their wagons and onto the road; and then they would be gone. 

This work had gone on for some time, then one day Tod had a very unusual visitor. It was a man, and he was Bioran. Tod found him at his window, where he was standing quietly as if too timid to interrupt Tod at his work. Tod caught his scent, something dark and musky, mixed with earth and blood, and looked up to find what seemed to be a bear standing outside the open shutters. He jolted, but as a cloud moved and let more light onto the figure, Tod saw that it was a human face covered with a beard. Not that this was much more reassuring; all the men in Biora were warriors, divided into two camps, Water and Dust, who fought each other in an endless mortal battle. Julian was the only man Tod knew who did not fight, and he was gone now. Tod grasped the edges of his table to brace himself for the blow of the spear. 

But the man spoke quietly from the window. “You knew Julian,” he said, as if reading his mind, as Elzith might have done. 

“Do you know where he is?” 

Shadows shifted as the man shook his head, then spoke as he remembered Tod was nearly blind. “No. He is out of Biora, though, so he is alive.” Then he stood silently again at the window for several moments before Tod finally invited him inside. That was how he met Macus. 

Macus had been seventeen years a warrior. It took them some time to determine this, working from the Kiela counting sticks. Tod had to ask the Aunts to bring them, because Macus was afraid to, and Macus had to read them because Tod could not. “Yes, here,” Macus said, leaning over a long branch notched in patterns that Tod had felt briefly under his fingertips. “The year the rains came late, when Davi was cut and the old ram broke its horn. That was the year I left.” He counted and sighed, and Tod could hear the pain in his breath. Macus had come back to count the years. He had counted the number of his camp who had died, the number of others he had killed, but he did not know the number of years. 

“So you do have writing,” Tod had mused, uncomfortable in the sound of sorrow. “The Aunts didn't tell me that. It's just the books you can't read anymore.” 

“Books?” Macus had asked. 

Tod did not know what had driven Macus to pick up the books and peer at the patterns of their words until he demanded to know what they said. He was no kind of scholar, though he had reenacted an ancient scientific battle for seventeen years without knowing it. He'd had no exposure to the books when he was a child, as Julian had, and he was nowhere near as competent with letters as Julian had been at half his age. Teaching Macus to read was a long and painstaking process, and more than a few times the man had risen from Tod's table in fury, shouting and raising his arms frightfully. Once Tod had cowered under the tabletop, certain he had seen the glint of a knife in Macus's hand. At that Macus had grown silent and sat down stiffly. Tod had emerged and glanced at his shape, blindly and fearfully. Macus's head was hung low, and he spoke with quiet remorse. “This is not who I am.” Then he smoothed the page in front of him and began again. 

It took time; five seasons—Macus counted them on his own notched stick. Then he began to read every book Tod had in his house, broken, half-bound, finished. He took the new books from the people who brought them, women and children who must have been stunned at the sight of a Bioran man with no intent to kill or steal or rape, and read them cover to battered cover before Tod could even start on them. He found the old chronology and worked out the date. Then he proposed to Tod an idea no one had thought of. “Why do we give our books to foreigners?” he spat gruffly. “We should keep them here.” 

So the library of Kiela was established. It was put in Aunt Ana's house; she had died the previous summer—Tod was upset that he hadn't known—and no one else had yet moved into it. A library was deemed a suitable new inhabitant. Macus filled it himself and brought Tod to see it when it was done. Tod had walked through the stacks of books arranged on tables and stools and in corners of the floor, and from the next room he'd heard the sound of Macus instructing a laughing circle of children. “This is A, like Aunts.” Tod thought about teaching Julian, and chided himself as he remembered. Tod had said A was like apple then. There were no apples in Biora. 

That had been four years ago. Tod had numbered them on Macus's counting stick; the man had left it behind, no longer needing it once he could read a calendar. Most of Kiela could read now and they could teach others, so Tod had no need to. Many of them had learned from him how to repair books. Macus lived in the village now. Tod wondered if he would marry, have children. Did they have marriage in Biora? It was quiet at the cottage again and Tod had time to wonder about idle things. It was 791—he was fifty-four years old. He wondered how many years he had left. He counted his age forward and backward. He wondered how old Elzith was, but he had never known her exact age. And in the idleness of his mind he began to dream. 

He did not dream of deaths this time. This time he dreamed of memories. He saw himself at Keller's shop sorting type from the printing press, at taverns in Karrim, in the courtroom sitting on the bench next to a man called Loyd. He saw himself as a child, thin and small and angry in the shadow of his brothers. He saw himself at his own worktable, listening to Elzith's stories. He watched his needle move in and out of the paper, saw the brightly colored jewels in the handle of the dagger that Shaan stole, saw the strange eyes of the intruder outside his window. He saw the filament sheet in his memory book glow under Elzith's fingers. He saw it all as if he had never lost his sight. Then he would wake and see nothing but the indistinct blur of light that told him it was morning. His heart would twist in his chest and he would wrap his arms around himself, clutching at the pain. Then one morning he woke and reached out his arms and remembered he was not alone. He wrapped his arms around Elzith and pulled her close as she slept, and as the tears stung his damaged eyes he hid them in the plaited net of her hair. 

She had not spoken much since appearing at his window the night before. Like all Sages, she put no scent on the air and she would not be heard if she did not want to be, so she might have stood there for days before showing herself. She cast no shadow on his table. Still, he felt her draw breath before she spoke, almost heard her calling to him voicelessly, and it was as if he'd known she was there all along. “Something passed this way,” she said when he opened his door to her. “Did you see it?” 

Tod did not describe the thing that had happened that summer. It was the one time in his last four years that he had nearly decided to abandon his cottage and beg the people of Kiela to take him in. Eventually he had forced himself to forget the episode, convinced himself it was nothing but a strange dream, or the fear would have driven him mad. But Elzith found the memory. She put her hands on his head and looked into his half-empty eyes and saw it. 

It had begun with a dream, the dream he had feared since he came to Biora, the dream he had not had for twenty-five years. A dream of death. But he did not know the people who died in his dream, the hundreds of them, the thousands of them, faces he did not recognize. He woke into the day before light, pulling himself from the hands of the dead and running to his window, hoping to feel the wind on his face to tell him that he was awake. But it was not only wind that he found at the window. Outside his cottage were voices that he did not recognize. He crouched below the sill so that they would not see him, but he could hear them pass, the people walking out from the mountains, pairs or dozens or scores of them moving through the darkness, and he could smell the scent of them. It was a scent he had caught before, in Sor'rai, a scent of matter that had been changed into something else, a scent that was wrong. The scent of Magi. 

“That is why the gate was opened,” Elzith murmured. She released his head and his eyes and stepped away from him. Tod buckled forward as the contact left him, only now realizing how cold isolation felt on his skin. He wanted to follow her, but he could not hear where she went. Only when he went to his bed that night did he find her there, sleeping. 

She slept still when he rose. She slept long and shallowly. Several times in the day he thought he heard her voice, but hurried to his bed to find her still sleeping. Then, the second night, he heard how she spoke. Not in her voice, no sound that Tod could hear. She spoke through her skin. 

She was dreaming. Tod could hear it, seeping out through her flesh where he could catch the dreams in his hands. He could feel them tingling in his fingers, taste them where he kissed her shoulder. He gathered them from the slope of her hip, the curve of her spine. He felt her as if he did not know her but remembered her from a dream, the shape of her body strange but so almost familiar it knotted his throat. The images that she spoke were things he could not understand, fleeting shapes that passed him, cries of pain that smothered him. The night before the Magi passed he had dreamed of those same cries, he was sure of it. He pulled Elzith closer to press them out. Then another image, a scene passed where their heads touched. A city in a mountain pass, burning. And Elzith started awake. 

Tod held his breath. But his stillness was no use; Elzith was fully awake, and she was rising from the bed. “Where was that?” he whispered. 

“I don't know,” she murmured, going to the window. 

Tod could hear his feet padding across the floor as he traced Elzith's silent steps. “Does it have something to do with the Magi?” 

“I don't know.” 

“But you think it does.” 

Light was beginning to fill the window frame, showing Elzith's shape in front of it. At her edges the light shone through her, like she was made of mist. “We need to follow them.” 

We? Tod stuttered, “We can't follow Magi.” 

Then her form began to solidify against the light, her chin growing opaque and hard. Something was changing in her. When she spoke it was more with her voice than through her skin. “We can't follow them. But we can find out why they left.”
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BEFORE THE NEXT CLASS IN PROFESSOR NOSSELIN'S dungeon of horror, one of the students approached Rindell. He was standing outside the door to the laboratory building, well outside the door, trying to delay going in until the last possible moment and hoping that time might stop and save him the trouble. The idea had formed in the back of his mind that he might just not go. He could actually sneak away and hide in the library or somewhere until class was over. Which meant he had a choice: go to class or go hide. Instead, he was standing under a tree, freezing in a particularly cold and nasty wind. He stamped feet that were quite numb and closed his eyes, hoping it would help conserve warmth or make time stop. When someone came up at his elbow he almost jumped out of his skin. 

“You're first to bet,” that someone said. 

Rindell's eyes bugged, scratchy in the cold. “What?” 

The student—for it was a student, red-cheeked, clutching books in one mittened hand and his wig in the other, with a face that looked vaguely familiar—grinned and nodded enthusiastically. “You're the one who got sick last time, so you're first to bet.” He tucked his wig under his chin and fumbled at one of his books to fetch out a scrap of paper. 

Rindell took it in frozen fingers. There was a list of names, none of which he recognized except for his own, penciled in at the bottom. He looked up again at the student. It was a boy from the anatomy class, Rindell thought, had to be, and this was the roster for the whole class. 

“Nosselin does something worse every time,” the student continued amiably. “Someone's always getting sick and running out. We've got a wager on who it'll be next. It was you last time, so you're first to bet this time.” 

Bet? Rindell had never made a bet before. He wondered who'd won the wager on him. He looked up at the student, grinning so wide Rindell was sure his mouth would freeze like that, then over the boy's shoulder he saw Nosselin striding into the laboratory building. The student followed Rindell's gaze, and whispered, “Hurry!” 

Looking at the list again, a name suddenly did pop out at Rindell: the seventh-year who sat next to him at the table in the refectory and had been both unfortunate enough to be served the moldy roll at lunch and stupid enough to eat it. He was sure to be sick before the day was out. Rindell pointed at his name. “I vote for him.” 

The student grinned again and made a note on the list, then tucked it back in his book, grabbed Rindell by the elbow, and said, “Let's go!” Rindell was dragged into the awful laboratory before he'd even realized what was happening. 

They arrived in time for the rest of the students to make their wagers and come to some sort of attention, then class began. Rindell managed to spend almost the whole class behind some tall boy so he couldn't see what was being done to the cadaver. Whatever it was, it was sufficiently disgusting to provide the last straw to the boy who'd eaten the bad roll at lunch. That boy clapped a hand over his mouth and dashed out of the room. The wager-taker, who had settled beside Rindell, discreetly reached out and shook his hand. At the end of class, at which Rindell arrived on his own two feet, thankfully, he was presented with his winnings. His winnings consisted of seventeen pennies, the chewed end of a pencil, and a button, but Rindell was delighted. This was how Kenn Dowlen became his best friend. 

Rindell had never had a best friend before; no one wanted to get anywhere near the governor's son. He wondered if they thought it was catching, like the influenza. The other boys in Kenn's group didn't want to get near Rindell, either, at first, but soon Kenn gained him acceptance. On the first mild day at the end of winter, when the students were allowed to eat a midday meal on the grounds outside instead of at the tables in the refectory that were segregated by year, Kenn beckoned Rindell to join him. Reluctantly, he shuffled toward the group, glancing at the wigged heads that turned toward him. Some of them he recognized from the anatomy class, and almost all of them sat at the eighth-year table. Rindell felt something glow in his face—upperclassmen were inviting him over. He was so excited he could hardly breathe. One of them, a student who had never once had to run out of Nosselin's class, looked at Rindell and said, “Jorren, eh? You certainly make a good bet,” and reached out to shake Rindell's hand. 

Things couldn't have gotten better. Rindell was so thrilled to have friends he even forgot to get sick when Professor Nosselin started making him draw pictures of the cadavers. He would sit at the table in the refectory practicing drawing arm and leg musculature, and while all his table mates would turn green, Kenn and his friends would walk by and hang over Rindell's shoulder with fascination. Rindell was amazed. Practice was good for something. When they got to harder things like heads Rindell actually paid attention in class, and stayed up as late as he could practicing, making sketches on paper that Nosselin gave him. Rindell handed out all his sketches to his friends as presents. When the spring holiday came and the students were given a day off, Kenn staged a melodrama on the lawn behind the eighth-year dormitory, complete with costumes fashioned out of handkerchiefs that could be easily hidden if one of the professors came by and saw them. Rindell was invited, to his delight, and watched Kenn don a scarf and an apron and make moon eyes at a tall student wearing a handkerchief cape. “Oh, darling,” Kenn lilted in a womanish voice, “I give you my heart!” Then he handed a paper to the hero, a drawing, meticulously detailed in Rindell's own hand, of a heart. It was a master for the anatomy textbook, nicked out of Nosselin's desk. The audience burst into laughter. Rindell's head swam with joy. 

The night of the spring holiday was the occasion of another event, a ritual in its own right. After dinner, when the professors sent the students back to the dormitories with admonitions to return to serious study, but themselves spent the evening in the library to share companionship, complain about students, and extend their day off, Kenn and a select number of his friends stole out into the night. They crossed campus in the shadows to the archives building. The upper levels of the building contained Wassal's classrooms and the military museum that was so frequently visited by professors from the other schools. The lower levels, sunk below ground and secretive, were where all the artifacts of history were stored. 

Unimaginable things were stored in those archives, collected from across the Five Countries and hoarded through time. Remnants of Mandera's corrupt past were there, things that dated from before the failure of the Ikinda Alliance in 742. Cassilian items from the days of monasteries were there, and things that had come from Siva. It was said that things from ancient Biora were there. What these artifacts were, exactly, most of the students couldn't say. They went to the archives on the night of the spring holiday for one reason: to see pictures of naked women. 

The paintings were Manderan, Rindell would later learn from some cool-headed ninth-year who bragged about how many actual naked women he'd seen. Manderan artists were commissioned to paint all kinds of scenes: portraits of dukes and barons, landscapes for ornament in their extravagantly decorated houses, and a specialty they made for the apparent purpose of upsetting the Dabionian lawmakers, the nudes. Some of the canvases that were stacked against the walls in the third basement of the archives were, no doubt, portraits and landscapes, and later, when he returned, Rindell would actually take note of them. This would be how he learned what cavaliers wore: their capes and feathered hats and bucket-cuffed boots, their long hair and mustaches, their thrilling swords. In a few of the paintings women were wearing clothes as well, and some of the scenes were of nothing more than the sea, stretching out endlessly into the horizon from that foreign country's southern coast. 

That first night, though, he had the more immediate goal of looking worldly-wise. There were a few boys younger than he in the party that sneaked into the archives building, fourteen- and fifteen-year-olds. They were blushing and giggling like mad. The jaded eighth-years looked down their noses at them; Rindell was determined not to receive that look. He was Kenn Dowlen's best friend. He turned his attention to his face, imagining the lines of each muscle in it, willing them to stay relaxed and cool. He patted his skin with his fingertips and felt no overt heat. He thought about his lungs, the gray bulbs of them inside his chest, sucking in air smoothly and slowly, swelling and compressing. He wondered what that looked like—the organs at work. He was fairly certain this slightly disgusting thought would stifle any embarrassing reaction to the paintings. 

Then the first canvas was turned. All four chambers of Rindell's heart squeezed in a mad flush, and the blood rushed hot to his face. The worldly-wise ninth-year saw him and scoffed. 

It was interesting, Rindell said to himself on the walk back to the dormitory, his mind chattering to cover his embarrassment. There were no women for him to draw in the laboratory. He wondered why. Did they have the same hearts, the same groups of muscles in their arms? How would he know? A question lodged in his mind and he decided that for once in his life he would set a goal. He was going to draw a picture of a woman. 

Practice was good for something, and so was doing things well, as Rindell was surprised to learn. For the first time in his scholarly career he was satisfying his assignments, and for the first time the professors weren't keeping him under their thumbs. Even Nosselin refrained from torturing him. It was fairly easy to sneak out from time to time, his sketchbook under his arm, and visit the archives. 

He gained some proficiency by the end of the term, copying the women from the Manderan paintings. He thought he did a pretty good job, and it was almost a shame no one would appreciate it. But Rindell found that this activity didn't answer all his questions. There was always something he couldn't see, something hidden under a drape of fabric or in a shadow. The women always sat in a stylized posture, the arch of one foot showing but the other foot tucked behind it, one breast clearly visible in profile but the other awkwardly rendered or concealed by a curtain of hair, always with the drape of fabric across them, as if Manderan women wore nothing but curtains. There were always grapes in the paintings, too; he didn't know what that was about. When he copied the paintings he usually changed them to candles, or a stack of books, but that just looked strange. He wanted to ask someone what else he could put in there, like he wanted to ask someone how to uncover what was hidden, but he didn't know whom to ask. 

One day before class, Kenn watched Rindell fill in shading in one of his sketches and leaned in close enough that he could see the nude drawn on the facing page. “Is that new?” he cried excitedly. “Can I see it?” 

Not sure why, Rindell pulled the book out of Kenn's grasp and hurriedly paged forward in the book to something innocuous like cadaver feet. “No, nothing new,” he stammered. 

He didn't understand that he had done something wrong, although the idea that he had would occur to him later. He couldn't interpret the look on his friend's face; he had never learned what trust was and so he did not recognize withholding trust as a betrayal. He was not familiar with the pain in Kenn's expression, but there was something in it that was familiar to him. It was an expression that had been duplicated, a hundred times stronger and a thousand times over, on his father's face. Kenn was disappointed in him. Rindell frowned. Then Nosselin came in and planted himself at the head of the room and the class began, interrupting words that would never be spoken. 

 
 

Paintings eventually lost their interest for Rindell. He still couldn't see what he wanted to see, and he realized that he should have specified in his goal that he wanted to draw an actual woman. Actual women continued to avoid Nosselin's laboratory, the physicians of the medical college apparently deciding that medicine did not apply to females. His friends had also started leaving him out of their secret visits to the archives, or letting him meet them at the door but hurrying so fast down the stairs that Rindell couldn't keep up. Once when they did that, he didn't even bother following them, but took a different corridor and found himself at an entirely different vault. That was how he discovered Minstreline poetry. 

He opened the door to a massive, dust-filled room stacked floor to ceiling with its contents. He had to blink several times before he could clear his eyes enough to identify them. “Books,” he said sarcastically, though his friends weren't close enough to hear him. “That's something I don't see enough of.” Then he coughed on the dust until he thought he'd die. 

But he was in the archives and he was going to look at something; it wasn't going to be paintings, so it might as well be books. He set his lamp on the floor, where its light was immediately swallowed by massive, crooked shadows, and looked for a volume he could pull without upsetting a whole stack and creating an avalanche. A thin volume presented itself and he picked it up. It felt light and fragile, its leather cover delicate as old gloves about to burst at the seams, and the paper was brittle and yellowed with age, but the edges were stained with what looked for all the world like gold. Brightly colored drawings ornamented the endpapers and pages throughout. It was like a small painting, Rindell thought, art bound in wood and gilt, just like a picture frame: a painting someone could carry around in his pocket. He was charmed. Some cavalier had carried this in his pocket, no doubt. Rindell tucked a corner of the book into the pocket of his vest—too narrow for the book to fit all the way—and struck what he thought was a dashing pose, his hips canted, one foot forward, his head at a rakish angle and his arm extending out to sweep off a massive feathered hat or draw a sword. He imagined his dark hair cascading to his shoulders, his face framed by mustache and beard. He swept his arm to the side in a flourish and ran it right into a stack of books, which tumbled to the floor with a horrible riot of thuds. 

They didn't land on the lamp, fortunately. Rindell stooped and began to stack them up again. 

After several attempts at rebuilding the stack, during the course of which he learned not to put bigger books on top of smaller books, he decided to take a rest, sitting on the floor with volumes piled all over his lap. Idly he opened another one up and took a look at what it said. The Million Pleasures, stamped on its cover in flaking gold, and printed on its title page above the notations by Taramel Dunnauh, Delton, Mandera, 703. He flipped the page over and started reading the first poem, something called “The Wound.” That was all it took. He was enthralled. 

 

My lady, fair and lovely and unkind,
 your gentle coyness wounds me to the heart.
 Each distant smile and glance does draw my blood;
 I tremble, sigh, and languish by your art.
 No—offer not your leeches, balms or salve,
 no Healer's hand can mend the wounds I have.
 Yet do you owe me recompense:
 a wound in kind from my own chosen dart,
 and from you thus receive amends,
 to pierce you deep in this, your fairest part.




 

Voices in the corridor startled him and the book nearly flew out of his hands. Rindell flushed redder than he had the night he first looked at the paintings, and he became acutely embarrassed at the thought of the ninth-years finding him surrounded by obscene books. Impulsively he blew out the flame in the lamp, and immediately regretted it. He didn't have a match or a flint in his pocket, and he did not like the dark. Slowly he pushed the door nearly shut with his foot, leaving a crack open for the light. 

“Have you heard about Nosselin?” Rindell recognized the voice as Kenn's, and willed him to pause in the corridor so he might hear the conversation. He had hardly spoken to Kenn at all since he hid the drawing from him, though he couldn't remember if Kenn had been avoiding him or if he'd been avoiding Kenn. 

“What's the prof done now?” another student drawled. “Is he having his anatomy class chop up intestines for lunch?” 

“Not the professor,” Kenn sneered. “His father. The Lord Justice. He's gone mad. He hasn't gone to the High Council since 777 . . .” 

“There hasn't been a High Council since 777, you idiot, since three of them went missing.” 

“He hasn't reported to Insigh since 777,” huffed Kenn, “but now he's not even leaving his room. His retainers haven't seen him since last summer.” 

“I heard he's ordering his servants to bring him things, dogs and gin and prostitutes, and locking the door,” a younger voice added excitedly. 

“Don't be stupid,” Kenn interrupted. “But he hasn't collected taxes in a year, the Public Force hasn't been paid, he's hidden the key to the treasury so they can't buy gunpowder, or anything else, and the PF is starting to desert.” 

“What district is Nosselin in?” another young voice chirped. 

“District Four!” several voices shouted at once, then shocked by the noise, they all fell silent. Making too much noise was a bad idea; Wassal did sometimes linger in his classrooms late, and a racket coming from below could send him to investigate or report it to someone braver. A shuffling in the corridor told Rindell that the students were leaving. What should he do, he wondered, follow them out and try to blend in with the crowd or stay behind in the dark? He wrung his hands. He couldn't choose. But then a shadow blocked the wedge of light, leaned back against the door, and dropped in as the door gave way. A baffled fourth-year who had leaned against a surface he thought was stable to pull up a slouched stocking stared at Rindell from the floor. For an instant they were paralyzed with mutual embarrassment. Then they scurried out of the room to join the group before the light left them. 

By lunchtime the next day Kenn was gone. His chair in the refectory was vacant; he was nowhere to be found on the grounds; he was absent from the anatomy class. Nosselin looked especially sour in that class and he grilled the students mercilessly, humiliating them when they gave wrong answers to questions about the names of the veins and arteries. They hadn't even learned the names of the veins and arteries yet. When Rindell's turn came, though, it was not only Nosselin who glowered at him. Every student in the class, half of whom were in the archives the night before and the rest of whom were friends of Kenn's, stared at Rindell with expressions more caustic than the chemicals of the laboratory. Rindell's throat closed up and he could not speak. 

That night, when a group of older boys surrounded the fourth-year with the slouched stocking and stuck him headfirst in the latrine behind the library, Rindell figured it out. Someone had reported the things that Kenn said about Nosselin's father and Kenn had been expelled. The youngster who had lagged behind that night was a suspect. That could only mean Rindell was, too. He ran off at once to the archives building, this time remembering to stop in the caretaker's closet for matches and a candle. Rindell didn't intend to come out for a long time. 

In actuality, he lasted until nightfall. He came out because he was hungry, and he was lucky enough to be found by Wassal. The professor looked at him askance but silently hurried to his classroom to bring the remains of the cold dinner he'd ordered from the refectory. He also did not attempt to stop Rindell when he finished his dinner, stood, took the lamp from the table, and walked back down the stairs to the vaults. 

For a week Rindell thought he could spend the rest of his life like this, or at least the rest of the term—hiding in the archives, having food brought to him, and reading poetry. It made his friendless state much more palatable and allowed him to forget completely the classes he was missing. By the end of the week he had distanced himself enough from the unpleasant thing called reality that he had decided to run away and become a cavalier, write poems, and seduce women. 

 

I come upon my dearest unawares,
 her hair unbound; her feet, so light, are bared.
 She sees me not as to her bath she turns;
 her gown she sheds—her beauty holds me snared.
 And though we marry on the morning bright,
 no vow can match the bliss of this first sight.




 

Then the door opened. He tried very hard not to look up from his book, as if ignoring whoever it was would make them go away. He had no such luck. “What is on your face?” asked the sour voice that could only be Professor Nosselin's. 

Rindell tried to look dashing as he raised his head, though he was sitting cross-legged on the floor and covered in dust. “A mustache.” 

Nosselin scowled, and behind his shoulder Wassal looked as apologetic as he could without actually kneeling and clasping his hands. “Shave it,” barked Nosselin. “Your father's sent for you. You're going home.”
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IT WAS STRANGE, CAL THOUGHT, HOW THE CONSUMPTION of alcohol made sound so very hollow and distant. The lightness of the head he had glimpsed before, stealing a sip from his father's cup in the kitchen before the servants took it out, and the tingling of the hands and feet, when he was allowed his own cup at the dinner celebrating his sixteenth birthday. It was not until the summer festival of that same year, though, that he drank a quantity that affected his hearing. 

It was like being ill, his head heavy with congestion, or like the one winter when it was so cold everyone went bundled in thick, sound-deadening scarves. It was like swimming, he supposed, his head submerged underwater. Sounds were audible outside the density of the spirits, but they were slow and distorted once they reached him, muddled by the haze, dim and sleepy. Not like voices in conversation, but like a lullaby, sung to put him to sleep, made to be forgotten. 

Somewhere in the mist of the voices, Cal could hear his mother singing, he was sure of it. Sometimes when his small sister spoke to him, the rambling monologue of the four-year-old who knows a language grown men have forgotten, Cal was certain she was singing the words of their mother's song, words she could never have heard from a mother who died bearing her. 

We have left . . . How did it go? He could not remember. The sounds of the people around him, revelers and minstrels and jugglers and hawkers, vague and insistent and drowning him, were too much. 

One sound, though, rang clear, cutting through the mist in his head—the sound of steel clearing its sheath. Cal tensed, slowly, his muscles drawing up belatedly, and he felt himself pushed against some solid plane behind him as something glinted before his eyes. There was a tug at his scalp that he could not identify. Then he saw a hand before him, grasping a dagger, and inside the palm he could see the hilt of the knife, gold carved ornately and set with green and blue and red gems. 

“Well, Wenn, isn't this pretty?” a voice scratched behind him. Something tugged at Cal's hair again. “I think we might need to liberate this little trinket.” 

Had he been able to, Cal thought he might have heard the tigereye bead jingle. He had bound it to the end of the braid, the love knot, a lock from behind his ear that he had plaited and pulled forward over his collar. He had done it with such great care, dressing that evening, making himself ready for the midsummer festival. It had taken him weeks to choose his clothing, hunting every clothier and velvet merchant in Kysa trying to find black like Wenn had worn four years earlier. When he had finally found it, though, his hands had gone not to it but to a red the color of wine, darker than blood, darker than the courtesans' tent. 

It was in red, then, that he had dressed himself, garbing his legs in it, slinging it over his shoulder, sweeping it onto his head with a flutter of snowy feathers. He pulled on his boots, strapped his sword on by its buckler, and turned to face his reflection in the mirror. A face the hue of Marlind tea looked back at him from within a frame of thick mahogany-colored hair that lay on his shoulders, accented by the mustache and beard that had filled in full. His eyes were almond-shaped and amber-colored, like jewels in his face, bright and piercing. He had chosen the tigereye stone for its similar color, round as his eye and more tangible. He could hold it in his hand; he knew what it was. He was not sure he could say the same thing about the face in the glass. 

The hand that tugged at his scalp was pulling the braid taut as if to be cut by the knife that swam, glinting, before Cal's eyes. “What do you think?” the voice behind him said, breathing rum into his ear, holding Cal fast and immobilizing him against his chest. The blade pressed close against Cal's chin; had the mist not been so thick around Cal's senses, he thought he might have been able to feel the edge against his skin. 

But alcohol also made him reckless. He reached with his free hands to clasp the man's fist, to pull it better into his line of sight, and to peer at the jewel-encrusted hilt. The man let go of him in a rush and jerked his hand away, shouting, “Get your hands off me, you buggering swine!” 

Cal's brother Wenn laughed riotously, his mouth blurry with liquor. “The look on your face, Sever!” 

Sever Enilan did not look like something Cal would laugh at. Even in the haze, his eyes were heavy and dangerous, and he looked at Wenn, ostensibly his friend, as if he could kill him in a heartbeat. Cal took an unsteady step backward, out of the waves of their anger and into a swell of music. 

Rolling to the sea . . . Was that it? 

But no, it was a minstrel song, a sonnetine, one Cal knew well: “The Wound.” Fehl Connaut had been teaching it to him; though Cal's skill at the lute left much to be desired, he had a fine voice. Cal turned on his wobbly legs to face the stage that had been erected at the end of the square, and saw that it was Fehl himself who was singing. 

 

No—offer not your leeches, balms or salve,
 no Healer's hand can mend the wound I have.


 

Watching the minstrel sing was like watching a living statue, like hearing a wind harp. Fehl's face was placid, his mouth moving on words that issued effortlessly from his throat, no distortion marring his face. His hands moved along the fingerboard like an oar sliding through water, tracing an arcane pattern on the strings like a magic worker. He seemed not human; not of Mandera, at least, in his deep blue surcoat and unadorned garments, his hair caught back in a long braid that hung unseen down his back, no jewels, no ornament but the song flowing through him. 

“You're right, Sever.” Wenn's voice cut through the music-laden air, rude and intrusive. “He is an arse-swiver. Look at him staring at the buggering minstrel!” 

And Cal felt, seeping slowly from the surface of his skin into his muscle, Sever Enilan's hand clamp onto his arm. He nearly dragged Cal off his feet, pulling him in some other direction, then Wenn took his other arm, and there was no resisting their movement. Cal heard a muddle of wordless babbling punctuated with crude laughter, but when they reached the courtesans' tent Wenn stopped and dropped his voice to a lucid and dangerous note. 

“We are the lords of the world,” he whispered to Cal. “We have the money, we control the roads and the ships. We are everything. Those people,” he scoffed, tilting his head toward the crowd behind them, “and those in there”—he thrust his chin toward the courtesans' tent—“they are puppets to us. We hold their strings.” He spat out a laugh, fetid breath in Cal's face. “We don't fawn over them. We take them.” His hands closed on the front of Cal's vest. “Are you with us, little brother?” 

Another sound, a tiny sound, absurdly penetrating the fog of Cal's senses—the pop of Sever Enilan cracking his knuckles, and then the small ping of a ring meeting the jeweled hilt of his dagger as he rested his hand on the blade hanging at his side. 

And Cal began to laugh. It was the laugh of a madman; he could not control it. His mouth suddenly felt very dry, and his parched lips rolled back from his teeth. Wenn must have thought it looked like a sneer of agreement. He barked once more in laughter, clapped Cal on the shoulder, and thrust him forward into the tent. 

The laughter drove Cal's steps; he thought he felt himself move in a swagger. But as soon as he was led inside and laid back against the cushions on the ground, every last scrap of energy left him. He lay motionless and exhausted. The woman who had led him within cooed at the look of him, his features and the finery of his clothes, and make remarks to another courtesan, one or more—Cal could not raise his head to see. The voices blurred as he lay there, the woman plucking open the buttons of his vest and his shirt, trailing fingers over the skin of a body that he could not feel was his. 

 
 

“Do you know this one, Fehl?” 

They were sitting at the fountain in the duke's square, outside Baron Serinason's house, as they did most days in the spring. Unlike most days, they were alone. The crowds that normally gathered in the duke's square on business or to see Kysa's finest minstrel and the baron's son, who was the source of Kysa's most entertaining gossip, had not materialized. The rare quiet gave Cal the opportunity to ask Fehl Connaut if he knew a song that no one but Cal's mother had ever sung. It had been so long since he'd heard it that he struggled to recall the words and set them to melody. “We have crossed the river wide—oh, it's too long ago!” he cried. “Such a sad song, it was a minor tune.” 

Fehl cocked his head to the air as if the song would come out of the wind and sing itself to him, and his fingers began to trace chords of a minor mode on his lute strings. 

“No, the verses had three lines, not four, I know there were three lines. Oh— 

 

“We have lost ourselves to the sea
 crossed the river far away
 rolling out to the sea


 

“That was only part of it. My mother used to sing it, it's Cassilian.” 

Fehl knitted his brow, creasing the smooth surface of his skin only slightly, and his hands continued to move automatically on his instrument as if without his supervision. “It's not Cassilian,” he said. 

“It must be,” Cal protested. “Mother studied at a monastery, she must have learned it there.” 

Fehl shook his head placidly. “I do not know any songs of the monasteries, if there are any. But the song is not from Cassile. I have never heard it. Although,” and he echoed Cal's uneasily rendered melody flawlessly, “We have crossed the river wide . . .” 

“That's the start of it,” Cal prompted, “rolling to the sea / we have left our lives there.” 

Fehl looked thoughtful. “It was written by people who left Cassile, I think. The river must be the Great River; it is the one that lets out to the sea. They left Cassile, crossed the river, and wrote a lament.” 

Cal closed his eyes, trying to let the memory come out of him. He did not know how to open his mouth like Fehl did and let words flow out like air; he struggled and his voice wavered. 

 

“We have crossed the wide land
 far out to the sea
 our lives are lost in memory”


 

“Hmm, yes,” Fehl murmured. “They left Cassile, they came to the other countries, the wide land east of the river. This is their lament. It is a very old song, yes?” 

Cal could only nod, not knowing. “But when did people leave Cassile?” he asked. 

Fehl shook his head. “I have no idea.” 

Then the quiet of the square was cracked by the heavy footfall of boots, and a loud laugh rang over the whisper of the fountain. “What is this? My little brother, playing nursery rhymes with the buggerer again?” 

Cal looked across the square where Wenn stood with Sever Enilan, and he frowned. 

Since the midsummer festival the year before, Cal had acted the part that his brother had commanded. He strode through the streets as if he were their lord and master, a swagger in his gait and his sword swinging at his hip. He spoke in a voice that seized and carried attention. To the world, he assumed, he looked like a man who took his due, who grasped what he wanted. It had boosted his reputation, if it had not put an end to his brother's tormenting. But it was an act. He walked on someone else's feet, projected someone else's voice through his throat. His character was not theirs. His heart was not tied to their puppet strings. He counted Wenn and Sever as his enemies, and they knew it. 

“You're making me wonder if you really are a man, Cal,” Wenn taunted, hiking a foot up on the base of a statue of the duke's grandfather and looping his hand through the marble elbow to swing himself up. “Spending too much time with that songbird, I think. It's time you found yourself a woman to conquer.” 

“And whom would you suggest?” Cal answered thinly. “Enilan's sister?” 

The gamble did not pay off as Cal might have expected; Sever Enilan did not rise to his sister's defense and give Cal a way out of the challenge. Instead he sneered, and Cal had the ugly suspicion that Sever had no concern for his sister's person, that her virtue was nothing but a wager for him. “Go on,” he spat, “you try it.” 

But that, that was a dare. The last time Cal had faced a dare, he'd lost the only money in his pocket; then he'd learned to play cards. No one could beat him at that game now. 

“Fehl,” he murmured to his side, not turning away from Wenn and Sever. “You'll write a song for me, won't you? A ballad, perhaps, a narrative of my exploits, something people will sing in taverns when they're in want of a tale of adventure? The seduction of Baron Enilan's daughter?” 

For the first time in Cal's memory, Fehl Connaut looked distraught, flashing a look of alarm that Cal could only see from the corner of his eye. It was only for an instant, though, and the minstrel rapidly smoothed his features again. “As you wish, Master Serinason.” 

It took Cal three days to complete his plan. On the night of the thirteenth day of the first season, a night of the new moon, he put it into action. 

The Enilan house bordered the Serinasons' on the east, sharing a wall that could be readily scaled. No wall in Kysa was allowed to stand in brick plainness, though, and everywhere shrubs and bushes and vines grew to conceal such mundane barriers. Delicate jasmine covered the walls on the Serinason side, but Cal had looked over the wall once when he was a child, and saw that Baron Enilan grew bumblebee shrubs on his side, great bushes bearing yellow flowers veined with black, and horrifying sharp thorns. 

But answers came to Cal in a madness of inspiration. Several seasons before, his father had designed an apprenticeship for Olen: to spend a season managing the business of a fishing village on the south coast. The fishermen caught small species near the shore and waded out into the water with their nets; they had devised long trousers made of oilskins, reaching up to the pits of their arms and slung by suspenders over their shoulders, to keep themselves dry. Olen had brought a sample home, enthralled by such a show of ingenuity by the common workers. “This is amazing,” he'd said, flapping the slick, dank-smelling garment under the noses of his family. “Impervious to water. Practically indestructible.” Cal, sliding down the wall into Baron Enilan's bumblebee shrubs, had to thank that simple ingenuity for protecting him from being shredded by thorns. 

Once on the ground, he bundled the oilskin back into his pack and took out what he required next: two day-old cuts of kidney. He could hear Enilan's two great hounds growling, pacing toward the bushes at the sound and scent of an intruder. He could be torn apart, he thought idly, the concern paper-thin in his mind; his throat could be bitten a few reckless strides into the baron's yard. He tossed the kidneys out on the lawn, and the dogs halted. They sniffed, they growled softly, and they settled down to eat. Two weeks earlier, Baron Serinason had called the horse surgeon to his house to look at the lapdog, his late wife's pet, now the cherished companion of his young daughter. In its advanced age the little dog had gone senile, and it barked at the slightest provocation and bit at shadows. The baron's daughter was heartbroken. The horse surgeon had prescribed a paste to be fed to the dog: nut butter into which chamomile flowers had been ground. The butter would stick and occupy the dog's mouth with constant licking, and the chamomile would soothe the animal. It worked like a charm with the lapdog. Apparently it also worked on guard dogs. Enilan's hounds chewed intently on the paste-stuffed kidneys and let Cal pass unharmed, unheralded. 

The third trial, the third verse of the ballad to be written, would be evading the guards. What would Baron Enilan's household guards, armed with ungainly flare-mouthed matchlock pistols, do if they discovered the son of another baron trespassing on their grounds? Cal could not begin to imagine. But the third trial was the simplest to solve. In a country full of all the colors of the rainbow, every bright hue in nature and some only concocted by clothiers, the simple answer for evasion was to wear black. Cal had sifted through Wenn's wardrobe, fetching out black shirts and black breeches, divesting them of their gold accents and jeweled ornaments. He would make no reflection against the black of night. He had only to pause in shadows as the guards passed on their rounds, and he reached the house unseen. 

Then the trellis, studded with roses. He reached out his hands and began to climb. He had no oilskin for his hands—the soft kid of his gloves was no protection against the thorns, and he felt them pierce his skin. He did not cry out, though. It was someone else's pain. When Fehl sang of it, it would be the pain of the hero of the ballad. Cal reached the top and the window. 

The window, of course, would not be open; Cal had been stymied trying to think of a plan to unlatch it from inside. But he tried it and, surprisingly, it slid upward in its track, oiled and silent. Baron Enilan was the most powerful man in Mandera. He had no need to lock his windows. Cal hoisted himself through. Then he reached back and plucked the uppermost rose from the vine. Inspiration. 

Baron Enilan's daughter sat upon a chaise at the foot of her bed, her back to the window, brushing her dark walnut hair. She leaned her back against the rolled arm, smoothing her hair forward over her breasts. One leg was stretched out before her, out from the hem of her white nightgown, baring her calf. She was not expecting to be observed. She did not hear Cal enter, and did not see him until she stood to return her brush to its place on her vanity table, where she caught his reflection in the mirror. 

She did not scream. With a quick gasp she reached for something else on her table, and when she spun around to face Cal she held in her hand, pointed at him, glinting only a little less ornately than her brother's, a small jewel-handled dagger. 

Cal stood facing her, the rose in his blood-pricked hand. 

Her mouth was set and her eyes were fierce. Go on, you try it. Sever Enilan had little to fear for his sister, even if he'd had any protective feelings for her. She stood her ground, and Cal took a step closer. She raised her blade. He raised the rose. Her eyes changed a bit, puzzlement crossing them. He stepped forward again, and though she did not lower the knife, she did not thrust it. 

Cal had studied the art of defense since he was a child; he was quite successful as a fencer, though he saw little need to display his skill in streets and squares as others did. He held the rose in his left hand—it was his shield. When he was in striking distance he lifted it high inside her arc of attack and reached out with his right hand, grasped her empty hand, raised it to his lips, and kissed it. A hit. Then he pressed the rose into the hand and lunged backward. 

She stood, staring, her arms lowered, her lips parted. A silent laugh pried open Cal's mouth and he felt the breath of it sigh out of him. Then he plunged through the window and was gone.
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FRAHN LOOKED AT THE CARTRIDGE IN HIS FINGERS, turning it over and upside down, rubbing it against his thumb. It was wrapped in a paper tube and strangely heavy, and Frahn had a deep mistrust of it, as if the whispery-dry wrapper concealed some poison, some vicious parasite. 

“And you found this where?” he asked his subordinate. 

Justice Drim set his shoulders back and inhaled deeply before speaking, as he always did. “The Bioran school in District Six, my lord. My men found some of the students experimenting with these contraptions in their laboratory.” He finished his words with a pointed release of the remainder of his breath. Drim did not so much speak as orate. 

“Experimenting,” Frahn repeated. The cartridge was heavy and smooth, the paper neatly cut. The experiments of children at school were crooked and lumpy. Work like this did not come out of the schools until Frahn began supporting them, during the secession of Mount Alaz in District Three, to build siege weapons. This was not an experiment. 

“My men arrested the students and confiscated their supplies,” Drim went on. My men, as if Drim were a chieftain or a king. There was a cost to reviving the old military strategies, tactics from the years of battling kingdoms. Modern men forgot who they were. 

Frahn fingered the shapes inside the cartridge. The heavy oval at the top was undoubtedly the bullet, but the rest of it—Frahn seized the top edge of the paper in his fingernails and ripped it down the edge. Drim's oratory breath sucked inward sharply as the powder spilled out, and he pulled a handkerchief from his pocket in an attempt to sweep up the harsh black cloud. Frahn leaned away from his subordinate and held the innards of the cartridge close to his eyes. Without the wrapper it had come apart into two pieces, an elongated ball with a somewhat pointed head, quite unlike the round balls used in every musket or pistol Frahn had ever seen, and a brass base, a shallow thimble-shaped thing with a pin stuck into the side of it. Frahn squinted harder but could not detect the exact placement of the pin or guess what its purpose was. He closed his eyes and rubbed them with his other hand, traces of gunpowder stinging him. He was sixty-nine years old and only felt his age more with each new battle. 

“I assure you, my lord,” Drim announced, “that this contraption deserves none of your concern. It is complicated and expensive, completely impractical to the rebels who made it. It is certainly no threat to your forces. I doubt it can even be fired.” 

“Thank you, Drim,” sighed Frahn. He did not need a sycophant just then; he needed an advisor. He would have summoned his governor Tirn Jorren, a man gifted with the infallible ability always to choose the best course of action and the conviction to follow through with it. But Jorren was in Biora. The crisis of the plague was growing and even the common people were beginning to mistrust the Healers; Drim had brought Frahn bizarre reports of Healers actually worsening the progress of the disease, though he had passed them off as superstitious nonsense, of course. Physicians needed to be dispatched right away, but to protect them from falling to the plague themselves, other caretakers needed to be found. Reports from the Circuit Justice for Mortality provided the curious information that racial Biorans were immune to the plague, as proven by a Bioran caretaker called Julian at an infirmary near Tanasigh who had lived with the plague untouched for fourteen years. Tirn Jorren had wasted no time acting upon that information. He was now hundreds of miles away, gathering Biorans and bringing them back to work the death circuit. Sometimes the best course of action, Frahn thought with a sour taste in his mouth, was not a pleasant one. But in the matter of the cartridge, it was not even a course of action that Frahn needed. He needed a more decisive sign. 

Fourteen years before, Frahn had taken leadership of Dabion. The need had been immediate and certain. Lord Councilor Muhrroh had disappeared; there had been no one else to meet the military force fronted by Mount Alaz. Every action Frahn had taken since then had been similarly motivated: his encounter with rebels on the route back across District Three had necessitated the installation of a garrison, the loss of Lord Justice Jannes in District Two had required the temporary institution of martial law and the eventual appointment of Jorren as governor, and so on, throughout Frahn's administration. The only course that had not implied a definite action was the matter of Lord Justice Marsan and District Six. Marsan was no rebel, and he allowed no violent show of resistance in his District, but he did not support Frahn and did not mute his voice when he spoke disapprovingly. Like Nosselin, he had ceased attending the meetings Frahn presided over in Insigh, leaving Wirthir as the only remaining Lord Justice. He withheld his taxes from the Dabionian authority. He was in every way hostile to Frahn, but he never took up arms. 

Frahn did not know what to do. An armed dissenter demanded armed action. A quiet dissenter demanded nothing so clear. For fourteen years Frahn had waited for a more decisive sign, a cue to attack District Six or to stand down, and he had received none. He was a man who always did exactly what was necessary and he had always been successful at it, but here he could do nothing. 

But this strange bullet and its strange disk—were they a sign? If they were as harmless as Justice Drim said, then no, they were only more indecision. But they were heavy in his hand, even divested of their covering: heavy with threat and poisonous with danger. He did not like them. “Who else knows about the cartridges?” he asked Drim. 

“No one,” Drim answered with proud assurance. That was one thing Drim was good at, making sure no one knew what they shouldn't. Drim had a whole troop of operatives—his men—who went around the country searching for illegal publications and forbidden postings. They scoured the presses and halted rumors in their tracks. Everyone had to prove his worth, Frahn thought with an inward sigh as he regarded his sycophant. This was how Drim proved his. It was worth a share of irritation; frightened people were not happy people, and unhappy people meant unrest. Rumors of violence and fearsome weapons did not make people happy, any more than rumors of plague did. Ignorant people were quiet people. Drim had distinguished himself as a clerk, fourteen years before, when he neatly covered up the siege of Mount Alaz and the outbreaks of the plague in that city and around it. Frahn had appointed him to his privy council at once. Not a rash decision—of course not. Lord Justice Frahn did only what was necessary. 

He slid the parts of the cartridge into his pocket. Only what was necessary. “Thank you, Drim.” He dismissed his subordinate, and got to his feet, pacing slowly out of his chambers and, he could only hope, toward a sign.
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DO YOU HAVE A SWORD?”

The old man's eyes cracked open and he gazed sideways at Rindell, huffed through his nose, and closed his eyes again. Rindell didn't think he'd woken the old man up; the cavalier had been singing to himself, quietly, for a good long time while Rindell had been drawing him. A pretty song, something about a river. It was almost exactly what Rindell needed to forget about the things that had happened the last few days: portraits and poetry and a real, live cavalier. But the effect would have been better somewhere safer, with solid walls. Rindell filled in the shadows around the figure he'd drawn, the old man's face on top of a cavalier outfit, quite dashing, he thought. He wanted to add a sword. “Well?” he prompted.

The patient frowned and spoke without opening his eyes again. “You're some Justice's son, aren't you? Did he teach you manners, or is he too important for that? Not even calling people by their name.” 

Rindell tried not to choke. Some Justice? “You didn't tell me your name.” 

“I did have a sword,” the old man interrupted, “in Cassile. And that's Master Serinason. Cal Serinason.” 

“Why were you in Cassile?” In the corner of the page Rindell did a quick caricature of a bald monk. “And why'd you leave your sword? Why'd you leave in the first place?” 

Cal's arm reached out suddenly and he snapped the tablet out of Rindell's hands. “If I tell you it was for a woman, will you leave me alone?” 

Rindell's eyes lit up for a moment. But Cal was laughing at him under his breath. “Oh yes, you're one of the romantics. You think I'm going to say I was following her, the lost love of my youth. Don't you? Well, I wasn't. I was following a wanderer. You know, a madman. He played that woman's lute and promised me he'd teach me her music. I waited for years for him to come back, I forgot all about her, I just waited for this madman to come. Then I had a dream, he told me to go east, told me to meet him. And I left Cassile, left the lute and the sword and everything, to follow him. Now who's the madman? I started wandering eastward, and I got caught in a storm, and I got soaked to the bone and sick as a dog. My epic quest, do you think they'll write a ballad about it? An old man lying in a sodden heap in the dirt, pissing himself, babbling about wanderers.” He paused for a breath and peered sideways at Rindell through the crack of his eyelids. “Now will you leave me alone?” 

That was it, Rindell thought. He'd lost another friend. But then Cal's hand reached out, the sketchbook in it. “You got my hat wrong,” he grumbled. “We wore them pinned up on the right, so we could aim muskets. No, I don't have a musket, don't ask me.” 

An uneasy silence followed. Cal had heard the gunfire of the day before, Rindell was certain. He must have been terrified, lying in bed with nowhere to hide. Rindell wanted to say something to reassure him. He opened his mouth, and blurted something else entirely. “Oh! That song! The wanderer said you knew the song. Was that what you were singing just now?” 

But those words seemed to disturb the cavalier even more than the sound of rebels in the camp. His face went blank and his eyes wide. His breath went short and he looked all around the tent. Even when he addressed Rindell he looked not right at him but past him or through him. That was the third time someone had looked at Rindell like he wasn't there in as many days—he was starting to wonder if he'd turned invisible. “Wanderer? Have you seen him? Is he here?” 

Rindell blinked, trying to remember what he'd just said. “What? Oh! Do you think it's the same wanderer?” 

In the next instant Rindell became convinced that it was the same wanderer and that he was floating through their minds making everyone ask about him at the same time. Justice Jannes stormed into the tent shouting, “Where is he? Is he here?” He looked around stools and behind the bed even though there was clearly no one hiding there. “His little trick backfired, and the rebels have gathered just outside the camp. In a circle. A blockade. They're laying siege to the camp to drive the devils out.” He gave up his search and turned on Rindell. “You saw him last—where is he?” 

Rindell choked and waved his hands. “I haven't seen—you're the last—But at least the rebels are outside the camp . . .” His voice trailed off like a question. 

“They've cut off our supply line!” Jannes thundered. 

Rindell cowered, then they were both interrupted by the sight of the old man on his feet. Fragile, sick, clad in a white gown with his feet bare, he was still impressively tall and held his head high, and he spoke with a voice that commanded some attention. The two Dabionians gave it to him. “I think I can find him.” 

Jannes didn't ask how; he just held the door flap up for the old man and followed him out. Rindell hurried behind. 

Healers' camps were normally built around trees, not a forest or a stand of trees, but those single trees that found themselves in the middle of a plain or clearing. In a large camp, several rows of tents could be pitched in a square around the tree, and the larger the camp was, the larger the square would be. This camp was the main one to serve the capital city of Kerr, it had become nearly permanent over the years, and the number of patients visiting it had only grown. It was a good twenty yards or more from the innermost row of tents to the tree in the middle. Cal led Jannes and Rindell around the tree twice, and on the third time they found the wanderer. 

“You are here!” he cried as he saw Cal, clapping his hands. 

“If you know everything, you should have known that,” spat Jannes. 

The wanderer ignored him, taking a step toward Rindell and patting his cheeks like an old grandmother. “And you are here!” I've been here, Rindell wanted to say, but his voice never made it outside his head. Strangely, the wanderer laughed in response, and Rindell was sure the laugh was inside his mind as well. 

“Yes, Amipal, we're here,” Cal was saying. It was the voice a particularly patient teacher used with a particularly stupid child, Rindell thought, one that held a great deal of anger in check. But Cal was very angry and it started to spill out as he was speaking. “Now why are we here? Why did you bring us here? What do you want us to do?” 

Amipal kept looking at their three faces, pondering something. “But there is someone missing!” he finally said. “I saw all of you here, but where is she? Do you know her?” he asked, stepping up to Jannes's face and stooping a little so he could look up into his eyes. Jannes squirmed and backed away, trying to keep the wanderer from touching him, but Amipal got close enough to swallow a puff of his breath. He rose to his full height, closed his eyes, and began to speak in a voice not his own. “Which path do you take, Aron? Which one?” 

Jannes turned purple, and his voice was so strained that the words barely came out. “She—is—not—here.” 

Amipal came back to himself abruptly and waved the intruding voice away with his hand. “No, not her. I already know her. What about you?” he continued, circling to the cavalier and leaning his ear against Cal's as if listening to something. He began to hum, then to sing. “We have left our lives there. Ah, lovely. I know her, too. She is a mother of mine.” 

Cal's eyes widened and he went pale, but Jannes had caught his breath and interrupted Cal before he could say anything. “How can you be looking for someone? Sages are supposed to know everything. If you're looking for someone, go find her yourself.” 

Amipal looked at Rindell with a grin, inclining his head toward Jannes over his shoulder as if to encourage Rindell to laugh at Jannes with him. Then his brows flew up his forehead. “It must be you! You must know her!” He stepped around Cal, stepped around the tree, and came at Rindell with outstretched hands. Rindell was irrationally frightened of being touched—he had no idea what woman Amipal would drag out of him, and he backed away until he tripped and landed on his backside. 

Then the air cracked with a massive explosion of gunfire. 

 
 

A child had sneaked through the blockade from the west, where a caravan of wagons gathered outside. The child was still telling his story when Jannes and Rindell reached the west end of the camp. His whole village, on the border between Districts One and Two, had been struck with the plague, and even when the Healers came it only got worse. Those that were still on their feet had loaded the wagons and come to the camp at Kerr, where there were many Healers; the boy had braved the rebels' blockade to plead with the Healers to come out and help. Then the Healers in turn had pleaded with the rebels to let them out to see to the new arrivals. The Healers were less lucky than the boy. The female Healer who had been in Cal's tent the first day was lying on the ground, her white robe discolored with a horrible spreading patch of red. 

Such a chaos erupted that Rindell didn't know what to look at. People were running, people were shouting, bits of flame and smoke spat everywhere. And Jannes turned to grab Amipal by the front of his tattered garment—Rindell hadn't even seen him follow them—and hissed at him through clenched teeth, “If you have any more tricks up your sleeve, you'd better do them now.” 

Amipal didn't answer, didn't do anything but smile. Then the chaos and everything else suddenly and completely stopped.


The people didn't move. They hung frozen in the air in their absurd positions, jumping or lunging, balancing on single feet in midrun, clumped together where Healers and patients tried to keep a rebel from firing his musket. Another one was caught in the instant after firing, the cloud of smoke from the priming pan congealed in the air in front of his face, the burst of flame from the mouth of the gun pasted in place. It made Rindell very uncomfortable to walk in front of it. He wondered where the musket ball was, if he might bump into it as he passed, hanging in the air. The air itself was too thick, hampering his movements and making him feel ten times heavier than he was. He fell into single file behind Jannes as they weaved through the gaps in the blockade, a maze of bodies like bizarre statues, then the weight abruptly lifted. Rindell's chest ballooned with the air and his same pace took him forward as quickly and easily as if he were flying. Not that he had anywhere to fly to; it was only the wagons that fanned out before him, and he could already guess what was inside. 

“Thirty-six burned bodies,” Rindell reported dutifully to Jannes, who had stopped to catch his breath when he broke through the circle and was still sitting on the ground where Rindell had left him. “Five of the drivers have normal symptoms. Three have no symptoms at all yet. So if they get the tincture, the five, then the three won't catch the plague. Right?” He looked at Jannes hopefully, not quite brave enough to ask Jannes for something but hoping he'd pick up on the suggestion and pull the vial out of his jacket pocket. 

But Jannes was looking distractedly at the grass. “I don't understand that,” he finally murmured. “Usually it takes two or more of them to stop time.”
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RINDELL'S FATHER DID NOT PICK HIM UP FROM  the School of Bioran Science. He sent Merrin, his clerk, or chief advisor, or head Justice of something or other; Rindell could never remember. He'd never paid much attention to the man and hadn't spent more than ten minutes altogether talking to him. “So where is he this time?” Rindell asked Merrin, so morose after his expulsion and the disappearance of Kenn Dowlen and the nicks on his face from shaving that he forgot to choose his words more properly. 

“Don't know,” Merrin said, surprisingly, in the middle of a huge yawn. 

Rindell's eyes popped and he looked out the carriage windows, checking that they were already moving and no one had looked in to see the chief-Justice-whoever yawn like that. Merrin saw Rindell doing it and shrugged his shoulders, finishing the yawn with a laugh. 

“Probably off fighting some rebellion or other,” Merrin continued, fishing a little packet of something out of his pocket. Rindell tried not to lean too far forward to see what it was, as Merrin unwrapped and nibbled at a corner of it. “That's what the guv'nor's always doing, isn't it? There's enough of the damned things.” He gestured with the packet in Rindell's direction, offering whatever it was. A sweet odor came from it, some kind of confection. Cocoa? Rindell vaguely remembered that cocoa was one of the products of Marlind, not seen since the end of the Ikinda Alliance. So it couldn't be cocoa, could it? Whatever it was, it made his mouth water. He bit his lips and shook his head, a little sadly. 

Merrin shrugged and nibbled at his sweet some more, going on with his mouth half-full. “What I don't understand is Frahn's tactics. Keep the people happy, that's what he says. Quiet people are happy people, of course, that's where the censorship comes in. But he doesn't see that the people still aren't happy. Only thing making them happy is the Public Force all over, armed like soldiers of war. And they're not happy, that's the problem—there are rebellions all over the place. So Frahn just brings in more soldiers, gives them helmets, bigger guns. Censors the press so they don't talk about them. Then what happens when the Public Force gets unhappy? That's what we're seeing in District Four.” Merrin shook his head. “Now that's going to be a hell of a rebellion.” 

Rindell was horrified. Kenn had said things like that and was gone the next day. 

“I say the whole District falls apart inside of five years,” Merrin continued conversationally, without a care in the world. He belched, folded up the packet, and tucked it away. “I don't see how anyone thinks people can be happy without alcohol, entertainment, or women. Karrimians, they've got the idea. Everything's pleasant as can be in Karrim, until we send in the tax collectors, of course. Mandera, everyone was happy in Mandera. Well, until 742, anyway. Maybe that's overboard on the wine, women, and song. A little too pricey, can't support it if the money runs dry. And you, you're seventeen, aren't you? I bet you haven't even bedded a woman yet.” 

Rindell choked, his mouth ashy. 

He tried very hard not to listen to Merrin for the rest of the trip. Fortunately, the Bioran school wasn't far from Origh's city limits, and they were soon at his father's house. He let Merrin hand his luggage to the driver, unlock the front door, usher Rindell in, and give orders to the household staff to make the governor's son dinner. Then he took his leave and disappeared. 

Rindell was home, and home was just as he liked it: empty. The servants were doing something in the downstairs kitchen, his father was gone, the tutors had vanished with his childhood, and he was alone. He liked to walk up and down the halls and look out the windows, peer through the keyholes on his father's doors, lie on the dusty beds in the empty rooms on the second floor. One of those rooms had been his mother's, he assumed; he was sure it was the one with the flowered coverlet. Before he'd seen Manderan paintings, he'd never seen flowers on anything else. He tried to remember the room as it had been when his mother was alive, tried to envision himself in it as a child, listening to fairy tales at his mother's knee. He lay on the bed and stretched out his arms and legs to see if that would help his memory. The mattress sagged under his weight and he breathed in a cloud of dust. He wished he could remember—he really wished he could remember. His eyes welled with tears. He'd lost his only friend and he'd been kicked out of school and he couldn't remember his mother and he was a failure like his father always said he was. The tears pasted his eyes shut and he fell asleep before getting his dinner. 

And woke with a start. Someone was calling him, chasing him. He sat up blindly and flailed at the dim light. His hands got tangled in the gauze curtains. “Mister Jorren”—the voice again. The butler, calling him down to dinner. He tried to catch his breath and sucked at dust. He was sweating inside his long jacket and his wig had fallen off. As he leaned over the edge of the bed to retrieve it, groping in the scary, spidery shadows, his hand grazed something that clanked. A small brass ring, fixed to a drawer in the frame of the bed. He pulled it and opened the drawer. In the thick dust lay a very small book. 

Books tended to get him into trouble, he thought warily. Still, he tucked it into his pocket, fingered the pages at the dinner table, and opened the cover eagerly when he finally returned to his room. 

Three pages in: Today we had cold pork and toast for breakfast. Sent Nellie to the market for cheese, having run out. Rindell screwed up his nose and flipped forward. The tailor on Merchant St. charging seventeen in silver for petticoats. Wish my seams were neater, I would sew them myself. Rindell started to yawn. His mother went on to practice sewing on three dresses, gray, dark blue, and black, and a collar, white; copy down the recipe for savory pudding and two kinds of bread, neither of which she was successful at baking; and write a page full of very bad poetry on the subject of being with child. Rindell blinked at that—the child was him, and he had a brief flash of eagerness as he thumbed through, looking for an account of his birth. He got bogged down in a list of all the names of all the children born to every Justice in Origh in 771, gave up, and turned to the end of the diary, where his mother appeared still to be pregnant. She ended her diary abruptly with a remedy for curing a cold she had caught. Rindell sighed heavily. Then he saw that there was a final page, stuck to the endpaper, that he hadn't seen. He tugged at it, tore it a little, and freed it. A single line was scrawled vertically along the gutter: I have married a man without a heart.


That night he dreamed of his father, laid out on the table in Professor Nosselin's laboratory. With the class watching over his shoulders Rindell made a Y-incision down his father's torso, opened him, inventoried him, and found the cavity within his ribs to be utterly empty. All the while his father's eyes were open, watching Rindell with the utmost disappointment and disgust. 

He woke shaking, nauseous, terrified. He was afraid to come out of his room until afternoon, when the faint sounds of singing from the kitchen below told him that the servants were inside for their midday meal and that his father was still not home. His father would never have allowed singing in the kitchen. Rindell stumbled down the stairs to grab a piece of cheese and ran back up to go at the diary again, pulling his chair up to the window and throwing the curtains open wide so his eyes wouldn't miss anything. 

There was his father insulting the servants, calling the cook a thief when two pieces of silver went missing, calling his driver a lazy idiot when he brought up the coach ten minutes late. Yes, thought Rindell, there was the father he knew. He turned the pages nervously, afraid to see his father saying terrible things to his mother. But strangely, she did not document a single harsh word from him directed toward herself. She hardly documented a word from him to her at all. Asked the servants what T.'s favorite meal is, so I could bring it to him, a newly married Madam Jorren wrote. They said he had none. Took dinner to him anyway, and he did not say anything. Asked after his health, said nothing. A cold dinner inspired a litany of criticism, but only in the kitchen where the servants could hear him. When his mother's maid secretly borrowed a hatpin from her jewelry chest, then lost it, his father observed, “That is because you are too lax with them. Those in power must maintain power.” Rindell scoured the page for any evidence that his father shouted or ranted this simple piece of advice but found nothing. Somehow this version of his father was more disturbing than the angry one. 

Then his mother went with his father to Insigh, having pleaded with him to let her visit a friend there while he attended a meeting with Lord Justice Frahn. On the way there they stopped to change the horses and his mother got out of the carriage, to do something couched in tangled language that Rindell took to mean relieving herself. Pregnant women, apparently, had to do that quite a bit. It was spring and the fields around the small border village were filled with flowers, and his mother lingered to walk around and look at them. Then the lovely spring day turned wet and stormy. When she finally made her way, weary and drenched, back to the village, she found that her husband had left without her. Went to Insigh and left me, not back until the next day after attending to his business. Not a word. In the carriage I sniffed the whole way and finally said “I took cold in the rain.” T. says “Of course, that happens when you walk in the rain.”


That night Rindell dreamed about a volcano, a nightmare he'd had before, but this time he was inside the volcano, falling down its red throat like falling down a well. Above, his father stood at its mouth and looked down and did nothing to save him. 

A door slammed in the house. Rindell kicked off the bed linens in a fright, half-dreamed words echoing in his ears and in the hallway, “Governor's home! Governor's home!” He pulled the linens up to his chin again, over his head, trying to hide. Not that it would do any good. There was a knock at his door and the knocking continued no matter how much Rindell tried to ignore it. “Mister Jorren,” the servant called. “You're wanted in your father's study. Mister Jorren.” 

Rindell had trouble remembering how buttons worked. The servant had to call for him again before he managed to get dressed, and when he finally hurried to his father's study, the volume of the voice inside made it apparent that his father had grown impatient waiting for him. Or maybe he wasn't angry at all, maybe he wasn't anything—Rindell wasn't sure anymore. Could someone's entire catalog of emotions be an act? If that were the theory, it would not be refuted this morning, because his father had an audience. Two wigged heads nodded at his father from across his table, and one of them turned at the creak of the door. 

“Governor Jorren,” Merrin said, rising hastily and ushering Rindell into the room by his elbow, “your son has arrived. Rindell Jorren, the governor has the honor of entertaining a visit from Unther r'Gayeth.” 

The remaining wigged head turned, and Rindell bit his lip so as not to gasp or make some other inappropriate noise. He'd known something was wrong with the wig from the start; it didn't look right, and he finally recognized it as the style seen in woodcuts in biography books about Lord Justice Frahn and the founders of the first Bioran school in Insigh. But the old-fashioned wig looked especially wrong on the head of the person wearing it. Rindell had heard of Azassians, of course, learned about them in school, but that was not the same as seeing one. Unther r'Gayeth was just as large, just as red, just as freckled as the stories said, with all the wrong hair, and Rindell had trouble not staring as Merrin directed him into an empty chair. 

“Unther comes to us from the household of his clan's chieftain, Erril r'Gayeth,” Tirn Jorren said in a heavy voice, intending to impress Unther himself if no one else. “You will know from your studies”—looking pointedly at Rindell, who gulped—“that Erril is the descendant of Byorn r'Gayeth, who championed the Bioran cause in the sixth century. The new chieftain is pursuing Bioran learning with a more rational method. He has opened a school in his household and hosted a range of scholars. He is the prime supporter of Dabion's philosophy and governance in his country. You should find his interest in the sciences most compelling.” 

Rindell was not sure whether a response was being demanded of him but felt it best to nod. 

Unther began to speak then, in an accent so heavy Rindell had trouble figuring out what he was saying. He hoped it wasn't important. Only the first few words were directed at him, then he turned his remarks to the governor. Rindell leaned toward Merrin, and whispered, “They're not making me go to school there, are they?” 

Merrin snorted. “School? They're planning your marriage.” 

Somewhere in the course of the negotiations, during which Rindell temporarily lost his hearing, he was called to sign his name to what he vaguely recognized as a contract. Merrin leaned in to sign as a witness and stamp the document with the seal of the scales of Justice of Dabion. “Perhaps,” Merrin added indulgently, “the younger Jorren has questions about the negotiations?” 

Everyone stared at Rindell. He'd never so hated someone he liked so much. 

“Well?” his father prompted. His voice was sharp; he was trying to intimidate someone. 

Rindell's first answer squeaked out of his throat without stopping at his brain. “Did you bring a picture?” 

After Rindell was dismissed, without any picture of his intended, Merrin followed him out of the room. “It's all that ancient history they've been reading,” he said helpfully. “Pre-Common-Calendar years, when the Five Countries were nothing but little kingdoms fighting each other. Rotten stuff, but they read it for the war tactics. That's how kingdoms made alliances: the son of one king would marry the daughter of another king.” 

He waited a minute for that to soak in. “But my father's not a king,” Rindell finally murmured. 

Merrin chuckled. “No, but he's the closest thing here, next to Frahn, and Frahn doesn't have any children.” Then he hurried about his business and left Rindell at the stairs. 

That night Rindell paged through his mother's diary one last time, looking for any evidence of what his father was doing at that meeting in Insigh, what was so important he had to leave his pregnant wife in the rain to get there on time. His mother had no idea, of course. And the reason for her marriage was as fuzzy to her as the reason for his was to Rindell. All he knew was that at the end of it, his mother was dead. Rindell tried very hard not to sleep that night. 

Unther r'Gayeth left the next day, and when Tirn Jorren left for the Great Hall Rindell opened his door and looked down the empty hallway. He wouldn't have long to enjoy the house alone, but he found he could not take the step out of his room. Then Merrin came up the stairs, saw him, and hurried his way. “I've got something for you,” he said a conspiratorial whisper. “Asked a friend to do me a favor.” He grabbed Rindell by the elbow, hurried him toward the library, winked, and pushed him through the door. 

A woman stood in the room, her hand on the arm of a large reading chair, leaning slightly against the fabric of the drawn curtain. When the door closed behind Rindell, she pulled a lace on her bodice and the entire front of her dress dropped away and left her bare. 

When Rindell regained his voice, he said what was honestly the only thing his mind could come up with. “Can I draw you?” 

The woman laughed a little, but reclined on the arm of the chair, tilting her head back a little so her hair spilled behind her. Rindell dropped to the floor cross-legged, hunting in his vest pocket for a pencil and flipping clumsily through the books on the shelf beside him for one that had blank pages in the back. 

His hands were probably too cold, too shaky to draw well, anyway. Before he'd gotten any more than the blocking done, there was a grumpy noise outside and the door burst open under his father's hand. Tirn Jorren stepped into the room and all the air was sucked out. He didn't give the prostitute a second glance. He stood in front of his son and said, completely without inflection, “Get up.” 

Rindell struggled to plant himself on feet that had suddenly lost every one of their nerves. 

“You have failed to make yourself useful at school,” his father said, still toneless. “It has cost me a great effort to find some function for you. I will not have you jeopardizing my plans by contracting an infection from the city's filth.” Only on the last word did he raise his voice, clearly for the sake of the woman. Those in power must maintain power. For the prostitute's part, she stood up straight, her head erect, her breasts thrust forward with the straightening of her shoulders, before she pulled her chemise up loosely around herself and walked from the room. She was not stopped. Rindell's father did not move, did not turn to watch her go, did not look at her with a scowl or a sneer or anything remotely like desire. Nothing in his eyes or his face or his posture or even the steady movement of his breath gave any indication that he was the least bit human. Rindell had never been more frightened of his father in his life. 

 
 

Only when he reached the river, well away from the city of Origh and out of its District, was Unther r'Gayeth able to release the breath he had been holding since he left Azassi. The marriage contract was in his saddlebag, safe and signed, and he could finally stop for a rest. 

He swung down from his horse and tied the reins to a tree, letting the animal dine on the leaves. He had been acting as Erril r'Gayeth's ambassador to Dabion for some fifteen years, and had spent most of those years traveling alone. Few others in House Gayeth shared their chieftain's passion for Bioran learning enough to travel great distances for it. Unther was at the extreme western edge of Dabion; on the other side of the little tributary was the country of Karrim. He could see its fields spreading before him in wide squares, neatly cultivated. And to the north, a furrow across the fields, a heavy dark line where nothing grew. Nothing more than a dividing line between parcels, he told himself. Surely the scar of his warrior ancestor's passing would not still be on the land, more than two centuries later. It was said that Byorn r'Gayeth burned his way across Karrim and sowed salt where he passed. Unther seated himself on a rock at the riverbank and leaned down to cup a handful of water, to splash on his face and wash the dirt and visions from his eyes. 

But the visions would not leave him. When he looked at the river he could only remember the river in Azassi that his cousin had been pulled out of. Ten years before—she had been eight—and he hadn't even been at the riverbank to see it. He had not seen her until later, keeping watch at her bedside as she slept. He remembered Adina's face clearly: eyes closed, lying still, curled on her side like an infant in the womb. She might have looked peaceful, had her hair not been singed where she had leaned too close to a fire she had lit herself, had her arm not been bound with a bandage where she had scored it with a knife, had her face not been so pale it was almost blue, as if she were still in the water. And even in sleep her eyes were never at rest; Unther could see them darting behind their thin, translucent lids, always back and forth, back and forth, chasing some unseen dream restlessly. 

He had sat the vigil alone. Temmi, the only nurse to remain with Adina, had been so shaken after she carried the girl's drenched body back to the fortress that she had gone down the hill to stay with her son. Adina's father, of course, would not come in, and so Unther was alone in the room with Adina, trying to settle himself in his chair with his wig forever slipping into his eyes. Bioranism was the savior of the household, Erril r'Gayeth said. It would bring rationality to a clan scarred by violence and superstition. These were the words to which Unther had rallied, when his uncle and chieftain bade him study with the scholar Justice Athal from Dabion. Unther had been so captivated, so passionate about the study. It would save them all. But two years later Adina tried to drown herself in the river, and her father never had any intention of saving her. Unther had pushed the wig from his head and it had fallen on the floor with a slap. 

A noise startled Unther from his thoughts. He had been vaguely aware of passing a large building as he strayed from the main road to take his rest by the river, but he had not given a second thought to the building or what it might be. Now he saw a wagon roll up to it, open its doors, and spill its shackled occupants into the mouth of the building. Prisoners. Unther laughed dryly; he had heard that Dabion kept its prisoners out of sight, in distant places far from the cities, where the Justices who condemned them might never have to look at them again. But as his eyes strained to focus on the unfortunates, Unther noticed that they were all alike and all very strange. They looked tattered on first glance—their clothes were in multicolored rags, like their hair. They were wanderers. Involuntarily, Unther shivered and held up his hand in a warding sign. 

Superstition. He forced his hand down and plunged it into the cold water, as if he could wash the rootless fears from it. His entire pursuit of Bioran learning was orchestrated in an attempt to rid Gayeth of superstition. It was ironic, then, that Gayeth's chieftain was still saddled with it. Superstition was the reason Erril r'Gayeth had abandoned his daughter. Unther was convinced that the same superstition was the very cause of Adina's affliction. She was not mad, Unther maintained. She was not even slow. She was very clever, and even at an early age she could repeat an entire story that Temmi told her, word for word, although she did not learn to read until she was much older, when Unther begged her father to let him teach her letters in an attempt to calm her fits. At times she would read aloud to him, when no clansman or servant was in hearing, and her voice would be clear and lucid. Then someone would pass and she would seize up in a violent fit. At times she would be so troubled by nightmares that they would have to bind her hands as she slept. Unther rubbed at his forearms—they still bore scars where he had woken her too abruptly and she had raked him with her nails. But once he came to the belief that the clan itself and her father in particular were causing her affliction, his duty was clear. He had to get Adina out of Gayeth. 

It had forced him to revive his cold interest in Bioran learning, to put on his wig and return to lessons that had soured for him. It had ended with a signed marriage contract in his saddlebag. And it had driven him to lie to his chieftain. Unther braced himself with another handful of cold water from the river. Duty to his cousin overrode duty to his chieftain, he insisted to himself again. Then he stood up from his short rest and untied his horse. 

The wagon was gone from the asylum by the time Unther passed it. He spared its locked gates hardly a glance as he passed, his mind heavy with his deception. But the horse shied and sidled away. “Hoah,” he said in a voice too tense to calm the horse, and he turned back toward the building as if to prove to the horse that it had nothing to fear. “There's nothing there.” Then he saw that there was something there. Two people, wanderers, hand in hand, slipped through the heavy masonry wall as if it were nothing but air. 

Unther kicked the horse to a gallop and put the asylum behind him. 

Farther north, a fast summer storm broke and his horse picked up a stone. Unther dismounted and bent over the horse's hoof to pry it out, his hands slipping in the water. He couldn't dislodge the stone, he couldn't keep his balance, and he fell backward into a puddle of mud. His wig slipped forward over his eyes and he sobbed. Adina was not yet safe, and his plan could yet fail. Not until the rain subsided was he able to pull the despair from his mind like his wet wig from his head and open his eyes. 

And he found someone looking at him. Motley clothes, many-colored braids, and the most curious eyes. The wanderer stooped over to peer at Unther sideways, and though his lips did not move, Unther felt certain that the man had spoken to him, just as he was thinking of Adina, Do you know her? But when the wanderer did speak, he said different words entirely. “You wonder how they escape their walls. You think they are imprisoned. They do not.”
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BARON SERINASON WAS KNOWN AMONG HIS  peers for an unusual frugality and sobriety. His title, unlike that of the duke, was not hereditary; he had earned it with an impressive quantity of hard work, and unlike other barons content to rest on their achievement, Baron Serinason intended to prove his worth continually. He did not, however, intend continually to prove his wealth, as so many of his peers did. Not for him the excesses of Baron Enilan, who wore more jewels on his person than any of the Titled Merchants; who was rumored to pay courtesans unheard-of sums of money to perform unmentionable services; who once purchased a fantastic carriage, the wood of its frame heavily gilded and its roof crafted from sculpted vines of glass, for the single purpose of riding in it once and setting it on fire in the field outside the city when he was finished with it. Baron Serinason lived for his work, not for his fortune; he did his duty to city and country and went home to enjoy his rewards quietly. It was strange, then, for the Duke of Kysa to open his door to Serinason, ruffled and winded by a hasty journey from the southern coast, and have his most somber baron propose to him a new festival for the autumn season. 

“Piracy,” Serinason cried. “A contingency of managers from Ikinda has gone to the Duke of Iyla to press complaint. The treasure ships are being preyed upon by pirates on the Marlind waterways, and the Ikindans claim that Mandera has done too little to stop them. They have threatened the duke with the dissolution of the Alliance. There is panic along the coast from Iyla to Tristam. Barons are hoarding their money and refusing to pay their workers, and workers are striking. The duke has locked his doors and is hiding inside his house. The news has yet to reach the populace of Kysa, but when it does, it will be disaster. We must prevent it before it erupts.” 

“And what do you suggest, Your Excellency?” asked the Duke of Kysa, fluttering a filigree carved fan at himself. 

Baron Serinason sighed heavily. “I suggest a festival, Your Grace.” The festival would be a weeklong market, arranged in the ducal square much like the midsummer festival. Unlike midsummer, where the duke paid for provisions of food and drink and dalliance, the merchants would sell their own goods to the festivalgoers. Buying and selling would be encouraged among the populace as well as the Titled Merchants, who would be unencumbered by the Ikinda Alliance meetings that had come to be scheduled in conflict with the midsummer festival. The duke would still make his contribution of entertainment, as well as a quantity of wine in the fountains for refreshment. His Grace was delighted by the plan. “Let us start preparations immediately!” the duke cried, clapping his hands. “Who can worry about pirates during a festival?” 

Two days later, when rumors of the imminent failure of the Alliance finally drifted across Kysa's borders, the city's people were too preoccupied to pay them much notice, especially when Baron Serinason's undermanagers returned with confirmation that the Ikindans had withdrawn their threat. One merchant selling trinkets and children's toys from his little stand commemorated the rumors by fashioning pirate flags, death's-heads etched in bleach on scraps of black silk, and sold them for a penny apiece; they were a great hit at the autumn festival. 

Cal Serinason, passing the toy seller's stand, picked up a pirate flag and waved it halfheartedly on its stick. It was the first day of the festival. His father had directed him to come personally, even giving him an extra stipend of money to spend. “You will go,” the baron had said, looking intently into his youngest son's eyes as he handed him the purse. “It is most important to Kysa. It is most important to me.” Cal's heart had elevated to his throat and fluttered there for a moment. His father was speaking to him. His father needed him. Cal reached out his hand to receive whatever it was that his father was bequeathing to him, that symbol of blood and love. But he opened the purse and shook out nothing but silver coins, drab and mundane and meaningless. 

He tossed one of the coins onto the toy seller's stand, not waiting for the change, and wandered away through the square, shaking the flag limply against the breeze. 

There were people at the festival he hadn't seen in ages, all the barons and baronesses whose paths did not normally cross his, people whose names he was surprised he remembered. Baron Gosmin, a friend of his father's, was weighing his coins at a fabric merchant's stand as his wife the baroness measured out a length of coral-colored brocade. Baron Iamel was munching passionately on a roasted turkey leg, nearly tripping over small children as he paced through the square. Baroness Lanara, who had earned her baronage in her own right by discovering a mathematical process that aided in the calculation of statistics, was idly watching a clutch of children run past with pirate flags waving from their fists, while her husband stood at a tack stall spending her money on an expensive saddle. Cal did not see Baron Enilan, who would not deign to associate himself with the common people. His daughter was absent—Cal had heard that she had been married to a gem merchant in Delton—as were Sever and Wenn. 

Cal was drawn back by the sound of a child's wail. A small girl had dropped her pirate flag and it was trampled under the feet of her companions. Cal stepped forward and slipped his own flag into her chubby hand. Instantly her cry dried up, she smiled merrily, and she darted off before Cal could reach out a hand tousle the dark brown tangle of her hair. He stood in the square, a hand stretched forward emptily, standing motionless in the stream while every citizen of Kysa flowed past on their business of buying and selling. And to Cal, it was nothing but a murmuring drone, like the noise of bees, too far away to touch him with their stings. 

Then there came an echo of music. Cal followed it, toward the stage erected on the north side of the square near the duke's house. Fehl Connaut was there, Cal saw, along with two other minstrels. They were singing a bawdy song in a round, to the raucous applause of the crowd. Cal paused near a fountain that was sticky and sweet with passionfruit wine. Two girls stood on the lip of the fountain to watch the musicians, their arms linked at the elbow. The trio ended; two of the minstrels climbed down from the stage, leaving Fehl to sing on. He sang sonnetines, of course. He sang “The Wound.” It was a festival. My lady, fair and lovely and unkind . . . Beside him on the square Fehl heard two citizens, commoners or nobles or merchants taking a rest from their work, snicker to one another, “Ironic, that. You know Connaut's predilection is for young men.” Cal felt a laugh well up inside himself. Of course, he knew that. It was ironic. Of course. 

“Jodi! Get down from there!” a voice shouted from behind Cal, some distant and matronly voice, and one of the girls standing on the rim of the fountain shouted a farewell to her companion and jumped down. The other girl had not yet released her arm, though. When the eponymous Jodi leapt to the ground, she threw her companion wildly off-balance in her wake. Her foot slipped, her arms pinwheeled, and a cry for help died frozen on her lips. 

Should he catch her? The question did not form itself in Cal's mind until moments later. His arms reached out, as they had reached for his father's purse, as they had reached to pat the head of the child who'd danced away with his pirate flag, and this time they caught something. 

“Goodness!” the girl cried, as soon as she'd caught her breath and her feet were safely on the ground. “Here I am stealing the stage from good Master Connaut. We'd have had a show indeed if you hadn't caught me, sir.” Finally, she found her balance, pivoted to face him, and drew a breath to speak her thanks. Their eyes met, and she fell stunningly silent. 

Cal felt his lips pull up into a smile. What she saw in him, he could not be certain. What he saw in her was a person who knew exactly who she was. 

“Serah!” another voice shouted, intruding into Cal's hearing. A man rushed to the young woman's side and tugged her out of Cal's grasp, staring back at him with eyes that were shockingly blue in his dark olive face. A mane of red hair stuck out over his scalp, and the sharp and angular features of his face were accented with the scars of myriad fights. What would have happened, Cal wondered, if he'd held on to the girl? “We're going now!” the red-haired man barked into Serah's ear, and dragged her off into the crowd. Once she looked back at Cal, then she was gone. 

By the last day of the festival the stands were almost bare of goods, the liquor in the fountains was dilute, and people with light purses wandered the streets to take in what entertainment remained. Cal stepped into the square and was met by a woman called Nairi in a brilliant red dress. “Good evening, Master Serinason,” she said, looping her arm through his. “Care for a walk?” 

Cal's popularity among the courtesans was somewhat ironic, as he had only rarely purchased their services. Still, he had a reputation in the city, and the working women sought him out when they wished to be seen with the right people on the street. With most of the paying customers of Kysa having spent all their money, Nairi doubtless had little to do herself but take in some music, so Cal let her lead him across the square to the stage at the north end. And there he saw Serah. 

She was on the stage, singing. Her voice rang out through the square and heads turned to watch her. She was not like Fehl Connaut, the wind harp, standing perfect and motionless as music moved through him. Serah sang. She pulled the music from the air with her hands, snared it with her voice, melded it with every fiber of her body. At the front of the crowd Cal could see the red-haired man raising his hands, leading the people to clap in time with her song. He hardly needed to. The very statues of the dead dukes in the square were tapping their feet. 

Then someone reached up and handed her a lute. Cal found himself holding his breath. She settled it against her body and set her fingers to it and played. It was not magic, her fingers moving on the strings; Cal could see the muscles in her half-bared arms flex as she played, could hear the thud of her finger pads against the board, could hear the buzz of her nails against the vibrating strings as she plucked. She danced with the instrument like a partner and it sang for her. Cal listened as if he had never heard music before. He would not remember a single melody she sang, but for the first time since he knew not when, he heard and saw and had no doubt that his sensations were utterly real, and that he was there sensing them. 

Then Serah saw him. Her breath caught, she dropped a line, she repeated a strain on her lute to cover, and color came up in her face. On his arm Nairi giggled. “She likes you,” the courtesan said, standing on her toes to reach up and whisper in his ear. He felt her lips brush him, and he could taste the brightness of their red. Cal felt his face tauten, and he knew he was smiling. 

Movement caught his eye. To his right, the tents—door flaps opened as the merchants of dalliance and their customers stepped out to listen to the girl singing. One young man stood framed in the canvas, the pearl gauze of his shirt open to his waist, his face suffused with rapture. It was not often he would have heard such music; boys of his profession were not welcome on the streets and lived most of their lives in the basements of courtesans, waiting for the patrons that the women could not please. Then he turned to share his joy by summoning his patron to come out and hear the singer. 

There was a pause, a delay. How long did it take, Cal would wonder, for the man to make himself perfect again? When Fehl Connaut appeared at the boy's shoulder his hair was smooth and his surcoat was settled over his shoulders in folds as precise as marble, but his face was full of light. 

And Cal felt his fingers tingle, his skin tauten up in gooseflesh. He felt the pulse in his fingertips, in his throat, as if he had never heard his heart beat before. He saw the minstrel and he heard the girl singing, smelled the courtesan's perfume, and felt as if he would burst. 

The song ended and the crowd cheered. Serah caught her breath; Cal thought he could see her trembling. She was mincing toward the edge of the stage, looking for a way down. The thought of the moment ending was more than Cal could bear. “Fehl!” he cried, hunting for words, trying to remember how to speak. “I think this one can match you in a tenson.” 

Fear that the minstrel would decline made tears jump to Cal's eyes. He could not turn around to see whether Fehl was coming or had retreated into the tent, making a hopeless attempt to recover his anonymity. But when he heard the minstrel's voice again it was near him, and it was full of uncommon delight. “A brilliant idea, Master Serinason!” he said, and the crowd parted to clear a path for him. 

What they sang in the end, Cal would not remember. The words passed him by. The voices caught him, weaving their duet back and forth, building rhyme upon rhyme, until the net of them wrapped around Cal and held him fast. When the song was done and the singers had left, when the festival was over and the crowds had drifted, Cal would still be hearing their song, weaving through his mind, wrapping around his heart, binding him with a longing that he could not put words to.
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LORD JUSTICE WIRTHIR WAS AILING. HE HAD  been ill for some ten years, a chronic illness that affected his breathing. He almost never appeared in public and had ceased meeting with the Circle in Insigh long before. His duties for the most part had been passed to his son Iven, his chief Justice Advisor Hollard, and his privy clerks; for all intents and purposes, they governed District Five. Rumor had it that the Lord Justice wasn't in the capital city of Doss at all: that he had gone to Mandera, perhaps, to take in the warm salt air, or that he was dying in a Healer's tent somewhere in the provinces. In the Great Hall of Justice, it was confirmed otherwise. Lord Justice Wirthir was alive and his hand still directed the government. The news was not met with universal approval. 

The position at the head of District Five was a significant one. District Five held the border with Azassi, the one viable pass through the mountains that divided that gold-bearing country from Dabion. All traffic to and from Azassi passed through District Five; all travelers paid their tolls to Doss. That traffic was historically dominated by traders, and since the fall of the Ikinda Alliance in 742 there was little enough to trade. Wirthir's predecessor, Lord Justice Hysthe, had despaired of his job for that reason: the mind-numbing boredom. But since the 770s, things had become more interesting. The Azassian clans, weary of their endless battles and suffering from stagnation in their economy, had demanded reentry into the trade of the Five Countries. Wirthir had himself been appointed to the position of Lord Justice to manage this affair and oversee the production of currency from Azassian gold; he had been persuaded to the task by Justice Rayner, then head of Dabion's Secret Force, and Rayner's offer of a substantial share of the gold, off the top and before the market. 

So Wirthir had run District Five and enjoyed his cut. Even after the sudden retirement of Rayner, who was in part replaced by Greater Justice Drim, Wirthir was allowed to continue deducting his payment; neither Drim nor Lord Justice Frahn, busy with their military endeavors, expressed enough concern to put an end to it. But while the business of the gold had gone smoothly, the issue of succession had not. Frahn's military endeavors had made him too busy to establish a line of succession to replace the former method of appointment by the Circle. He had placed governors in Districts Two and Three when Lord Justices Jannes and Zein had gone missing, and he was likely to do so again when the curmudgeonly Nosselin finally gave up the ghost. Marsan in District Six, however, had purportedly named his own successor, and no one had stopped him from doing it. The governance of District One itself was undecided. No one knew what would happen after Frahn's death. The future of District Five was only slightly less contested. 

Gold was a powerful motivator. There was no shortage of parties who would volunteer to take Wirthir's place. Wirthir's son Iven, Justice Advisor Hollard, and the Lord Justice's clerks shared the duties of running District Five, but they did not do so amicably. The clerks had gone to great effort politicking against one another, falsifying court documents and financial statements to discredit each other, spreading all manner of rumors from the mental state of one clerk to the carnal perversities of another. Whatever the schemes of Iven were, they were laid much deeper and far less clumsily, and Justice Advisor Hollard could find no way to combat them. Hollard felt that the clerks, on the other hand, could be readily subdued by pulling rank. As he could not gain the attention of the Lord Justice, he appealed to what he felt was a more responsive authority, a visitor passing through Doss on his way to Azassi: Governor Jorren. 

Tirn Jorren did not spend much time listening to Hollard's reports on the misbehavior of the privy clerks. He did not waste time interviewing the clerks personally. He managed to gain an audience with Lord Justice Wirthir himself in less than half an hour. Had anyone been listening to that interview, they would have heard Jorren ask one question of the Lord Justice, “Do you favor your son to succeed?” and Wirthir's answer, in his thready voice: “By the old laws of kingship, yes.” 

What motivated Wirthir to follow those laws was unclear. The old traditions had been revived with the siege of Mount Alaz, fourteen years earlier, and since then they had seeped back into the fabric of Dabion, from the study of military science in the schools to small changes in the structures of the guilds and the Public Force. The fragmentation of government, each District governing itself almost independently as the old kingdoms had, had been an unavoidable result of the disintegration of the Circle following Lord Councilor Muhrroh's disappearance. The notion of a royal bloodline, of a throne passing from father to son, was still generally scorned in Dabion and considered too like the barbarian customs of Azassi, but in the absence of other rules about succession, it was not out of the question. Governor Jorren would never have chosen his own son to succeed him, but Wirthir had chosen his, and that fact made it clear to Jorren that the misbehavior of Wirthir's clerks was evidence of their scheming to seize control of the District. 

Jorren's out-of-favor son was aware of none of this. Rindell lingered in the carriage while his father was summoned about his business, taking the opportunity to lean back and stare at the ceiling. He'd had little enough chance to do that recently, with his new employer Aron Jannes always hanging over his shoulder and calling for him and telling him to draw something. Rindell had never been this busy at school, and even his father had never expected him to do much at all. For a moment Rindell sighed and stretched, enjoying his holiday from work and drinking in the luxury of freedom. Of course, he had to stop that almost instantly—freedom and his father did not coexist. It was only a matter of time before he served up something dreadful for Rindell. 

Something dreadful came in the form of the driver, opening the door to fetch Rindell out. “Business of state,” the little man said. “Your father wants you to see.” 

Rindell didn't know exactly what he was seeing at first. Seven men, bareheaded and stripped to shirtsleeves, stood in a line with their faces to the wall. They were at the Great Hall of Doss, Rindell figured out, by the size of the building and its situation within a large courtyard in the center of town. The number of suits gathered around the square suggested the Great Hall as well. It seemed to be a business day, and Rindell wondered why no one was bustling about their work. Everyone was staring at the men lined up against the wall, and at the man who was addressing them. 

Of course it was his father. Rindell bit his lip. Business of state could only be bad. 

“Justice Advisor Hollard argues that he is judged in error,” Tirn Jorren was saying, addressing the square and everyone in it. His voice was great enough to address everyone in the city. “It is the privy clerks who are accused of scheming. Hollard himself brought forth the accusation. Hollard does not recognize that he condemns himself. Eliminating the clerks only clears the way to his desired position. He betrays himself as a schemer by this very action. The government of Dabion does not tolerate schemers.” 

From the line of men against the wall, Rindell heard a sob. At one end a man hung his head and his shoulders trembled. He looked very sick, even more so than the rest of them. 

Then his father finished his lecture and stepped away from the line of men. And Rindell noticed for the first time that there was a second line of men, standing a short distance away, facing the men against the wall. Fourteen men, dressed in Public Force uniforms, each one of them holding a musket. An ear-shattering voice shouted an order. Rindell couldn't cover his ears against it—that short, fierce order—no more than he could look away. The guards raised their guns to their shoulders. They pulled their triggers. Flint touched powder in a horrible succession of flares. The mouths of the barrels spat fire. And seven men jolted and fell to the ground. 

Tirn Jorren nodded briefly, as if at a letter he had to sign or an unsatisfactory report on Rindell's grades. Less emotion than that, even. He passed Rindell and uttered something about getting back into the carriage, they were due at House Gayeth, but what the words were Rindell would be unable to recall. Blood was beating in his ears and swallowed everything. Seven dead men were lying on the ground. Rindell's fingers had gone utterly numb, they might have fallen off, and his feet threatened not to hold him. For nearly a year he had been traveling to sick camp after sick camp, cataloging dead bodies like cords of wood, but this was the first time he'd seen a body pass from living to dead. It was the worst thing imaginable. 

And his father walked past him, told him to get into the carriage like telling him the sky was cloudy, his face smooth as a stone. I have married a man without a heart. 

Somehow Rindell found himself in the carriage and sleeping—a heavy, black sleep crowded with dreams that vanished the instant he woke with a start. He heard a yelp in his throat and tried to bite it back with a fright. Across from him, his father was busy with ledgers and papers spread over his lap. He showed no sign that he'd heard his son. 

A perverse idea stole into Rindell's mind. He sighed with discomfort, shifted noisily on the stiff seat, and glanced up to check the results. 

His father said nothing. 

Over the course of the morning, Rindell cracked his knuckles, blew his nose, coughed at least a hundred times, and came very close to kicking off his shoes. Still nothing. His father went on reading and sorting through his papers like a deaf man. A little hysterical laugh slid out of Rindell's throat. His father should have been furious by now, but even the laugh failed to move him. It was true. His father's entire catalog of emotions, all that angry erupting he'd done all of Rindell's life, really was an act. Rindell cringed back in the carriage seat as far as he could. 

They were going to Azassi. Erril r'Gayeth had declared it time to formalize Rindell's betrothal to his daughter and had summoned them to an official meeting of some sort, although Rindell found the thought of anyone's summoning his father to do anything so painfully ignorant it made him wince. When he was finally able to tear his eyes away from the disturbing specter of his father, and his limbs—aching and numb from days of riding in the carriage and sleeping in the hard, flea-infested beds of inns—finally protested his crouched position so loudly that he had to loosen himself from the back of his seat, he looked out the window and found they were already there. That could be the only explanation for the dry, brown, rocky, foliage-deprived land he saw around him. 

Rindell had never been to Azassi. He knew they were barbarians and they had gold mines—everyone knew that, even if they didn't pay attention in school. He didn't know what gold mines were. If he'd thought about it, he might have imagined pretty caves where people could pick shiny nuggets off the floor. He would not have expected to see holes torn in the bone-dry ground, carts rolling on tracks in and out of them, people wearily pushing the carts, their red hair blotted with dirt, coming out blinking as if the light hurt. He wouldn't have expected all the noise, which he could hear even with the carriage windows stiflingly closed: foremen shouting orders, workers grunting with their effort, boys younger than he singing with pained enthusiasm as they descended the tracks into the mines, tiny children running to and fro with water dippers. The Dabionians, a few of them sticking out like eyesores in their black suits and blond wigs, Rindell did expect. He didn't realize what they'd look like, though, surveying the carts, giving their approval or not, and authorizing with little nods as the foremen shouted orders of punishment or three more hours' work. He wouldn't have thought of the graveyards; he didn't even realize they were graveyards at first, little fence-ringed corrals of land filled with mounds of rocks. He passed three of them before he could read the sign posted at the entrance of every one: Let us not lie forever in the earth, and it was another mile before he worked out what that meant. By that time the carriage had crossed into a village without Rindell realizing it. He wouldn't have thought about there being villages, or about there being people in them, or about the people being hungry. From a knot of people, staring as the carriage passed by, a few brave ones stumbled to their feet and began to approach. “Beggars,” Rindell heard the driver say, muffled. “Get away!” A young girl came all the way up to the carriage, running to keep pace, her hands stretched wide, crying out for food. The outrider struck her across the face with a whip. 

Rindell gasped and turned away. 

He saw his father, looking for a moment out the window. He nodded once and turned back to his work. 

The thin joyless laugh leaked out from Rindell's throat again and this time he tried desperately to strangle it. 

At some point the carriage stopped, to change the horses, to let the drivers relieve themselves—Rindell was hardly aware of what was going on. The voices outside the carriage door had been talking for five minutes, ten minutes by the time Rindell realized they were speaking words and his ears admitted those words into his head. 

“Your other options are fruitless,” one voice was saying, a voice Rindell couldn't recognize as much as he tried, a visitor's voice. “Lithen is unstable; the chieftain's heir predeceased him, and since his death last season the other sons of the clan have fought one another for supremacy. There is no clear line of descent to be wedded into.” 

Ah—Rindell sighed—talking about me. His throat tightened and he pictured himself lined up against the wall at the Great Hall in Doss, fourteen red-haired Lithen clansmen pointing muskets at him. 

“Vigtil is our real concern, though. They have made alliance with the Alaçan survivors.” 

“What?” Rindell was astonished to hear his father ask a question, not in sarcasm but in surprise. There was a long pause, and Rindell wondered if his father was taking a breath, or expelling a breath in a hot volcano hiss, or making a terrible face. It was more likely, terrifyingly likely, that there was no expression on his face whatsoever. Finally, Tirn Jorren said, “Your superior has been notified of this?” 

“I confirmed the news only this morning and rode straight here. Another operative left for Insigh; he will notify Drim. I knew you were waiting for news before proceeding with your negotiations.” 

I'm right here, I can hear you, Rindell wanted to say, recklessly. 

“What of the allies?” his father asked. 

“The villages in this area claim loyalty to Gayeth. They have a long history of alliance, though it has not been tested recently. Whether they are armed, I couldn't determine. Azassians become close-mouthed when Dabionians ask them about weapons, especially those who once participated in an uprising. Drim has sent another operative to look into it further. But whether Erril can rally them is unknown.” 

There was another pause. His father was thinking. “Unknown,” he repeated. “But now, decisively, the only option.” 

“The Alaçans are a fearful enemy, your honor. Any possibility of an alliance would be wise to pursue.” 

“Thank you,” his father said shortly, cutting off the man's words. “If you have no further information for me, you are dismissed.” 

The carriage door swung open and Rindell pressed his forehead against the opposite window so he wouldn't have to see his father climb in. 

For the rest of the journey—and Rindell was not even aware of how long that was—he stared at the window, not so much looking out as looking at the glass itself, not seeing anything. It was better than looking at what was inside the carriage, that man who was strangely living despite the absence of a heart. Rindell would have closed his eyes if he'd been able to find his eyelids. He did not notice the land flatten, then rise again as they approached the mountains in the northeast, or see the cluster of buildings that marked the household complex of Clan Gayeth. He didn't feel the carriage roll up an incline as they scaled the hill upon which the chieftain's fortress was built. When the carriage finally came to a stop he lurched forward with a rush of nausea. He didn't want to get out. Only Unther r'Gayeth's face, which was suddenly comforting to him, drew him out of the carriage. 

“Welcome,” Unther said, holding out his hand to be shaken by Governor Jorren. He stood in a courtyard with more Azassians around him, most of them crowned with the long, flapping wigs. Some of them took the horses away to be stabled, others led the drivers to their lodgings, and Unther offered Rindell and his father a tour of the grounds. 

Tirn Jorren refused, saying he had business to do and demanding his quarters. “There is a desk there, of course,” he prompted, “as well as a means to bathe.” Even the Azassians knew they shouldn't disagree, and one of the servants led him off into the fortress. 

“Mister Jorren?” Unther asked Rindell. “Will you retire to your room, or see the grounds?” 

Rindell half nodded, half shook his head, just trying to stay on his feet. It was taking him a long time to sort the words out from the accent. 

Unther raised his eyebrows and stepped forward, clasping a hand around Rindell's forearm. Rindell was desperately glad of the support. “Perhaps the governor's son needs to stretch his legs,” he said, and he led the way on his tour, Rindell stumbling alongside him. 

After being shown the complex below him—hardly listening as Unther described the need for chieftains past to ride quickly out of the fortress to defend their mines, which was why Azassian fortresses lacked moat or drawbridge, or how the concentric rings of the houses in the complex indicated the degree of relationship to the chieftain himself—Rindell was led into the fortress. The building was a maze of twists and turns, even worse than the Great Hall of Justice in Insigh, which Rindell had only visited once, and he was sure he would be hopelessly lost without a guide. For a moment, he thought that sounded like a grand idea: separate himself from Unther and lose himself in the fortress. He could wander for years and never be found, never have to ride back to Origh, never see his father again. Somehow, though, he was sure his father would find him. 

“And here is the great court hall,” Unther was saying as he turned Rindell in through a doorway. The low entrance opened up into the largest room in the fortress, long and low and lit by tall, narrow windows and rows of lamps hanging from brass fittings. There were chairs in the room and tables, arranged to indicate that the great court hall was an assembly place, and a few other clansmen lingered at these, some wearing wigs and poring over books, all looking up to stare at Rindell as he passed. Rindell felt the unpleasant sensation of being a tiger in a circus—Taramel Dunnauh had written a poem about tigers in circuses—and turned to look at something else. The walls were good enough. Unlike the dark corridors with their stone walls, the walls of this room were bright, plastered in ivory-white and covered with paintings. Rindell paused to look. 

“Yes,” Unther said, releasing Rindell's arm to let him pause. “You should look; this is the heart of our household and our most treasured works of art.” 

Nothing Rindell would put in a frame, he thought as he peered at what looked like a many-branched tree, its arms scrolling around in unnatural twists and turns, stretched out to unbelievable lengths. Manderan painters made trees that actually looked like trees. As he looked more closely he saw names etched into the branches, and even recognized Unther's name. Rindell would have laughed if he'd been able to remember how. It was a family tree, literally. 

“These are frescoes,” Unther was saying. “It is a very difficult art, and requires great skill.” He went on at length about just what kind of skill it required, how the plaster had to be just so and the painting had to be done very carefully. But between the accent and the image of the beggar girl's whipped face that refused to leave him, all Unther's words fell right out of Rindell's mind. Farther down the wall was a bizarre sequence of images that Rindell could make no sense of. A figure with a long spear on a horse seemed to ride through each one, flat and two-dimensional and unshaded, like a child's drawing. Rindell blinked and realized it was a story told in frames. 

“Ah, yes,” Unther said proudly. “The histories. You can see them throughout the hall. They tell the stories of our ancestors. This is the history of Byorn r'Gayeth and his campaign to bring the scholars to Azassi.” 

Rindell swallowed. He remembered Byorn r'Gayeth. He didn't know exactly what he'd done, but he definitely remembered the date 510, and he knew that whatever had happened then had been very bad. The desire filled him again, much stronger this time, to get himself lost. 

Then a footstep sounded behind him. His father, of course; it couldn't be anyone else. Rindell turned despite himself to meet Tirn Jorren's disapproving gaze. This time the disappointment was directed toward Rindell's appearance. Tirn Jorren looked him up and down, his eyes taking in every wrinkle in a suit Rindell had failed to change, every line and particle of dust on a face he'd failed to wash. He frowned and continued on toward the front of the hall. 

“It seems we are starting already,” Unther said, sounding faintly surprised and apologetic. He offered his hand again, grasping Rindell's forearm, and Rindell thanked him only silently as Unther escorted him forward. 

At the front of the hall was a dais, and in the center of it was a huge chair. A throne, Rindell thought, amazed. Azassi was a monarchy, like Dabion had been before Dabion was Dabion. Azassi still had kings, and they sat in thrones. No one was sitting there yet, but to the sides of and a little behind the huge chair were two smaller ones. Someone who looked like a secretary sat in one, a ledger on his knees, a small stool holding ink pots and seals and things standing beside him. In the other chair sat Adina m'Gayeth. 

It took Rindell several minutes to decide that this had to be his intended. He wouldn't have noticed her, normally, if she hadn't been sitting next to the huge throne and gaining attention merely by proximity. She was wearing a plain black dress, just like any wife of any Justice or clerk, nothing that would make her stand out. Her hair was pulled back severely from her face and he could barely see enough of it to tell that it was red. She might have been mistaken for a Dabionian woman, except that her face was dreadfully pale, hardly even marred by freckles; and she was so thin that if she turned sideways, she would probably disappear. 

Rindell was interrupted from his staring by his father, who directed him with an impatient clearing of the throat to the chairs that had been set out for them, two chairs set on the lower step of the dais, facing the throne. Rindell settled into his and was immediately pulled back to his feet as someone announced, “The chieftain!” Everyone in the room, even the ones who were reading at the farthest tables, minding their own business, stood obediently as Erril r'Gayeth walked in from a door behind the dais, everyone except the girl sitting beside the throne. 

Unther had made his way to her side without Rindell realizing it. He stood behind her and leaned over her shoulder, and in the silence that attended the chieftain, Rindell could clearly hear him whisper to her, “Your father.” With a little prodding, she got to her feet and seemed to sway there. 

Erril r'Gayeth acknowledged the room with a nod, then looked over his shoulder at his daughter. His face pinched up and he gave a short sigh of resignation. Then the chieftain sat and directed everyone else to do likewise with a wave of his hand. 

As for Erril r'Gayeth himself, Rindell thought he should look more barbarian, more savage, more like a chieftain. He was wearing a suit like Rindell's: long-skirted jacket, long vest, breeches. It had probably started out black, though now it was a little faded. He had the same old-fashioned wig that everyone else who wore a wig in Azassi did. The only thing that was notably different was a large piece of jewelry pinned to his jacket, over his heart, a large brooch elaborately carved. Rindell strained to see what the carving was. 

“At our last discussion,” Rindell's father began, “we were speaking of your allies.” Rindell took this as a cue to start ignoring things, although he was slightly aware that it was bad manners for the visitor to speak first. He didn't think this brooch-wearing chieftain was going to argue with his father, though. Adina, sitting behind her father's shoulder, was looking absently at the floor, and looking very plain. She had no collar on her dress, nothing to ease the contrast between the black fabric and her terribly white skin, whiter even than the plaster on the walls. It was almost translucent, and he could count the ribs that showed in her chest, entirely free of cleavage. He swallowed and looked around for something else to stare at. 

“You say you can give me the entire northeastern quadrant,” his father was saying, “but Vigtil's gold mines have the highest production, and Lithen controls the roads into Dabion. My colleague in District Five has had the patronage of those clans for years. I wonder what yours can give me to balance them.” 

“But which of those embraces scholarship?” Erril replied, his broadly accented voice a strange mix of scholarly tranquillity and nervousness. “It is Clan Gayeth that is most closely in line with the philosophy of your land, Gayeth that follows rationality instead of the endless squabbling over gold that distracts the other clans. Vigtil's and Lithen's loyalties are as inconstant as the wind. Gayeth's bond lies in reason. We are at your side not because you have bought us, but because you understand us.” 

Rindell's gaze fell across Unther, who looked strangely agitated. “They have already signed the contract,” he whispered to the chieftain. 

Erril quieted him with a wave of the hand that was meant to look casual. “Perhaps the governor questions our ability to meet the terms of the contract.” 

“We passed the mouth of your mine in the journey here,” Jorren confirmed. “It is impossible to disguise the fact that it is closed. And I did not see any traffic to indicate that you have gained control over any neighboring mine.” 

Rindell's eyes drifted to the wall behind the throne. The fresco there was a huge circular knot, a ring composed of interlocked snaky things, twisting around each other, fluttering their tongues at the center. In the center of that ring was a flame, a tongue of fire. Gayeth means “fire” in the old language of Azassi, a voice suddenly uttered in his mind, spoken by some professor or tutor that Rindell had long since forgotten. He looked again at the brooch on Erril r'Gayeth's jacket; it had the same design as the fresco. “The terms of the contract do not indicate that we will pay gold to you,” the chieftain was saying. 

“But they do indicate allies,” Tirn Jorren replied, “and it would be difficult to pay allies with no gold.” 

The color rose in Erril r'Gayeth's red face, if that was possible, and his mouth grew tight. Rindell had a distracted, sinking feeling, like knowing he was going to drown in a few years and not being able to do anything about it. The negotiations were not going well. But Unther piped up again, and this time the chieftain let him speak. “My lord governor underestimates the power of history, if I may say it. All of Azassi once rallied around our ancestor, Byorn, and Azassi does not forget.” 

The red in Erril's face turned a little green and he nodded reluctantly. “So it is,” the chieftain agreed, and they both looked at Rindell's father for his response. 

Tirn Jorren narrowed his eyes at the red men, sizing them up. Somehow they passed his judgment; he nodded, and the negotiations were over. 

The sinking feeling was not eased. Rindell watched his father drift out the door and go purposefully in some direction toward his rooms; he would not get lost, of course. Other retainers went this way and that. He had no idea where Adina went. Rindell had a brief desire to go find his room, hoping his luggage and the sketchbook he'd packed had made it there already, and draw pictures of lovely Manderan women from memory. He doubted he could manage anything but torn and bloodied corpses, though. Then Unther appeared at his elbow. 

“Would you like to see more of the fortress?” the Azassian asked, his face hopeful. He was apologizing for something, Rindell thought. Rindell sighed and let Unther lead him up some stairs. “I wished for a good meeting between you and my cousin,” Unther said. “I hoped you would be fond of her.” 

It was funny—Rindell had almost forgotten about Adina. Now he had the image of her in his mind, sitting in a Manderan painting in front of a backdrop of flowers, a drape over her sticklike figure. He frowned. He was so uneasy with the plans his father was making for his life—the import of which he hadn't even been able to grasp fully—that he'd given no thought at all to the impending fact of being married, of having a wife, and that wife being Adina. He wasn't sure whether he liked it or not. 

“Here is the library,” Unther said, opening a door to a dim room. “The chieftain has collected a great number of volumes, although he cannot match the libraries of Dabion, to be sure.” He led Rindell inside. Like most of the rooms and corridors in the fortress, the library was twisty and narrow, filled with nooks that held shelves and chairs. Rindell thought of the library at the school, with its mammoth bookcases that required a ladder to reach them all and its arcane classification system. How were the books in Gayeth's library ordered, he wondered. Tall books in one nook, short ones in the next? He listened idly as Unther pulled various titles from the shelves and chatted about them, drifting forward to peer around a corner. 

Then his heart stopped. 

Around that corner, in a chair that faced a small window, someone sat. What he saw first was the hair, an elaborate net of braids on the back of the head, twisting like the snakes in the fresco behind the throne. The hair was drawn up from the nape of the neck, a pure white neck, contrasting like snow against the black of the dress. This time, somehow, that whiteness was captivating, ethereal, the neck bare and exposed, the head tilted down as she read something on her lap. A few red wisps brushed her neck like kisses. No vow can match the bliss of this first sight. Rindell's heart resumed beating with a rush, sending blood fiercely into all his extremities. He had come upon Adina unawares.
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THIS IS HOW IT FEELS. THICKHEADED, TIRED,  head so full nothing will keep it up, must lay it down, must rest, must rest. But I am not awake. 

Things around me, coming to me from a great distance. Sounds, my father's voice, others, muffled, slurred together like mud in a great storm, not reaching my ears. They tap at the door far outside me and never touch me. Sound, the echoes of footfalls, whispering across stone floors, shaking the air around me faintly but never shaking me. I cannot feel where the people are going. And sound, the millions of sounds that ears do not hear—fever crackling in foreheads and the crunch of bones broken, secrets and unspoken things, the vibrations of all the sounds that I know would hurt me so terribly if I heard them—they swarm around me, buzzing furiously, but never reach me. 

People move me, stand me up, sit me down. I have the sense of doing these things, watching from above, outside of this stiffened body. My father has had me drugged. Temmi put the mixture into my food, knowing what it was or not, at my father's command. He did not tell me why, he does not speak to me, and so I must guess why from the nervous prattle Temmi recites when she feeds me. Pretty lady, soon to be your wedding day. 

Girls outside the walls singing rhymes, pretty lady bright and gay, soon to be your wedding day. They weave chains out of grass and throw coins to guess the name of the boy they will marry. They see me in the road and they run, shouting. The chieftain's mad daughter, if she touches you all your children will be stolen by devils. 

My father stopped letting me go outside the walls when I was a child. Temmi thought it would be good for me to be in the air and the sun, that it would calm me, stop me from screaming in nightmares and tearing my hair. Then when we were walking beside the river a feral dog ran toward me, its teeth bared. Temmi took a rock and threw it hard and dashed out the dog's brains. And everything she had ever killed, every bird whose neck she broke for the pot, every rat she caught in a trap, every insect she had unthinkingly crushed, every death came back to her in a blinding rush. She gasped and covered her eyes. And through her eyes I saw everything, heard it filling my ears, felt it seep in through my skin, all her guilt, all the pain of all the many deaths, flooding me and suffocating me and burning me with inescapable pain. I ran and I could not run from it. I tore my hair as I did when I woke from dreams in which I was not myself and the pain was not uprooted. I could not find rest until I threw myself into the river and the water in my mouth and the cold of the current pushed out the things that were not mine, and the bursting of my lungs cracked through the other pain. Temmi fished me out and my father had the gates locked against me. 

My wedding day. In my room no one speaks to me of weddings. The books in the library say nothing of weddings. The library is the only place outside my room where I am allowed to go. I do not fret here, the books are quiet, they have no voices and they do not speak to me. What do I know of marriage? I know of logic and numbers and the nature of light. The battles of Byorn r'Gayeth. The books do not tell me what it is to be married. I wonder if my husband will let me walk outside the gates. 

A servant from the kitchen brought me food on a tray and her hands shook with the infection she carried. By nightfall she was laid up in bed with the sickness I could taste on her when she first set foot in my room. I hid from her in the closet and wrapped a scarf around my neck and tightened it until the sickness left my mouth and she left my room. It was Unther who determined that I can perceive sickness, when he saw her in her sickbed. It was Unther who made people who were ill stay away from me. They do not understand that guilt is a sickness, deception is a sickness. 

I know when I reach the great hall, when I am able to lift my head and clear my eyes enough to see what is around me. My father has arranged my marriage to a man from Dabion. This is why he drugged me, then, that I would not go into a fit before the foreigners. It would embarrass him. He does not know, does not understand, why it is, so he does not know how he is right. There is pain and sickness and madness enough from my own household, those who do not put on false hair and pretend to be foreigners. Those who do hurt me ten times worse. What the guilt and deception of a true foreigner would feel like, how it would burn my tongue and scald my ears, I cannot imagine. But through the distance and dampening of the drug I hear the hollow shapes of their voices and they are not what I expected. The young man is simple, his voice clear like a bell, an empty ringing, with no deception to him. The older man is strange and terrible but he has no guilt. There is no fever in their brown faces, no ague or dysentery in them, no gout. Theirs are not the voices that would make me leap into the river to escape them. But I hope it is the younger one who is to be my husband. 

The dog's voice, wild as it was, did not hurt me. Animals do no evil to one another, they have no secrets, and they have no guilt. The quick pain of a hawk sweeping a mouse from the ground passes so fast that I feel no more than the shout in my blood, then it is gone. 

They let me walk in the fortress alone. But I passed a manservant on the stair and smelled on him the blood he would spill when he cut his rival's throat. I threw myself down the stairs. The woman who cleans the rooms and steals something each time shouted a rude rhyme at me and the guilt on her voice threw me to the floor. The room in my father's solar, where he writes his letters and reads his foreign books, the chamber he is so proud of that he bought glass plates from Dabion for the windows, is so dense with the fog of his shame that I threw myself through the glass to escape it. My arms are scarred from the shards and my waist still burns from where they caught me before I plunged to the distant ground. 

Temmi comes to my room at night, pounds on the door, claps her hands sharply to wake me, that I will not sleep and have nightmares. They do not understand that the pain comes when I am awake. They do not understand that they make it. The dreams are something else. 

There are no windows in my room. There is no glass and there is no mirror. It is this time that is hardest, when I am not in the library reading words that are silent, when I am not asleep and dreaming I am someone else. I am in my room alone and there is no one else's pain to feel. There is no one but myself, but I have no glass in which I can see who I am. I can score my wrists so that I can see whether I have blood, taste whether it is feverish, feel whether the pain is different from the pain that others feed me. The knife, the sharp bit of flint, the pen with its metal nib are taken away from me. I am left with nothing but the ceiling to stare at as I count my breaths. 

Unther visits me. Unther, my beloved, my cousin, the only one who remains with me other than Temmi. The woman with the infection who brought me the tray married out of the clan and left. My father left me days after I was born. Unther stays. He is not afraid to embrace me or kiss my forehead. He tells me stories and I can listen to the words because there is nothing else on his breath. 

Will my husband be like Unther, when I am sent away to the foreign land and I never see my cousin again? To lose him is a pain that no running, no water or fire, no glass or blade will relieve me of. 

And Unther comes to me and his eyes stab me with deception. I scream and scratch my face with my nails. Unther, Unther! He tries to pull my hands away and in the ring of his fingers on my wrists my skin burns with secrecy. He has done something, he is hiding something, as he never has before. I strike and pull and tear myself away. The blood I shed when my hand strikes his mouth stains me with little droplets and they sing of lies. I pound the wall until my fists are raw but the wall does not come down to allow me escape. Unther cries and finally he leaves me, and the poison he breathed into the air finally dissipates. 

I am alone. And then come the nightmares. 

Drums. The clash of swords. The shouts of fighting men, rallying to war. Burning my path across the land, fields going up in flames, trees like giant torches. I take villages and mines and cross through the pass in the mountains, I burn vast roads through the lands of green hills and the lands of wide fields, and it is not enough. I raise my sword and drive on toward the high northern mountains. 

Half in dream I set my bedclothes alight with a burning ember from the fireplace. The flue was stopped up and the hearth swept clean and my room is cold. 

What does he see, my intended husband, when he looks at me? An ancient warrior astride my great horse? Does he see straight through me to the sicknesses of others? Or will he be able to tell me who I am?
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FEHL CONNAUT TOOK SERAH ON AS A STUDENT  of sorts. They spent almost every afternoon in the duke's square, sitting on the lip of the fountain, instruments at hand and voices raised. Serah was eager to learn every song Fehl knew, the sonnetines and the tensons, the music that accompanied them, figures and arpeggios on the lute. She could not absorb enough music, even when it seemed she must be full. She was an itinerant musician and had wandered from Karrim to Iyla, west to Tristam and east to the mountains that bordered Siva, to Delton, then to Kysa. She knew a wealth of songs from every corner of the Five Countries, even songs of Azassi, and yet she hungered for more. Cal sometimes joined them and sang ballads to her, epics of the exploits of heroes, in his unremarkable but passable voice. She drank in his songs nonetheless, and in her eyes he saw complete admiration. He even sang the ballad Fehl wrote for him, the seduction of Enilan's daughter—not to her, but to a throng of girls that lingered by the fountain one day. Cal had performed it a few times, and as always he ended the song before the end, with himself in the bedchamber, the flower in his hand, midstep, letting the audience imagine how it ended. As always, the girls in the audience shrieked with mad delight and ran away without hearing the ending that they thought they knew. 

But Serah did not imagine the ending the way people always did. She stifled her laughter as long as she could, and when the last blushing girl was gone from the square, she burst out to Fehl, “He didn't lay a hand on her!” 

“Not so loud!” Cal replied, the words leaping to his mouth as they must. “I have a reputation to uphold!” But under the shell of that performance he felt an adoration that could not be matched by the most devout monk of Cassile. 

One cold evening, long after he expected the entire household to have turned in, the flurry of unseasonable snow outside was matched by a flurry of noise below, rising up the stairs to the servants' quarters above him on the fourth floor. Cal stepped out of his room where he'd been shivering, unwilling to go to the parlor or the kitchen where he might meet Wenn, even to ask the servants to come up and lay a fire. At the end of the hall he saw Fehl, coming down from the servants' quarters. “What is it?” Cal asked. 

“Serah,” Fehl said very quietly. 

“She is here?” 

“Her chaperone has left her. He came to Kysa seeking something, and it seems he caught wind of it. He left to follow it. He asked me to look after Serah.” 

If the red-haired man had found whatever it was he was looking for, Cal thought, he was lucky. For a moment that night, after he returned to his bed and fell into a flood of dreams, Cal thought he might have found what he was seeking, as well. But in the morning he learned that his longing would not be satisfied by an answer as simple as Serah. She did not come to his room as she had in his foolish dreams; he didn't even see her in the house at all. Before noon she had taken to hiding in Fehl's chamber. While Cal had lain drowsing in his bed, Serah had passed Wenn on the stairs and he had done her such insult that she had fled to the small safety that Fehl could provide her. The minstrel's door, unlike those on the fourth floor, had a lock. 

Cal spent the day hunting his brother. “So you've moved your whore in,” Wenn spat when Cal found him, lurking outside Fehl's door. “You'd better hurry in there and see to her. Spending all her time with that buggerer, she might forget how to do her business.” 

Cal felt his voice rise in his throat like a growl. “What did you do to her?” 

“But you've spent so much time with him yourself,” Wenn continued, ignoring Cal's words, “that I suppose you have no need of a whore. Not a female one.” 

“I have nothing to prove to you, Wenn,” Cal uttered darkly. “But if you harm her, I'll have your blood.” 

Wenn's mouth twisted in a snarl of amusement. “You have nothing to prove to me?” Then he reached out a hand to pull at the buckle of Cal's baldric. “Father won't be happy you're wearing your sword inside. Swinging it around, battering up his walls.” The buckle gave and the strap and the sword fell to the ground with a crash. Wenn stepped over the sword, passed Cal, and left him in the hallway. 

Cal still did not see Serah, not that night or the next morning. On the third day Fehl gathered her things up to move her somewhere else. Cal watched from his window, looking down as she picked through the slippery puddles that pocked the duke's square, all that remained of the storm that had first brought her to the Serinason house. The snow was as short-lived and ungraspable as her presence. 

One day in early winter, the Dabionians came. Mandera was part of the Five Countries, and had pledged to follow the law of the Five Countries centuries before. That meant following the law of Dabion. At most times the law was a token presence, an ambassador in the court of the dukes, a garrison and a handful of guards in the cities. But periodically the inspectors came to Kysa, and the city had to shut up shop. The inspectors came looking for alcohol, and the taverns had to put away their casks. They came looking for prostitution, and the women in the courtesans' quarter had to close their doors. They came looking for unauthorized weapons and unreported wealth, and though they had not gone so far in all the years Cal could remember, they were not above searching the houses of the Titled Merchants looking for it. If his sister had not already gone to Cassile to foster as their mother had, Cal wouldn't have been surprised if the Dabionians broke into the house and arrested her for unauthorized singing in her nursery. 

Cal sat at his window and watched the inspectors move through the streets and in the square, dark heads covered with dark hats over dark suits. They looked like busy ants. If he tilted his head down just right, he could see his father standing in the doorway, with Olen beside him, ready to receive the Dabionians if necessary. Night came and the lights in the square went out early, in the Inns of Commerce, in the duke's house, even in Enilan's house. Cal heard his father come in and retire to his study. When Cal came downstairs the house was silent. The servants, scrubbed and buttoned up and kept on vigilant duty in case the Dabionians had come to the door, had been released early, to go to their rooms or out to find whatever entertainment might be available in the sterilized city. Cal paced through the empty kitchen and looked at the cold moonlight that glinted on the pots hanging from their rack above the great black stove. The kitchen was painfully silent without those who earned their bread there. Cal had not worked a day in his life. 

Noise startled him. Someone was below in the larder. Cal went through the tiny door that led to the kitchen stairs and spiraled downward. At the back of the larder, behind the stores of grain in sacks and preserves in jars and cool chests where dairy was kept after its purchase each day, was the tightly closed door behind which the baron's wine was kept. It was not tightly closed. 

What did he expect to find, Cal thought. Serah, brought by some magic into his house again? “Who's there?” 

A shuffling behind the door, and it opened a hairbreadth wider. A face peeked out, and then a head, and a body slipped through. It was the boy Cal had seen emerge from the tent at the autumn festival. He flashed Cal a wild grin and darted past him, up the spiral of the stairs. 

How quickly, Cal wondered, could he reach the storeroom door? When he caught what he was looking for, would he want it after all? 

Fehl Connaut stood within the room, partly behind a cask, in profile to Cal, his hands grasping the barrel's rim. He had not had time to ready himself. His hair had come loose from its perfect braid, a few long strands scattered around his face. That face was composed only because it was downcast and it did not face Cal fully; had Cal examined his eyes he would have seen that the veneer of calm was cracked. Fehl's fingers were white where they clutched the wine cask. He wore trousers, but he was without surcoat, without vest, without shirt. Cal could not see whether he wore shoes. 

For a moment Cal wondered why Fehl was so shamed at having been caught. Cal had seen him follow the young man out of the tent at the autumn festival; all of Kysa had seen that. Cal stepped an inch closer—to make light words, to do something else? Then he saw what he had never seen. On Fehl's back, bare and turned half toward Cal, was a row of scars, a long sequence of them, in line with his ribs, dark and faded. Through the hard pain in his throat Cal whispered, “Who did this to you?” 

And the minstrel's face, the perfect marble face, twisted. “The village authority,” he uttered. There was no music in his voice. “In Cassile.” Then he looked up and his face was so full of bitterness, so devoid of art, so ugly that Cal had to turn away. “I have heard the penalty in Mandera is castration, if they choose to enforce it. But they have spared me.” Cal heard his own heart in the pause. “I amuse them.” 

In the chill of the wine cellar Cal felt stifled. He had to run from it to find air to breathe. He had to run until he was out of the house, out on the square, on the streets beyond it. Then he had to go somewhere. There was only one place to go. 

Had he thought of it, he might have remembered that Fehl had moved Serah in with Nairi—an irony: moving her in with a whore to keep her from being treated like a whore—and he might have thought to visit them. But it was not their company he wanted. His path took him down the narrow streets, the dirty alleys. Even they had been cleaned for the Dabionians, the muck swept up and the beggars and drunkards packed away to somewhere. Cal turned a corner, rehearsing the words he would shout to the women at the windows above: Open your doors, the lawmen have gone! I have a toast for their departure!


Then a sound, a gust of wind driving debris down the street. Cal might have ignored it, should have ignored it; there was no reason for it to catch his attention. But he watched as the clutch of leaves and bunched-up paper and a broken piece of a lost toy rolled ahead of him, and he followed them, and he came to the mouth of the alley where the wind stopped, twenty yards farther down than he'd meant to walk. 

In a ballad he would have been the hero, vanquishing the villain in the alley and rescuing the maiden from his grasp. Cal drew his sword but his hand felt weak; he raised his voice but it was thin and hoarse. “Leave her alone.” 

Sever Enilan staggered around in an unsteady circle, reaching for his sword but not finding it at his hip. “Have you forgotten who owns this town?” he snarled, squinting to see his foe in the poor light. “You'll wait your turn.” 

Cal raised the tip of his sword slightly, letting the faint moonlight glint on it. “Go home, Enilan.” 

Enilan looked down then, seeing his weapon on the ground where he'd foolishly dropped it. When he looked up again he laughed, quiet and cold, the drunkenness evaporating into cruelty. “Do not count this as a victory, Serinason,” he said. “I will not make this mistake again. You want her? Have her. Women are the devil.” Then he began to walk, stepping over his sword, through Cal's range and out of the alley. He never hesitated. Cal never struck. “But do not take the sword,” Enilan called back. “I will say that you stole it, and I will have your house searched.” 

It was Serah who crouched in the alley against the wall where Enilan had dropped her. “You shouldn't be out,” Cal said, unnecessarily. He reached his hand down for her and she rose onto unsteady feet. She was shivering, a sleeve torn, inexplicably without any coat in the chill night. Cal unclasped his short cloak and draped it over her shoulders. He did not put an arm around her. He did not take her elbow to support her. They walked in silence back to Nairi's house, and at the courtesan's door he took back his cloak and waited while Serah went inside and locked herself in. It was no ending for a ballad, for a romance. If his life were a ballad, Cal thought, it would be beautiful. It would have a theme. It would have meaning. He slipped back through the streets, but he did not call out to the windows above him, looming black like empty eyes. 

 
 

Later in the season, when there was ice in the fountains and the foliage lay in damp rotten piles in the streets, came the news that Serah's father had died. A messenger had come to the square where Serah and Fehl sat at that frozen fountain, Fehl's fingers moving slowly in the cold, Serah's voice rising in a weak and distracted harmony. Cal had hardly heard her play since she had moved in with Nairi, even on those days where the weather was fair enough that Fehl could bring her to the square, and since the incident in the alley she had sung little and spoken less. She did not acknowledge the messenger who brought the letter addressed to Fehl Connaut's protégé; she did not answer Cal when he asked what was in it. Her face was motionless as she read it, then without a sound it slipped from her weather-reddened fingers and fell into a pile of rotten leaves. 

Fehl would not let her go home to her lonely attic; he went to Baron Serinason once more to plead for a small gesture of charity to one less fortunate, a warm meal and a few hours to rest after the devastating news. Cal heard his own hollow voice offer to watch her in his antechamber, to keep her safe from Wenn. He saw his father's eyes narrow, wondered what his father thought of him, placing a grieving woman in such a vulnerable position. But Baron Serinason would not object. He had no grounds; Serah was a commoner and a street entertainer, and had no virtue to protect. Cal went to ready the room and Fehl went to bring Serah in. 

She did not rest for a few hours. Her grief was so profound that she slept almost continuously for two days. Cal did not want to watch her, to see the face that was once so bright and suffused with music shadowed and darkened and thin. He would step into the room, check whether she had woken or eaten from the plate he had brought her, and seeing the fruit brown and the bread dry and the carafe of wine untouched, he would step out again. His mother's rooms were across the hall, preserved as she had left them, and Cal sat there with the door open to watch the entrance to his own rooms. 

His mother had gone to Cassile when she was a girl of fourteen or sixteen. Her own father was a baron of some esteem in Delton, a maker of jewelry who was curiously detached from the bright worldly things he made and the wealth they brought him. He sent all his children to foster in monasteries to teach them about things not material. Cal wondered why his father had sent his sister to Cassile, she being too young to appreciate the lesson—was it to maintain tradition, or only that he did not know what to do with a daughter in a houseful of sons and no female guidance? Cal's mother had brought back books from Cassile; they lined the lower shelves of the bookcase in her antechamber, kept meticulously clean by a devoted maidservant. As Cal watched his door across the hallway he passed his time looking at the books. One of them, he thought, might have contained the song his mother used to sing. His eyes lit upon a small book at the bottom of the bookshelf, bound in gray linen and unmarked, and he pulled it and opened it. 

 

The world is shifting sand on shifting water. Permanence is illusion. Illusion is vanity. Gold is vanity. Wisdom is vanity. The world is vanity. Your life is an illusion.




 

So these were the words of Nanian, of all his monks whispering in their silent halls in Cassile. The words his mother had recited during her youth. Then she'd come home, married Baron Serinason, borne him four children, and gone the way of the shifting water. She'd given birth to an illusion. Cal felt more transparent than ever. 

And a vain passion stirred in him. He was not ready to let the shifting water take him away. He called to Fehl to watch his rooms and ran out into the street, skidding on the ice in the gutters. 

“I've brought you something,” he said when he came back, waking Serah. Her eyes opened blearily, red and unfocused. Cal closed the door and walked into the room, sitting at the end of the chaise, lifting the case he carried and setting it on his knees. He unlatched it and opened it. Serah looked down on her lute as if she'd never seen it before. 

She could not open her mouth and let music pour through her. She had to find it. She plucked notes at random from the instrument, drifting in and out of keys, missing rhythms. Cal watched her fingers press the strings, amazed they made any pattern at all, and saw her right hand pick two doubled strings at a time, then four, then more of them. The notes resolved themselves into chords. Serah pulled a melody from them and was surprised to recognize it, her face puzzled, then certain, then sad. She drew a breath and Cal felt his hair stir with it. He felt the music move, felt its triple beat move him in a constant motion, its lines resolving into threes. He felt the music and he knew it. 

“I played this song a long time ago,” she said. “It was the first song I played for my father.” 

 

We have crossed the river wide
 rolling to the sea
 we have left our lives there


 

He did not know he had tears on his face until he saw them coursing down Serah's. She sang still, music rolling from her throat as the water rolled from her eyes, as the river rolled in her music. Cal felt his throat close up and knew he could not speak. She sang and her voice washed out the last traces of his mother's voice from his memory. It was gone, it was lost. It broke his heart and it was beautiful. 

 

We have crossed the wide land
 far out to the sea
 our lives are lost in memory


 

Far away the river rolls
 we have lost our lives there
 drowning us in the water


 

She sang verses he had never heard. She sang until her voice failed, and her hands strung the music out still, rolling on until they finally slowed, the chords losing notes, the triples thinning out to a trickle, like the single tear still falling down her cheek. Where did you learn it? But his voice would have been too harsh. His hands reached up and met her shoulders as if he could speak to her through them. 

A shudder went through her. She sobbed silently and dryly, and she collapsed backward against his chest. His arms slid around her waist, under the convex body of the lute, so that she would not fall. 

He was not thinking to take advantage of her—when he saw the scene in his mind later he would try to assure himself that he had not been so cruel. Later he would not be convinced by his own assurances. He only wanted her to rest. He took the lute from her hands and let her lean back against him and supported her as she slept. He held her when she woke so that she would not be alone. He asked her if she wanted him to escort her home, back to her tiny room in Nairi's attic, and she said no, she wanted to stay there. With him, he thought. With him, he was certain. He was willing to give her the choice—he was not Sever Enilan in an alley. But it would not have occurred to him that she might not have known what she was choosing. She was a commoner and a street entertainer, and had no virtue to protect. The assumption that she had already carelessly given away her virginity was so fixed that Cal would never have questioned it. He was so surprised when he saw the blood on the hem of his shirt—after she had risen and hurried from the room—that it took him an hour to figure out what it had come from. 

And what had he gained with that spot of blood? Had he fulfilled his longing, finally consuming the object of it? Was the hunger quenched, the empty ache within him satisfied? He could not even remember the moment an hour after it had passed. He had violated an innocent and broken her trust and left her to run out into the street alone and his heart was as cold as it had ever been. 

Then he looked down at the floor and saw the case still lying there. Serah's lute. She had run off and forgotten it. 

Dawn found Cal standing at the window, watching not for Serah—even he wasn't fool enough to expect that—but for Fehl. In the pale light he saw the minstrel return to the Serinason house, the black case still in his hand. 

“She was not there,” Fehl said softly when he reached Cal's room. “Nairi said she heard her leaving, sometime before dawn. When she finally got up to look, all of Serah's things were gone.” 

Outside a few flakes of snow were drifting in the air. Cal dropped his forehead against the cold glass. He could imagine anyone walking out there in the square, though it would not be true. Permanence is illusion. “Thank you, Fehl,” he breathed, misting the window. 

There was a sound of something, perhaps Fehl setting down the instrument. “I'm sorry,” the minstrel said, then his footsteps drew away. 

The world is vanity. Through the mist on the glass Cal could imagine the whole square, the statues and fountains, melting and washing away. The duke's house, Baron Enilan's, the Inns of Commerce—all of them could be gone, gutted by fire until only skeletons of the buildings were left. Even his father's office could crumble beneath him, Wenn's parlor and his liquor, his mother's carefully preserved antechamber, and Cal would be left hanging in the air with nothing to support him. Your life is an illusion. Kysa could burn and it would be gone, a vanity blown away in the wind.
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NO ONE KNOWS ABOUT THE CARTRIDGES, YOU  said, except the students in the Aligh School?” Lord Justice Frahn frowned, as much at the tone of his own words as anything. He was not one for sarcasm; it accomplished little. But as he rode toward the large building that had, by all reports, been turned into a garrison, he could not help throwing Drim's words back at him. 

“Of course not,” his sycophant repeated, sounding unsurprised as a spymaster should. “This is only a student rebellion.” 

Drim might not have been the best appointment to head the Secret Force, Frahn was coming to believe. Excellent as he was at keeping information out of people's hands, he seemed to have failings when it came to getting his own hands upon it. These students, if that was what they were, had been organizing for a long time without being discovered by Insigh. They had taken control of the entire laboratory complex, a vast building of three floors, classrooms, storerooms, and the laboratories themselves, the fountainhead of modern knowledge of alchemy and chemistry. Frahn had toured the building when it first opened; he'd been the special guest of the headmaster. It had been a few years after Lord Councilor Muhrroh had approved Bioran science in the Circle and after Lord Justice Marsan had gained the governance of District Six, 770 or 771, perhaps. In five or six years Marsan had made a District marked by superstition and madness into the heart of scientific research. The Aligh School's laboratories would reform Bioranism. Frahn had been alight with pride, at the time. Once, his passion for Bioran education had been ridiculed, his Insigh School scorned as a costly amusement for a young Lord Justice. How far he had come, he'd thought. He had led the way into the future. In their first year the Aligh laboratories had printed more treatises about the chemical elements than had been published in three centuries of Bioran scholarship. When Mount Alaz seceded and Frahn set his schools to work building siege engines, Aligh had produced a crucial development: an alchemical, incendiary load thrown by trebuchets over the walls of the rebel city. Frahn owed much of his success in that campaign to the Aligh laboratories. 

And he jolted inwardly, unthinkingly pulling up the reins so that his horse halted with his breath. It was so clear to him now, the sign he had been unable to see a few weeks earlier. The Aligh laboratories manufactured gunpowder. The cartridge was not to be trusted. District Six would have to be taken over. 

“My men have been watching this class of students,” Drim was saying, not noticing that Frahn had fallen behind. From Frahn's vantage point, Drim looked like a rider out for a leisurely trot, and his voice was that casual. “A disorderly bunch, this one. I'm surprised the bulk of them haven't been expelled. They've done little real damage—my men have seen to that. This is the first drastic move they've made, and you were the first we notified.” 

Someone else had to be placed at the head of the Secret Force; Frahn was sure of it now. If Drim's men had been in control of the students, they never would have taken over the laboratory complex. All Drim had accomplished was keeping the news quiet. Even the headmaster hadn't known the building had been taken over until the Lord Justice arrived to tell him. Frahn's sycophant had failed, and making a pleasant-sounding report was no compensation for losing the laboratories. The Lord Justice spurred his horse and pulled forward. 

There was no unusual activity outside the building, no fighting on the common grounds, no makeshift barrier of wood or refuse or even fire, such as rebels in the provinces were likely to use. There was no activity at all, and that perhaps was the most unusual thing. The building was silent, its doors and windows shut, its walls closed and forbidding. It looked all too much like Mount Alaz, and this time Frahn had no trebuchets, no army at his back. None of his years of study of warfare and martial law suggested to him how to break this siege. 

Then one of the windows opened, and a marksman leaned out. 

Instinctively, Frahn tensed and looked for cover. His horse shied at the movement and sidestepped toward Drim's mount, and Frahn struggled to hold the animal steady. He was no rider, he never had been, and though he forced himself to ride at the front of all his campaigns, he had never gotten a comfortable seat. 

“No worry, your honor,” Drim said assuringly, with a tone of amusement in his voice. Frahn pinched his mouth at the condescension. Drim scoffed lightly at the student in the window, as if watching a child try to lift an object too big for it. “Is he aiming at us?” Drim asked, rhetorically, as there was no one else near them on the open commons in front of the building. Frahn's squad of Public Force guards was several lengths behind, waiting for his order. “At this distance? The boy is mad. No musket can make this shot.” 

And Drim continued to believe it was mad, even as the explosion rang out, his body jolted with the impact, and blood began to well at the small black hole in his throat. The expression on his face, frozen there, said very clearly that he thought such a thing was impossible. Frahn had half a second to take note of it before Drim's horse reared and plunged in a frantic escape. 

Desperately, Frahn tried to wheel his own horse around to the left, to make for shelter in the nearby stand of trees, but the horse reared up in echo of its companion and threw the Lord Justice into a heap on the ground. He lay there as if paralyzed, the breath knocked out of him and his limbs in a tangle, trying to orient himself so he could crawl toward safety. Drim's body lay on the ground in front of him, staring incredulously at the sky. Then he heard a thundering noise and pressed himself closer to the earth, afraid he was being shot at where he lay, but he realized the sound was coming from the other direction. His guards were running for the building. He blinked, gasping for air, reacting too, too slowly. Because no musket, indeed, could have made that shot. 

“Hold!” shouted Frahn. “Hold!” But they did not hear his weak voice, only the weapons fire and the panic of the horses. Trained for the fray of street fighting, trained to run and shoot, they ran, but before they were in range to shoot they fell, every one of them, to the Aligh guns. 

When Drim's men came out from wherever they had been hiding to recover the casualties, they found Lord Justice Frahn still on the ground, sobbing, “Hold, hold!” into the dirt. That information they kept to themselves. The next public sighting of the Lord Justice would be in his proper position in Insigh, dispatching the arrest party to take Marsan into custody, ordering the relocation of gunpowder production to the northern towns of Mandera, and taking control of Justice Drim's records and operations. 

The records, Frahn thought, while the more tedious task, would be more fruitful. Sometime during Drim's tenure, there must have been a standoff in a building, rebels barricading themselves inside, threatening hostages or making demands, and Drim must have found a way to overcome them. Frahn descended into the archives below the Great Hall, wary but hopeful, and found that Drim's records were impressively orderly. The unfortunate Justice had apparently believed that to suppress information one had first to organize it. Frahn breezed through years of case summaries, every public disturbance that had ever been covered up, in a few days' time, but he did not find what he was looking for. Since 777 only a handful of rebellious acts had been staged in buildings, only two involved the entire building, and in neither case were the rebels armed with anything more than common domestic tools. 

The second matter of Drim's inheritance, taking control of the operations, made itself known as Frahn resurfaced from the archives on the final day. A dozen Secret Force operatives were assembled in his courtroom—a symbolic chamber that was rarely used for any business—awaiting assignment. 

“Meet with the local authority,” Frahn began to say, when he caught notice of a few faces in the group, very old men who seemed to be past their prime spying years. He was certain that one of the men, Frahn's personal bodyguard for a length of time in the past, had retired. 

He never understood espionage, Frahn remarked to himself. Thinking like a spy, always reading unsaid things into every word, constantly watching and judging every environment, never trusting anyone—it seemed exhausting to him. He surveyed the men in his courtroom reluctantly and came to the conclusion that they were not there for the purpose they stated. “So tell me,” Frahn said, walking up the steps to seat himself behind the Table of Justice. It was there; he supposed he might as well use it. “Which one of you is the best candidate to replace Drim?” 

The younger spies, Frahn noted, made replies of denial or confusion. The older ones said nothing, and the oldest warhorses among them laughed in uncalculated amusement. 

“I see,” Frahn said. “Know this, then. I will give consideration to the man who can solve this riddle.” 

The older spies immediately started listing incidents involving the barricading of buildings. That sort of thing was quite popular, they said, fifty years ago, when Mandera first came under Dabionian control. They spun tales of stealthy roof-climbers, firefights between Manderan terrorists and Public Force squadrons, and daring rescues of hostages, delighting in the attention of the younger spies as they traded stories of their glory days. Frahn wasn't sure that such behavior recommended them to leading the business of secrecy. “Oh, but we always outgunned them,” the old men added at the end of each story. “Unarmed spies don't get far when the enemy's got gunpowder. Have to outgun them.” 

Frahn knew better than to look disappointed. “And if you don't?” 

The warhorses looked at each other with shrugs of their shoulders, then one raised an eyebrow, remembering something, and leaned in close to whisper to his comrades, “Elzith Kar!” 

Oh, yes, they agreed, Elzith Kar had been a remarkable operative. No game she couldn't win, no mark she couldn't take. She could shoot a man's legs out from under him at twenty yards. Survived a year in Siva, fighting tigers. Took down Sever Enilan, the duke of crime in Kysa, with her bare hands, didn't you know that? And she broke a standoff in the customs house in Anamaril, just her against three men with a barrel of gunpowder. 

“But how?” Frahn asked, interrupting the young operatives who were eagerly asking whether rumors of Kar's sexual prowess were true. “How did she break the standoff, outgunned as she was?” 

A dozen operatives looked at Frahn with blank stares that, he was fairly certain, were genuine. 

The answer, then, Frahn thought as he left the spies to tell more war stories and bicker among themselves about who was going to run the Secret Force, was to outgun the Aligh students. Before the hour was out he was in his fastest carriage, bound for District Six. 

The students had taken the laboratory complex, but they had not taken the library, and the library was where all the scientific findings that had been made in the laboratories were preserved. The Aligh School had earned its reputation and Frahn's admiration for its excellence in alchemy and chemistry. Alchemy and chemistry would provide the means to end the standoff. 

Frahn had just finished copying a formula from the stack of treatises laid out before him when a uniformed guard addressed him at his elbow. “Lord your honor,” he said, stammering uncomfortably. “The rebels have sent out a speaker to parley over their demands.” 

Outside, on the lawn in front of the laboratory complex and a considerable distance away from it, the head of the newly assigned squadron of the Public Force was questioning the student, who knelt before him with his hands bound behind his back. “‘Free District Six,'” the head guard said mockingly, reading from a paper. “And just where would you go? Into the lake? ‘Release Marsan from the government of Dabion.' Oh, he's released all right, just not as you'd like. ‘Disband the Public Force garrison in Aligh.' You think we'll just pack up on account of your saying so?” Only when one of his subordinates tapped him on the shoulder did the head guard take note of Frahn's presence and end his monologue. “Your honor,” he said, bowing slightly. 

The student's head shot upright. “Justice Drim?” he asked. 

Frahn's stomach tightened into a heavy knot. “No. Justice Drim is dead.” 

The student's mouth opened, and he shut it, and he paused for a moment, considering. Then he took a quick breath, and uttered in a rush, “There is no king under the mountain.” 

It was Drim's pass code. He had devised it after the fall of Mount Alaz, Frahn's first victory. Seven words had taken the weight of fourteen years off Frahn's shoulders. He had nothing to fear. Things were falling into place; the presence of Drim's operative, here at Frahn's feet, confirmed that. Success could only follow. “Do the students in there know?” Frahn asked, pointing his chin toward the laboratory building. 

“No,” the young man answered. 

“Can you get back in?” 

The operative's face bloomed with eagerness. 

He did not understand espionage, Frahn thought, perhaps because he had had a quiet youth. Prone to fevers as a child, he had spent much of his time indoors, and come to regard activity with skepticism. He had never yearned for adventure, as the young operative, stationed by Drim among the rebel students, so obviously did. “You know where to acquire these in the storerooms?” Frahn asked the operative, taking the paper containing his formula from his pocket and unfolding it. 

The young man nodded, his eyes bright. 

“When the compounds contact each other, they will produce a noxious vapor. You must leave the building at once, by a window if necessary. Do you understand?” 

Frahn had done what needed to be done, and now he only needed to await the natural results. It was just as it had been when he'd led his army to Mount Alaz. Fate was not the capriciousness of the gods but the rational progress of cause and effect. He had drawn the formula and given the order. The result would come as expected. So he told himself, repeating the words of assurance again and again. Why he did not feel reassured, he did not allow himself to wonder. 

When one of the windows on the first floor cracked with a burst so like a gunshot that the entire squadron of Public Force dove to their bellies like so many gray snakes, then he began to wonder. Across the distance came shouts and noises of chaos, and within the windows tongues of fire could be seen. 

Frahn had thought he'd done what needed to be done. The gods of fate might have had a trick up their sleeves yet. He might have gotten the formula wrong. 

Another window burst from the inside, but this time it was the operative making his escape, clumsily rolling out onto the ground, clutching a long gun in each arm. Drim's men would have told him that they needed to recover a specimen of the weapon. He fell in a heap on the ground, stumbling as he tried to gain his feet. He managed no more than a few yards before whatever fire had been sparked inside the storeroom touched either the marksmen's powder or the other flammable compounds stocked for the laboratories, and the building shook with the force of a tremendous explosion. 

The rest of the windows were blown out instantly. The roof took longer to collapse, the fire having to eat three stories to reach it. It burned fast, though. No one else had time to escape. It burned so hot that when the Public Force finally went forward, hours later when the embers had cooled, they found a molten mass of laboratory equipment clumped among the ashes, and the long-barreled guns were distorted and bent like twigs. Only the two that the young operative had recovered were whole, having been carried some distance before the man had been cut to pieces by shards of exploding glass. 

Two long-barreled guns, brought to Frahn and set on the ground at his feet. He could not raise his arms to collect them. Since the moment the first window broke, he had stood as if rooted to the earth, unmoving as the dead.
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THE BOY WHO LIVED IN THE BASEMENT HAD A  lute. Cal had never seen him—the courtesan had told Cal he was there—but he'd heard the music, one night when he'd risen from the woman's arms to stand at the window. Cal always did this; he paid the extra fee to be permitted to stay the night, but he did not sleep. He stood at the window and looked out over the city, down the dark streets below him, watching for shadows. Eight years he had done this, at Nairi's window or at some other woman's, most recently at the window of the courtesan who called herself Echo. He'd hardly slept a night in those eight years. 

Echo was not like some of the others, who called to him from the beds where he left them, trying to regain his attention, to put him to sleep so they could rest or dose themselves with abortifacients or whatever it was they did when their patrons were out of the way, to send him home if all he was going to do was stand there and look out the window. Echo made no complaint. When Cal rose she would slip out of the room and leave him to his vigil. He thought she might have watched him through the keyhole at first, but as she never said anything to disturb him, he did not demand of her what she was doing. Then, one night, he heard the music. 

He wondered how long the boy had lived in the small house. Echo was young, younger than Nairi, and she had not lived long in the courtesans' quarter. The boy might have been no older than she. But he might have predated her in the house, a basement antique left by the previous tenant. He might have been there eight years ago. In Cal's imagination he might have been the same boy he'd seen in Fehl's tent the night Cal met Serah. Fehl might have taught him a few notes on the lute in the years of his patronage—was it unimaginable? The minstrel could have made a gift, an old or cast-off instrument, to the object of his affection. Was it too preposterous? But after eight years, the young man would be too old still to be working, certainly. 

The music was faint, rising to Cal through three floors. He could hardly perceive a recognizable melody, and his heart would not supply one. At times he stopped his ears so he would not hear it. But still he returned, for the solace of Echo's company, for the sound of the lute in the distance, even for the presence of Nairi in the house next door, her voice audible through the thin wall that separated the residences. Cal did not name the voice he foolishly hoped to hear speaking to Nairi in that house. 

One night Cal went downstairs to find the lutenist. He did not find Echo, strangely, as he passed down the stairs and through her ground-floor salon. For an instant he wondered where she was. Then he reached the kitchen stair and descended to the basement. 

The boy might have been seventeen: clearly no former interest of Fehl's. He was wrapped around the lute, his head bowed studiously, plucking at the strings intently. The sight of him drew an unexpected laugh from Cal's throat, and at that sound the boy looked up. 

There was a moment of quiet before Cal spoke. “Come here, I want to teach you a song.” 

The boy's aspect changed. The studiousness left his face and it opened wide with affected innocence. He got to his feet, lute in hand, and walked toward Cal, choosing his steps with great care. In his last step a mischievous light glinted in his eye. He pivoted on a toe and put his back to Cal, and with a quick shrug of his shoulder he slipped himself out of the robe he wore. The boy's hair hung a bit longer than a cavalier's and was caught in an untidy braid. Cal's fingers were drawn to it; he wound the ends of the braid between them, and laid his palm on the small of the boy's back. It was only a little wider than his outstretched hand, the color of dark honey. But as the boy shifted his weight a little his fingers brushed on the strings of the lute and sounded them, not a strum but the sigh of the strings. Cal's hand went cold. The boy's skin could not warm it. Cal took a step back. The boy glanced over his shoulder. “Never mind,” Cal breathed. “I will teach it to you another time.” 

He almost did not go back. Days passed when he went nowhere near that quarter of the city, and even nights that he did, he was careful not to walk down Echo's street. But one late night as he wandered aimlessly he found himself in a dead-end alley, and though he told himself he did not recognize it, his ears stung with the ringing of a drawn sword. He darted to Echo's door to escape the unbidden memory. 

And so he was standing at Echo's window when the world ended. 

He went to the window as he always did—that was no different. Echo slipped out of the room and he took no notice of her. He looked over the dark streets and felt fatigue scratch at his eyes as the small hours passed. But there was something different. There were people on the street, a few at first—late drinkers stumbling into the courtesans' quarter, he could easily think—then more of them. Cal watched them scurry by, dark figures in shadows, insubstantial as ghosts. He could close his eyes and make them disappear. When he looked again, he saw Echo: Echo on the street, Echo illuminated in a frame of light that leaked from her open door. Cal leaned his face against the glass as if he could get closer to her. She went to one of the shadows and tugged at his ghostly arm, then she pointed to her door. The shadow cut across the door of light and entered the house. 

There was a muffled shouting from below, two great male voices. The shadow-man must have been a messenger bringing news to someone in the basement of the courtesan's house. The news must have been bad. What Cal heard next was the terrible discordance of sound as the lute was smashed. 

He jumped, clutching at the windowsill for balance. His bleary eyes struggled to focus on the things around him. There were even more people on the street now, and torches were being lit to illuminate their paths. They had begun in silence, but as their number grew their voices accumulated into a busy murmur. Cal slid the casement open but he could not decipher words among the babble. Then, through the wall, from Nairi's house, a scream, masculine and hoarse with distress. “What? No!” 

Echo was running up and down the street, knocking on doors, stopping people in her path. Whatever the news was, she knew it. Someone fell to his knees at her feet, wailing, and she stooped to quiet him, shaking him by the shoulders. Another man stepped from a door, half-dressed, and Echo put the wailer onto his arm and sent them on their way. As they passed they stepped through a bolt of light and Cal could see their faces. Baron Gosmin—the wailer was Baron Gosmin. 

The sun began to rise. Over the roofs of the courtesans' quarter Cal could see the square where the markets were supposed to be opening for the day. In the hazy light he could see only a chaos of movement. Some of the merchants came as far as Echo's street, waving their arms frantically. Gray uniforms appeared in the crowd, the guards that Dabion sent finally roused from their garrison, but they were hopelessly outnumbered. The throng of people churned and they could not even move through it. 

Cal heard the footsteps on the stairs in the house; they did not come quietly. Echo had disappeared but he knew it was not she. He did not turn from the window where he stood naked, as he had since night. Wenn's voice erupting from the door did not surprise him. “So here you are, fucking while the world goes to hell. Good show. Better than I could have done myself.” 

And Cal did turn then. His eyes crossed his brother and slid over him as if over the wall. He lifted his clothes from the floor and walked from the room, not looking at Wenn as he passed. 

He was half-dressed when he emerged on the street. He dropped his hat and it was immediately trampled, and before he could sling the cloak over his shoulders someone had grabbed it from his hands. He tried to hold his sheathed sword crossways in front of him to force a path, but hands clawed at the tip and the hilt, and he had to pull it from the grip of someone who tried to draw it. He pulled it back in line with his body and pressed his way forward with his elbows. It was not a fast way to go. The sun was high in the sky before he reached the duke's square. 

A great crowd was ahead of him. They had stormed the Inns of Commerce, beating at the doors and throwing rocks at the windows. A makeshift tower had been erected below the building, and perched on top of it was a man in a street vendor's smock, waving his arms and shouting. “If the Alliance is failed, how will we work?” he cried at the unspeaking building. “Who will pay us? How will we live?” Every few minutes faces would appear at the windows, managers in the Inns looking down at the riot of people, but when they did the people would throw rocks at them, and the faces would disappear. 

Cal entered the square from the northwest, between the Inns of Commerce and the duke's house. Frustrated by the silence from the Inns, people had turned to the duke. They were scaling the walls around his house, and the duke's guards struggled to beat them back. From over his shoulder Cal heard a muffled disruption. A rear gate was opening. A carriage issued from it, horses frantic in the press of people. The duke was trying to escape. Cal walked on into the square before he could see what was done to the carriage. 

From the eastern border, a chain of explosions, a volley of shots. Baron Enilan was hanging from his window, brandishing a musket. He fired, handed the weapon to an unseen assistant taking cover behind the wall, and a newly loaded gun appeared in his hand from the other side. He roared with mad laughter and fired again. Up near the front, Cal assumed, people were falling. The crowd that pressed ever forward was trampling them, he was certain. The baron only had so many rounds, and even two muskets could only be loaded so fast. He had more targets than he could shoot. Cal elbowed his way backward, fighting the eastward flow of the crowd. He pushed out of its current to the south and fell into a calm. 

There was no crowd around the Serinason house. The doors were open; a few stragglers moved in and out still, tugging at furniture. Cal looked over his shoulder, back at the Inns of Commerce. The tower on which the merchant stood was cobbled from chairs and tables and chaises, and one of Baron Serinason's own servants was wedging another chair into the pile to fortify it. A street vendor ignored Cal as he passed, bent double under the weight of an end table he carried on his back. 

Only the cook was still in the house, and she was sorting madly through every drawer and cabinet that remained. She looked up at Cal as he entered, shame and fear mixed in her eyes. “He sent us out,” she uttered. “I swear it. Told us to let the things go. Turned us out and told us to do what we will. Sent Master Olen away. Wrote a letter to Cassile to keep the young mistress there and safe. Then locked himself in his office.” She turned a helpless hand out to Cal, the palm up, shaking. “Please, Master Cal. The keys?” 

There was a set of keys in his mother's antechamber, tucked at the bottom of her embroidery basket, never collected at her death. Cal had found them years before; the looters had not. But when the cook hurried down with the keys in her hand and turned the lock on the door, the silence within was so strange and profound that she backed away without entering. 

That was for the best, Cal would think later, detached words slipping through his mind. She would have screamed. She would have tracked blood over the floor. Cal himself only took one step into the room, only far enough to see the curl of his father's hand where it lay partly hidden behind the desk and the penknife that had rolled an inch away from his cold fingers.
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THE JOURNEY TO SOR’RAI WAS LONGER THAN  Tod remembered. His shoes, which he'd hardly worn in his years of lingering in the cottage, were tight and chafing on his feet, and he felt every rut and stone in the rough road through the thin soles. It was a winding, wearying walk, and several times Tod had to sit in the road to catch his breath and ease his feet. Elzith did not object, he noticed, and when she sat down near him he thought he could hear her breathing hard. Had age affected them that severely, he wondered. But then he remembered—when he'd made the journey in the past it had been with Zann and Irisith, and Sages disregarded matter. Tod thought they must have ignored distance and time as well. And hunger, he wondered about hunger. Macus had brought him some sort of food for traveling, tough dried meat and chunks of dry bread, and when Tod sat down on the road he hunted in his small pack for them. Zann and Irisith had died several years before; he had not counted how many. Irisith had actually told him, the last time they brought him back from Sor'rai, that they were going to die. “But do not worry, little man,” she'd said, holding his hand so he could see her words in the dim fog behind his eyes. “We will be back.” Tod did not know what she'd meant by that. 

At length the road through the mountain pass began to slope downward, then the rocky ground gave way to soft grass. Tod sighed in anticipation of the relief: sitting on the grass and resting, stretching out beneath the shade of the spreading trees. But Elzith did not stop walking. Tod trudged on behind her, losing her shape in the dappled shadows, the grass soon becoming as torturous to his feet as the hard road had been. Elzith walked on through the maze of trees. The Magi moved the trees, Tod recalled uneasily. Once he put his foot forward and the ground was not where it should have been, and as he stumbled he clamped his hands over his ears, afraid of hearing that horrible cracking and booming sound. But he did not encounter any Magi or their works, not until they drew closer to the lake. 

It was quiet in Sor'rai, as if the land were deserted. The sun did not seem to rise or set and Tod had no grasp of how long they'd been walking although it seemed like a maddeningly long time. When the pressure came it was mild at first, so light he hardly noticed it, a buzz of fatigue in his head, a bit of a headache. They kept walking, and Tod felt his feet grow heavier. He was weary, he told himself; they'd walked so long, they had to stop soon, it could only be a little farther. His head slumped forward and his neck strained with the weight of it. He drew a breath and tried to call to Elzith, and the movement tore a painful gash through his throat. He gasped and the pain in his head pierced with every intake of breath. Each step jarred him, shook him, and he could not open his eyes. He could not see anything. He tried to step forward, to keep walking, he didn't know where. His feet lurched to a halt and he swayed, unable to find his balance. Pain was two coals burning behind his eyes, throbbing with each pulse of his heart. Something called to him and he could not hear it through the flux of pain. A hand looped through his elbow and pulled him forward. “Tod,” the call said, and he tried to remember Elzith's name. “We're almost there.” 

He felt himself losing altitude, whether slipping down a slope or descending stairs or falling through the sky he couldn't tell. The pain in his head turned everything a bizarre shade of remembered red. His hands felt swollen as he tried to cover his face with them. A sound nagged at his ears and he tried to recognize it as water, a pressure weighing down on them as if he were submerged in a vat of it. He swallowed and the pressure stuck in his head. 

Then, cutting through the sound and the pressure, a voice. “You cannot pass.” 

He felt the voice in his throat, driving against the pulse and the pain. It was a woman's voice, he thought, and it was louder than everything he had never heard. 

Elzith's voice, then, seeping into him, a whisper that pervaded everything. “I have a question for your council.” 

“You cannot go to them. You cannot breathe water. You will drown, and he is human.” 

The Magi don't have what they need, there aren't many things here, Tod thought bizarrely, the words of an old conversation drifting in through the pain in his head. If they need meat but they have bread, they make meat. If they have leaves, they make bread. The Magi didn't actually breathe water, he told himself certainly. They made water into air. 

Then Elzith's hand reached for his. “He is Sage,” she said. Her hand met his and grasped it. 

There was a moment when they first left Dabion, when Elzith reached for his hand. They were standing outside the smithy, after Elzith had freed Tod and sent away Magus, and she'd told Tod that they had to leave before anyone else came. “I have to go back and get my memory book,” he'd protested, and she'd replied, “It's not finished yet.” Then she had reached a hand back to him, a hand he could not see. He still did not know how he'd known it was there. No scent, no sound had alerted him to it. He had simply reached out and grasped it as sure as if he'd seen it. It was like that this time, reaching through the noise and the pain and the pressure like water around him, and knowing her hand was there to catch him. 

Something cleared in his head when he grasped it, a narrow tunnel through which he could breathe, through which he could hear. Elzith's voice came to him direct and straight, Well, yes, we should have done this sooner. And to the female Magus, she said, “Open the door.” 

The words were important, Tod remembered that. Elzith had told him that. Words bound Magi because they believed them. Words would make him—him, some thin-blooded human who never knew any power but the nightmares he couldn't control and never wanted—words would make him Sage. If he believed them. If he didn't believe them he would drown. By then he knew what the pressure was, the pounding in his head like the weight of water on him. It was water. They were at the bottom of Lake Azin. The Magus who guarded the door was opening it to the flood, but Sages together disregarded matter. 

The door opened. The water rushed in and hit Tod full in the face, and he gasped, choked, shook with the impact. But it was not drowning that shook him. It was sight. 

“He is spore-blinded,” a voice echoed in watery distortion, before Tod himself realized what had happened. “Our own Healers cannot cure it. Why does this human see?” 

“Your Healers can't cure blinded Magi,” Elzith answered beside him. Her voice was hard and sharp in the water and Tod grasped her hand tighter to hear it. “He is Sage.” 

The man who had spoken, the Magus, frowned. Tod saw him frown. He blinked furiously at the water in his eyes only to find that he couldn't feel it. It washed by him, over his eyes, sloughing away the burning, but it did not cover him. He clutched at Elzith's hand, terrified that the water would slip their grasp open, that he would lose whatever magic they were able to work together and they would both drown, but Elzith breathed calm through her hand and he heard her. He turned and saw her. Her face was blurred and watery, familiar and not familiar, streaked with age and dreaming, but her eyes were clear and hard and as green as he remembered. Creases formed around them as she saw him see her. She was smiling. 

Tod turned from her and looked around him. The Magi stood on the floor of the lake. There must have been a hundred of them, standing in concentric rings that were divided into wedges by aisles like wheel spokes. Their rings focused on some central object, but every one of them had turned and was looking at the door, at the two uninvited visitors. They looked like no one Tod had seen before, white in the water, tall and thin bodies enshrouded by gray robes that floated about them with the currents, long strands of hair whipping and drifting like seaweed. Beside him Tod saw Elzith's hair, hanging down straight around her shoulders. The Magi swayed as they breathed the water, blinking against the motion of it. Their eyes were all gray, and they were all fixed on Tod in awed disgust. 

They call this the true council, Elzith said through her skin. I always wanted to ask them what is true. 

“And so you are here,” the frowning Magus said. He was standing in one of the outermost rings, near the door, but he spoke with as much authority, it seemed, as any of them would. “What do you want?” 

“Haven't you seen it?” Elzith answered. “I thought you could see the whole world. Or maybe you've only been watching yourselves in your mirror.” 

It hurt her to speak, Tod felt. It hurt him to see. The Magi shifted and murmured among themselves, then one at the front, a very ancient woman, spoke coldly. “You have already seen what we are watching, and you would know it if you were not as blind as you are.” 

Insult, Elzith breathed. It's sacrilege, if you look closely you'll see some of them are shocked. No one mocks the wisdom of the Sages. She's boasting that we need a Magus to show us what we have already seen.


Elzith moved forward and Tod went with her, and the water parted before them and made no drag on his feet. In the center of the assembly of Magi was a large round of glass, suspended in the water at the height of their waists, which was closer to Tod's shoulders. He looked beneath it and saw only the stirring sand on the lake floor, but when he looked on its surface he saw a picture of the world above as clear as life. 

“Do you recognize this?” asked another Magi, a man near the front. “It is the land west of the river, in the time before your Justices started counting your calendar. Your people, the humans in your blood, lived there. They always lived there. That was their land, and this was ours.” 

In the mirror, the eagle's-eye view shifted across the river. Eastward it moved, and revealed land webbed with tributaries; eastward again, and hills rose from the earth in rolls of green. Tod took in a breath of nothing. It was Karrim, Dabion, Mandera. But the people he saw as the mirror focused inward were not the people of Karrim or Dabion or Mandera. They were tall, pale, thin. They were Sages and they were Magi. 

“This was ours, then. But your people were not content. See them building boats? They were not even content with their own coast. They would cross the river and nothing was going to stop them.” 

So small they looked, the dark people, shorter and thicker than the people of Sor'rai. They boarded their boats and fought the violent currents of the Great River. “Yes, watch them,” a voice breathed over Tod's shoulder, the bitterness of it wavering in the water. “They keep coming, and they keep coming. Nothing will stop them.” 

“Our elders called it a sign that we should return to our homeland,” a new Magi said. “So we left behind the lands that were once ours, the open spaces, the fields that could feed us of their own power. We came back to Sor'rai and warded its borders against the humans that would come.” 

“We left the land to the humans,” the Magus at Tod's shoulder whispered. “Not a good gift, was it? Look at them.” The tiny people in the glass climbed out of their boats, built settlements, took up arms, and began to fight. “Hatred, avarice, corruption. They spilled blood on our land.” 

“But you didn't just leave, did you?” Elzith's voice cut through the water. The heads of the Magi turned and pushed the current in her direction, but the waves did not move her. 

The old woman spoke again, moving her hand over the mirror. “No, we did not just leave.” In the glass the people moved backward, the boats retreating westward until there were only a few dark people settling on the land that the pale people were withdrawing from, time turned back to play again. And in the land that would become Karrim the Magi paused on the banks of the river and stretched their hands out across the water. “We tried to stop them.” 

In Cassile, in great cities that Tod never knew existed, the people fell sick. They collapsed in fever, they broke out in weeping sores. They cried and tore their skin. The cities were quarantined and burned. Refugees fled by the hundreds, onto the boats, across the river. 

“Your plan failed,” Elzith said. “It only made the humans come faster. And that was not all.” 

The last of the Magi watched the refugees come, and they crouched on the earth to bury their fingers in the soil. Then they withdrew and went north, crossed the lake, and hid there, and only some of the Sages remained. 

“A second plague,” murmured Elzith. “You planted the seeds and left them for us.” 

“For the humans!” the old woman shouted, and other Magi echoed her. Tod looked up into her face and recognized her as one of those last Magi who had put their hands in the dirt. In the glass time spun forward again, passing at whirlwind speed, dark people crossing the river en masse, cities built east of the river, Karrim carved up into parcels of farmland. Great settlements rose in what would become Dabion and Mandera, walled fortresses of kings and dukes, fighting each other and finally creating alliances. Then the Biorans came, yellow-haired and educated, building schools, unifying the Five Countries, then dissolving into their own battles. Warlords came out of Azassi and were halted only at the borders of Biora. The scholars were sent back. The Justices came in their black suits. Ships were built in Mandera and sailed off the coast, returning heavy with goods. Then the ships stopped sailing and the cities crumbled. In Dabion the Justices built great halls full of courtrooms. Traders went to Biora and brought back books. The Justices built schools again. Guards in black uniforms crossed the river and closed the monasteries in Cassile. A battle broke out on the edge of the Dabionian border. And in Karrim, people began falling sick. 

“Look at them,” cried the old Magus, fury in her voice. “Look at them all! It is nothing but wars, fighting, building cities only to topple them. This is what we left the land to.” 

“So we deserved to die,” Elzith uttered, acid in her voice. “But why did it take so long for the second spell to enact?” 

The old woman narrowed her eyes, reckless in her anger. “You, Sage, can't even see the line of time.” 

There was silence on the lake floor, the Magi holding their breath. Sages didn't work spells themselves, Zann had told Tod once, not any great ones. If the Magi were frightened by the old woman's insult it must have been because they believed there was some dire penalty, to be dealt by the water or the fates, perhaps. Tod watched, anxious as them all, waiting to see what it would be. 

But nothing came but Elzith's voice, and she did not speak the words that Tod felt through her hand, monsters, hypocrites. The words she spoke, though, shook the Magi as much as any punishment. “So why was the Bioran gate opened?” 

The horror of the Magi went through the water with enough force to shake the mirror and wash the images clean from it. “It is open—how many have left—why didn't we see?” murmured the voices around Tod. The wheel pulled inward, and Tod and Elzith were pressed back, out of the ring, toward the door. The intruders would be turned out before the true council addressed the terrible breach. 

When the door was closed behind them and the water shut out, Tod felt dryness on his eyes. He would feel all the pain of twenty-seven years of blindness, he was sure, when Elzith let go of his hand. Don't let go, he wanted to whisper to her, but her attention had turned away. The doorkeeper was speaking. 

Tod could see her more clearly out of the water, the Magus who kept the door to the bottom of the lake. She stood a head taller than he did, gray-eyed and white-faced. Her hands were long and thin on the door and Tod could feel the disturbing vibration of power in them. Her scent was too hard, like water turned to brick, but when she spoke her voice was light and soft. “You know there is a cure.” 

Elzith shook her head. “I cannot see it.” 

“The Sages made the cure, or they found it. There must be an opposite to all things the Magi do—we are not as powerful as we think we are. That is why the Sages are here. But the cure is deeply hidden, as deeply as we buried the plague. The Sage Amipal came to me some years ago. He told me he was going out to seek it.” 

Through Tod's hand there flashed a violent image, a city burning against the shadows of mountains and sky. It had the sour taste of all Tod's nightmares. “Is he in the burning city?” Elzith asked. 

The Magus shook her head; that kind of sight was beyond her. Then she smiled ruefully. “Many of us knew what the council had done. We chose to protest them. We chose to leave. We wanted to be Healers, we wanted to help. The council took our memories and most of our power. But we can't reverse the spell ourselves. We can't cure the plague.” 

Pity twisted in Tod's throat. “You've done enough,” he uttered. 

The Magus looked down on him, compassion in her eyes. She passed a hand over Tod's face, the vibration of it ringing in his ears, and a layer of haze lifted from his vision. “It will hurt,” the woman said. “That is humanity.” Then she looked at the door behind which her people schemed and plotted, frowning as if she could see them through the wood. “One day the Magi will learn it is our lot as well.”
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YOU’RE ON YOUR FEET!”

The cavalier squinted over his shoulder at Rindell, unwilling to slow his pace to let the young man catch up. He was wearing his boots, tall black leather and impressive despite being worn and mud-splattered. His threadbare cloak was slung over his shoulders and his hat perched atop his head, both garments a tired shade of dark red. He was walking at a fair clip and Rindell was starting to grow short of breath trying to keep up with him. “I am on my feet,” he uttered, his voice showing the toll that his pace was taking on his own breath. “Your powers of observation are astounding.”

Not that this positive turn in his health had done much for his temper, Rindell observed. “You've got to be careful,” he said instead. “The rebels have regrouped—” 

“On the west end, half a mile away from the camp,” Cal interrupted. “I've seen them. I've circled the camp three times already. And what have you done this morning? Just gotten up?” 

Rindell blinked, trying to come up with a quick retort but failing completely. 

“I'm not lying in bed waiting for the guns to come again,” the old man went on. “I may not be armed but at least I'm going to be on my feet.” 

“Did Amipal tell you to do that?” 

Cal stopped then, midstride, and narrowed his eyes at Rindell. “No,” he finally said. “No, he didn't tell me a bloody thing.” Then he reached an impatient hand toward Rindell and ordered, “Come on, let's see what the rebels are doing now.” 

There was little happening west of the camp, which was somehow more disturbing than if they had been shooting at things. It was a weighty silence, almost as heavy as when Amipal had frozen them. Rindell looked around, feeling cold and wobbly in his stomach, but the wanderer was nowhere to be seen. That was a relief—he didn't think he could live through that again. Without Amipal, though, there was no good explanation for the rebels' silence. Something even worse than time stopping must have happened to quiet them. 

“There you are,” an unpleasant voice said behind Rindell. The explanation was immediately clear. Aron Jannes, walking up fast to take Rindell by the other arm, was wearing his wig. He never wore his wig. Rindell knew even before Jannes said it. “Hurry up, then. Your father's come to visit.” 

The rebels weren't doing anything because they were sitting on the ground, their feet folded beneath them. Rindell had thought they looked awfully short from a distance. They were arranged in a geometric pattern of rank and file, they had their hands on their heads, and a troop of men in gray Public Force uniforms were walking up and down the aisles to collect their weapons and pile them into a large wagon while two of his father's clerks followed with ledgers, counting everything. One of the rebels complained about his folded legs going numb and tried to stand to relieve them; a guard stepped up at once and clubbed him on the side of the head with the barrel of his musket. 

From the other side of the crowd Rindell saw a figure emerge, great, dark, wigged, steaming threateningly. Tirn Jorren, of course. “Are they disarmed?” he said, his voice booming. This was a slightly different act, Rindell noted, imagining how to draw him in an effort to keep from shivering or running. Not a volcano so much. Rebels might not be scared of a volcano. The king of beasts, perhaps, the biggest tiger in the tribe, too large to feel the need to attack, but baring his teeth to show that he could tear the rest to pieces if they displeased him. 

“Disarmed and counted, Governor,” a voice reported. “Shall they be read their list of crimes?” 

Tirn Jorren cast his passionless eyes over the mass of rebels. “No,” he said. “They have proven themselves careless of the law. They need know nothing but its penalty. And most of them were Public Force. They should know what their crimes are already.” Taking a step back, he raised his arm to call forward his firing squad. “Start with the rearmost rank.” 

Rindell found himself huddled on the ground, shivering, before the last row of rebels was dead. Cal lowered himself stiffly and placed a hand on his shoulder, to comfort him, maybe, and when Rindell was finally able to raise his head he saw that even Jannes was looking a bit pale, wringing his lips into a knot. It took several minutes for him to respond when the governor's voice ordered him, at the end of the executions, to follow. “There is business to attend to, Justice Jannes. Bring Clerk Jorren.” 

Rindell could not focus on his father's words as he sat near the door of the governor's large tent and wondered who was going to bury the hundreds of dead rebels. “You will take the remainder and continue south to the plague camp outside Tanasigh,” came an order in his father's voice, probably directed at Jannes. Why would they need dead rebels at the plague camp outside Tanasigh? But then some people walked through Rindell's view of the grisly field and he determined his father was talking about them instead. The new people on the field wore the clean black suits of good Dabionian scholars but their short-haired heads had no wigs on them; Rindell knew they were physicians. And others passed by, strange people Rindell had never seen before. They were unusually pale, almost as pale as wanderers, but shorter, and not mad-looking. They wore normal peasants' clothes and their hair was light brown or an astonishing pale yellow. Yellow hair, Rindell thought. The people were Biorans. The wigs they wore in Dabion were meant to mimic the yellow hair of Biorans. A wheeze of manic laughter leaked from Rindell's throat. That was becoming a habit with him when he was around his father and death. He thought he should probably be more careful about it. 

“Your report about the infirmary's Bioran caretaker proved valuable,” Rindell's father was saying to Jannes, a rare and surprising compliment. “That Biorans are immune to the plague is significant information. Your caretaker is now relieved of his duties. He will be replaced by the physicians and their assistants. And one more thing, Justice Jannes. A message was given to the convoy as we passed through Karrim, to forward to you.” The governor motioned to a clerk and the clerk passed Jannes a packet folded into an envelope, the flap stained with a blue spot where a wax seal had been knifed off. Tirn Jorren would not bother to hide the fact that he had read the message. “When we return we will meet you at the Tanasigh camp.” 

The hysterical laughter had deprived Rindell of all sense of fear. “Where are we going?” he asked recklessly. 

“Your wedding has been moved forward,” his father said. “We are going to Azassi.” 

 
 

There was no king under the mountain. The Alaçans said he had escaped. Around close-guarded campfires the refugees told stories—tales from the folklore they loved so well, and ones which Zein had never heard when he was a child—about how the king escaped his mountain home through the tunnels under the earth. The mouth of the tunnel was sealed up behind him, and he emerged into the light, this king, leading the last of his hardy people. He led them into the land of the fire-haired warriors, and with them he fought hand-to-hand with the enemies of the Alaçans, and those enemies were laid low. Their blood spilled over the earth and cleansed the mountains of Alaz, and the people rebuilt their city, and they went home. 

That was the trouble with folklore, Zein thought. Was it meant to be heritage? Record? Prophecy? When Zein tried to suggest to his people that they had written these stories themselves, expressing their desperate aspirations in the language of myth, they cast aside his words. “But it is the truth,” they insisted, careworn faces serene and certain in the flickering light of the campfires. “The king will return to the mountain.” 

As the Alaçans rose and armed themselves and left their guarded camps, joined their allies and moved out toward the mountain pass that led from Azassi to Dabion, one further question worried at Zein's mind. If Zein himself was meant to be their king, why were they not bothered by his great lack of faith? The king his people worshiped in their legends could not be more unlike the king's heir who led them. Zein had brought the survivors—his last living kin and the cabinet members from his long-abandoned Lord Justiceship in District Three—to the tunnel beneath Mount Alaz. He had led them out into Azassi and governed them for fourteen years of exile in that foreign land. He had negotiated asylum for them, shelter and supplies, and had monitored the movement of the Dabionian authority across Azassi, to ensure they evaded capture. He allowed them to invoke his name as they nursed their grief around those hidden campfires and when they began to engineer their plans for revenge, but never did he speak of revenge himself, never did he pledge to return to the mountains of Alaçan, never did he vow to taste the blood of his enemies, as did the king in the legends. It was not Zein's thought to offer Alaçan gold as payment to any Azassian who would aid in the cause of his exploited people. He did not dispatch the party that made the hazardous climb up the abandoned peak on its Azassian side to recover the gold piece by painstaking piece over the course of years. He did not negotiate its sale to the mercenaries from House Vigtil, who were motivated to trade their swords for gold when their own mines began to run dry. He did not make the speeches that moved the Azassian warriors to do what had never been done in history: mount an outright attack on the borders of Dabion. Those speeches must have been moving indeed, and the Alaçans must have invoked Zein's name to good effect. Zein was certain that gold alone could not have spurred the Vigtil mercenaries to risk their lives to the extent they were going to. 

Doss lay only a few miles inside the border of Dabion, in a valley formed at the foot of the mountains that divided Dabion from Azassi. The pass through the mountains, the only viable crossing from one country to the other, lay just south and east of the city, and a stretch of tree cover was scattered over the space between, on the north side of the wide road. At dusk the night before the fires had been lit, bobbing like glowing insects among the trees; the guards who kept the border might have seen them and thought they were fireflies, at first. They did not have long to wonder. There were only two of them for the night watch, the traffic of traders and lawmen having subsided for the day, and the greater number of guards who kept the border customs had gone to their homes. Two men were readily overcome. 

Late in the night, the warriors began to move out, Azassians and Alaçans alike. They put out their fires and left the trees and the mountain slopes. They took up their arms: short swords that could be hidden from Dabionian inspectors, stout Azassian bows that could be taken apart into pieces and arrows easily disguised as firewood, a few stolen pistols and a handful of muskets saved from the old stores of Mount Alaz. They reached the city before dawn, unseen, and moved into such formation as the Azassians used. Theirs was a tactic of chaos. When the leaders gave their signal, the warriors raised a horrible cry, echoing in the valley like the shout of some fey creature, and they rushed at the outskirts of the city like the mad. 

Alone among the population of Doss that morning, Tirn Jorren was not taken by surprise. His carriage had come into the city from the south, and like the attackers he came at night, to take a brief rest before continuing his journey into Azassi. While darkness covered the approach of the attackers, it did not disguise the absence of the night watch guards from the wide road, and Jorren's first thought was to go to the Public Force barracks in Doss and order a reprimand against the guards who had deserted their post. But a strange fact had lodged itself in his mind, a piece of intelligence reported to him when he last visited Azassi. Vigtil had allied with the Alaçan survivors. News of an Azassian alliance with the rebels responsible for the attempted secession of Mount Alaz fourteen years earlier, coupled with the disappearance of the border guards, raised Jorren's suspicions. The proper course of action was caution. Jorren ordered his carriage to the barracks and told them to send an armed party to investigate. 

Dawn had not yet come when Jorren's carriage finally reached its scheduled resting place at the center of town. Doss was a city built upon an older model than Origh. Unlike the house where Jorren lived—a house that had belonged to his predecessor, the missing Lord Justice Jannes, and which stood in a row on a street not much unlike any other in Origh, cheek by jowl with every other Justice in town—the home of Lord Justice Wirthir was centered in its own land, accompanied by the Great Hall of Justice and a few other vital buildings within a protective ring of walls. In the very early years of Dabion, before the Five Countries, before the Biorans, before the Common Calendar, there had been kings, much like in Azassi, kings who built walls around their fortresses. The monarchies passed but the walls still stood. The gates of those walls in the center of Doss had never been barred, to Jorren's knowledge, since the founding of the High Council of Dabion. Until now there had been no reason to bar them. 

Wirthir could not be roused from his bed. Jorren paid that matter no attention. He took his best clerk, leaving the remainder of his party at the door of the house to be dealt with by Wirthir's staff, and went at once to the Great Hall. By the time the sun rose he could see the chaos erupting on the outskirts of the city, shadowy figures clashing in the streets and the smoke of weapons and fire. 

“There, in the northeast,” Jorren said, looking with a spyglass from a window in the uppermost floor of the Great Hall. It was an ancient building, taller than Erril r'Gayeth's fortress; the courtrooms had been subdivided from the great chambers where long-dead kings had once held what they had called court. “I count a hundred Azassian warriors, perhaps one hundred fifty.” 

“And more coming from the woods,” his clerk replied. “There aren't enough Public Force in the city to overcome them. The guards can hold them off, perhaps, keep them from taking the city.” 

“They do not need to take the city,” Jorren replied. “If their motive is revenge, they need only destroy it before losing their own lives.” Then, pointing out a route southward to the main road, a route not yet blocked by the attackers, Jorren collapsed his glass and hurried down the stairs to find Wirthir's stables and procure the fastest horse for his best clerk. 

“But if the guards can't hold them off, the city will fall before I reach Gayeth,” the clerk protested, even as a servant hoisted him into the saddle at Jorren's command. 

“It might fall to the men we've seen,” answered Jorren. “But we do not know how deep the Alaçan conspiracy lies. If Gayeth has allies, they had best send them now.” 

In fact, Jorren considered, the attack on Doss could prove useful. It would allow him to test Gayeth's ability to provide allies with time to dissolve the marriage contract if those allies did not appear. Tirn Jorren was satisfied with the turn of events, and that satisfaction achieved in him a calm despite the noise that began to fill the courtyard as Wirthir's servants got news of the attack and struggled to close the ancient gates. Before they managed to budge the great ironbound doors and swing them shut, Jorren had taken the second-best horse from the stables and ridden out into the streets. Lord Justice Frahn would have to be notified, and there was no rider faster than Jorren himself. He jumped over the barricades the frantic citizens of Doss were hurrying to erect and trampled those citizens foolish enough to stand in his way. As he approached the edge of town he had to dodge the advance of the attackers. An arrow buzzed past his ears and he made note of its particular sound. Several more followed it, though he was now out of range, and from the corner of his eye he could see them stick themselves to a building and light it on fire. The arrows must have been dipped in pitch, Jorren observed. The barbarians were clever. But he had little time to dwell on such observations. He gave the city the better part of the day to stand against the attackers he had counted, assuming they were only mercenaries rather than the advance strike of the entire Vigtil household. If he could dispatch reinforcements before nightfall, the city might be spared destruction. If Erril r'Gayeth had allies, he could send them to rescue his future son-in-law. If he did not, Jorren would not need to give him a son-in-law. And if Doss fell—cities did, after all, fall—Frahn would be notified and Frahn could rebuild it. Jorren himself would be out of it.
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IN HIS DREAMS KYSA BURNED. IN TRUTH IT WAS  only Baron Enilan's house that burned, at first. The rest came later. 

Less than a week had passed since the news of the failure of the Ikinda Alliance had reached Kysa, less than a week until the passion of the rioters in the square faded to the lower flame of hungry desperation. Less than a week—less than the time it took for the customers of the autumn festival to run out of money. 

Kysa had run out of food. With no trade coming into the city, nothing at all came into the city. Storerooms and pantries were scraped bare. Looters abandoned furniture and fine trinkets to ransack kitchens. The horses in the stables at the edge of the city were slaughtered for meat. People stripped the flowering bushes in the duke's garden for any leaf or petal that might be edible. And Baron Enilan remained in his window, firing musket balls at anyone who threatened his kitchen door or his bumblebee shrubs. 

Cal had left the doors unlocked in his house, his kitchen, his pantry. He offered the looters whatever stores remained, so long as they left his mother's rooms untouched. 

When the crowds thinned in the square, the managers in the Inns of Commerce began to make their own hungry ways home, descending from the upper floors where they had hidden from flying rocks and sneaking out to their own houses to recover whatever furniture and food might have been spared by the vandals. Cal watched them from his mother's window, each baron and manager and clerk one by one opening the door of the Inns cautiously, peering about, then picking his way through the debris and the fallen bodies that littered the square. They gained speed as they passed the stagnant fountains and broken-armed statues, finally breaking into a run when they came to the edge of the square; each darted into the street that would take him back to his home, which he would doubtless board up as securely as the Inns had been against the rioters. The wealthy had more food in their stores, and the commoners knew it. Cal hung from his mother's window and watched the egress of the onetime Alliance managers, frantic and harried and uncharacteristically dirty, and he uttered dry laughs from his rumbling belly. One time he hung too far out and nearly fell from the window, dizzy with malnutrition. After that he drew back into the antechamber, where he could only see a square of sky from a more distant vantage point. 

Hunger was an interesting phenomenon to watch. At the start, there had seemed to be a unity among the rioters, a gathering of forces for a common cause, as the workers built their towers and surged together against barred doors. When the hunger came the unity dissolved, each man and woman grasping hollow-eyed at whatever they could. Cal had heard a fight in the kitchen below him as two or more people snatched at the last morsel of food there; it had sounded like the screeching and hissing of cats. The managers in the Inns of Commerce were little different, stealing back to their homes and pantries with the same hollow stare in their eyes. No one stayed to recover some sort of order in the city. No one stayed to pursue the task of feeding the people. No one stayed to bury the bodies in the square. Nobility drove the Titled Merchants to no higher purpose. Hunger was the equalizer of the strata of Kysa. 

Hunger was an interesting phenomenon to experience, Cal thought as he wandered, weakly and restlessly, down the stairs to the street. All his seeking, all his emptiness, suddenly had a cause, an explanation. He wondered if he had merely been hungry his whole life, the roasts and pastries and exotic Ikindan liqueurs never filling him. He stared at the reeling sky above him in fascination. The Alliance had failed, and the sun had not even fallen out of the heavens. 

Across the square was a strange commotion. In Baron Enilan's house, a fire. Cal crept forward, wondering if it was an illusion. Surely the most powerful baron in the city was impervious to flame. The yellow tongues of light flashed in the windows, crackled with a distant sound, then roared suddenly. The roof broke apart and fire ate the walls. Cal stood and stared, blinking his thirst-dried eyes in the scalding heat. The world had now truly ended. Cal tried to imagine what could have happened to the baron, if he had run out of powder and shot, if his servants had turned against him in their hunger. If the baron was dead and no one was left to guard the door, if the servants had turned, Sever Enilan might have set the house on fire just to keep it from looters. Cal could envision that very clearly in his hunger-blurred mind. He wondered whether the flames would jump the wall to his own house. He wondered if it would matter. He swayed on his feet and wondered how to stop a fire. 

Then two black shadows pulled together from the watery heat shimmer. Wenn and Sever Enilan, running fast. Wenn paused for an instant to shout at Cal as he stood near the open door. “The duke is alive. He's in a village to the south. He's gathering the cavaliers to take back Kysa from the Dabionians.” 

“What Dabionians?” Cal murmured. 

But Wenn did not hear him as he ran on in Sever's wake, out of the square. 

The fire burned into the night and went out when Baron Enilan's house was gone. The bumblebee shrubs, the dogs, the lattice and the roses, gone. Cal woke in his mother's room, wondering how he got there, and peered through the window at a black plot of nothing. 

There was a knock at the door. Cal stumbled down the stairs. Who would knock? The doors were unlocked, and there was nothing left to take. He swung open the door, the weight of it nearly throwing him from his feet, and focused his eyes on his brother Olen. 

“Great hell!” Olen exclaimed, staring at Cal. “What happened to you? The supplies—get him something to eat!” 

But Cal did not stay to be fed. As Olen spun around to give his order to one of the men behind him, Cal saw who they were. Half a dozen men in black, suits of long jackets and vests, their faces shaved clean and their hair trimmed short at their jawlines. A handful of lesser men similarly dressed, attending them like clerks. Ranged across the square, scores of guards in gray uniforms. Wenn was right. The Dabionians had come. 

 
 

The Duke of Kysa had escaped his rebelling city ingeniously. The carriage that had crept into the square a week before had been a decoy, distracting the rioters from the smaller procession of plainly dressed men from the kitchen door, a handful of loyal servants and the duke himself in humble garb. “They didn't guess a thing.” His Grace laughed merrily as he told his story to the battered array of exiled cavaliers ranged before him on the grass of the village green. “Stupid fools could hardly see their hands in front of their noses, worked up as they were.” 

For a moment there was an image in Cal's mind, the world made different: He had accepted the charity that Olen had offered, bathed and cut his hair and joined the Dabionians as they tried to feed and rebuild the city. But he had not. He had hidden in the larder until nightfall and crept out when the house was quiet and stolen away to the village to the south. But why, he wondered as his fingers twisted the spoon in a bowl of cold stew, made from commandeered village stores and the first meal he'd eaten in days. Why had he left? It seemed that such a choice should be accompanied by true passion for the cause. Otherwise, he should have died in Kysa, in the fire at Enilan's house or cutting his throat with his own penknife. 

But Cal Serinason wanted to live. And if he needed passion, he decided in his throat and in his rumbling belly, he would find passion. 

They would go south, where the Dabionians had not yet reached. They would gather all the able men who would fight to restore Kysa. No man who was able would decline to fight for Kysa. Oppressed by foreign powers, the city was emblematic of Mandera's greatness and would become a symbol of freedom. The cavaliers were on their feet before Cal realized he was the one who had spoken the words that roused them. The duke was cheering and men were surrounding him. They headed south with Cal at their head, and as they passed through the villages their ranks swelled. 

Rumors preceded them to Iyla. They were welcomed to the seaside city as heroes, and begged to lend aid. The ships of the Alliance that had docked at Iyla for two centuries had docked for the last time and let out their final load of sailors: men now deprived of work and of money. They could not afford to leave Iyla on the public transports, now running few and far between and at a tremendously inflated cost. They could not afford to stay in Iyla at the inns, the city managers having raised the price of rooms as well, irrationally and desperately. So the sailors had made camp in the streets, scrabbling to share the last supplies with the citizens of Iyla while the leaders of the city called them a public nuisance from behind their barred doors. A handful of the refugees had managed to wrest some order from the chaos, supervising the dismantling of their ships for firewood rather than fighting the vandals who hacked frantically at the deserted hulls, and using their dinghies for fishing to bring food back to the city. The managers of Iyla did not take notice of these efforts, too enmeshed in the difficulties of communicating with one another in their self-imposed sieges. It had taken several weeks for the managers to draw up the appropriate agreements and documents to make a change to the law, but when they did the announcement spread through the city like fire. Vagrancy had been made a capital offense. 

The mass of the sailors were still in the street, half-asleep with hunger. The news—passed by the rumor-mill mouths of servants and urchins and hungry traders bribed with stale bread from managers' pantries—left them frightened and dazed, capable of little more than running in frantic circles or shouting from where they lay if they were too weary to run. Trained to follow the orders of their captains unquestioningly, few of the sailors had any notion of rebelling against the lawmakers who had condemned them to death. Then the rebels of Kysa arrived. 

Cal was told his words were brilliant. He would not remember them after they left his mouth, and the man who insisted on their brilliance was busy fitting pillaged gloves on his blood-spattered hands at the time he gave his praise, so the praise would later seem suspect. Cal was left with an impression, thin as glass but vividly colored, of the words rolling from him in a high passion, invoking honor and liberty and other large things, moving through his body in a wave that caught the Iylans in its current and pulled them to their feet. A single thought lodged in Cal's mind and was caught there, the only words he kept—I am like Fehl, I have become a wind harp. Then the displaced sailors and Iyla's desperate poor rushed past him in their own wave, built on the crest of his own and deeper than it, almost throwing him down as they went. 

Someone led the actual charge against the lawmakers, of course. Cal did not see who it was, caught in the rear of the action where speechmakers ended up. He did not spare the thought to consider that it might have been Sever Enilan. Enilan had been gathering whatever gunpowder and shot he could get his hands on while they moved across the Manderan countryside, and Cal was vaguely aware that someone so fond of munitions would be eager to get his hands on the cannons that filled the derelict Alliance ships, but he willfully failed to watch these things be added to the rebel army's provisions. When an artillery ball split apart the walls of a manager's house, Cal watched it from a distance and marveled at how the very bricks were falling to the earth, imagining that human hands had had no part in it. 

The fighting grew more intimate, though, as they left the port and moved northward through the city. The pitifully outnumbered contingent of Dabionian guards, long stationed in Iyla, began to peck at the rear of the rebel army, afraid to confront the big guns head-on. Cal spun at the sound of a shout and faced a terrified man hefting a long musket to his shoulder. He was in close range; the shot might have hit its target. But the idea of being killed was too far-fetched for Cal to fear. He drew his sword and cut through the guard's side in a single long, theatrical arc, and with his other hand he caught the musket before it could fall into the quickly swelling puddle of blood that Cal never looked down to see. 

Where had he gotten the sword? That question would trouble Cal in nightmares that pierced his short moments of sleep, dream images that faded as soon as he woke fully. He had not left his father's house with either of his swords. Someone must have lent him one in the village south of Kysa; it might even have been the duke's sword. On that street in Iyla, as he held the sword aloft and told himself that the blood that stained it was the blood of integrity defeating avarice and cruelty, the fantasy that it was the duke's sword was strong in his head. He felt himself tower over the men grappling in the street. And as he looked around him with eyes that cast a haze of honor over all the violence, he saw a face he recognized. It took note of him, captured his deed, and nodded pride and approval. Cal felt the glory fall on him like the light of the sun. Only after he strode from the street did his mind offer up the words to name the face as his brother Wenn's. 

The numbers of the rebels swelled. The party turned westward. They marched through the fishing villages on the coast, harvesting food and gunpowder wherever they could. In Tristam they took their first lengthy rest, forgoing their rough field camps for real houses and beds as they demanded quarter from Tristam's citizens. There were far too many of them to be housed in the small city. They emptied larders, slaughtered livestock, tossed men out of their beds as they filled those of their wives and daughters. They planted their artillery in the fields and blew practice shots at barns and sheds. To Cal's ears, half-stopped with sleep as he drowsed in the fields beyond the city and away from his troops, the distant sound of splintering wood and scattered goods fragmented into shards was like falling rain, the rush of a river. 

In time they came to Delton. It was there that Cal finally gave thought to time. He woke to the awareness of it like a child learning to read a clock, and was astounded that it had slipped past him, like a river, like a bolting horse. It was nearly a year since he had left Kysa. Delton was firmly in the grip of Dabion. 

“We can't waste time here,” he heard himself saying. His voice sounded strange and hoarse, not like his own. His men stood at the mouth of the main road into the city, looking down into silence and emptiness. “They won't give us supplies, they won't give us men,” Cal declared. “We must keep on to Kysa. If Dabion's hold is so strong here, Kysa doesn't have a moment to lose.” 

But another voice contradicted him. “It won't take a moment,” Sever Enilan said. At his command knots of soldiers slipped into town while others pushed the field guns quickly ahead on the road that bypassed the city. The guns had been outfitted with large wheels that made them easily mobile; Cal had not seen that happen. Inside the city, garrisons and storerooms were broken into, powder and contraband alcohol was recovered, and small explosions were touched off. Cal saw the movement of the soldiers, his men not led by him, rushing through the city and razing it and fleeing it, rushing like an angry river, like a flood. 

They pulled back in from the western border, inland to Kysa. On the road there they made camp, the rebel army sprawling under the hot sky of another summer. “We can't stop,” Cal cried, but his voice did not carry in the wind and the noise of the men. He had to seize their attention, he thought, had to rouse them. He stood up on the axle of a gun carriage, straining to be seen over the crowd, trying to call up one of his speeches, but all his words failed him. He slouched dejectedly, his weight shifted and the carriage rolled beneath him, throwing his balance off. He clamped his fist on the hilt of the borrowed sword and marched alone toward the village south of Kysa. 

Two days he walked to get there. One day he walked back, and met the army where they had advanced and made camp again, a few miles closer to Kysa. Why were they still here, he wondered. Hadn't the sky changed color to alert them? “The duke is dead,” he announced to no one in particular. 

No one heard him. All eyes in the circle of men he approached were directed toward its center. Sever Enilan was there, in the center, the center of everything. He had always been there, Cal recognized uneasily. He had named himself the head of the rebel movement but it was Enilan who had gripped his bloody hands around its heart. 

Enilan was not alone in the circle. What looked like a heavy sack slumped at his feet on closer examination resolved into a head set on drooping shoulders, chin-length hair and a shaven face mottled with bruises, once-white shirtsleeves and once-black vest tattered and grimy with dirt and blood. While they were in Delton, Enilan had taken a Dabionian Justice prisoner. In the ring of men around the prisoner there was not one face Cal recognized. Enilan had assembled his new recruits. Loyalty, it seemed, was not a sufficient qualifier; Enilan demanded more of his rebel army. The Dabionian was part of a bizarre initiation, and as Enilan ordered each recruit to add to the prisoner's wounds with fists or dagger pommels or whatever inspired them, Enilan carefully scrutinized their demeanor. One timid rebel sidled up to the Dabionian and threw a halfhearted kick at the man's leg. Enilan uttered a vicious grunt. In an instant he was behind the rebel's back, so fast the man hardly had time to jump in alarm. Something bright flashed in the sun and Cal's memory caught it before his mind could name it. The jewel-handled dagger scored the rebel's throat, marking a thin red line that looked like the swash of a painter's brush. Enilan threw the man disgustedly into the laps of his comrades before the blood began to flow. 

A few feet from Cal, perched on the barrel of a field gun, sat Wenn, watching the proceedings. He burst into a cackle of laughter, pointing an unsteady finger at the fallen rebel. “He was weak!” cried Wenn merrily. 

Cal felt his hand grip the hilt of the borrowed sword. It was strangely shaped; it did not fit his hand. What was he going to do, he thought, his voice coarse and cold in his head. Kill Enilan? Kill all the rebels? Kill his brother? He took a few shuffling steps backward, until the ring of bodies blurred into an indistinct mass. He could leave, he could walk away, but he did not know where he would go. 

The next day Enilan led the charge on Kysa. That there was no duke to fight for any longer was irrelevant to him. He had men, he had weapons, he had explosives. The city was his. That he destroyed and burned half of it in the taking of it was likewise irrelevant. He gained the duke's house, empty and nearly intact and waiting for him; thus it was his as well. 

Cal did not join the advance and he did not set foot in the square. He went directly to the courtesans' quarter. Nothing there looked familiar to him, he got lost twice on his way, and when he reached the street that had to be the right one he saw only doors boarded over and windows dark and lifeless. He found a door he thought he knew but could not recall if it was Nairi's or Echo's, and who lived on which side. He looked up at the window on the second floor. The glass was broken and there was no light within. When movement stirred there and a pair of eyes suddenly looked down on him Cal's heart stopped, but it was only a stray cat peering through the broken window, mewling at him fearfully and hungrily. He looked down at the narrow sliver of window near the street level, the basement window. It, too, was broken, and Cal crouched on his knees to peer inside. Was there someone inside, any evidence of life, the shadow of a lute in the corner, or even the dusty, crumbled wooden remains of one? Cal could see nothing, no light, no sign of the boy who might once have lived there—and he wondered, a flash of memory, a forgotten thing that struck him full in the chest like an artillery shot, impacting him so hard he lost all his breath, almost crying it aloud though he had no voice: Where was Fehl? Where was Fehl? He pressed his face to the ground and wept. 

Days passed. Kysa stopped burning. Cal did not learn what had become of the minstrel. Enilan installed himself in the duke's house and was unchallenged by the crippled Dabionian presence. Cal emerged from the alley where he slept and passed his father's door, his brother's door now, and heard Olen's voice, ringing out in the square. “You may rule a city of the dead if you wish,” he said. The few other people who had braved the square were watching the exchange in astonished fear. Sever Enilan was standing on the street below Olen Serinason's door, a dozen of his men armed and ranged around him. “I intend to feed these people.” 

Cal drew as close as he dared, almost close enough to see inside. A corridor, leading to a parlor warm with a fire, a kitchen thick with scents, a stair up to rooms that were once his. Through the door, though, he saw a clerk in a black suit, pale and wide-eyed. Olen himself was dressed somberly in dark colors, his hair trimmed at the level of his chin, his face shaved. He glanced for an instant at the cavalier who lingered close to his door, and his eyes might have flickered in disgust or recognition, or both, but he turned immediately back to Enilan. Cal's hand went absurdly to the love knot braid in his hair, matted and tangled now, the tigereye bead long gone. He wondered when he had lost it. 

Then his attention was rocked by loud laughter. Sever Enilan was laughing, cheerfully, cruelly, at Olen. “You amuse me!” he shouted. Then he waved a dismissing hand in Olen's direction and called his men back to his house. The Dabionian Authority, in the administration of Olen Serinason, was allowed to operate in the house opposite that of Kysa's duke of crime, the only two buildings still standing in what was once the duke's square. 

Later that year Enilan reopened one of the taverns, to little resistance. Dabionian influence elsewhere in Mandera had restored the traffic of produce from Karrim, and a decent supply of grapes and grain fed the tavern's illegal stills. The disfavored commoners of Kysa stood in long lines at the grain exchange and fought over the last of the produce in the form of bread, while Enilan's loyalists drank it in its liquid version. Cal spent long hours in the tavern, lurking in a quiet corner, closing his eyes to the clashing of the drunken cavaliers. If he didn't have a place there, it was at least closer to his than anywhere else. 

In the summer of 744, two years after the collapse of the Alliance, a fight broke out in the tavern. Cal did not see who started it, did not hear what the matter of it was. He opened his eyes when the noise became too loud to ignore, and saw his brother Wenn struggling to hold off four swordsmen. 

“Cal!” his brother shouted suddenly, casting his eyes all over the tavern, not seeing him in the dimness and the chaos. “Cal!” 

If he closed his eyes he would vanish, melt into the wall, he might have thought. But he did not vanish, and Wenn saw him. Their eyes met across the room, for an instant, and the line of that look was heavy with old words. We are lords of the world—are you with us, little brother? I have nothing to prove to you. You have nothing to prove to me?


And Cal stood. He reached for the buckle of his baldric. He was taking a chance, gambling that the four swordsmen would let an unarmed man pass, though he had no reason to think they would; they were drunk, and they were Enilan's men. But as he pulled the buckle and the borrowed sword crashed to the floor no one closed in on him. Wenn's eyes flew wider with fury. Cal turned his back on them. As he paused to open the door, he saw from the corner of his eye Wenn stagger in the fatal moment of delay, too slow to parry the blows that still came. He walked out of the tavern before his brother's body fell to the floor. He did not turn back to watch. He took the road out of the city and kept walking. He walked southward until he reached the coast, and there he boarded a ship and left Mandera behind him, not to see it again for eleven years. He walked without looking back.
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MAYBE HE COULD TRY READING THE LETTER  again, Rindell thought. He hadn't been able to read it yet, not quite, not exactly, not with everything that had happened that morning. He wasn't even sure if it was morning anymore; for all he knew, a whole day might have passed without his realizing it. He didn't think his distractedness was entirely his fault, though. 

The messenger had woken him up early that morning to deliver a letter to him. “Left here for your arrival, Mister Jorren,” the man had said, holding the envelope out under Rindell's blinking eyes. A thick red seal on the back of the envelope stamped spots on his vision as he tried to bring to mind what was so strange about it. Slowly a knot of snakes came into focus, circling a waxy red flame. Rindell held the seal closer to his eyes. That's what was strange—the seal was still there. It had not been broken. His father had not read the letter. Why on earth not, Rindell wondered suspiciously. What had happened to him? 

Then a strange crash and cracking noise interrupted him. He jumped and looked up. On the window, a smear of black crept down the glass, a thick, tarry trail that flickered with a wavering flame. Rindell stared. It was the most bizarre thing he had ever seen. Half-aware that the letter had dropped out of his hands, he moved closer to the window and looked out. 

Fires were burning all over Doss, sending up a smoke that clouded the city and obscured its attackers. Over the walls he could see only smoke and confusion. This is where it starts happening, he thought, a little absently. He'd known something bad was coming; he just hadn't known what it would look like. Then the confusion spread to the courtyard within the Inner Wall, the land around Wirthir's house and the Great Hall of Justice, and Rindell knew what something bad looked like. 

Inside the walls Wirthir's servants ran madly, trying to shut and bar the great gates. “The lord's son is still out there!” a voice shouted from below. “We can't close the gates!” Bizarrely, Rindell's head filled up with a very clear memory of a play he'd watched on a stage in Karrim, a comedy, where clowns in tattered costumes ran around in circles, tripping over each other and trying to lift things they kept dropping and bumping into the wall. Rindell watched Wirthir's servants fumbling with the gate just like a troop of clowns and laughed, a thin, whistling whine that leaked from his throat. 

Then there was a swooping sound, and a crash at the window. Another arrow had hit. Not hard enough to break the glass, it bounced away, leaving a twin smear of black that stuck and smoldered next to the first one. Rindell watched it burn and sagged against the windowsill. Attackers had gotten inside the gates. The servants hurried to shut them out, shouting senselessly. Rindell counted five, six Azassians, and two more men with dark hair. The dark-haired men—they couldn't have been Dabionian—waved short swords around until one of them was hit and fell down. His comrade shouted and heaved his sword over his head, and one of the servants struck him in his exposed middle. Rindell didn't see what with. The Azassians stayed on their feet longer, taking out servants before they went down, one, then two, then four. The one remaining Azassian was the one who held the bow. He raised it, nocked another arrow, and aimed it at the window where Rindell stood. The thin whine came out of Rindell's throat again. 

“Mister Jorren!” a voice shouted behind him, barely audible through the noise of Rindell's frantic heartbeat. When something collided with him he shouted as if the attackers had gotten through the glass, but it was his father's junior clerk pulling him away from the window. “Bloody hell,” the clerk muttered breathlessly as he and Rindell fell in a pile against the far wall of the room. His eyes were saucer-wide and he had not had time to put on his jacket or his wig. “Ten thousand devils.” 

They watched from the far wall as arrow after arrow struck the window, jumped when one cracked the glass, held their breath as the fiery arrow hung in the crack and the flame flickered and went out. Then the arrows stopped coming. The muffled noise from the courtyard below faded, leaving only the oaths the clerk chattered absently under his breath. “Sodding mother of god.” 

Something moved and Rindell slumped back against the wall. He hadn't realized the clerk had still been holding him around the waist, and now the man was on his feet, stumbling toward the door, which was still open. “You, man!” he shouted down the hallway. “Where is Governor Jorren?” 

I could have answered that, Rindell said to himself through a whine of laughter. “He's gone,” a servant's voice called in reply. “Left this morning with the second-fastest horse.” 

“He has not left!” the clerk shouted, shaking so hard as he grasped the doorframe that Rindell thought he might shake the building down. “His son is here, we have been the targets of a vicious attack, and I demand to know where the governor is!” 

“You can shut your mouth,” the voice answered from down the hall, sharp and careless. “We have worse things to worry about. The city's gone to hell and the Lord Justice is dead.” 

The trickle of mad laughter broke open Rindell's throat and he started laughing in earnest, huge gasps that he couldn't control, rushing out of him faster and faster. His father was gone. His father had left him to die in a city that was burning down. Black spots began to crowd out the things in the room and Rindell laughed harder at his failing vision. Then things skewed and tipped over. 

When he woke, realizing he had finally caught his breath, everything had gone very quiet. There were no noises from the courtyard and no voices in the hallway. The clerk was gone; Rindell didn't know where. He might have gotten to his feet and gone investigating. Instead he remembered the letter, and once he located it where it had been kicked under the bed, he opened and read it. 

 

To Rindell Jorren, son of Governor Tirn Jorren of Origh, Dabion




The fifth day of the third season, Autumn, in the year 791 by the Common Calendar



I must beg your pardon, my dear Mister Jorren, for the haste of this letter, no less than for its nature. The day of your wedding to my cousin approaches very soon, itself hastened, and perhaps I should have addressed these words to you sooner. You will understand, I believe, why I have hesitated in writing this letter, even as it seems hastily written. It is yet to be seen, and out of your hands, certainly, whether I will be pardoned for what it reveals.




     Neither you nor your father has been told the reason why the wedding has been hastened. In fact, when my chieftain pushed forward the date, your father initially refused. He is not a man who likes to be directed. It was not until I wrote to him myself and pleaded for his understanding that he agreed to the new date. I know from your clerks that you are on your way to Azassi and that you will break from your journey at this place; I hope this letter that I have left will find you and you alone. Your father might have withdrawn his objection to the wedding date but I know that there is still a chance that you will form an objection to the bride. It is for this reason that I write to you, to plead her case. Adina must be gotten out of House Gayeth.




     Perhaps you will hear, if you continue on your journey to the fortress, the rumors of a fire. You may hear that it was set only a few weeks ago. You may hear that Adina set it. You may hear that she was only barely rescued, when I chanced to see the smoke leaking from under her door. I begged the chieftain to open the chamber, though he had locked and barred it fast—I threw off the bar myself and forced the door with my own hands because my chieftain would not yield the key. My uncle, Adina's own father. I do not exaggerate when I say that he will have Adina out of his house one way or another. He has lost all hope of her. I have one hope yet.




     Superstition has long cursed House Gayeth. Erril r'Gayeth was born into superstition. His father got a child on a wanderer, the rumor said. The legitimate heir to the chieftain was born tiny and sick, and so the infant was switched with the wanderer's hale son. Erril r'Gayeth, it was said, was a changeling. It was more than he could bear. Erril is no warrior and never wanted to be born to Clan Gayeth, to inherit twenty generations of bloodthirstiness and fury. He spent his life trying to disprove the double curse of madness—the bloodline of Byorn r'Gayeth who tore apart Azassi and the world, and the bloodline of the wanderers. He would bring learning to the clan, not through conquest but through schools. He would prove he was not mad. He went so far as to close his mines to sever the last connection between himself and his ancestors. Then Adina was born.




     She was everything he feared. She was small, far too small for a child of Azassi, and far too pale. She screamed like one tormented by spirits. Nightmares rocked her in her crib. She was proof, horrible proof to Erril, that mad wanderer blood flowed through him, and had flowed into his daughter.




     That was when he cursed her. I swear to you, though you call even me mad, that the chieftain cursed his daughter. He called her a changeling. He turned his back on her. Adina's mother was dead in childbirth; with that word he took her father from her. Adina was abandoned and I am certain that this curse is the root of her nightmares.




     I tell you this in hopes that I will gain for Adina your pity. I have seen your father and I know that he has cursed you with cruelty as Adina's father has cursed her. But after the fire her father threatened to turn her out on the mountains and let her be killed by weather or wolves. I had to plead with him to turn her out to you instead.




     All my life I have tried to engineer an escape for my cousin. My study of Bioran science itself was a step in this plan—when I was a young man studying with Justice Athal, he mentioned to me that there were scholars in Dabion who would make alliances with Azassi, forging ties that might dampen the threat of Azassian violence, and that such alliances, as in years past, were sealed with marriage. Even when I despaired of my studies, when my chieftain displayed none of the rationality he claimed to treasure, I continued with them. I offered myself to Erril r'Gayeth as ambassador, acquiring Bioran texts, making contact with scholars and bringing them to Gayeth, managing his business with Dabion. It was I who discovered your father's intent to secure an Azassian marriage for you. It was I who told your father that Gayeth could offer that which he sought: allies in Azassi.




     I say to you now, as you will learn it soon enough—Gayeth has no allies. It is a fiction. It is a fiction that I devised. The chieftain himself is blind to the fact that none will stand with him. I have lied to the leader of my clan.




     This is all I can say to you. I beg you to come to Azassi and take my cousin away from here. It is my greatest hope that being removed from her father and her kin will cure her of her madness, although I can prove no such thing. I can only hope you will read and understand, and have pity. If you forsake Adina, she will die. Nothing is left to me but to wait for the consequences of my deception and hope that they have been worth it.




     Unther r'Gayeth, kinsman to the Chieftain of Clan Gayeth




 

And there it was, Rindell thought as he turned the last page of the letter. For once in his life he was presented with a choice and he knew absolutely, unquestioningly, what he would do. He would rescue Adina from her monstrous father. Ironic, he thought, that his own monstrous father had put him in a position to do it. But his resolution was an utter sham, which was probably why he was able to make it. There was no way he could act upon his choice. He was gated within the inner city of Doss and there was a war going on outside. When the hysterical laughter came again there was a definite note of sadness to it. 

And there was some other sound, accompanying it, echoing down the hall. A pretty tune, hummed and sung, something about a river. “Cal's song!” Rindell blurted aloud. Cal's song sung in Amipal's voice.
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THERE IS CLARITY IN THE DRUG. IT SLOWS  down the world, all the cacophony of voices, all the spiral of time. It draws everything out long and thin so I can see the lines between my waking life and what I am in dreams. I am drugged all the time now. Soon I will be able to number days. My father has done this to keep me calm, turned time to a trickle of water and made my limbs slow and heavy as rock. I look around me with eyes not awake or asleep. I can watch the scenes of my dreams unfold one by one, like the frames in the history frescoes on the walls of the great hall. 

My father comes in. He will look at me now, while I sit in rocky stillness, as he has not in all the years of my life. I do not remember the day I was shown to him as an infant and he forsook me, do not remember his voice echoing Changeling! in the hall. That word echoes in my head in other voices, but not in his, and not for an infant girl. He sits before me now, twenty-one years later—I can number the years in the slowness—and he watches me warily. My eyes blink great slow tears. If I had been calm all these years, would he have kept me as a daughter? Would I have known, then, who I was? I wonder if he will reach out a hand and brush the tear from my face. But he leaves and does not return. 

In my dream I draw my great sword, slowly, its weight shifting in my hand as it frees itself of the scabbard, its hilt hard in my hand as I raise it above my head. I am Byorn, I cry. It is not my name, but a name I have taken after I cast my old one away. I am the champion of Biora and those who will not follow are my enemies. I ride into battle, the great warhorse thundering below me, feeling every impact of its hooves on the ground beneath me. I raise my sword and I cut down half my countrymen. I feel their blood stain my hands and still the fire that drives me is not quenched. 

Unther comes to my room. Through the thickness of the drug I feel him kneel at my feet, clasp his hands together on my knees. He lowers his head, and I feel the scratch of the bleached horsehair on my motionless hands. Deceit floods out of him like a mud slide and pins me where I sit. “Forgive me,” he says. “I have lied to your father.” I wonder, who am I to forgive him? Who am I that he would ask? 

As Byorn I see the years of my childhood. Voices whisper, bolder ones shout, my father was a wanderer and my mother a whore. My father was mad and I am mad by his blood. I hear rumors that my father the wanderer left a prophecy behind, that I would kill my most beloved. Though my clan is one of warriors, swords passed down from father to son, I will not fight. I do not touch the sword for fear of living out the madman's prophecy. Then one day when I am hunting my bowstring breaks and my arrow flies wide. It strikes my mother where she watches behind me and pierces her heart and kills her. I am the madman's prophecy, my father's son. And in my ancient memory I see myself go mad. 

There are others in my room, my father and Temmi and the apothecary, servants whose names I do not know, kinsmen and women who have not seen me since I was a girl. Their voices chatter around me as they come to see my calm. I hear the words hidden in those chattering tones, secrets unspoken, lies and grudges. I smell the illnesses on their close, fogging breaths, catarrh and the ague, a cancer eating at someone's brain, I cannot tell whose. The sickness is thick and heavy and swirling around me, battering at the muffling skin of the drug. But the drug is beginning to wear off. 

I am Byorn r'Gayeth and I slay everything in my path in madness and despair. I cross out into the foreign lands, rallying across Dabion and Karrim, bringing a vast army to the mountainous borders of Biora itself. Perhaps if I burn down the entire country it will quench the madness. I believe I die before this happens, though I cannot see it in my dreams. I believe that the fire of my life and my madness hovers in the sky and waits to be born into the body of a tiny, pale infant girl. And that girl grows to adulthood and looks at the dreams of her earlier life and thinks it is strange—what if my father knew, what if the clan knew, what if Dabion knew that my ancestor's passion for learning was an excuse, a mere ring he grasped at as target for his fury? 

In the room the voices grow louder. They scratch at the skin enveloping me in numbness and tear at it, sunder it, rip it open. Pain sears me and I scream with it. The people shout in fright as they see the madwoman return. Some of them run from me, others try to hold me down. The voices that bleed through their hands into my skin are chaos. I cannot scream loud enough to drown them out. I cannot get away from them. I strike out at them, desperate to drive them away from me, but they are too many. They seize my arms and weigh them down. Someone brings a rope, I think, a stole, a scarf, a length of material to bind me, wrapping it around me like a winding sheet, immobilizing my arms, tying them to my body. They tie me and they jerk a step backward, staring at me as though I were a rabid dog that might break from its leash. But though I toss in my bed I cannot reach them. They hurry from the room and lock me inside, and the voices dim. 

But they are not gone. A voice lingers, hollow, toneless, without words. It is the voice of the scarf that binds me. The one who wore it has consumption rotting deep inside her lungs. The motes of disease she coughs out have filled the scarf, and it cries out in its sickness. 

I thrash like a fish, trying to free myself. I writhe in my diseased bonds until I hear my bones pop, distorting themselves as I try to work free. The knot comes loose. I tear myself out of the scarf, but its voice clings to me like seaweed, and it screams and pants where it lies on the floor. Its illness is everywhere, I cannot silence it. But as I fall to my knees, pressing my hands to my ears, I see the foreshadowing of fire. From someone's pocket onto the floor a piece of flint has fallen. 

There is clarity in the drug. In the last moments of its slowness I see myself strike the flint, tear pages from a book I have carried into my room and crumple them as tinder in the cold fireplace, and I wonder, is this an excuse? Do I choose this fire by my own hand, to quench some kind of madness that is not even mine? I watch the fire grow and I watch the paper roll and touch off the end of the scarf, which smokes its sickness into the air, I smash at it with my hands, searing the skin, I see the flames take the bedding and fill the room, and in my head I hear an ancient voice laugh brokenly.
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THE ISLAND OF ANAKA WAS OFF THE NORTHEAST coast of Ikinda. It was a considerable distance from both its mother country and the shipping lanes of the defunct Ikinda Alliance, and that distance resulted in a unique economic development. The communities of Ikinda, always fractious and combative, had knitted together an uneasy accord in order to negotiate with Mandera, but Anaka was so distant that the island's population could not be persuaded to overcome their stubborn isolationism and join the accord. The absence of Ikindan authorities on the remote island or Manderan traffic near it made Anaka an ideal refuge for pirates, and the island had built a flourishing economy catering to piracy. 

As lucrative a business as piracy was, and as richly as it kept Anaka's villages—their taverns, their bawdy houses, their population that swelled whenever a ship came in—it was a fragile business. A single declaration from the nominal leadership of Ikinda was all it took to topple it. The Alliance was severed, largely due to the pirates that Anaka so embraced. With the shipping lanes from Mandera to the island Marlind deserted, there was no treasure for the pirates to steal, no booty for them to spend in Anaka's ports. Anaka's economy was terminated just as Mandera's was. 

But Anaka did not collapse. They were independent, they were stubborn, and they were inventive. Ikinda was still a desert wasteland of a continent, virtually uninhabitable except for the villages on its shores, and those villages were strained beyond their resources. The culture of competitiveness, which had been part of Ikinda's history since history began and had been developed into an art form over the last two centuries of alliance with Mandera, had not weakened. A hierarchy of managers had money to make and success to display, and they were not going to let the end of the Alliance change that. There were other continents to discover and cull for resources. 

But there was a problem. Ikinda had few trees to speak of, and those were only thinly branched and spiked with thorns, not the stuff to build far-ranging ships from. That was why they had needed Mandera. But not all of the Alliance ships had docked at ruined Manderan ports when their business was ended; some had made port in Anaka. The pirates certainly remained in Anaka, most of them unwilling to return home and face prosecution. And a new population of displaced Manderan civilians, those left impoverished by the trouble in their homeland, wandered to the island to seek better fortunes. Anaka suddenly found itself the sole manager of a great force of men and ships looking for work. The Ikinda mainland found itself in need of that force. Anaka had a new business. 

Cal Serinason stepped onto the Anakan shore one morning, ten years after he had first set foot on it as one of those displaced Manderans. The first time he had been a beggar, knowing nothing about ships or seafaring and unable to work. Now he had pay in his pocket, the proceeds of an exploration venture to distant lands in the southern hemisphere. The first time he had gone to the shrine at the center of the island, seeking alms with all the other beggars. Now he went to the shrine because he wanted to forget the ten years that had passed since then. 

The shrine of the wizard was a weathered stone fixture that stood upon the dry cone of a dead volcano, a place without foliage or shade and uninhabited except for the beggars and the reluctant almsgivers who took turns servicing them. “We don't have one anymore,” the frowning Anakan said in answer to the question the beggars always asked, as Cal himself had once asked: Why was it called the shrine of the wizard? “Long time ago, we brought offerings to the wizards,” the man said as he heaved a load of alms onto the high, tablelike surface of the shrine and elbowed away the beggars who tried to grab at the package before he had cut the rope. He was dressed almost as elaborately as Cal remembered from his childhood encounter with the Ikindan managers, although his clothes were patterned differently, in what seemed to be a patchwork of Manderan and Ikindan origin, and he wore a good deal of jewelry about his neck and studded in his ears. “Then all the wizards died.” His dark, frowning face suddenly split into a wide grin full of white teeth. “Now, no one to give offerings to but you insects.” 

Cal did not rush forward with the beggars to grab at the bits of bruised fruit and dried fish. He did what he had the first time he'd visited the shrine, crept around the back of the column supporting the table and peered at the weathered remains of the inscriptions, wondering what they once said. The first time, when the food was gone and the beggars drifted, Cal had snatched up the length of cut rope. He was not going to live on the charity of men who called him an insect; he was going to find work. 

He had gone to the docks, lurking there at night near the heavy iron posts where the moorings were tied and copying knots in his small piece of rope. When he was competent enough, or brave enough, or hungry enough, he joined the mass of men in the day, jostling to catch the lines that were thrown by approaching ships, winding the huge ropes for payment of a tossed coin. It was not enough to live on, it was barely enough for a day's food, but he would not go back to the mountain. And he found something else to sustain him. As the other workers made their way toward taverns at night to drink away the pain of their blistered hands, Cal remained at the dockside, having no bed but the piers, no roof but the distant sky, and no figures in his dreams but the shapes of the ships standing high above him, their sails unfurling as his eyes closed. 

In time—years passed, though in the constant tropical seasons of Anaka, Cal could not count how many—he became a fixture on the docks. He was known by the sailors and the managers, and they ceased questioning where he had come from or what he was capable of. He performed any manner of work he was called to do, learning so quickly it seemed there was nothing he could not do. He was everywhere in port and known to everyone. Most of the sailors called him Jack, as a jack-of-all-trades, although some called him the Robber Baron, noting the accent and the few words he spoke. The Anakans called him the Quiet One. He did not spend time with the other workers, congregating in their few moments of idleness at the docks, frequenting taverns at the end of the workday. He did not visit the few remaining brothels, where the women had been forced to lower their prices as their clientele shifted from pirates seeking ways to spend their treasure to frugal workmen seeking employment. Cal spent all his nights the same way, lying on the planks of the pier as he would one day lie on the planks of a ship's deck, alone. 

The ship came as part of an expedition fleet. Three ships were heading south to an area previously unexplored. Cal spent a long time studying the map, posted on a board beside the moorings for those who wished to sign on to examine. Not many wished to sign on. Kana South, as their destination was partly translated into carefully scrawled Manderan letters, was a great distance away, past dozens of other lands labeled Kana East and Kana Twenty, near the southern pole. It would take half a year to reach it if the weather was good, longer if there were hurricanes. When the flagship's mate came by to recruit men, Cal raised his hand automatically and absently, still staring at the map. On the damply curling parchment, Mandera and the Five Countries were wedged into an upper corner, unlabeled and forgotten. 

The journey to Kana South was fogged in his memory. Some of it was blurred by repetition and by pain: stormy days spent in the rigging, balancing precariously on the footrope strung out below the yard as he rolled and unrolled canvas, pitching alarmingly on giant waves until the masts were almost parallel to the sea, hands struggling through freezing cold to grasp sails that were saturated, clinging to the ratlines and watching his breath form ice crystals in the air, only realizing then that the storms had passed and the air had stilled enough for such a thing to happen. Then they reached the target of their exploration, and Cal's memory failed him from willful forgetfulness. The tiny figures of people on the land, too far away to see what they were wearing or what color they were; the arms chests that were opened to reveal dozens of muskets, their gray barrels gleaming dully in the cold polar light; the sailor unpacking the gunpowder, hesitantly opening crates and clearing away straw and unloading barrels to see whether the powder had reached its destination dry—these images, these fragments, Cal preserved. The ship's captain, a tall and haughty man with the formidable name Im'ar'nak'lan—Ikindan men strung syllables onto their names like beads on a string, and wore them like a display of wealth—casting a sour look at Cal, as he said, “This is why we need you brown people. You know how to make gunpowder. You never teach us how.” What they did with the gunpowder, with the muskets, when they launched their boats and set foot on the new land, Cal did not preserve. The Ikindans hunted wealth. Kan was their word for currency; Kana was where money came from. They had come to Kana South to strip it of whatever resources it could give them and to quash whatever resistance they might meet. 

The first time Cal had set foot on Anaka he'd harbored the faint hope that somewhere on the alien land or in the gray seas that surrounded it he'd find what he was looking for, the indefinable object of all his years of searching. Ten years later he returned, hoping to forget what he had found. If he returned to the shrine where he had started, he thought, he might erase what had happened in the interim. 

“All the wizards died,” the almsgiver was saying as he cut the ties on his bundle. When the rope coiled to the ground Cal stared at it warily, as if it might spring and bite. “Took all their blessings with them, left us here to do for ourselves. No more blessings. We bargained with the land of the white wizards, took their produce from Marlind, though our black wizards forbade it. Perhaps we angered them.” 

“Ask one yourself,” a coarse voice shouted from the crowd, either too hungry or not hungry enough to show humility to the provider of his charity. “There's a wizard alive down at the pier.” 

A wizard, a wizard? Voices buzzed around Cal like the insects that vied with the beggars for the scraps of fruit. A real wizard? People picked up their takings and stuffed them in mouths, fists, and pockets, and trickled down the mountain to see the wondrous sight. 

It was not terribly wondrous, Cal could have told them, if his thirty-year-old memory was accurate. When he reached the pier himself—not because he believed the wizard might be able to erase what he had done on that distant southern shore, he insisted in his mind—he saw that the memory was almost perfect. The small man had not changed in the least since Cal was twelve years old, not the myriad braids in his hair and the rusty clips that bound them, not the worn tunic, not even the smooth coal black of his face, untouched by lines, unmarked by time. His companion had changed a little. “Tell your fortune?” the tall man was braying over the crowds on the pier. “Good people! See what the future will bring! You, sir, tell your fortune?” 

Ar'alan's scam had varied slightly, but it was as successful and lucrative as his card trick had been, if not more so. Sailors newly disembarked offered up their pay to hear the future spelled out for them, and the beggars looked disappointed that they had no coin to buy their own fortunes. Cal's hand closed on the opening of his pocket and held it shut, fingers clasped so tightly his knuckles turned white. But the crowd began to hoot; the fortune-teller could not oblige them. Mister Runes had wandered off—“Most sacred business of the wizards, of course, cannot interrupt, but we will see to your fortunes when he returns”—and Ar'alan was losing his business. The sailors took their earnings to the taverns and the beggars took their hungry bellies to the alleys behind them, hoping for more scraps from the kitchens. Ar'alan began to mutter in his Ikindan dialect, words Cal could hear across the emptied pier, some of which he could understand: an honorific, a word that meant little man, and several forms of profanity. 

“So, how long have you been here?” Cal called. 

Lacking any other audience, Ar'alan approached Cal and responded with great animation. “Ah, good man, too long, too long. Six years they lock you up for nnakano, what would you call it, offending the wizards, offending the gods.” 

“Sacrilege?” Cal offered, wondering if Ar'alan's familiar tone could possibly mean he remembered Cal. 

Ar'alan grinned a mouthful of slightly yellow teeth at Cal and pressed his hands together with a soft clap. At closer glance, he had changed more than Cal initially thought. His dark head, still badly shaven, was peppered with gray, and the long queue—as much of it as was visible among the beads and ornaments—was almost completely gray. Those beads and ornaments, the strings of clattering jewelry around his neck and wrists, seemed less brightly colored and more worn than they had been before. His eyes and his voice, though still manic, carried a hint of tiredness. “Sacrilege, that is what they call it. But how do I sacrilege the wizard, I ask them. He is my companion all these years. Telling fortunes was his idea, it was! You do not believe me, then why did he sit six years locked up with me? He knows the truth. But the men, with the rules, aak, what do you call them? They do not believe me. They want to lock me up again. It was better, much, much better, telling fortunes in Marlind. Not so many men with rules. Marlind people, little ones with red hair, and your people from Siva with marks on their backs. Always want to hear their fortunes, even if they do not know what a wizard is.” 

What sort of fortunes do slaves ask to hear, Cal wondered, but did not ask, because he was interrupted by the arrival of Mister Runes. Ar'alan dropped his cheerful aspect and began scolding like a fishwife in his own language as the small man made his way down the pier, walking rather slowly, his arms filled with a burden. As he came closer Cal saw that he was carrying an assortment of bundles and trinkets, a string of wooden beads, a loaf of bread in a crookedly made basket, small cakes wrapped in leaves tied with twine. Offerings. 

Cal decided that Ar'alan did not remember him but Mister Runes did. He was also much more disturbed, as the small man came closer, by how little he had changed. The youthfulness of his face was unnatural, the small smile of recognition he made, close-mouthed and sad, was unnerving, and his eyes—something Cal had not noticed when he met Mister Runes as a child—were not a uniform black but flecked with a million colors. 

“Now you are here,” Ar'alan announced in Five Countries common tongue for the benefit of the pier, “now we can work again. Telling fortunes begins this afternoon. You, my good man,” he said to Cal with a bow, “as a lord of this port I hope you will find us safe place for our enterprise!” 

Like a child giving up his only coin, Cal stirred at Ar'alan's command and led the way even as he grumbled to himself. The man was an audacious thief, and someday he would have the world handed to him on a platter. 

Unemployed and unwilling to hire himself to another expedition, Cal found himself appointed manager for the pair, negotiating space for them in a vacant booth at the corner of a pier manned almost entirely by Manderan sailors and handling their payments to the Anakan tax collectors, who were surprisingly willing to haggle. Among the fish sellers and blacksmiths and other merchants working the booths, Ar'alan and his wizard were favorites of the pier. Everyone wanted an answer to their future, and they were willing to pay in cash to have it delivered to them. Some of the more devout Anakans or Ikindan seamen brought offerings for the wizard—most of which Mister Runes gave to Cal, as it didn't quite occur to Ar'alan to pay him—but Ar'alan only accepted payment in Ikindan kan.


Their method was amazing. After Ar'alan thoroughly interrogated the petitioner about his hopes and fears for the future, he articulated the principal question to Mister Runes in excessive and hardly intelligible language, with a flourish of his arms. Pausing for a moment in his customary silence, Mister Runes would use his finger to carve a figure in the sand scattered across the table Ar'alan had laid before him. Then Ar'alan would turn dramatically to look at the sandy figure and pronounce the fortune: exactly what the petitioner had said, moments before, that he wished to hear. The amazing part was that people believed it. They came every day, spending their hard-earned coins to hear Ar'alan read the runes. 

“Those runes,” Ar'alan told Cal, sprinkling more sand on the table and spreading it out smooth in preparation for the next customer, “that is his language, that is all he speaks. So I call him Mister Runes, yes?” 

“You don't know what they mean, do you?” Cal replied. 

Ar'alan frowned and his face looked angry, the first time Cal had ever seen an emotion on it other than wild enthusiasm. He might have said something sharp to Cal, he thought, if the next customer hadn't come in just then and forced him to correct his expression. Mister Runes turned to Cal and gave him his same, sad smile, showing no teeth. 

When they were closing the booth that night Ar'alan finally found his words. “You,” he said to Cal, “have no faith. You do not believe.” 

“Of course I don't believe. You're no fortune-teller. You can't see the future.” Cal strained to keep his voice low. He could have shouted it out and ruined Ar'alan's business; he had difficulty deciding whether or not he would want to do such a thing. 

“No,” Ar'alan spat. “You do not believe he is a wizard.” 

Cal blinked. A host of arguments came to mind: Why is he the only one? Why is he dressed so poorly? Why isn't he treated better? Why doesn't he speak? But Mister Runes was looking up at him with his strange, sad eyes, eyes that held an eternity of sadness, and Cal felt wretched. Slowly he turned down a chair that had been put up on the table for closing, lowered himself into it, and whispered to the small man, “All right. Tell my fortune.” 

“He says you want to go home.” There was an acid in Ar'alan's voice that Cal had never heard. Something had upset the man badly; it was he who wanted Cal to go home, obviously. But Mister Runes reached out, laying his hands across the table so that the fingertips reached Cal's, not quite touching them. He looked at Cal with all the fractured colors in his eyes and nodded. 

The next morning found Cal on a ship bound across the Ikindan Sea for Mandera. He had to go right away, while he still had money enough to pay for the transport, and so he fought back all his fears, all his anxieties about returning to his homeland. It was surprisingly easy to do; the night before had been filled with discomforting dreams about mute wizards speaking to him in voices that filled his head and threatened to crack his skull open. He woke eager to put the island of Anaka behind him, no matter what might lay ahead. But every night of the voyage he had the same dream, and little by little the mute wizard's voice became clearer, though he began to lose the memory of Mister Runes's face, the shade of his skin, the pattern of the braids in his hair, the colors that made up his eyes. The voice remained, ancient and ageless and echoing into nothing, growing fainter and quieter until Cal hardly heard it at all, until one night it was gone, the night they saw the lighthouse at Iyla and Cal knew he was home. But in the moments between sleep and waking the last of the dream spoke to him, and he heard the mute wizard's words, and he remembered them. If you hear the voice of the white wizard, heed it.
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HONESTLY, RINDELL HAD A HARD TIME BELIEVING he was really invisible. Both times it had happened, the people around him were distracted by other things and just might not have noticed him. 

“More of them, there are more of them coming!” servants and clerks were shouting as they looked fearfully out of the upper windows of the Lord Justice's house. Unwilling to get close enough to have a good look himself, Rindell could only catch bits of the city view between jostling shoulders, but he definitely saw red-haired people on horses riding into Doss. “Azassian warriors—And the first round not all dead—I saw them retreat into the hills when the second wave arrived—Maybe they're enemies—All Azassians are the same, either they're attacking us or they're dead—No, the Lord Justice had ties to Lithen, paid them to keep the roads up so the gold could come through—Lithen, yes, that's the chieftain of Lithen, on the great brown horse, the one-handed man missing an eye—And the lord's son! Iven Wirthir! He's returned, open the gates!” 

The subsequent chaos of people rushing downstairs, into the courtyard, struggling to heave open the gates they'd had such trouble getting closed, all that was plenty to cover Rindell's escape from the upper levels. He just had to blend into the back of the crowd. They all looked a little scruffy after the events of the last few days, faces unwashed and unshaved, shirts wrinkled, wigs skewed or misplaced. Rindell wouldn't stand out in the least; probably no one even noticed the traveling satchel slung over his shoulder. Amipal, though, he would stick out like a sore thumb wherever he was. Rindell glanced up and down the hallways and stairwells, looking for the wanderer, but he seemed to have disappeared thoroughly, from Rindell's eyes as well as everyone else's. 

When he got to the front doors, though, that was nerve-wracking. Iven Wirthir, son of the deceased Lord Justice, rode into his father's house still on his horse, flanked by a dozen Azassian warriors. They clinked and clattered as they approached—these Azassians weren't dressed in any approximation of Dabionian habits, but wore helmets and breastplates of tough leather accented with metal rounds and beaten metal braces around their knees and elbows and necks. Armor. They carried swords crossed over their backs and daggers in their belts and some had arrows in quivers strapped to their saddles, and the sight of all the weaponry caused some of the clerks and servants in the house to cry out and faint or run at the warriors with flailing arms in a poorly considered attempt to fight them off. Iven Wirthir held up his hand and shouted over the commotion, “These are our allies, of House Lithen! They are here to defend us against the Vigtil mercenaries and the Alaçan warriors!” In fact, Rindell saw the one-eyed, one-handed man on the great brown horse, the chieftain of Lithen. This was what a chieftain should look like, Rindell thought—huge and barrel-chested, with a mass of graying red hair hanging in various braids down his back, his enormous red beard forked and braided, regarding the room from his single piercing blue eye. Then that eye fell right across Rindell and he was convinced that the chieftain was looking right at him. 

Iven Wirthir was dismounting, calling for a clerk to draw up a map. “We are fortunate,” he announced to the room. “We were not attacked by Vigtil as a whole, only by mercenaries from the household. Still, a terrifying force.” 

“This is their work,” the Lithen chieftain added in an accent less intelligible than Unther's, holding up his stump arm. 

“And the Alaçans are as violent and even more determined.” Iven motioned for a table to be carried into the foyer and sat himself down at it. “We have made a great bargain to gain these warriors as our allies,” he said. “Our battles are not over, in spite of this bargain or because of it. The next force we face will be the armies of Dabion.” Then he took up a pen and began to redraw the map of the world. 

Rindell could not overcome his curiosity, and he risked approaching the table to see the new map. Iven superimposed a large square over the border between Dabion and Azassi, encompassing a patch of each, with Lithen's territories covering the eastern reaches and Doss at its center. Rindell didn't fully understand the significance, but he thought it was something that would seriously displease his father and get a lot of people shot. He wanted to be far away when that happened. Unfortunately, Iven and his Lithen guards and their horses were blocking the front door, and they showed no signs of moving. 

These things must be done in his father's house, a voice remarked, stealing through Rindell's mind. He is the son and he replaces the father with his speeches and his pen. Humans must speak words to make power. They cannot be reborn as the father; they only live once.


Rindell followed the voice in some direction, out through a hallway, into the kitchen—Amipal had to be somewhere nearby. He found the wanderer in a large, dim, back room, one of the Lord Justice's private studies. The windows were heavily shuttered and there was a blanket of dust on everything; the Lord Justice had clearly not used it in a long time. Rindell tried the latch on a shutter and found it stuck firmly in place. “Well, how do we get out of here?” 

Amipal smiled, winked, and proceeded to walk through the wall. 

Rindell stared at the wall for several minutes to make sure Amipal was not just standing in front of it, having gone invisible and tricked him. Then he cautiously rapped at the stone to see if there was a hidden door anywhere. With a distressing lurch, the wall sunk inward around his knuckle, and through the patch of stone that seemed to have gone transparent, Rindell could see the wanderer's hand reaching back for him. You can walk through, the voice said, intruding into his mind again, but how much do you want to?


Rindell whined in indecision. Walk through or not—which should he do? Choices were never good. The two options were always bad, and the only way around them was for something else to interrupt, to make the choice for him. 

Behind Rindell the door of the study swung wide and a flood of footsteps entered. Rindell froze, his hand half-stuck in the wall, afraid to turn around and meet his fate. He was still invisible, he hoped; he really was still invisible. Clerks and Azassians were entering, led by one domineering Justice with the look of a personal advisor to Iven Wirthir. “We've arrested the Public Force commanders and the rest of them who survived,” the Justice said, “and replaced them with the Lithen guard. Now we must find which of the Justices are loyal to Dabion and which are loyal to the lord's son. Bring them in here; we'll interrogate them. Keep the Azassians about and leave them their swords.” 

That was good enough, Rindell thought. He closed his eyes and held his breath and stepped through the wall. 

The commotion in the courtyard had calmed and the gates stood open—Rindell passed through them without a bother—but things were not that easy on the streets. Iven Wirthir's great bargain to protect his city with Lithen warriors had apparently failed to take into consideration how his people would react to those warriors. The red-haired men with swords who were defending the city didn't look much different from the red-haired men with swords who had attacked it, and as Rindell and Amipal picked their way through the streets they saw people throwing rocks and pottery at the Azassians through their windows, rushing them from behind shields hastily constructed from doors, and even engaging them with the makeshift weapons of rakes, carpentry tools, and burning lengths of wood. The Lithen infantry, having been ordered not to harm the people of Doss, were puzzled and tried to hold back, while their cavalry rode in on heavy mountain horses, shouting and whirling their swords, trying to frighten the city people back into their homes. Amipal led Rindell down a maze of streets, over a barrier, through a bakery, and most disturbingly, walked him along the surface of the water in a canal. He didn't stop time, and Rindell would have asked him why, if he hadn't been out of breath with the hurrying. Amipal also seemed to be keeping them away from horses and bullets. Animals didn't seem to be fooled by invisibility, and apparently bullets weren't, either. 

At the outskirts of town they found a neighborhood that had not been touched by the fighting. The streets were clear of rubble, the windows of the houses were unbroken, nothing was on fire, and the people seemed disappointed that they had missed out on the excitement. A few of them had decided to create their own excitement, hitting each other with sticks, and two were engaged in a real confrontation. As Rindell got closer he realized one of them had a real sword and a face he recognized. “Cal!” 

Sword fights, Rindell decided, were not really romantic after all. The fighters were out of breath, sweaty, bruised, and bloody, and the longer the fight went on, the clumsier they got. Cal seemed uncomfortable with his sword, and failed to strike a couple times when it looked like he had a clear shot at something vital. Rindell guessed that he didn't actually want to kill the young man who was his opponent, and remembered it had been a long time since he used his sword anyway. He'd left it back in Cassile. How had he gotten it from Cassile? But then, Amipal was there, of course. Amipal would have brought it with him or maybe stretched his arm out miles long and reached for it. But if he could do something like that, Rindell asked himself, and he could make people invisible and he could stop time, why was Cal fighting at all? 

And there was that voice again, answering questions he hadn't asked out loud. No wonder wanderers were mad, Rindell thought, hearing each other's voices in their heads all the time. He fights because he must fight.


Eventually Cal's opponent lost his grip on his stick and it slipped from his hand. Cal reached out fast, caught it, threw it behind him, reversed his sword and knocked the young man on the head with the hilt. The young man slumped to the ground with an exhausted sigh. The spectators, who looked like they had become bored with the slowness of the fight, drifted off to check on the rest of the city. Cal bent over to retrieve his scabbard and baldric from the ground and took a long time to stand upright again. 

“It's a good thing you took that walk,” Rindell remarked as he reached Cal's side. 

The grimace on the cavalier's face could have been from pain or at Rindell's words, it was hard to tell which. But when he recovered his breath he passed up any biting retort, and asked, “Where are we going now?” 

And there it was, another choice. Rindell had already made this one—he wanted to save Adina. His father was well and truly gone, the wedding was off, and Adina's life was now in danger. But while the choice was easy to make in the hypothetical world, safely locked inside the Inner Wall of Doss, it was much harder with the pass into Azassi actually looming ahead of them. 

But Amipal obliged him and he was saved from a choice again. The image of Adina entered Rindell's head and the wanderer saw it, standing close as he was, and took hold of Rindell's hand to see it more clearly. “Yes! It is you! You know her!” Something strange happened, though, when Amipal made contact. His voice, which had been so loud as it echoed both inside and outside of Rindell's head, was suddenly cut to half its strength on the inside. The image of Adina's thin, pale face grew brighter and Amipal's voice grew dimmer in reverse proportion. “And you know where she is,” the wanderer said. Rindell focused on the spinning colors of his eyes with some difficulty, and came to the surprising realization that Amipal did not know where Adina was. “You will take me to her?” 

Rindell looked down the road that stretched before them into Azassi, and said, a little weakly, “All right.”
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WHEN LORD JUSTICE FRAHN WAS A CHILD, A  nursemaid told him a story. It was an old folktale, a simple story made to instruct or frighten children, from a time and a society that did not have schools to give instruction. His nursemaid had been born in some rural town of Dabion, in a year before the towns were dismantled; this was surely why she knew the folktale and told it to Frahn. It was years ago—Frahn could not even remember her name. The nursemaid was long dead by now, taking her superstitions into the grave, the very superstitions that Frahn had made a career of fighting. She and her folklore had been buried in the land where the towns once stood, covered with earth and grass. Why was it, then, Frahn wondered, that he remembered the tale? Something had made it unearth itself and embed itself in his thoughts, where it spoke as clearly as the clerk who had summoned him to the customs yard on the outskirts of Insigh. 

A devil lived among the alders at the edge of the stream. The folklore of Azassi had gods for every favor or complaint, but in the old Dabionian lore it was devils who were responsible for every human suffering. The devil at the stream had a great staff of alder wood that bled like a living wound when he cut it from its roots. So the devil and his bleeding staff lurked at the water's edge, waiting for any soul to trespass, and when any man or child came near, the devil would strike him with the great staff and turn him at once to stone. 

So persuasive were the words of this tale that Frahn refused for years to walk near a stream, terrified of the alder devil. Once, when he was a child of perhaps eight years, his father took him on a circuit tour of his Karrimian provinces, and Frahn would not get out of the carriage if rivers or trees were in sight. It was in the following year that Frahn was first sent to board at school. This, he was certain, preserved his sanity. It was in school that he learned about trees, to identify them by their leaves and the color of their wood. Alder bark is black, he learned, and the inside is dark orange, growing paler in color as the wood ages. In water the wood is rock-hard, while out of the water it grows swiftly soft and rotten. When school was recessed for the summer, Frahn went to the river at the western border of District One; he walked beside the thicket of alder trees and felt no fear. 

But he had been a child then. Adults were not susceptible to such fears. Then, when he was a man of thirty and a Justice of some merit and success, he married. For five years he was childless, his wife barren or taking to her bed with miscarriage. And each night for five years she placed a mulberry leaf under her pillow—to protect her, she said, from the devils who were stealing her children. Frahn had gone to his basement, then, searched among the stores kept from his youth, and brought to his wife his books of trees. “Look, mulberry,” he said, pointing to the illustrations, the charts, the descriptions of height and breadth and growing season. It was only a tree, nothing more. “Your very failure to appease your spirits should disprove them,” he said, when she took no faith in his books, but his argument did not soothe her, either. Nothing did until she got with child and carried it to the end of her time. And as she made her bed for her lying-in, Frahn took the last leaves from under her pillow and ordered the mulberry bush cut down. 

And the child was stillborn. Frahn's wife did not die in birthing it, but she closed her eyes and would not open them to his presence. She spoke no words. She refused to take food or drink. Standing outside her door two days later, he heard her whisper to her midwife, “It was my husband. He cut down the mulberry.” The next morning she was dead. 

There were no gods, Frahn was certain, and no devils. But there was chance, there was the unfathomable hand of fate, and it was as cruel as any demon. 

By then, the year 757, Bioran books were circulating in Dabion. They were marketable antiques by some estimates, or worthless rubble, or contraband. But Frahn read them. He had been newly appointed Lord Justice of District One, commended for his duty though he was quite young, only thirty-five. He had power over the workings of the District and he ordered the building of the first new Bioran school. When the other Lord Justices scorned him he pleaded the need for revenue in a District that had never fully recovered from the loss of the Manderan economy less than two decades earlier. But his true motive had been the propagation of education, the scouring of superstitions that lay too deeply in Dabion, bled into its fabric like a stain. 

Chance could be calculated; he learned that from a Bioran treatise. 

It was thirty-four years later. Another lifetime had passed since Lord Justice Frahn made his attack on superstition, on chance, on cruel fate. Thirty-four years and that childhood story was still fresh in his mind, his nursemaid whispering from her grave. Frahn wondered once, while traveling along the same route his father used to take him on—a road he could see from where he stood in the yard of the customs house—what had happened to the towns. Dabion had relocated its commoners to Karrim in the last century, all except those who lived in the District capitals to support the work of the Justices, and the villages stationed along the highways and at the borders. It must have been done as a show of control, at a time when Mandera seemed the greatest power in the Five Countries. Frahn understood the language of power now, how countries spoke to each other. But he had never been able to determine what had been done to the towns that once populated Dabion, where the commoners lived before the harrowing. Buried, plowed under the scrupulously tended fields that stretched out endlessly before him, gone without a trace. But that was wrong—there was always a trace. The stories did not die. 

Perhaps the stories had evolved, in fact, after the destruction of the towns. The alder devil could have been a way for the remaining commoners, like the nursemaid who had been hired into the elder Frahn's household and spared exile, to account for the loss of their families and neighbors. The towns had stood by the rivers and streams, one might guess, their former inhabitants reduced to so many rocks in the riverbed. 

“As you see, my lord,” the clerk was repeating, a note of petulance in his voice as he tried to get Frahn's attention, “the Cassilian factories have made great improvements in the original design of the weapon.” 

The stories did not die. Thirty-four years later, the last of the townspeople were dead and buried, Frahn's wife would have been arrested for her superstitious acts, and alder charcoal was used in the manufacture of gunpowder. But the devil was alive, and Frahn was holding his bloody staff in his own hands. 

“The rifling is far smoother,” the clerk went on, attempting to maneuver the weapon so that Frahn held it at an angle and could look into its mouth. “The spiral cut in the bore,” he added helpfully. “It stabilizes the trajectory of the ammunition and increases its speed.” 

Frahn did not turn the gun to look in its mouth. He was looking at the breech of the weapon. It had no priming pan, no flint. Its mechanism consisted of a small hammer. Slowly he pried his mind away from the past and tried to recall the image of the cartridge Drim had brought him at the start of the season. Gunpowder sheathed in paper, a ball, a thimble with a pin stuck in it. The clerk, finally seeing interest, reached out and broke the barrel forward at the breech with a violent noise that made Frahn jolt unwillingly, exposing the chamber where the cartridge was to be inserted. Frahn made a short dry laugh as he put the images together. The hammer would strike the pin and detonate the powder. It was clever, this invention of the Aligh students, almost admirably clever. Alder charcoal turning its victims to stone. 

“The production of the Cassilian factory is remarkable,” the clerk began. 

“Don't lie to me,” snapped Frahn, unable to ignore the man any longer. “I know about the rebellions. Seventeen workers were arrested last week for stealing materials. One of the sites had to be shut down. Only six weapons have even been completed, and two are unaccounted for. Your work would be better done by finding those missing weapons.” 

The clerk shut his mouth, looking a bit cowed. He might have known already, and was embarrassed to have been confronted with the fact by his superior. Frahn made note of the clerk's reaction; it might have meant that the reports of the rebellion were actually true. Rebellion at the factories in Cassile, and revolt at the gunpowder plants in Mandera—Frahn just hoped the two camps of rebels did not join forces. But those reports had been brought to him by the spies he'd consulted with about Aligh, men who were still competing for position in the new administration. Frahn could not be certain they were not manufacturing the stories, trying to buy appointments with the direst, most earnest-sounding report. Such was the result of taking advice from men who lied for a living. Frahn had earned himself the complete absence of people he could trust. 

It was then that Tirn Jorren returned. Frahn's most trusted advisor, riding into the customs yard at the moment he was pondering betrayal. Chance could be calculated; what were the chances of those thoughts coinciding? 

Jorren was, unlike Frahn himself, an expert rider. Frahn watched the governor wheel his mount into the yard, keeping his seat, and wondered where the man had learned to ride. His family must have come from the outskirts of some city, or he had fostered at some border village, where there was access to wide fields. Jorren pulled his horse up short, the animal panting with flared nostrils and eyes wide with fatigue, and he jumped from its back as if no such weariness could touch him. He did not even sway on his feet, but took three solid strides forward to meet Frahn face-to-face. Without preamble he announced, “Doss has been attacked.” 

How many Alaçans, how many from Vigtil, was another strike coming from Azassi—those were the questions one should ask. Numbers had to be gathered, chances of success calculated. But Frahn did not ask for the numbers. The customs yard at the edge of town was raised slightly on a hill, and from it he could survey all of Insigh. The towns of Dabion had been plowed into the earth and buried under grass; what difference Doss? What difference Insigh? In a toneless voice he asked his governor, “What is your advice?” 

Jorren replied with no inflection of doubt. “Wait. My clerk is due in a matter of days. I sent him to Gayeth for allies, and he will pass Doss on his return. He can tell us if the city still stands or if Vigtil has attacked in force.” And with that he strode efficiently into the customs house to demand a basin of water to wash off the dirt of the road. 

A week passed. The missing Cassile weapons were found, the rebel workers were replaced, and units of the Public Force were dispatched to reinforce security in Cassile and Mandera. A dozen more rifles were delivered and Jorren inspected them with a stiff nod of approval. At the end of the week Jorren's clerk arrived. He nearly fell off his horse, and he looked like a devil had chased him out of Azassi. He required twenty minutes of rest, with Jorren hovering at his shoulder and feeding him impatient draughts of water, before he could deliver his report. “Gayeth has no allies.” 

Frahn feared Jorren's response as much as the clerk did; his eyes went reflexively to the guns to ensure they were out of reach. But Jorren, though his face went minutely harder, did not make any violent gesture. He considered for a long moment, a moment when no breath moved in the room, then nodded in his slight manner. “There will be repercussions,” he said, utterly without rage. 

The clerk's face twisted, and reluctantly he pulled a scroll of paper from his inner jacket pocket. “Your honor, there is more.” 

The scroll was a map, and Frahn looked over Jorren's shoulder to read it. “Lord Justice Wirthir is dead,” the clerk explained in a voice still breathless. “Iven Wirthir is in Doss. He has brought soldiers from House Lithen.” 

The map showed District Five, the border, the northwest quadrant of Azassi, and the home territory of House Lithen. Over the familiar lines was drawn a new boundary, a square cut out from Dabion and Azassi, spanning the border and its vital road. Etched above the square was the legend The Independent State of Doss Crossing. 

“Doss has declared secession, my lord,” the clerk said meekly to Frahn. 

Jorren allowed only a pause before speaking. “Then our response is clear. Neither Doss and its schemers nor the clans of Azassi can be allowed to act with impunity. They must be shown that they cannot deceive or subvert the Dabionian authority. The consequences of their rebellion must be made clear.” 

Like so many stones, Frahn thought, before Jorren had even finished speaking. 

“We will raise an army. You will arm them with your new weapon. We will attack Doss.” 

In the next century, wondered Frahn, would they know that a city had even been there, at the pass in the mountains? “But isn't your son still in Doss?” he asked faintly. 

He should have anticipated the response from his most trusted advisor. “That is irrelevant. Our course of action is obvious.” 

Fourteen years ago Frahn had raised an army; he could do it again, spreading out maps in the customs house that became his war office, tallying numbers and calculating odds. He had let the science of chance take away his fear of gods and devils. What was chance, though, but gods one could calculate? The devil was alive, and he was sitting across Frahn's table.
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IT WAS STRANGE TO WALK ON SOLID GROUND AFTER so much time spent aboard ships. He could swear the land was moving under his feet, that the land itself had only the illusion of depth, and that beneath a layer of dirt as thin as a ship's wooden hull there was water rolling and churning and threatening. He could smell it, in the small towns on Mandera's southern coast. When he closed his eyes at night to imagine elusive sleep, he could hear it, washing the thread-thin memory of Mister Runes's voice from his mind. 

Eight years Cal spent on the coast, and never found his land legs. 

Something else he did not find, something that began to haunt his dreams in the place of the small Ikindan man. He sought it so fervently that he became it; he could not do otherwise. It was necessary, he told himself. He had to eat, he had to earn some sort of living, since time had yet to kill him. Cal Serinason became a wandering minstrel. 

The fishing villages had survived. Despite the economic collapse, despite the Dabionians, they survived. Mandera, like Cal, had to feed itself. Fish was one of the few commodities Dabion did not have a leash on, and the villages, long accustomed to poverty, unexpectedly found themselves wealthier than most of the country. Those barons and dukes who survived had been stripped of their titles and their money. If anyone had cash to spare, it was the fishermen, copper pennies though it may have been. If anyone had the means to patronize the arts, it was the fishermen, and so what was left of the minstrel class had taken refuge on the coast. 

If Fehl Connaut was alive—Cal was certain—he would be there. 

Eight years, though, eight years was a long time, and Cal's passion for his quest was weak from the start, as difficult to grasp as his balance. What little enthusiasm he had he expended on his performances, singing to the villagers at the piers as they boarded their boats in the morning and unloaded their slithery cargo in the afternoon, projecting his weary voice over their noise and bustle so they could hear the distracting sounds they were paying for. The children were more difficult to fool, gathered around him in rings in the evenings as the women shooed them out from underfoot to dress the fish for sale. They watched Cal with their sharp eyes, searching out every word he forgot, every rhyme he mangled, every bold speech that was not recited in a bold enough voice. At the end of these performances Cal would retire exhausted to his borrowed bed, and in the mornings he would set off for his next destination staggering with fatigue. He wondered what clues he had missed by retiring so early, what rumor or vision he'd failed to catch. In eight years his hope had dimmed, and he wondered less and less. 

In Tristam Cal found himself in a public house. It was nearly empty; Cal had arrived in the village late at night, and most of its people were already abed in anticipation of their early work. The public house was nearly empty of tables, as well, and artwork, and alcohol. Tristam had once been a large town, a center of the fishing industry. The Dabionians had not been kind to it. Cal seated himself in a cold corner, ducking his knees under the splintered edge of a table with most of its colorful varnish flaked off, and waited for a serving man to bring him a chipped clay mug of some lukewarm, watery beverage. 

“What brings you here?” the man breathed when he arrived, setting the mug down on the table with barely a click. 

Cal had let his eyes close, and he was too tired to open them more than halfway. He was also too tired to lie or spin a minstrel's tale. “I'm looking for a man,” he murmured. 

A glint caught him, a glint from the young man's eye. Cal pulled himself upright; he'd been misunderstood. But as he widened his eyes to the young man's face he felt no desire to correct him. 

“Are you?” the man asked, more quietly, looking over his shoulder to check that the proprietor was not witnessing the exchange. 

It was not the same boy, Cal told himself in the rational part of his mind. It was not the boy from Kysa who had lived in Echo's basement. It could not have been. That boy had been seventeen in 742. It was now 763 and the tavern serving man was only in his twenties. It could not possibly be the same person. But every other voice in Cal's mind, the one that drove his heart and the one that drove his breath and the one that raised him, swaying, to his feet, insisted that it was. His hair was the same, Cal swore as he followed the man out the door of the public house and into a near-deserted stable. The span of his back at the waist was the same. Time was not so fixed after all. Twenty years had surely not vanished since he first left Kysa. Time had merely folded. It could only have been a few years at the most. There was no gray in Cal's hair—not that he had seen a mirror in longer than he could remember. It had not been long at all since he climbed a rose trellis to Enilan's daughter's window; he had just as much passion as that young man. Just as much as this young man in his arms—he could drink it from him. The young man's slender fingers, if Cal could have seen the tips of them, would be callused by lute strings, Cal was sure. He could hear the music in the young man's breath. 

But when he was done, time unfolded itself, as slowly and painfully as Cal had done when he emerged from the hold of the transport that brought him back from Anaka. Eight years ago—it felt like a hundred. He had never climbed a rose trellis; that was a fantasy, a tale in a song he never sang anymore, forgetting the words. He could not remember what roses smelled like. 

And he could not remember, not anymore, what the boy had looked like, the boy with the lute who lived below Echo. His face, his hair, the mischievous twist of his mouth, they were all gone, submerged in the too-solid flesh of a Tristam serving man. 

“Did you find what you wanted?” the young man murmured. A sliver of light fell across his face and shone on the surface of his dark eyes, and Cal could see twins of himself staring back out of their reflection. Tinged with gray, he was certain, though he could not see the colors. So gray. 

“No,” Cal uttered. And he left Tristam. 

On the road west Cal passed a caravan of itinerant workers. “Harvest coming in,” they chatted toward each other. “Work to be found shipping it out of Karrim, if you're willing to go that far north.” 

Cal wondered if they were talking to him, taking him for another laborer. He was too weary to listen. Too weary, until he heard a name that he recognized. 

“Kysa's safe for work again, if there's any to be found. Enilan's dead. Shot in his bed, they say.” 

“Who says?” Cal demanded, his heart in his throat, but when he spoke, the caravan did not acknowledge him. 

It was when he came to the crossroads that he knew he had lost his city. The great sign at the crossroads, pointing the directions to Delton farther west, Tristam where he had come from, Kysa ahead of him, on bright plaques of colored enamel, was gone. In its place, a wooden pole, slabs of board stamped with the names of the cities in cruel block letters. What had become of the elegant calligraphy, Cal wondered. What had been the figurehead at the top of the old signpost? Cal stood at the head of the road, facing a city he must have imagined, and could not call the memory to his mind. 

The road itself was not the same. Once there had been paving, stretches of cobbles or flagstone, as the road wound past villages whose artisans so displayed their craft. In some places there had even been sculpture, ornamented mileposts and faces of kindly creatures that might watch a traveler's path. Even in places where the roads were poor, where disgruntled peasants let potholes and crags deepen, where poor potters dug clay out of the center of the road, there had still been signs of life in the Manderan countryside. Even such displays of anger carried the fire of passion, Cal thought, didn't they? 

The artwork was gone, of course. Dabion scorned art. The finest of the flagstone had been dug out and the road pressed to a uniform flatness. Wear still showed in places, where the peasants charged with the maintenance of the road had failed to find the desire to do their Justice-ordered work. Some of the people sat by the side of the highway, far enough away for a sort of anonymity, far enough that the stones they might wish to throw would not hit their targets. Out of their dirty faces cold and loathing eyes watched Cal as he passed. 

How far to Kysa? Cal should have known. Some portion of him untroubled by years knew exactly how far it was and told him exactly when he reached the outskirts of the city where he was born, but his eyes denied it. The city whose boundaries he crossed was not one he had ever seen. There were no buildings he knew, no familiar streets or shops, no view through a foggy window or scent from a nearby kitchen that brought back a snap of nostalgia. Cal paused by a window to peer in but saw that it was boarded up. From beneath the jagged edge of a board and the rusty nail that fixed it came an errant flake of paint, the remains of a decorated window frame, its brilliant color weathered and neglected. 

It was not Kysa, Cal told himself as he walked: some other city, not his. There was no landmark that he knew, no street—surely they had not changed the names of the streets—that he recognized. No statue stood where it was supposed to be, had Cal been able to recall the faces of the dukes and barons who once kept their vigil in the squares of the city. When Cal reached a surviving fountain, its basin dry and cracked, he stared at it for long moments before he could admit that it looked familiar, his memory mocking him all the while. If he turned left and walked half a mile, he would reach the courtesans' quarter, if that were not only some foolish verse of a story. But he walked and never found the row of houses where women once looked down, singing from their windows, as cavaliers passed with their swords and feathered hats and engorged bravadoes. Had the women ever truly sung, Cal wondered, or had their voices disguised cries of misery as they awaited the coming of one man after another, after another? 

The great square in the center of the city could not have been the duke's square, though it could not have been any other. Only two buildings stood at its edges. Baron Enilan's house had burned, of course, if the stories in Cal's mind were true. What had stood next to it, the duke's house? That was gone as well, the house Sever Enilan had taken. The Inns of Commerce, then, the windows of its upper floor smashed by rocks, where was that? In its place was a low, dark building hastily and crudely constructed. Gunmen in gray uniforms swarmed in and out of it like so many deadly ants. Dabion had built a garrison in the duke's square. What building was left, then? It could not be his home, stripped of the sculptures in its garden and the columns on its façade, the foliage, once carefully tended, now shorn like sheep and exposing windows that looked over the square blindly. The door that opened was only plain, unpolished wood. 

And a man with yellow hair came out to survey the city. This was the answer, the reason why he knew nothing, Cal said to himself. He had walked into a dream world made half of shreds of Mandera and half of Biora. 

Then the blond man on the doorstep saw Cal, stared in shock, and made a sharp shout. “Are you mad?” he cried in Cal's brother's voice. “Come here!” 

The stained-glass panels in the door were gone, Cal noted as Olen closed it, though he had no idea what colors they once had been. “Wandering around looking like a vagrant,” Olen was muttering, his mouth concealed by the flapping ends of his blond wig. “You'll be arrested.” He turned and looked his brother up and down with a critical eye. “And those clothes. You look like some sort of pirate.” 

“They probably came from a pirate,” Cal uttered tonelessly. “What happened to the door?” 

Olen shook his head and pulled a handkerchief from his pocket, rubbing it at Cal's face. “You'll have to shave this,” he said with a scowl. “I'll call for my barber. Though you'll dull his scissors cutting your hair.” 

Cal's voice tightened in his throat. They weren't cutting his hair. “What happened to the door?” he cried again, his voice high and frantic. 

Olen took a step back from him, frowning. “What's wrong with you?” 

What's wrong with you, Cal might have replied, but it would not have answered Olen's question. There was no answer to that. Cal turned his eyes upward and saw the tile panels of the ceiling still, the intricacy of the carving. Olen's wig must be heavy, Cal thought, that he never looked up. 

Olen snorted. “You're going to tell me I've allied with the devil, are you? You and all the other rebels. It doesn't bother you to run off and starve, does it, so long as you have your precious dreams. But I stayed in the city, I fed the people when you ran away. And if the food had to come from Dabion, that's where it had to come from.” He paused, frowned, then demanded, “Why did you come back?” 

Cal's dry mouth opened. “I don't know.” 

“Twenty years I've been hiding these things,” Olen complained as he pressed the sacks into Cal's arms, moments before turning him out. He would allow his brother's dirty feet no farther into his house, and Cal had waited in the doorway for half an hour while Olen dragged the bundles from some concealed basement cupboard. “They would have arrested me if they'd found them. I don't know why I bothered to keep them.” Then he raised his eyes to Cal's for one last moment. The expression there might have been condemnation, or disgust, or a hint of pity. Then he shook his head and sent his brother out of their father's house, closing the door behind him for the last time. 

Cal did not open the bags to discover their contents. One, he could tell from its weight and awkward shape, was a saddle. His father had once bought him a horse, a gelding perhaps, of some color and name. The length of another bag indicated swords. Cal was walking in the duke's square, in the shadow of the garrison of Kysa, with two swords in his luggage. In the pit of his stomach, where it would never leak out, a hysterical burst of laughter rumbled. 

Cal was not stopped, though, on the road out of Kysa. He was not stopped until, several miles down the road west and an hour past sun fall, his exhausted feet stumbled and the heavy bags came lurching from his arms. The saddle fell first, and as the second bag collided with it, it spoke with a discordant jangle of music. Cal landed on his hands and knees, half sprawled over the sacks, and stayed there. His eyes stung with dampness. It was the lute. 

He had scoured the coast for Fehl Connaut, never forgetting him for eight fruitless years. He had passionately sought a boy whom he had only seen once and whose name he had never known. He'd crossed the country to return to a home that gave him no welcome. But not once had he thought to look for Serah. In eight years on land her name had not touched his lips. Any thought of her face during more than a decade on water and island had been washed away in the cold waves. 

Cal had thought, as he stumbled through his transformed homeland, to go to Cassile, to find the monastery where his mother had fostered. He realized he had forgotten to ask Olen, as he'd intended, whether his sister was still there and which monastery she might be in. But could his sister still be there, so many years later? Would she have become a monk, or would she have come home to marry some impoverished nobleman or Dabionian Justice? Would she even remember her delinquent brother? But surely she, or someone who had known his mother, would recognize his bloodline, forgive his forgetfulness, and welcome him. 

But after Cal left Kysa, after he stumbled and heard the pained voice of the neglected lute, he did not want anyone to recognize him. He did not want to be remembered, did not want to be seen. He crossed the Great River into Cassile and took the longest road north, toward the monastery at Seven Oaks, the most distant settlement he could find. 

“I come as a penitent,” he said to the shaven-headed monks who opened the door to him. “I seek escape from the trials of the world.” 

He was an outsider, and they did not shave his head or compel him to chant, but they locked his belongings away in the buried storeroom with those of the other monks and allowed him a cell in which to meditate on vanity. Cal thought there was no need. He had already grasped his foolishness; he had no desire to seek Serah, to find her ruined and angry, to mock the starving infant that might have been born to her with the sight of its free-walking father. Infant—any child of his would be grown now, or dead. Serah herself could be dead. Cal lay on his hard cot and stared through the narrow darkness at his ceiling, thinking of the buried lute and how it was in its fit place, away from hands—his hands—that might profane it. 

A season after Cal came to Seven Oaks, the Black Force came to close the monastery. 

He wondered what made him dream of a song, early that morning when he slept longer than was his custom. Later he would try to recall the words of that epic, something Fehl Connaut had sung many times in the duke's square, but Cal would find his voice muted. In his dream, though, each scene, each gallant sword fight and villainous attack, every bold word and great speech, was writ large and colorful on his brain like a canvas. The man who rose, then, in the face of the black-coated soldiers and the smoking muzzles of muskets and pistols, was a man who still dreamed, one who had the fire in his blood to lunge at them unarmed, screaming like a madman. 

He might have been shot down. That might have put an end to it there. But the Black Force guards held their fire, and the wigged Justices stepped forward to judge Cal Serinason. A madman indeed, with his tangled hair and beard, raggedly clothed in a monk's robe, but a harmless madman. They shackled him and held him for a transport to Karrim. 

For ten winters he picked turnips, hunching over the cold, ice-slicked mud with his knife and spade, wrenching out the white corpses of them and hacking off their tops. In the freezing mornings his joints were so stiff he could hardly move, and in the afternoons when the sun set early the pain in his back would be so great he wished he would die of it. His cold hair hung down around his ears, obscuring his sight as he bent toward the ground, and he could see that it was, at last, gray. It was 774; he was fifty-eight years old. 

At least, Cal thought, no one would find him here. The work camp was inhabited by minor criminals from across Dabion and Karrim, those not dangerous enough to justify the cost of locking them up permanently, and their caretakers were the undistinguished middle sons and second-rate clerks of the Justice class. No Manderan, no displaced nobleman or fighting rebel, no coastal fisherman or sailor looking for work, no lost minstrel, would cross Cal's path there. No one would try to remember who he had been and ask him who he had become. 

But one day a group of wanderers passed the camp of the indentured workers. “I remember them,” one gray-faced woman said, taking a stolen moment to stand and stretch her aching back. “Surprised there are any of them still, Justices haven't locked them all away. They used to come to my father's farm and put up a stage in the fields, actors, do plays, sing songs, play music. What was that song they used to sing? Something sad, something about crossing a wide river.” 

Cal froze where he stood and it had nothing to do with the cold. 

He tried to work with his eyes closed, afraid of finding Serah in that wandering band. But she was no wanderer, his memory protested—she was an artist, a marvel, an angel. He had to laugh at himself. He did not know who she was. But if she had borne his child, Cal was sure, the child would have had the blood of a wanderer. 

“Have you heard it, cavalier, across the sea?” a voice behind him asked. One of the wanderers had approached him, and with his neck frigid and his eyelashes crusted with frost, Cal had not noticed. 

“Heard what?” 

The wanderer smiled, his strange, shifting eyes lit with a tangle of wisdom. His hair did not move in the wind. “The voice of the black wizard,” he said. 

Three days later a transport came to the internment camp. The winter was hard and Dabion did not want the trouble of sending supplies out on the frozen roads. Prisoners whose terms were almost ended were being freed early. Cal was let loose. He did not board the transport with the others, though. He went west, back to Cassile. In the last place on earth anyone should have found him, someone had found him. He was not going to have it happen again. 

No one would remember him in Seven Oaks, Cal was sure. The villagers had had little contact with the monastery there. The monks, he could only imagine, were dead. What sort of welcome he would find, he did not know and did not speculate. If he could find a tree to sit under for the rest of his life he would. But when he reached Seven Oaks the puzzled villagers sent him to Sybel. 

The monks had proven too stubborn to let Dabion kill them off entirely. Sybel, the most stubborn of them all, had built a new monastery in Seven Oaks on the grounds of the old one and presided over it like a solemn duke. She interrogated Cal thoroughly on his arrival—he'd had less of an inquisition at the hands of the Dabionian Justices—and discovered that Cal was the owner of the unclaimed belongings still buried in the underground storerooms. “No one came for them,” she said, her mouth tight with either an irritated frown or a wry smile, or both. “It seems that they were meant to remain here.” She nodded to one of her trembling protégés, who hurried to find Cal a cottage in the monastery complex to stay in. 

And there Cal stayed. Two more years went by, much as the last ones had, though with less pain than the years in Karrim, less maddening solitude than the years in the old monastery, less anxious seeking and salt-soaked wandering and blind misery than all the years of his life. Cal Serinason stayed in his small cottage and watched the days pass without disturbance, as if waiting, but waiting for nothing. He dressed himself in the faded wine-colored velvet, unpacked the useless saddle and the rusty swords from their wrapping, and gingerly pulled the lute across his knees. He did not know how to tune it; he did not remember any of its music. He sat in the tiny cottage surrounded by the smoke wisps of memory and waited for the past to fold in on itself and swallow him. 

Then Julian came. He was a disruption, an annoyance. He invaded Cal's peace, the museum of emptiness he'd so carefully built. Julian was too bright to be contained in the little cottage. Cal had to squint to look at him. And as soon as he looked, everything else in his memory was blinded out. His brother Olen, in the bizarre Bioran wig, was now a Bioran himself, blue eyes looking out of a white face instead of Olen's olive complexion. The boy from Echo's basement, first replaced by the man in Tristam, was overdrawn once more, yellow strands of hair hanging to his waist. In the hazy memories of Cal's first midsummer festival, he buttoned his threadbare vest, braided the tigereye stone into his hair, and faced the mirror to see a young Bioran staring back at him. 

Julian was young, impulsive, irresponsible, innocent. He was everything Cal would have scorned in himself had he been given the chance, and had he ever truly been those things. But he was there when the rest of the world was not; he was at Cal's feet to watch, at his hand to teach, there when Cal did not want him and when he did. And then he, like all the others, vanished. 

So it was Cal again, alone, until he wandered behind a tree and Amipal found him. 

It might have been 785. Time slowed after Julian left, with no reason to be measured. Cal was going nowhere and no one else was coming to him. He felt his ears grow dull, the dissonance of the untuned lute ringing flatter in them, and his fingers moved even more awkwardly on the strings. His vision grew poorer; at night he was almost blind. The bland food that the monks brought to him lost what little aroma and flavor it had. Cal wondered if he would lose his mind, if the monks would open his door one day and find a gray-haired idiot rocking in his chair, clutching his lute. It would not be much different, he thought. Sometimes he went off into the woods, hoping he would be lost there, and that his death would be overlooked not only by the villagers but by himself as well. 

Then he came around a tree and saw Amipal. “Where is your lute, old man, child?” 

Cal nearly tripped, his legs unreliable. He tried to look closely at this wanderer. Was it the same one who had confronted him in the Karrimian work camp? He could not tell. “How do you know about the lute?” Cal muttered. Then he took a step forward and he did trip, stumbling on a root and barely catching himself before he plunged to the ground. When he looked up, the wanderer was gone. 

The dreams began again. Cal had not had dreams he could remember since the ship that brought him back from Anaka. If you hear the voice of the white wizard, heed it. But it was no wizard that Cal heard in his dreams now. It was his mother, singing. 

“I can teach you that song,” Amipal said, in the woods the next day. 

Cal narrowed his eyes. “What song?” he whispered. 

“The song you are afraid to sing,” the wanderer said, and he reached out a hand. Not from the ground, not from behind a tree, but from the fullness of the air Amipal took the lute, closed his fingers around it, and pulled it into existence. He balanced it over his waist and began to sing. 

 

We have crossed the river wide
 rolling to the sea
 we have left our lives there


 

That night Cal dreamed of Mister Runes again. The voice of the white wizard. In the morning he went to the trees behind his cottage and waited for Amipal, waited to hear what he would say. 

“Here, it goes like this.” Amipal put the lute into Cal's hands—Cal had forgotten to check whether the instrument was standing at his hearth when he left the cottage—and traced the patterns of the chords on the fingerboard. Cal copied them, so slowly, so clumsily. “Yes, like that.” The wanderer clapped his hands together and laughed with a child's delight. “Now practice it.” Cal pressed his lips together and repeated the three phrases, repeated them again. He thought he had gotten it right. Then he looked up and Amipal was gone again. 

The wanderer did not return. Cal practiced the song, in his cottage, in the woods, singing all the verses he could remember. Amipal did not come back. Cal forgot his mother's voice, forgot Serah, forgot Mister Runes. He only sang, and plucked his accompaniment, and waited. 

Then, a new dream. Amipal singing, We have crossed the river wide. Cal could not hear the words, though he saw them on the wanderer's lips. Cal could not ask who had taught Amipal the song, though he knew the answer with the certainty of dream logic. It was his mother, it was his mother. And Amipal looked at Cal, looking out across the border of sleep, and spoke a message to him. The voice of the white wizard. And Cal could not hear it. 

“I have no faith.” 

The monk Sybel looked up at the supplicant in her doorway, her mouth loosened in surprise. In almost twenty years Cal Serinason had never come to her for guidance. “Who told you this?” 

“An Ikindan,” Cal replied. “He was right.” 

Sybel sat back from her desk, an ascetic's rough desk that was incongruously surrounded by green, the monk's cottage being filled with unexpected plants. She folded her hands into the sleeves of her earth-colored robes and gazed at him with an expression as sage as any wizard's. “At last,” she said. “I believe you have found it.” And when Cal did not reply, “You remember I sent you on a quest.” 

“I tried to forget,” Cal replied. “I suppose I'm not old enough to forget that.” 

Sybel smiled, almost perceptibly. “So you've found what it is you've been seeking, have you? Or you have named it, at least.” 

“Faith,” murmured Cal. 

“The most elusive of all things sought.” 

That night Cal heard Amipal's voice in the dream. Come to the east. Meet me there.


So the old cavalier crossed two countries and fell ill in a storm. He had lost everything he once had and had found nothing he was looking for. But when Amipal—the white wizard who might have been his son—finally found him, he brought with him the strangest of tasks: Cal was to take his sword and rescue Rindell, then rescue Rindell's betrothed. It was absurd, an old man with a sword he hadn't touched in more than ten years playing at being the hero. But that was where he was and what he was called on to have faith in. And despite all sense and all doubt, he folded his knotted hands on the hilt of his sword and set out in Amipal's shadow.
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TOD DIDN’T THINK HE WOULD EVER GET USED  to the moving—it was just too strange. It had been strange enough when he had moved with Zann and Irisith, very long ago now, and rarely had he been aware of the ground disappearing under his feet and the air failing to touch him. Now, though, now he could see it. 

He was all right when he took hold of Elzith's hand, even though he could hear all her thoughts through her skin, flowing into the silence in his mind and disrupting it with a million words and forms he could not understand. It was strange and unsettling but it did not frighten him. There was nothing in her that could frighten him. Walking itself was not frightening, either. It was just one foot before the other, and if he concentrated on his legs and not his feet, he was all right. Even if he looked straight ahead at the horizon, it was all right, jogging in his vision, slightly blurred, all yellow and brown with fields, going green as they got into Dabion. Looking sideways was a problem, though, and looking down was definitely bad. That was when he could see things moving by too fast, and he would try to stop and catch them. He wouldn't believe it, and it would stop working. He knew that was the problem. But once he started looking at the ground, he couldn't stop, and couldn't let go of the hardness of it, the heaviness of it, unmovable and insisting on its own reality. He couldn't disregard it. 

Somewhere sharp inside Elzith he would hear a few words, a fragment of thought becoming solid. Advantages to being blind?


So he started walking with his eyes closed. He reached for Elzith's hand and walked, not wondering where they were going or what he might trip over. When the wind in his ears was replaced by the sound of nothing, whistling by at an inaudible pitch, he held his breath and listened to it. There, he could breathe to himself. Not afraid. I trust you.


And Elzith's voice would come very clearly through her fingers, carefully formed. Fool. But it would be wrapped in calm and warmth and if he opened his eyes he would expect to see hers creased in a smile. 

He would feel fatigue in her before she felt it herself. He knew if he let the words form—we need to rest—she would resist them, so he had to breathe them more gently, thinking of quiet and stillness, calm water and sunsets. Gradually, the torrent of images bleeding through Elzith's hand would slow, without her consciousness even catching on. Once Tod thought of himself in bed, his eyes closed, and Elzith's hand tightened sharply. What do you think you're doing?


Laughter erupted in Tod's belly. I've been doing it all this time.


Then he felt in his mind a picture of Elzith, years ago, when she was a spy. It was two pictures, though, both possibilities living at once: her face, iron-hard and tight as she discovered the con, then her as she was, tired, all right, so tired.


So they would rest. And then they would dream. 

Years Tod had gone without dreaming a death, then all at once, so many dreams. But these dreams were Elzith's, he was certain. They were not deaths he could have dreamed himself. 

He saw a man with a fever. Tod knew he had a fever because he could see inside the man's head, where the blood ran hot against his skin. He saw, at the same time, the man with his fever cured, and at the same time, the man dead. The three were together, layered so that Tod saw each one in the others, the blood cooled inside the man's hot forehead, and inside of that the horrible blackened face. He saw the Healer come, place her hands on the man's head and on his heart, he felt the hands of the Healer sink into the skin, through layers of flesh, though he saw them remain on the surface. He watched her trace the hot blood through the man's body, searching out the fever, following it to the source and burning it out. He saw the fever cool, and at the same time he saw it burn on. He felt the Healer sink into the man's blood and recoil, horrified, at the infection that filled it, washing through the body in a flood she could not stem. He felt her panic, trying to withdraw, but her hands were caught. He saw her pour her powers into the man, involuntarily, all her strength to burn out infection, all her heat pulled from her and into him, stoked to a blaze she could not control. His blood boiled. His flesh charred from the inside. His skin turned black. The Healer's hands broke away and she fell, staring, screaming. In Tod's dream the other men, the feverish one, the healed one, faded. This was what Tod saw in the dream—he knew this was the real man, the one who was dead. 

Then, something Tod did not understand. Inside the Healer he saw a memory. Someone stood behind her, placed hands on her shoulders, then moved a hand to the back of her head. And there was a flood of heat, something displaced, something jarred open. Inside that memory came an even older one: a hundred people around her and hands on her head again, burning into her mind, destroying paths and memories with a searing pain. It was only a flash, this vision inside the vision, and Tod saw that the Healer did not know what it was, did not recognize that the memory was hers, just as she did not recognize the person who stood behind her and jarred something open in her mind. But he recognized them. The hundred people were the Magi at the bottom of the lake, and the person who stood behind her in the more recent memory was a Magus like them. 

The dream was over; Elzith's eyes were open. “The ones who left through the Bioran gate,” she murmured through her mouth. Her eyes sharpened and grew more focused, and she sat upright. “The missing Magi.” 

They continued eastward, stopping at villages and Healers' camps. Tod had to enter these places by himself, as Elzith still looked too much like a wanderer. The villages were full of the Public Force and the camps were full of physicians, the Healers having been turned out. It was a Bioran woman who told Tod what had happened. “We were brought here because the people did not trust Healers anymore. Everywhere there was plague, the Healers made it worse.” She lifted the door of a tent and showed Tod the blackened bodies lying inside. “Each one of these was touched by a Healer.” Then she dropped the flap quickly before Tod doubled over with nausea. 

“The Healers are making it worse,” Elzith repeated, sitting with Tod outside the camp at the light of a small fire. As she was thinking more like a spy, she was acting less like a Sage, and they were starting to feel the cold at night. “Someone is tampering with their powers, making them destroy instead of heal.” 

“You think it's the Magi who left through the Bioran gate.” 

“The doorkeeper at the bottom of the lake told us that some of the Magi protested the true council, they didn't believe the council should have infected the humans. Those dissenters left as Healers. What if there were other dissenters? The true council themselves weren't happy about leaving the lands outside Sor'rai. What if some of the Magi wanted to take it back?” 

“So they found a way to kill the humans faster,” Tod breathed, feeling the dream of the burning man meld with the image of the blackened bodies he'd seen in the shed. 

“The Magi aren't as unlike humans as they think,” Elzith said with a bitter twist to her mouth. “People with land and power don't like to give it up.” 

When they slept, Tod reached for her hand to listen to her dreams again, because the day had passed without her giving him her hand to listen to her thoughts. The burning city again, in the mountain pass. Four figures stood before it, silhouettes, watching it burn. And as the image faded into the pale light of dawn and Elzith awoke, there was the echo of a voice, a Sage's voice, saying, Ah, but I will find her.


“Do you know where the city is yet?” Tod said to Elzith's back as she crouched over a brook to wash her face. 

“Doss,” she said, not turning. “It has to be. It's the only city of that size in a pass in that kind of mountain range.” 

“Is that where we're going, then?” 

She stood and raised her arms, twisted her spine with a pop Tod heard where he sat. “He must have given me the dream for some reason. I mean the Sage, the one who was speaking. It must be Amipal, the one who went out to find the cure for the plague. He must be there, and he must want me to go there. If the dissenters are tampering with the plague to kill humans faster, then whoever has the cure for the plague will be their next target.” 

“I guess that follows,” Tod said. “But I thought Sages didn't think in a line.” 

Elzith dropped her arms, all her breath going out of her, deflating. 

“And I don't know how you would help him, against an army of Magi. But you're going anyway, aren't you?” 

Elzith sank back to the ground and sat still for a while, out of Tod's reach. Then she said, “Do you remember Ciceline Jannes? The Lord Justice's wife? She was being blackmailed, I knew it, I followed her blackmailer. But I did nothing to stop it. And then she was killed.” In Tod's blurred vision her face was heavy and gray. “Did I tell you I tested Aron? Zann and Irisith helped me, we put him up on a hill in front of his father, when Rayner tried to kill his father. Pulled him out of time and asked which one he would choose. He chose wrong. I hated him for that, I've never hated anyone in my life and I hated him for that wrong choice. But it wasn't him. It was me. I'm the one who made the wrong choice.” 

She had to stop and take a breath; she was not used to speaking so long. Tod watched her head sink. And you left me, he thought, projecting it out through his eyes. But you came back. And I forgave you. 

She did not see it because she did not look up, not for several more moments. When she did her mouth twisted again. “And why are you going?” she asked him. 

Tod shrugged. “Because you are.”
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FIRST GUARD.” ARM RAISED HIGH, KNUCKLES up, point of the rapier slightly below the level of the head and aimed at the opponent. “Second.” Rapier in front of the body, at shoulder height, parallel with the ground. “Third.” Elbow close to the body, hand extended, blade pointed upward at the opponent's right shoulder. “Fourth.” The hand brought over in front of the left hip, blade pointed toward the opponent's left shoulder for the reverse thrust. 

“Ow,” said Rindell. 

“I wasn't even aiming at you,” Cal replied, to tease the boy. “Come closer and let me try again.” 

“No,” Rindell whined, folded over on the ground where he had just sat up from sleeping and holding his feet uncomfortably. “My shoes won't fit.” 

“That's because you took them off last night,” Cal said, uninterrupted as he practiced the sequence of guards again. “After walking all day your feet swell at night, so they won't fit in your shoes. That's why I sleep with my boots on.” He settled his rapier into the third guard and adjusted his feet into the stance, his right foot forward. Advance, leading with the right foot, left foot trailing and perpendicular. Retreat, stepping back with the trailing foot. Crossover, moving the trailing foot in front of the forward foot to cover ground quickly. 

“I have a blister,” Rindell moaned from ten yards behind him. 

Amipal might have been able to hold off the effects of the weather—and Cal was glad of that, as the land outside the shell in which they moved and camped was beginning to go white with frost, and the trees were swaying with a cold wind—but he could not hold off the effects of traveling. Cal cross-stepped his way backward to rejoin Rindell and look at his young companion's feet. 

Soon they were moving again, covering ground quickly in Amipal's shelter. Cal continued to walk through his wards and his movements as they went, holding the blade high in both hands to strengthen his arms. He was surprised how quickly it was coming back. Defensive moves, blocking thrusts to the inside with the off hand, blocking the right with the parry. He swept his cloak off his shoulders with his left hand. He remembered he liked to lead with his left foot, fooling the opponent into thinking he was exposing his body, then wrapping the enemy sword with his cloak. He smiled secretly, lingering behind Rindell and Amipal. Voiding, stepping quickly to the side to avoid thrusts. Grappling the opponent's blade, better with a mail glove, but his old leather ones were still sturdy and would do. His hands were steady and his feet were quick. Of course, all the practice was rubbish. Azassians didn't use rapiers, they used old-fashioned greatswords, and Cal had no idea how to defend against them. He wished he'd been able to see some of their combat, to learn where they struck, how to block them, where their weaknesses were. As rescuers went, he wouldn't have chosen himself. But they were moving forward into Azassi, down the road that Rindell claimed to have traveled before, and Cal was all they had. He raised his blade over his head in the high ward. “First guard.” 

“There's a crossroads,” Rindell announced. 

Amipal and Cal moved in to stand next to him; their shell contracted and the wind came up to sweep the footprints they had left. Before them, a road intersected theirs. “So there is,” Cal said dryly. “Did you turn here or did you go straight?” 

The boy shuffled his feet. “I don't remember.” 

“You don't remember?” 

Rindell winced, bit his lip, and looked very worried. Amipal began to speak in his wanderer's lilt, to be reassuring or just randomly, Cal was not sure: “All roads are crossroads. The spiral of time crosses itself, do you know?” 

Cal sighed loudly. “Well, it's not likely that you turned left. There's not much to the north between here and the sea. House Gayeth isn't on the seashore, is it?” 

After shaking his head once, then looking doubtful and thinking another minute, Rindell shook his head definitely. 

“And if you had turned right, you would have gone south. It wasn't nighttime, was it? No? Then you would have had the sun rising in your left windows and setting in your right windows. You see? East and west? Did you have the sun shining right in on you at any time?” 

Rindell crinkled his forehead. “No, no, I don't think I did.” 

“Good. Then you didn't turn. We go straight.” 

Rindell's shoulders dropped in relief and he minced forward on his aching feet. Cal shook his head as he fell in line behind him. The boy would be dead inside two hours on his own, Cal thought. It was a bloody good thing he was along. It might have been, really, the whole reason Cal was along. The thought, for an instant, was immensely satisfying. Then Cal shivered. The weather was leaking in, and it was very cold. 

“Everything fades,” Amipal was saying, suddenly at Cal's ear. “The green of summer, the bright sun, the color of an old man's hair. It returns, we have seen it before. It returns in another life. But this life . . .” He paused, stopped walking. Cal turned back, amazed he had fallen behind. The wanderer was slumped forward, his multicolored braids hanging over his face. He was tired. “Even though we have seen it before, it is hard, so hard.” 

“Are you ill?” Cal murmured. 

Amipal looked up, a faint smile on his face, a glint in the swirling colors of his eyes. He had heard Cal and he was answering. It was the first time the wanderer, any wanderer Cal had ever seen, had acknowledged a direct question. “Do you know what I am going here to do?” he whispered, his low voice resonant with lucidity. 

Cal was unwilling to hazard a guess. It was strange, he thought as they gradually resumed their pace, a little slower than the one at which they'd set out from Doss—Cal had never once thought to ask what Amipal was after, why he going after Rindell and Rindell's mysterious betrothed, what the purpose of his quest was. It wasn't just that Amipal was a madman and a rational answer was out of the question. Cal had never even pondered the question. This, he supposed, was faith. 

For an instant, while Amipal was still lucid, Cal wanted to ask him whether Serah was his mother. He found he could not bring himself to utter the words. “My mother sang a song to me,” he said instead. “It was the same one you sang. How do wanderers and a Manderan woman know the same song?” 

“The river,” Amipal answered, his voice undulating again to the pitch of madness. “Carried to the sea, rolling out, lives lost. Land crossed, and fire—did she sing you the verses about fire?” 

“No,” said Cal, feeling his throat tighten with frustration. “There are no verses about fire.” 

He was astonished when Amipal's hand reached out and grasped his sleeve, holding him with a strength Cal would not have imagined. “There are,” he whispered intently. “Because the people who crossed the river to escape the plague can only be cured by fire.” 

Cal stepped back. He had gone too far with his questions; he didn't want to know what Amipal was about. He held back several steps and let the wanderer go ahead of him, and felt the cold wind tug at the back of his cloak. 

The next day Rindell became excited. He ran forward to check on the landscape in front of him and hobbled back to Cal, blowing on his cold hands. “The mine ahead of us! I remember it! We passed it the first time!” 

“Well, that's good,” Cal said. Then his eyes narrowed as he saw something on the horizon. “Do you know whose mine it is?” 

“No.” 

“Hmm. Something tells me it doesn't belong to those people, but they wish it did.” 

Whipping his sword at Rindell's heels like a herd dog, Cal got himself and his two companions into the shelter of a thicket of shrubs. “We want to be downwind of them and their horses,” he breathed voicelessly into Rindell's ear, “and their dogs if they have them.” Rindell's eyes grew huge at the sight of the raiders as they approached the mine, fierce and ruddy men with swords upraised, riding hard. Cal covered the boy's mouth so nothing would peep out. He would miss the sight of Azassian combat again, he thought with disappointment, since it would be dangerous to leave Rindell alone to get a closer look. They swarmed the mine and from the distance came the sounds of the attackers clashing with the workers. It was a long battle; the miners did not give up easily. Night came before they saw some of the attackers ride back out to a position a short distance from the mine, dismount, and make camp. They hobbled their horses and one man gave orders to another one in an incomprehensible language. 

“What?” asked Rindell. 

Cal pinched him to quiet him, then mouthed in his ear, “They're not just raiding, they're making a claim, so they're staying.” He watched the recipient of the order settle into his post, and gauged the distance between the horses and the camp, which soon fell silent with sleep. When he was satisfied that enough time had passed, he said, “Follow me, both of you. Stay close, and stay quiet.” 

They crept out of the shrubs and through the stand of trees to the horses. Amipal, fortunately, had a connection to animals; he held his hands out to their noses and they went quiet and docile. Rindell paused a moment to stare at the sight, fascinated. Cal was relieved. It gave him time to step up behind the lookout and cut his throat without interruption. It didn't give him long, though. Rindell caught up just as Cal was bending down to wipe his blade on the grass, and his face was pale and horrified in the moonlight. “You always kill the lookout first,” Cal explained, trying to make the words sound justified. They didn't have time to waste. “Now give me your neckcloth. We need to muffle the bridles.” 

They only took two horses; the animals were big beasts made for the weather of the north and the weight of the Azassians. Cal had lost flesh in his age and Rindell didn't have much yet, the wanderer was skin and bones, and Rindell insisted that Adina was skinny as a reed. Two horses would be less trouble and less feed, and they would still carry them fast enough. Cal was the only one who knew how to ride, though. He tried putting Amipal on the same horse with him, to spread the weight more evenly, but Rindell's utter lack of horsemanship meant he was constantly looking back to make sure the boy hadn't fallen off. Then he took Rindell on behind him and left Amipal on the other horse, but a few hours closer to Gayeth, the wanderer slumped onto the horse's neck and threatened to fall off for certain. Finally, Cal made Rindell get back on the other horse, behind Amipal to hold him up, and the cavalier rode close alongside to keep an eye on both of them and at least one of his hands free. 

“He's losing his powers,” Rindell said at the fire that night. “He has to throw some away to focus on the one and meld it with Adina.” 

Cal squinted at his distorted face over the flames. “How do you know that?” 

“He told me.” They both looked at Amipal where he lay sleeping uneasily on the cold ground. “But I have no idea what it means.” 

The temperature dropped sharply. They had to share each other's warmth, Cal told Rindell as they stripped to drawers and put half their clothes on the ground, spreading half over them. He had never felt less longing with a young man in his arms, Cal thought with self-deprecation. Mostly he felt irritated as Rindell shrugged and shifted, coughing in his sleep. Amipal, on the other side of Rindell, showed no sign of disturbance. 

The next day, numb with cold, bowed under a flurry of snow from the sky, they reached Gayeth. Cal blinked to clear the dry, frigid air from his eyes and looked out over the rings of houses, hundreds of them, rising up a hill in the shadow of the walled fortress at the top. “Tell me Adina lives in one of these houses at the edge.” 

“No,” Rindell answered, humorlessly. “She lives in the tower. I'm not sure where her room is. She might be in the library.” 

Cal would have laughed if the cold had not hurt his throat so much. “So. Hundreds of Azassians, a quarter mile from here to there, enormous gates, a locked tower, and three of us. One sword between us and a wanderer who's losing his powers. I've seen bad odds before, but this . . .” He didn't even know what to say. With the pommel of his rapier he poked Amipal in the side. “Is this what you brought me here for, you bastard? One last joke before I die?” 

Slowly, Amipal lifted his head, blinking at Cal through the dark rings around his eyes. Then Rindell raised his voice. “Wait—I know her.” 

There was a small woman of middle age creeping out between the houses of the outermost ring, obviously trying not to be seen. Rindell swung clumsily down from his horse and hurried to meet her. At first she stiffened with alarm, then, as she recognized him, she held out her hands to him and her face broke open in a silent wail. Rindell had learned enough to pull her back to the shade where Cal, Amipal, and the horses were hidden before letting her make noise. “Governor your honor,” she cried. “I must find Unther. I must tell him where the chieftain sent Adina to.” 

They left Amipal behind with the horses and escorted Temmi across the outer reaches of the Gayeth land, until they came to a riverbank. A dim figure crouched beside it, standing as he saw Temmi, crouching again when he saw two other figures, then hurrying forward when Rindell waved at him. The servant woman fell to her knees, sobbing bitterly, and in her grief she lapsed into her native tongue. She pointed to a hill some distance away, hazy in the gray weather. “Take her back,” Cal told Rindell. “I'll go with Unther.” 

“I knew as soon as the governor's man came to call for allies,” Unther said as they made their way to the hill, despite his short breath. He was anxious as a man marked for death; Cal realized he was confessing like one. “The chieftain sent me and two others to go out and gather them. But there were no allies, the chieftain would find out, he would know the marriage contract was void, and he would turn Adina out. Before I left I told Temmi to find out where they took Adina, to meet me at the river and tell me. I never went back.” He stumbled. “It is so cold.” 

Cal seized him by the shoulder and dragged him back to his feet. “Then we don't have time to lose.” 

Adina had been taken to the north side of the hill, facing the wind that blew in across Azassi from out of the northern oceans. She had been bound to a tree and exposed. Her eyes were closed, her skin chilled, and she sagged against her ropes. Cal was not certain she was breathing. He reached for her, horrified. And she screamed hoarsely as he touched her, her throat springing to life even if nothing else could, too weak as she was to shrug her shoulder away from him or even open her eyes. Quickly Cal cut the ropes to release her, but Unther caught her in his arms before Cal could reach for her. 

“I'm sorry,” he whispered to Cal. “You should not touch her. You might be ill.” 

The hero was not even permitted to carry the rescued maiden, Cal thought as he followed Unther back. He had nothing left to do but wonder what he was going to die of. 

Temmi must have gathered some supplies, he saw when they returned to their shelter: warm coats on Rindell and Amipal, one more hanging from the pommel of Cal's saddle, and the woman was packing bundles of food into the saddlebags and Rindell's satchel. “I must get back,” she said. “They will know I am gone.” Carefully she wrapped two shawls around Adina's limp body, then hurried away. 

“And I must go,” Unther echoed. 

“You're not going with us?” cried Rindell. He hadn't considered the lack of a horse to carry a fifth person. 

The Azassian shook his head. “I cannot escape the consequence of my lies. You will take care of Adina?” 

Rindell blinked, unable to answer the direct question. Then Adina stirred, opened her eyes, saw him, and her ice-white face softened with a trace of a smile. She reached a thin hand out for his arm, a hand that trembled and was somehow damaged, unable to open fully. He leaned down to hear her words. “The tree,” she whispered. The fear that had filled her when Cal had woken her was gone, and as she looked up at her betrothed husband she radiated need and trust. “It was sick, its roots were beginning to rot. And it was old, so old. The things it had seen!” Rindell's mouth opened. Her words had doubtless confused him, but overwhelming the confusion in his face was an expression of wonder, enchantment. Unther nodded, pressed a hand against Rindell's shoulder, and stood to take his leave. Cal watched Adina and Rindell and felt very old, very alone.
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ONE CLEAR, COLD MORNING IN WINTER, AS THE  sun cut through the pass in the mountains and bled pale red into the eastern reaches of Dabion, as Iven Wirthir closed his gates and readied his Lithen guards and Zein's Alaçan fighters waited and watched, the Dabionian army, fifteen thousand men, marched on Doss. They ranged themselves out around the borders, one squadron at each road into the city. Governor Jorren himself rode at the head of the squadron positioned on the main road, the wide road he had taken into Doss a season before when the Alaçans first attacked, the road that led to the Inner Wall at the center of the city. He himself had trained each squadron in the use of the rifles they carried, drilling them repeatedly in the loading and aiming of their weapons, walking them through formations inside models of city streets he had commissioned to be built outside of Insigh, placing them in alternating ranks so that one might fire while the other reloaded and increase the rate of fire. In the rear of each squadron he had placed a fieldpiece, those strange, angry guns mounted on great wheels. The artillery would not roll out until the streets were cleared of rebels, to prevent vandalism from enemies harrying the rear. Jorren did not worry about the delay; only one cannon would be needed to take down the gate in the Inner Wall, and he intended that gun to be his. 

Lord Justice Frahn, remaining outside the city with the network of messengers who awaited the command to bring in the fieldpieces, watched the march on Doss with the same empty astonishment with which he had watched Governor Jorren train his army. The endless raising and lowering of rifles, the repeated steps and movements of arms that turned the soldiers into so many puppets or automata, the ghastly waste of powder and shot as the men were drilled to take aim and fire at close targets and distant targets and targets that moved on lines and pulleys, the hideous spectacle of the infantrymen fitting bayonets to the ends of their rifles and stabbing at sacks of straw—it was like some bizarre performance on a stage that no Karrimian entertainer had ever thought to build. A contingent of cavalry had been trained as well, armed with handguns and curved sabers—hadn't the military tactics of old Mandera been rejected long before? When had they been revived? Frahn tried to imagine his governor gaining access to the Manderan fencing masters in their prisons—if any were still living—leaning in to gather whispered secrets from their withered lips. He watched Jorren lead his horsemen through complicated courses of alleyways and barricades and wondered where on earth the governor had learned to ride. Where in Dabion were so many warhorses being bred? How had the world changed so much with Frahn's knowing so little of it? 

But of course he knew, Frahn thought. He had given it leave to change. He had issued the orders, the commands to arm Dabion's forces in any way necessary to give them superior strength. He had placed Tirn Jorren in charge of recruitment and training. His word was the cause; the army was the effect. 

So Frahn anticipated, in the momentary quiet of that winter morning, every unpleasant possibility. While the primary possibility, that which Jorren had planned on, was that the Alaçans were in Doss with Iven Wirthir and his Lithen soldiers, it was also possible that they had remained in the territory outside the city. Such a possible cause led to the effect of retaining in the fields more than just the few men required to move and fire the artillery. When the Alaçans flooded out of their hilly cover to harry the rear guard as the squadrons moved into Doss, soldiers were available to respond to them. Frahn rode, sore and unstable on his mount, toward the northern range to oversee the fighting. It was what was necessary for him to do. He kept his eyes on the field as a great mass of men—Alaçan and Vigtil, more than he had guessed and more than had ever been reported—descended from the hills; vigilance was required of him as the army's leader. He gave order to the three closest guns to roll toward the attackers, stake their wheels against the recoil, and fire; such a response was necessary. He did not turn away as the cannonballs crushed flesh and bone, as the men were scattered over the green of the fields. It was the outcome he had put in motion and it was his to witness. 

Zein was behind the first sprawling ranks of his men that ran forward, shouting and waving their ragtag weapons, to confront the rear of the Dabionian army. He could not see the field guns from his protected vantage point, and even if he had been able to, he would not have recognized the awkward-looking muzzles teetering on their wheeled carriages. The Alaçans and the Azassians certainly did not, and they rushed forward at the thin ranks of Dabionian soldiers stationed in the fields around the city. But Zein recognized one thing, even before the first shot burst into the ragged advancing line and scattered his people and their allies like so many dead leaves, and that was danger. And he found he could not move. 

Unwilling and undeserving, he had led his people through mountains and foreign lands and fourteen years, and he had gained nothing. He could have been still in his chambers in the keep in Mount Alaz, waiting for the walls to fall, counting the lives lost to the plague he had brought to the city himself in the flesh of one of his Dabionian clerks, unable to move. It had not been he, certainly, who led his household out through the hidden passage below the mountain. He was still within the walls, waiting for them to fall, waiting to meet his fate. He did not see the Alaçans blown to their deaths by the field guns; they had fallen to the siege engines. He did not see the Azassians who were killed before their commanders called a retreat, dissolving their alliance with Zein; there was no alliance, and Zein had never come to Azassi. The men who surged around him, racing for the shelter of the hills and the trees, were not there and he did not feel them. The shots that cracked the air were no threat; he walked through them unharmed. He was already dead. He passed the city of Doss and walked southward, toward the Alaçan region that no longer existed, a king who never was, of a people who were no more. 

The messengers approached Frahn as the retreat was clearing out. Jorren's squadron had cleared out the road and the fieldpieces were being called in toward the Inner Wall. It needed only a wave of Frahn's hand to send the gun on its way. The chain of sequences was so refined that it could unfold itself with barely any effort from him. But Frahn turned his horse slowly and rode back to the mouth of the main road into Doss, leading the artillery unit himself. 

He did not ride far into the city. He could see the destruction in the first blocks of the road, the grisly carpet of Lithen guards who had thought they were out of range, the doors and windows that had been broken to clear any threat from inside the buildings. He saw the cannon trundling forward on its rattling wheels, its handlers struggling to navigate it over the debris in the street. The chain of effects was laid; Frahn did not need to go farther. 

Frahn also saw, from the northern end of the city, the column of thick gray smoke. He wondered without interest how the fire had been started. Was it the last strike of the fallen Alaçans, or the retreating Vigtil mercenaries? A spark from the artillery? The breech-loading rifles were more reliable than the old muskets but the cannons still used loose powder and fuses. Either way, it was an unavoidable part of the net that had been woven. The army's purpose was to eliminate Iven Wirthir and his Independent State of Doss Crossing, and as the possibility of his peacefully relinquishing power was slight, chances were great that Doss would be destroyed in the eradication. Fire was an even more effective mechanism of destruction than rifle shot. 

But fire was also unpredictable. A shift in the wind threw flames toward some dry wooden structure, and the smoke grew into an inferno. A handful of people—citizens of Doss, Frahn thought, or Lithen guards, not his soldiers—frantically tried to extinguish the blaze. Everywhere else in the city the fighting continued, unabated, heedless, thoughtless. They were like madmen, Frahn thought, like mystics worshiping blindly at the altar of some spirit of war, spilling their tribute of blood, a sacrifice to the alder devil, spurred to insanity by his alder charcoal gunpowder. 

Fate was the logical sequence of cause and effect; there was no refuting it. The only escape was to defy it. 

At Lord Justice Frahn's side hung a small pistol. He had never used it; it was for ceremony, a symbol of his leadership. He'd carried it into battle at the siege of Mount Alaz and put it away in a box when he returned to Insigh. He had only loaded the thing once, its old and dangerous mechanism of pan and priming and flint, the diminutive ramrod that pushed the wadding and ball and powder into the muzzle. Frahn laughed again, hollow and soundless, as he awkwardly moved through a half-forgotten loading drill and tried to raise the mouth of the pistol to his temple without tilting the gun and disturbing the priming. Even here his fate was in question. The gun might fire; it might not; it might explode in his hands. But he would have made his move, independent of cause or effect. 

One thing that the Lord Justice did not consider, in his final thought before the ball fired sure and met its target, was the randomness of fate. Not all chance could be anticipated and calculated. The newly deceased Justice would have been surprised when the fire made a sudden turn toward the Inner Wall of the city of Doss where Governor Jorren was ordering the demolition of the gate, and the governor's horse leapt in panic and bolted, throwing Jorren to the ground, where he broke his neck and died instantly. 

 
 

South of the city the four travelers stood and watched the fire come up. They had kept close to the mountains at first, avoiding the passing army, and dismounted when the sound of artillery began to spook the horses. Then the fire started and they drifted forward, drawn like insects possessed by its heat and light. The wind came up and buffeted them, threatened to throw them off their feet as it threw the flames over the breadth of the city. They watched roofs take up the fire like a chain of candles, until the city was covered by a burning canopy. They watched in fascination and horror and could not move from where they stood. 

The old man had his rapier in his hand, his feet in the stance, his arm positioned in the third guard, the point of his blade aimed at the distant flames. Then his blade dropped, slowly, falling to a parallel with the ground, then falling farther, to the earth in front of him, until the point was embedded in the grass. He set both hands on the pommel and leaned against the rapier as if he couldn't support his own weight, leaning until the blade bowed. 

The young man stared at the fire over the shoulder of his betrothed. She had been shivering and he was holding her in front of him, her back against him, his arms around her. She had been stirring in his arms for a long time, fretting, a low cry growing in her throat. He could not hear it over the distant buzz of fighting and fire. But then the wind carried a new sound from the city; the screams of thousands of people burning. Adina's voice erupted from her throat in echo of the screams, and Rindell let go of her in a shock. She stumbled away from him and began to run. But the wanderer reached out for her, grasping at her damaged hands. He caught her and held her fast, turning her toward the fire. “This is you,” he whispered in his madman's voice. “You are the fire.” But Adina struggled against him and broke away. “No!” she cried, and ran into the mountains.
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SO, YOU ARE STILL HERE.”

When the voice woke him, Julian was lying with his face on the desk. He was still there, at the sick camp in District Three, and he had been there for a long time. He was tired.

Fourteen years before he'd been sent to Tanasigh to tend the soldiers who had sickened with the plague in the attack on Mount Alaz. He'd taken over the medical camp—such as it was—outside the city. It had been a rough, hastily constructed thing, less comfortable even than the camp he'd run at the foot of the mountains. Tanasigh had nothing to provide, having been abandoned with the departure of Lord Justice Zein. Eventually the governor had arrived by Lord Justice Frahn's appointment, to gain control of Tanasigh and the District, and with what little revenue he could spare he contributed to the building of a more permanent structure. Governor Thazel had not yet realized that there was no cure for the plague. He might have taken the walls back, Julian thought, if he could have, if he hadn't been afraid they were riddled with infection. He did withdraw his promise of clerks to help Julian staff the camp, and he provided no further supplies beyond the minimum in food and old linens. 

Fourteen years had not been easy on the building; its shingles were dropping like leaves with every storm and its shutters were splintered with cracks that failed to keep out the weather. No new wood was coming to repair those things, though. The wood that made the desk where Julian drowsed was a rare exception. A carpenter had ordered his apprentice to bring it, some five years before. The carpenter had risen from his own sickbed; the period of his early symptoms, the fever that had not yet broken into delusions, was so long that he grew restless and needful of work. The carpenter labored so industriously, so energetically at building the desk that Julian was almost convinced his health was restored. But there was no escaping the plague. Two days after he finished the desk he tore at his face and within twenty-four hours he was dead. 

That was not the only help Julian had received in those fourteen years. Some of the other sufferers had been healthy enough in their early days to give Julian some aid. Few of them, though, had the stomach to tolerate the bedsides of those who were farther along the road they themselves were on. Mostly Julian put them to work washing laundry and mixing the tincture that he used to treat the sores, which kept the sick from transmitting the disease to people who were not yet ill. One of these patients had swallowed a whole flask of tincture, thinking she might cure herself that way. Someone else was kind enough to watch over her terrible stomach spasms while Julian looked after his other charges. On a few occasions the camp had received a transport of indentured workers; Lord Justice Nosselin periodically decided to break with custom and bother his colleagues by sending convicts of minor crimes to places other than the fields of Karrim. Governor Thazel forwarded these convicts to Julian's camp, unwilling to find employment for them himself. No small number of these workers ran away, not believing that the tincture would keep the plague from them. Julian wondered what became of those fugitives; no one ever told him. But some did remain, and some became his very best assistants. They would tell Julian their stories, sometimes, working beside him as they wiped faces with cool cloths or held down clawing hands. He listened to them speak of hunger and anger and despair, and, as they learned it, to speak of compassion. He listened and thought how quiet his life was, how sheltered. Storms raged around him, they always had, but he was always in the eye, and rarely felt their winds and rains on his own skin. The storms spiraled away from him, came and spiraled away again, and always Julian remained. He was there, always, alone and constant. He had never guessed how exhausting it was to remain constant and calm. He was tired. 

So the voice that had stirred him from his brief slumber at the desk had to repeat itself before Julian was awake enough to note it. “SO, you ARE still HERE.” 

It was a sharp voice, caustic, prickly like a thorny bush unfurling barbs to defend itself. It was a voice Julian had not heard in fourteen years and one he would recognize anywhere. He turned eagerly, if still unsteady with sleep, to face his friend. “Aron!” 

“Well, then, have you heard the news?” Aron asked. He was standing in the doorway, leaning against the jamb, arms crossed. His mouth was twisted, his eyebrow was raised, and his hair was spiky without its strange blond wig. “They're shutting down the Healers' camps. The physicians are taking over.” 

“So the physicians will watch them die, then.” Julian said, smoothing out the pages of the log on which he dropped his head when he had fallen asleep. He'd been in the middle of recording the names of those who had died in the last day, and the ink had dried up in his pen. He pressed the tip of it to a margin, trying to free the ink. 

Aron snorted. “No. They think they can cure it.” 

Julian looked up. “Can they?” 

The smirk left Aron's face then; he dropped his head and shuffled his feet. In the last words Aron had spoken to him, his last words for fourteen years, Aron had promised Julian he'd find the source of the plague. He promised he'd find how to stop it. Julian could tell he had not. 

“What brings you here, Aron?” Julian asked, to change the matter of their words. His friend did not look well on his own failure. Julian had heard of a Justice Jannes who was on the mortality circuit, collecting numbers of the dead. It was one reason why Julian kept his records in order, in case Aron came for his tally. But Aron never did. Only when Julian was most tired did he fear that his friend had discarded their affection. Julian knew that Aron would be ashamed if he hadn't yet found the origins of the plague and was likely to avoid Julian and the need to admit it. “Tanasigh has never been on your route before.” 

“You still have to be so damned nice,” Aron replied sourly. “Can't tell me what a bastard I've been. Fine. I'm here escorting the physicians. They're taking over your place, too. And there are new caretakers. Biorans.” 

The pen slipped out of Julian's fingers. “Biorans?” 

“Right. That's part of the physicians' plan. Biorans don't get sick, so they're going to staff the sanitoriums. Do the dirty work, so the physicians can keep their hands clean. Nice, isn't it? If you don't act too arrogant, they might let you stay. If you don't call too much attention to yourself.” 

Julian laughed inwardly. Aron had accused him of that before, and he was probably right. Julian closed up his books, took the recipe for the tincture out of a drawer and set it inside the front cover of the top book, then took the stack and went out to meet his new masters. 

The physicians eyed the books with coldly professional interest, the recipe with a great deal of interest, and Julian with none at all. They turned their backs and with that one motion Julian's camp was taken away from him and he became a Bioran again. 

Aron smirked at his crestfallen face. “Did you expect they would bow to you?” He laughed coarsely. But something in the way his arms were crossed, so tightly, as if his heart might fall out if he let go, belied his caustic sneer. 

“Of course not. All Dabionians have broomsticks pushed up into them, don't they, so they can't bend? That's why you walk that way, isn't it?” And Aron's sneer cracked a little. Julian clapped him on the shoulder. “Let's go meet the new staff.” 

They were already at work. Among the curtained partitions they moved, visiting the feverish, examining those in the last stages. Julian looked in on two old people leaning intrepidly over a man who wailed at a constant low tone. One was an old man, his missing right arm telling why he was not still fighting in the clan that chose him or lying dead in the ground where the other clan felled him. Beside him was an old woman. Julian watched them as they worked silently, reaching for bandages and tightening the restraints on the victim's wrists, moving together as if with one mind. Married, Julian thought. As if they were married. He lingered a few moments longer to marvel at the sight. Then behind him he heard another voice. 

“Julian.” 

He was afraid to admit that he knew the voice, afraid to turn around and find his ears had deceived him. He held his breath and looked over his shoulder. In the aisle, framed by the walls of canvas, stood Reena. 

 
 

The old man and the old woman, Reena told Julian, were called Nana and Old-Sir, titles given to them by the children of Kiela. They had not chosen to tell Julian what their real names were. They did not tell each other what to do as they tended a sick woman deep in the last stages of her fever. As she tossed in the throes of a nightmare Nana pressed down on her chest to still her, while Old-Sir, working one-handed, wrapped the young woman's ravaged hand deftly. Nana took one end of the bandage next and they knotted it, their hands ducking and crossing each other in an intricate dance, old partners who held the steps memorized in their blood. Julian watched and thought of the harvest dance in Kiela, years ago when he was a young man. 

He had watched the dance from beyond the circle, among the shadows of the houses. He had watched from behind the arc in which the men sat, watched over their shoulders as the women of the village danced, their garments fluttering about their bodies with the rhythm of their movements. He thought he watched alone, until Reena came. Too nervous to enter the ring where the men beat their drums and the old women sang, she danced instead for him. When Julian thought of it he remembered the lightness of her, the fragments of her thin garment floating over him like wisps, like wings of moths, tendrils of her hair brushing him like air. He did not recall the solidity of the ground beneath him, the music evaporated from his mind, and the weight of his own body disappeared into the heat of his blood and the movement of the dance. That was the memory he had, sixteen or seventeen years past, lovely and transparent as colored glass. 

Now when he moved he felt the weight of his bones. One did not dance with death. And when Reena moved beside him, passing him in the curtained corridors, he felt the weight of her, the density of the woolen dress she wore, the thickness of the breath she breathed. There was weariness in her, too, he could see. They were not the same. 

“What brought them together, I wonder,” Julian mused, watching Nana and Old-Sir. Reena paused in the corridor, balancing the basket of linens on her hip, looking over Julian's shoulder into the room where the elderly couple worked. “What made them cross the barrier between them, the old man on his battlefield, the old woman in her empty cottage with her children grown and gone? Did they look out at the end of their lives and see loneliness? Were they afraid? Is that why they left generations of custom behind them and went to each other?” 

Reena smiled a little, her eyes distant on the image that Julian made with his words. The right edge of her mouth bore a slight scar, Julian noticed, and deep lines creased her forehead and the flesh at the corners of her eyes. These things had not been there before. Then she turned her head, looked at the old man and the old woman, looked at Julian. “No,” she said, the vibrations of her voice rubbing out Julian's picture. “Not really. Old-Sir came back to Kiela when his men cast him out. He'd just lost his arm, the wound was still fresh, but they still didn't want him in the village. He was too dangerous, everyone said. Some of the women didn't even want to keep him until he healed. But the Aunts said no, he had been returned to us, given back for keeping. Not without supervision, though. Now Nana, she had such a temper, the meanest woman in Kiela. Children would come crying to the Aunts with red marks on their faces where she had slapped them. She needed to learn patience, the Aunts said. So they put them together, Old-Sir and Nana. They fought—oh, they kept us up at nights, at first. They couldn't tolerate each other. But after shouting so long they finally shouted everything they had to say, and now they are quiet.” Reena set her twisted mouth with a musing breath and nodded, gazing at the couple as they worked together to lift a drowsing man and strip the linens from his bed, shifting his weight among their three arms, passing the sheets among their three hands. Then Reena looked sidelong at Julian. “The loneliness you see, then,” she said, “it must be your own.” 

Julian dropped his chin with a self-deprecating laugh. “That is my lot, I think. To find women wiser than I am.” Reena raised an eyebrow, and Julian went on. “Carra, the woman in Mount Alaz who first tended the plague, she was wiser than I am. She told me when I was being a fool, when I was lying to myself, when I was dreaming. She saw right through me.” He paused, drew a breath. “She died long ago. Before I came to Tanasigh.” 

The scar at Reena's mouth tilted. “Were you lovers?” 

“Once,” Julian answered. Carra had come down from Mount Alaz to die in the camp at the foot of the mountain. The plague had already touched her; she was going to die, she'd said, and would not be called to face the consequences of a single unwise act. Julian kept no memories of that one time; they hurt his heart too much. “Only once.” And that is my lot too, he imagined himself adding, to have these women only once, and then he would wait, to see if Reena would answer, if she would agree or if she would say something else. But Reena did not respond; she only gave her gentle broken smile and went about her work, the canvas walls rustling around her body as she moved through them. 

That night Julian worked late, compiling numbers that Aron had not asked to see at a desk that the physicians had not commandeered because it was too close to the sick. Finally, he put out his lamp and left the tiny office room, slipping quietly into the corridors surrounded by the fitful sleep of the sick. But when he passed the curtained space that Reena had made her room, he heard a faint keening sound. Reena was crying in her sleep. 

Julian went to her side without waking her. The breath of her sobs caught in his throat and twisted him, and he gathered her into his arms, her weary body and the bedclothes around her and her lined, tear-streaked face. Her shaking seeped into him and he trembled with her, feeling the breath they drew pass out of her mouth in names that he did not know. 

“I had two children,” she finally whispered when the crying left her, dampness still on her face. Julian had thought it might pass without her waking. “They were both boys. The Dust chose one of them. The other went with the Water.” 

Julian tightened his arms around Reena. He did not ask whether they were still alive, whether they had been killed in Biora's endless fighting, whether they had killed one another in their opposing camps. She would not know. In the city of Origh, perhaps, there lived a child, a boy or a girl, a young man or woman, now, if still alive. Julian's child, whom he would never know. He hid his face in the thick of Reena's hair and smelled the sorrow. 

“Macus came back, did you know?” 

“What?” Julian murmured, but Reena had fallen asleep. 

In the early light of morning Julian moved with a start, anxious and terrified. In his half sleep he reached around the body in his arms, sought through the tangle of hair that shielded her face, and pressed his hand to her forehead. She had no fever. Julian sighed and let himself drift again. 

“Are you going to tell me,” Aron asked later that morning, “whether you bedded this one?” 

Yes, fifteen years ago, Julian thought about saying. “I'm sure you would have noticed it if I had, no walls inside the building.” 

Aron mumbled as he stirred the vat of washing with a stick. Julian was surprised he'd consented to do such a task. Apparently the physicians let him stay, as well, as long as he didn't call attention to himself. “No damned walls,” he muttered. “And no damned new linens. Everywhere else they can burn them. Here you have to wash them. They treat you worse than the prisons.” His hands tightened on the stick until his knuckles showed white. The right hand did not close fully; Julian remembered when Aron had broken it, and broken it again, and he wondered if the force with which he held the rod would split the bones anew. Aron's lips were pursed close together and his mouth seemed to disappear in that tight line. 

“And I'm the one whose camp was taken away,” murmured Julian, reaching for the stick. “This is not your battle, friend.” 

“It never was,” Aron snapped. “None of this ever was! But you insisted on fighting it anyway, and you made me feel guilty until I did, too. And where has it gotten us? Fourteen years and we're no closer to curing the plague. It's only gotten worse—did you know that? It's only gotten worse!” He slumped over the stick, not letting Julian loosen it from his hand. 

There was no answer for him, of course. The work was its own reason. But a thought caught in Julian's mind and he tried to pursue it. “Something's gotten you angry again.” 

Aron's mouth twisted. “Biorans don't get sick,” he spat. “Only we get sick, our race, Dabion and Karrim. But your Reena doesn't look like you. She's mixed blood. You know some of us went back to Biora. Reena's got our blood. She might get sick.” 

Julian swallowed down the tremble in his throat. “You always did burn things, didn't you?” Then the thought clicked. “How is your father? He's the one who always made you angry. Have you seen him?” 

He must have hit close to the mark. Aron made a strangled noise, gripped the stick with both hands as if to strangle it, then threw it from him. He turned and ran.
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THERE WERE THINGS THOSE BALLADS AND EPICS  left out, Rindell was realizing. There was never any mention of shoes, for example: how much shoes began to hurt after walking in them all day, day in and day out, or how they seemed to shrink after taking them off. Blisters certainly didn't figure into any Minstreline ballad. There was very little mention of weather, unless it was dramatic wind sweeping a plain, tossing the hair of the hero, or a violent storm complete with crashing thunder and brilliant sparks of lightning. Real wind was shifting and irritating, cold and biting, needling in through gaps in one's collar, chilling one's neck and ears and leaving one stiff and headachy. Rain often fell out of the sky with no dramatic accompaniment, simply drizzling into clothes and making dangerous slush of the ground. Not much was mentioned about the practical issues of setting up camp on the road; either tents appeared out of nowhere or sleep was just skipped over. And there was an absolute dearth of material on how to deal with mad wives, betrothed or otherwise. 

At the beginning, while they were still in Azassi, she had been too weak to do anything but slump on the front of Rindell's saddle. Cal had taken Amipal on the horse with him, leaving Rindell and Adina on the other one. Rindell thought Amipal had been difficult to hold on to, but the wanderer had just sat quietly, like he was in a trance, listening to something that only he could hear and ignoring everything else around him. He had only slumped once; mostly he stayed on the horse of his own accord. Adina, though, kept wanting to fall, and Rindell had to keep both arms around her middle, holding the reins in front of her. He thought he was getting the hang of it, though. His father was an excellent rider, Rindell remembered hearing from someone, maybe Merrin. Perhaps it was hereditary. But that thought led him in unpleasant directions. He had a heart, Rindell insisted to himself—he was nothing like his father. He didn't want to inherit anything from his father, not a single thing. He could fall off the horse if that's what it came to. But Adina would slip in his arms and he would have to hold on tightly, struggling to keep her and the horse and everything under control. He would, though, he would. Wives weren't supposed to be left at the side of the road in storms. 

They made camp at night and wedged Adina in between Rindell and Amipal, and Rindell kept his arm around her, pressing her against his bare chest. He didn't take her out of the shift she had been wearing when they found her tied to the tree; it seemed a bit rude, all the other men around. She shivered in her sleep and he held her closer, wrapping his arms farther around her, clasping her hands with his. There was something strange about her hands—they didn't open all the way, but stayed curled. He kept meaning to look at them in the daylight but kept forgetting. He slipped his fingers into the curl and felt a tough slickness of flesh in the palms of her hands. “What happened to your hands?” he whispered into her ears, but she was too weak to answer him. 

Days passed and she became able to eat, to sit up by herself. Rindell was able to get down off the horse when they stopped without handing her down to Cal first. That was good, as she didn't seem to like Cal. He seemed to hold on to her too tightly, grip her too hard around the ribs or something, and her face would knit up with pain. Rindell would have to hurry down and gather her up from Cal, and she would lean against him with a sigh as the pain left her. But one day he was able to dismount first and help Adina down afterward, and she stood on the ground on her own two feet, only needing to hold Rindell with one damaged hand. Happiness ballooned in his chest, filling him up and overflowing, making him feel warm despite the dusting of snow that was everywhere. 

Then that night she had a bad dream. Rindell felt it while he was still asleep, her whole body tightening, the wounded little hands balling up into fists. But it was the scream that finally woke him, an incredible scream, an unearthly scream, a voice that could not have come from Adina's narrow throat. Rindell sat up, backing into Cal as the old man rolled with a shock into the cold. The scream ended, followed by a frantic chain of huffing breaths. Amipal was up now, Rindell could see the white of his chest in the light from the moon, almost the same color as that orb in the sky, but he could not see whether Adina was awake or still sleeping. He reached for her, blindly, found her arms in a flurry of movement. She was tearing at her hair. He held on to her arms and tried to stop them, pressing on her with his weight until she was quiet. 

“I used to have nightmares,” he said in a jagged voice, wrapping her shawls around her as they prepared to leave in the morning. He wasn't sure it would help but he couldn't think of anything else to do. “I dreamed that I fell down a volcano and my father wouldn't help me.” 

Adina looked at him. Her eyes were very dark blue, much darker than her father's or Unther's, so dark that they looked black in the shade. Her expression was not that of a weakling or an invalid anymore; it had more than a little mockery in it, as if she knew he thought his little attempt at help was useless and she was confirming it. “My father is a rumor,” she said, “and I killed my mother with an arrow.” 

There was nothing he could say to that. He dropped the ends of the shawl and got up to saddle his horse. 

Amipal was looking up at him, too, as Rindell passed. He hadn't said much since they had found Adina, not since they entered Azassi, for that matter, and he had been riding with his eyes closed. Now he had them open and Rindell wished he hadn't looked. The circling, fractured colors had dropped out of them, one by one, like he had tossed them in the same way he said he was tossing his powers aside to focus on one, and they now shone in flecks of red like faceted rubies. It was very disturbing. 

Adina sat tall in the saddle that day, holding the reins with her own hands. Rindell cleared his throat once, and said, “I didn't know you knew how to ride.” 

“I don't,” she answered. 

Early the next morning Rindell woke with an urgent bladder and wiggled out of their makeshift bed, leaving a gap between Cal and Adina. He was startled at his business behind a tree by a new scream, not the scream of Adina's nightmare, but something pained and strangled. Cal must have rolled into the gap, bumping against Adina. “You lout,” Rindell cried, running back to them. “Quit crushing her!” 

“I hardly touched her!” 

“Let go of her!” 

But Adina kept fighting her way out of Cal's grasp, and every time her hands were free she scratched at her face and her arms with her own nails. The sleeves of her shift had fallen back and Rindell saw for the first time that her arms were covered with scars. Tearing her skin and her hair—she had the symptoms of plague without the plague. There had been a fire at House Gayeth, Unther's letter had said, and there were rumors that Adina had set it. Rindell didn't think there was any question anymore. He was also fairly certain she had burned her hands with it herself. 

Then they reached Doss. The city burning was a horrifying sight in and of itself, but it was more than Adina could bear. The sounds of fighting tormented her, the very smoke seemed to make her sick, and it was all Rindell could do to hold onto her. Then she started screaming again, and there was nothing he could do to keep her in his grasp. She broke away and ran; even Amipal couldn't stop her. Rindell dropped his head, his shoulders followed suit, and he crumpled to the ground, sitting on his haunches in front of Doss as it burned. Unther had said getting her away from her father would cure her, but she wasn't getting better, she was only getting worse, just like the plague. 

“We need to catch her,” Cal's voice called to him, although the cavalier had only half turned away from the city and looked too tired to move. 

They went south through the mountains, leading the horses behind them and hobbling them with little pieces of rope when the terrain got too difficult, trailing Amipal and seeing flashes of Adina's tangled red braid in the distance ahead. Periodically it seemed as if the wanderer had caught her, they would stop for a few moments, but by the time Rindell and Cal caught up to them, Adina would have run off again. “Well,” Rindell mouthed, “at least we're going in the right direction.” 

Cal stopped to lean on his rapier, using the sheathed blade like a walking stick. “Where are we going?” 

Rindell shrugged. “District Three, I suppose. There's a plague camp there, near Tanasigh. My father was supposed to bring me back there and meet up with Justice Jannes after we got back from Azassi.” 

“But why go there now?” scoffed Cal. “Your father's not expecting you anymore, he probably thinks you're dead.” 

Rindell didn't really know why he should go there now; he just didn't have any other plans. Plans would have required him to make decisions. He sighed and searched for some kind of justification. “Oh, there's a Bioran there, running the camp. He doesn't get sick. Maybe he's got some kind of powers. Maybe he knows what to do about Adina.” It was an excuse of sorts. But the thought of continuing on with Adina, chasing her whenever she ran off, holding her whenever she was in a fit, listening to her nightmare screams, made him thoroughly queasy. 

It was just as he feared—he had made the wrong choice. But he hadn't really chosen anything at all, he protested to himself. Everyone else made the choices for him, first Amipal rescuing him, then telling Rindell he had to take Amipal to Adina, then Cal and Unther finding her and telling Rindell to take care of her. Of course, Rindell had never said no. That thought bothered him even more. He had tried all his life to avoid choices. But in doing that, he really had chosen everything, all this time, and it had gotten him into a rotten place. 

He was so distraught he hardly heard Cal say, “A Bioran? There's a Bioran at the plague camp? Have you seen him?” The old man's tired face was suddenly awake, he looked like he had just found something he had lost a long time ago, and Rindell made a little sigh. That choice was made. They were going south, to District Three. 

Finally, they caught up with Adina and Amipal. Cal was hurrying Rindell on, eager to catch the other two and get to their destination, impatient when Rindell lagged behind. Rindell had a very good reason for lagging behind, he protested under his breath, and when he reached the runaways he saw exactly what it was. They were kneeling on the ground at the crest of a hill, their heads bowed, Amipal's hands cupped around Adina's, both pairs hovering over something as if they were warming their hands at a fire. It was, in fact, a fire. A small glowing orb of red light that sat in the air and had nothing to do with firewood or candlewicks or anything normal. Rindell moaned a little and leaned against a tree. 

He did his best to avoid both Amipal and Adina for the rest of the day, which was easier to do when they were walking instead of riding. When they got down to the horses Rindell let Adina climb up but he stayed on the ground, leading the horse's head, although even that proximity was uncomfortable. When they stopped to eat the last of their food Rindell took a seat on a rock as far away from the rest of them as he could, pulled up the collar of his coat, and sank his head into it like a turtle. He hid himself so well—his own eyes, at least—that he didn't notice Adina was coming over to sit beside him until it was too late to get away. 

She was looking obliquely over her shoulder at Amipal and her face was sullen. Rindell recognized that she was unhappy with the wanderer, though he tried not to acknowledge that he was looking at her. “He wants me to be someone else,” she finally said. 

Rindell's throat was sticky; it was hard to let words out. “Who are you?” 

And she looked at him, her eyes welling with tears. “I don't know.” 

That would have been the time to comfort her, to hold her hands or embrace her, but as Rindell looked at her tightly shawled form he could only see the scars on her arms and the fireball that had hovered between her hands. 

The next day Cal left them to go down and investigate a village they saw below them and beg whatever he could. It had the look of a border village, Rindell thought, one of those towns that existed to keep the roads up for the Justices who rode around in carriages. It had a large building that looked like a stable, so the Justices could change their horses for fresh ones, and on the road just north of it was a little box that looked like a tollhouse. The village was probably called 4 North 3, 4 North 2, something like that, since it sat at the northern border of what had to be District Four. They were only at the northern edge of District Four, Rindell thought despairingly. They had a long way to go yet. 

“The hostler's family will put us up for the night,” Cal said when he returned. “We have to go in around the back so the guards don't see us, but they'll let us sleep in the stable.” 

Rindell scowled and tried to put his feet back into the shoes he had just taken off. Amipal crouched beside him and fixed him with his strange ruby stare. “You must cover her ears,” he said. “The hostler's wife is cuckolding him, and their daughter has the consumption.” 

“Why?” Rindell snapped in frustration, throwing a shoe. “Why do I have to cover her ears?” He was making enough noise that Cal heard him, enough that Adina probably heard him where she was standing downhill with the horses, but he didn't care. 

Amipal answered his question, an unexpected reply from a wanderer and one that was more disturbing than his usual senseless words. “Because she trusts you. Because you are the only one who does not hurt her with illness or deception or guilt. You must because you are the only one who can.” Then he walked down the hill and helped Adina mount her horse, swinging up behind her. 

Rindell shuffled his feet and began picking his way down the hill by a different path, one the horses couldn't navigate. He didn't get far before he found himself stuck, unable to proceed, and he had to turn around. Cal was waiting for him at the top, arms crossed. “You have an obligation,” he chided. “You're her husband.” 

But the wedding never happened, Rindell protested. He never even wanted to be married. But he didn't say it aloud—it sounded too petulant. That it also sounded heartless he did not admit to himself. He followed Cal down to the village, watching the horse's tail swish in front of him. Before they neared the rear door of the stable he approached Adina, slowly, reluctantly, like his numb feet were mired in tar. He bit his lip and raised his hands, cupped them over her ears. And she did something he did not expect, something she had never done with him. The instant he touched her, even though he had only brushed the flyaway strands of her hair, she gasped and started, reflexively pulling away from him and swallowing a cry, as if she had been burned.
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FOURTEEN YEARS, FOURTEEN BLOODY YEARS,  and he hadn't gotten anywhere. All it took was one sight of Julian, one letter from his father's parcel in Karrim, one demeaning assignment playing escort to the physicians and Governor Jorren's Biorans, and he was back where he started, fourteen years younger with a broken hand and having a fit. He was a Justice, he had a position and a circuit, a career and a volume of work. Why did he slink to Julian's like a scolded child? But he hadn't found the one thing he'd promised to find, and Julian was still better than him. Aron lurked outside the building, watching the physicians scurry around it like black-jacketed insects, too important for their size. He had the irresistible desire to burn the place down. 

“So what was in that letter?” 

Aron jolted, unaware that anyone was standing over his shoulder. It was that Bioran woman, Reena, carrying a basket of wet laundry on her hip as she looked for someplace sunny enough to dry it. “There's no point trying to hang that out,” Aron muttered. “It's too cold.” 

Reena looked at him levelly. “Julian thinks something happened with your father. We went through Karrim on the way here, and we stopped at a camp near a farmhouse. There was a messenger there who asked us to deliver a letter to Justice Aron Jannes from his father. It seems like something was in it.” 

“There was nothing in it,” snapped Aron. “It's none of your business.” 

“Hmm. Julian said you were difficult. He loves you anyway. But he's too nice to press you. I'm not.” She smiled tightly. 

Aron grumbled, then took the laundry basket from her and carried it around to the east side of the building. 

“How did your father come to be in Karrim?” Reena asked, relentless, as they began to hang the linens. 

“Refuge. His life was threatened. He was involved in liquor trafficking, and someone else wanted his money.” 

He didn't think someone from Biora, a country so poor they had to give away old books to scrape together any money at all, could understand trafficking, but Reena made no display of confusion. “Did you know this?” 

“I found out.” 

“What did you do?” 

Aron clenched at the sheet he was holding, but his hands were too cold to get enough of a grip to tear it. “Nothing. I did nothing. I was given a chance to, even, I was given a chance to save him, and I didn't do a damned thing. Are you happy?” 

Reena pursed her lips. They finished the laundry in silence, then she said, “I come from a country where sons kill their fathers every day. Did you know? You have the heart to feel guilty. You are better than them, I think.” Then she took her basket and walked away. 

Aron dropped to the ground, his head on his knees. The cold earth chilled him and he hoped it would freeze the tears before they came. Anger once made him cold, filled him with ice so thoroughly that it stopped his voice and kept him motionless. He shivered as he remembered the pain of it, those icy shards in his throat, his shoulders and his hips growing stiff. That pain would be less than the pain of grief. 

He opened his eyes when the sun moved and left him completely in the cold shade. When he was a young man he used to set fires. It thawed his anger. His eyes cast around for some kind of tinder, though what would he burn? Fourteen years—was he still that disobedient student? He had his choice: grief, anger, or destruction. The people in the sick camp were dying anyway. He heard a reckless laugh well up in his throat. And on the road to the camp he saw something strange, something approaching. Two horses carrying riders. They sat upright and there was no wagon or litter being pulled, so they couldn't have been bringing plague patients. Aron narrowed his eyes and watched them come, concealed by the shifting curtains of the hanging linens. 

An old man rode one of the horses. Gray-haired, his visage marred by a mustache and a beard on his chin, clothed in the outlandish fashions of old Mandera, he looked just like the cavalier from the Healers' camp outside Kerr. It had to be the same man—how many cavaliers could have escaped being imprisoned or converted by the Justices? He also looked very angry. He rode ahead of the second horse, nearly charging on the infirmary building, like he was searching for someone. He had better be careful, Aron thought. If the physicians saw him, there would be trouble; they didn't like outsiders. Of course, they didn't have horses, except for the ones that pulled their wagon, and they didn't have swords. That could be interesting, Aron thought, noting the metallic glint of a hilt under the old man's coat and imagining the confrontation. Julian used to have a sword, and he'd said a cavalier had taught him to use it. What a funny coincidence if this was the same one. 

Funny it turned out to be. Julian was the first one out of the building—he must have heard someone approaching and came to investigate before the physicians could, as if the bastard were still in charge—and he made a bright laugh of recognition when he saw the old man. “Cal Serinason!” he cried in a half voice. 

“It is you,” answered the cavalier. “I wondered.” He swung down from the horse, paused for a moment, then caught Julian in an enthusiastic embrace. Very bloody touching, Aron thought. He wished Julian still had his sword; a fight would have been something to see. He leaned back as the wind shifted through the linens so that he could stay hidden. 

“You've brought people to me,” Julian was saying. “Are they sick?” 

“No,” the cavalier answered with a brief laugh. “They say they have the cure.” 

Aron peered between the sheets to get a better look at the people on the second horse. A very thin, very pale girl with flaming red hair rode in front, taking the reins and steering her mount toward the building very slowly. Aron wasn't sure he believed Cal Serinason's claim that she was not sick; she looked sick with nerves, at the very least. Riding behind her, though, an even stranger sight—his tattered sleeves showing at her side, his wound and braided and leaf-strewn hair visible over her shoulders although his face was blocked. A wanderer. 

Fourteen years ago Elzith had tested him, made him choose between his father and the man who was trying to kill his father. She had stopped time, she and two wanderers. Aron's hands still burned as he remembered standing in their line, hands linked, straining against the incredible weight of the air and their voices tearing through his skin, things no one should feel. He had gone out of his way, ever since then, to avoid wanderers. He had once driven three hours past a camp and backtracked to keep away from a party of them lingering on the road, afraid the whole time that they would know and be waiting for him when he got back to the start of his circle. That damned wanderer Amipal back in District Four had been almost more than he could stand. Aron would rather die than touch that magic a third time. Bile rose in his throat, he clutched at the dead grass under him to make sure the earth was not moving, and he shrank back among the linens. 

“May I introduce,” the old man was saying in an uncomfortable parody, “Adina m'Gayeth, the betrothed wife of Rindell Jorren, the governor's son, and Amipal.” 

Coincidence and coincidence again. Aron started to cackle. 

Julian went forward to take the second horse's bridle and lead the visitors closer. Adina, though, grew visibly more frightened as she neared the building, her eyes widening and her hands shaking. The horse started to shy at its conflicting commands. “She doesn't like sick people,” Cal said with a note of annoyance, stopping Julian's hand. “How she's supposed to cure them, I don't know. Her husband should have been here to help her. He should have been here, but the childish son of a whore left her.” 

She wouldn't let Cal or Julian help her down, but once Amipal dismounted, she slid to the ground on her own. “Go on,” the wanderer said to her. “Find shelter. We will be back for you.” 

“We should find shelter for him,” Julian added. “I don't know what the physicians will do to him if they find him.” And he led Amipal and Cal toward a small outbuilding some distance from the infirmary. “There are some supplies there”—his voice drifted, growing thinner—“do you need . . .” 

And Adina made her way into the shelter of the hanging laundry. 

Reckless, reckless—all the pain and anger and cold, he couldn't think straight. Fire was straightforward. That was what he'd always liked about it. Taking advantage of Rindell's betrothed wife was almost the worst thing he could imagine and exactly what he wanted to do. He grasped a dividing sheet in his mangled hand and pulled it aside. Adina jolted, shaking, her eyes wide. Blood burned in Aron's throat. “You're betrothed to Rindell?” he asked, his voice hissing, reptilian. 

His breath seemed to sting her, and she wrapped her shawls more tightly as if they could protect her. “Yes.” 

“And he's left you, has he?” 

“Yes.” 

“Before you were even married, poor thing. Before your wedding night.” 

Then something in the girl's aspect shifted. She set her jaw and clasped her elbows, fighting the tremble, making herself still. She closed her eyes briefly as if to gather courage, and when she opened them there was a fire of resolve. He should not misinterpret that flame, Aron cautioned himself in the back of his mind, but he was in a fury now and there was no turning back from the course. Once sparked, arson would not be quieted so easily. “Yes,” the girl said. 

“Yes,” Aron echoed, and he reached a hand toward her shoulder. 

The voice that intruded had to repeat itself before Aron heard it through the pounding of blood in his ears. “Take your hand off her, your honor.” Aron's hand only squeezed tighter, an unbidden response, and he looked around half blindly for the speaker. Standing outside the linens behind him, visible in shifting slivers—Rindell Jorren. His voice was tight and elevated. “Take your hand off her, your honor.” 

His joints stiff, his movements heavy, Aron stood and tore open the curtain of linens. “Or what?” 

Rindell blanched but he stood his ground. And behind him there was a rush of people, the cavalier, Julian, Reena and the old Bioran woman from inside the building. “What's going on?” Cal Serinason cried, his hand drifting to his sword. The women darted to Adina's side without questioning, assuming by intuition violence between the sexes. They cast Aron a black look and gathered Adina up and away in their arms, shushing her sudden cries of pain. Julian stepped up and put himself between Rindell and Aron. He lowered his voice, and said, “What's wrong with you?” 

Anger was ice, destruction was fire—Aron could not navigate the emotion that filled his throat and sucked at his voice. “My father's dead, you bastard,” he spat. 

“I'm sorry.” 

“You're sorry. I could break your damned face.” 

Julian nodded. “Take your blow.” 

His heart was cracking open; he was sure he would shout blood. “My hand's broken!” His vision fading at the edges in hot white spots, he pushed between the Bioran and the cavalier and escaped them. 

But nothing was different a quarter mile away, or half a mile, and before he got far enough from the plague camp that he could no longer see the building, it had started to rain. It was cold—he wanted to open himself up and let the cold saturate him. The anger inside him wasn't enough. His father had died and left him with a chasm fourteen years wide and nothing to fill it with. His father was gone and Aron would always be standing on that hill, always making the wrong choice; his father had taken the choice away with him. Aron stood in the rain until his flesh grew wet, aching, miserable. The ice never came to freeze it hard and solid. He sniffed; he shivered. He turned and made his way through the mud slush back to the camp. 

The visitors had gathered in the outbuilding, away from the disapproving eyes of the physicians. Aron glimpsed them through the crack of the poorly set door. He couldn't go in, he thought; they wouldn't want him, not after what had happened with Adina. He started to back away, but then his eye was caught by a glow of fire and he could not detach himself from the sight. He moved inside without feeling his feet carry him. 

There was very little room in the building; it was packed with the supplies the physicians had brought, their wagon, half-disassembled to store it, broken pieces of old wood, a bed frame too badly damaged to use. Everything was lit from below with the strange red glow, the ends of boards like bloody limbs, the faces of the others who stood with him—Julian, Cal, Rindell—like masks. No one objected to Aron's presence—he doubted they even saw him. In the center of the room were Adina and Amipal, kneeling over the body of a sick man who had been brought from his bed in the infirmary. The light was bleeding over him and through Adina and Amipal. Their paired hands cupped a ball of fire above the man's chest, and the light seeped through their hands as if they were transparent. Amipal pressed Adina's hands down, forcing against her resistance, until they flattened on the man's chest, pressing the fire inside. Her sigh of pain reverberated through the room, and beside him Aron felt Rindell tense with it. But Amipal did not release her. And the air in the room changed. The spark of it tasted old and familiar in Aron's mouth, but it was not wanderer magic, not quite. The light in the room grew. The man lying on the floor changed color, the light growing hot in him, filling him, tracing the boundaries of his body and swelling the lines of it. Colors of light fought within him; his limbs moved without moving; he screamed without sound. He was on fire. Rindell looked away, frantic, and on his other side Cal caught his arm to keep him from running. Then a sigh, a coolness springing back. The light lurched and was extinguished, leaving only the insignificant flame of a lamp. The man on the floor sighed, cool drifting from his mouth. Amipal lifted his hands from Adina's, his face worn and transparent. Adina raised her hands more slowly, lifted them to her eyes, turned them to peer at her fingers, her palms. The massiveness of her expression was overwhelming; Aron could not face it, and he saw Julian cast his eyes down to the floor as well. There, said a soundlessness in the room. That is the fire. 

 
Adina

 

I do not want to be weak anymore. I want to be strong. If Byorn r'Gayeth is reborn in me for any reason, let it be this. 

I have despised his life inside of me. It is what makes me tear and rend and burn and destroy. I do not want to do these things. They have filled me though I do not ask for them. I have done them without knowing why. They have made me and I do not know who I am outside of them. I do not want to be Byorn's destruction. History remembers him as a warrior, not as a madman; his battles, not his desperate fury and despair. If history can remake him, why can I not? I am not his violence reborn, but his strength, his courage. I am a warrior. 

It is this that I thought when I found the Dabionian in the hanging linens. I will not fear him—I will withstand him. I will not run from the grief and guilt that screams in his eyes, from the agony in his hands. The women who gathered me up afterwards, I stood fast against the years of sorrow etched in the lines of their faces, though their fingers pressed the names of their dead sons into my arms and stung the scars on my skin. And Rindell, bowed low with shame. Only Unther before him has hurt me and returned to ask my forgiveness. I do not know how to give it. But he knelt at my side in the small dark room and I reached for his chin, I placed my hand on the guilt-hot bone of his jaw, and I turned his face upward to meet my eyes. 

The healing—it hurt like nothing I have felt. This is the plague, Amipal told me. It will not sicken us, we are immune, but it will kill everyone who came from west of the river, it will burn out every drop of their blood. I felt it in the sick man and I could trace it through the lines of his veins, through every guilt and pain and wrong of his life, tissues blackened and hidden inside him. It is too much, I cried, though I had no voice—it is too much. Amipal held me and would not let me run. I traced the guilt through his veins and I reached the seed of the plague where it starts, its teeth firm on his sins. And this is what I must destroy. Amipal fills me with his voice and his hands—you see it, you can find its source—and he presses me through the man's flesh. He disregards matter, he can walk through it. I pass through skin and bone and I reach the source and I press it between my hands and I crush it. I am the warrior, I am the blood that destroys. I burn the plague in my hands and the fire is extinguished in him. It is over. 

And is this who I am? What would I be without the ancient dead man in my dreams—but it is he who destroys the plague. What would I be without the voices of others' pain—but it is my hearing of them that leads me to the source. Amipal carries away the man I have healed and leaves me to wonder what I will be. 

In my room in my father's house I lay and stared up at the ceiling, waiting for nightmares. My only life was in the words of the books, words that did not speak. Outside of them was the fear. 

I will not be afraid, I will not be weak. I leave the small room and walk out into the rain. The large building looms in front of me, singing sickness a hundredfold. I was unable to come within shouting distance of this place when I first arrived. The sounds of plague sear my ears and bring water to my eyes. I clench my fists, nails to the thick tissue of scars, and withstand it. I push open the door. Fever burns in the air and scalds me. I swallow it, and withstand. It is night and people have gone to bed, only a few fair-haired caretakers scattered at the bedsides of the sick. And Amipal. He sees me enter, he stands across the room. I raise my hands. He disregards space. The width of the room is nothing to him. I feel his hands outside of mine, and I feel the fire come up between them. Ruby light echoes from our hands and fills the length of the room. The faces of the caretakers glow with it. The sick drink it in. We cast it out and burn with it. A hundred furies bite back at me, lashing at the fire, bleeding me. But I am the warrior who burned three countries—a hundred seeds are nothing to me. The plague burns, crumbles, fades, and it is gone. 

In the cool dimness Amipal smiles at me. Then he says, they have seen us now, they know where we are. They are coming. We must go.




 

 

 

 
Amipal

 

What is it to see all of time? I have seen a million sunsets, I have seen the land flower and die, I have seen peoples pass and leave lands behind. I have seen cities rise and fall. I have seen ice and fire. I have seen it spiral around on itself and begin again.


What is it to see all time as one? I see every sun that has risen over the land and every life that has lived upon it. I see the Magi behind the lake and I see them outside of it. I see the humans on the land where the feet of the Magi trod. They are all one to me. I see rafts cross the Great River and leave a burning land behind. I see ships sail and ships fight and ships wrecked. I see men fighting in every corner of the land. I see the people die and I see them born, and I see all women labor the same, human or Sage or Magus. I see plague strike and strike again, I see it burning in their blood and screaming of their sins. I see it subside, I see it burn. I see it all and everywhere.


But I do not see where the cure for it is. I must search. If I know everything, I hear the man ask, the boy who sets fires, then why did I not know where to find Adina myself? But knowing everything is not the same as knowing every thing.


I see the city burn, the northern city throwing flames against the winter sky, like the cavalier's city set to fire by a madman, its painted face turned to ashes, like the Azassian warrior leading his armies across the world to the far western mountains, as if wisdom were something he could steal like a coffer of gold, like the pirates turning their tall ships into great columns of flame, fire and water forced together in their impossible dance, like the low stone buildings in Cassile burning from within with the fever of a hundred monks, like an angry boy setting fire to his schoolrooms, turning unspoken sorrow into the wild voice of flame, like a rich man's house destroyed so no one else could have it, like a scarf crying in its own sickness until it is burned out, like the camp at the foot of the mountain dismantled and torched, its patients long dead, its caretaker no longer needed, like the loads of burning fuel thrown over the walls of cities in battles these people no longer remember, like every fire and every death and every destroyed thing that these people cannot see. I have seen it all. It is the work of humans to destroy. They do not know that stone grinds down to dust, and dust flies with wind, and wind lays down silt, and silt alters rivers, and rivers change the land. Men would change it themselves, impatient, the endless arithmetic of war.


It is the work of humans to destroy. Magi change things, Sages walk through things, humans destroy things.


What is it to be Sage? I am elevated above the world, looking down upon it, bound by no cycle of the sun or the moon. Do I feel pain? Do I feel cold or hunger? Sages walk through. The walls of the asylums that the humans have built for us do not hold us. The gates that surround Sor'rai and keep the Magi in do not bind us. The currents of air and wind and storm do not touch us, and we can cross ground at will. What pain, for me?


But I am not like them. I am Sage and I am more than Sage. I see more than they do. My hands touch matter and work it as they cannot. I am less than Sage. When they move they take each other's hands, they cross through the gates of Sor'rai and the walls of the asylums in the shelter they create for themselves, and together they do not feel rain or time. When I cross I am alone, and I feel the stone of the walls scratch at my skin and catch my hair. I can call lightning from the sky and when it brings its thunderstorm with it the rain drenches me and I shiver. I am alone. I feel the weight of stone and the current of air and the vibration of the wood and my hands are empty. I look through all time and see the lives I will not touch. I remember and I see always myself lying in the blood as my first mother screamed in labor with me, unable to cry a single breath of cold air before I died.


We are reborn, we Sages. We come back, and live again.


I am Sage and I am more than Sage. I am to go into the world and find the cure for the plague. I am less than Sage and I must become less. To destroy I must lose myself. Magi change, Sages walk through, humans destroy. I must destroy the plague and I must become more human. I cannot pass through this alone. I must find the keeper of the fire, the one who will make it with me when my hands are weakened. I must find the warrior who burned three countries.


His father was Sage, and he is Sage, and he is reborn. I will find her beyond the burning city.


What is it to watch myself lose myself? I am Sage, I am not touched by change, I have seen everything happen before. But I am less than Sage, and I feel pain. My powers bleed from me, my hands that hold off the weather, my feet that disregard distance, until I am nothing but the fire of my own life. This loss hurts, though I have seen it before. It is not the same to see pain as to feel it. She knows this, Adina, she knows all pain except her own. She is the warrior who destroys and the one drawn to the guilt that is the design of the plague and this is why I need her. We lose ourselves and stand in the pain of it and withstand it, until we are nothing but the fire of our life. This is the fire we chase.
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FOUR SOUTH 1, THAT’S WHERE THEY WERE.  Rindell found that out and he remembered it. He couldn't train his mind on much of anything else, but he could remember that. 

They were there because Amipal said they had to leave. Before dawn, even, they loaded up their two horses and set off from the plague camp. Rindell wasn't sure about going with them; he thought Cal and Adina might not let him come with them. He'd behaved horribly. He was afraid to get on the horse behind Adina, sick with the thought of feeling her jump away from his hands again, where she had been so trusting in them before. He let her hold the reins and kept his hands behind his back and balanced himself on the horse with his thighs, hoping they wouldn't run into any steep hills or heavy winds. By the time they reached the inn at the little border village he was so sore he had to limp up to his room. He unrolled his pack and took off his jacket and splashed water from the ewer on his face, catching his reflection in the cracked bit of mirror hanging on the wall. He was so ashamed he couldn't even look at himself. 

He wasn't sure which was less easy to face: his awful, cowardly, beastly abandonment of his wife or the memory of the thing she'd done with the fire. It was just as well they got up in the middle of the night and rode north; he couldn't sleep without seeing red every time he closed his eyes. These things were not supposed to happen. People weren't supposed to do that. He couldn't imagine ever having to see it again, or see the hands that had done it again, or see Adina again—and that only brought him back to the first problem. He was not going to leave her again. All the other choices that had ever troubled him were jokes, sad, pathetic, meaningless complaints made by an imbecile. Stay with Adina and watch the world turn upside down for the rest of his life or leave her—that was a choice. 

The door opened. Adina came in. Of course, they were given one room; with the exception of a brief ceremony, they were husband and wife. She crossed the floor and sat upon the bed, lifting her skirt to take off her shoes. Rindell looked away. “They're heating water,” he said, distractedly. “They've got baths here. They'll bring up a tub.” Did people who could push fire into other people's chests care about baths? Rindell didn't stay to listen to Adina react to his remark. He slipped out the door and closed it behind him. 

Downstairs was a small room off the larger commons, a space like a parlor or a salon, with a fire of its own and a few large chairs. Rindell helped himself to one and was a little startled to find Cal facing him from another one. The old man's eyes were shadowed with fatigue but still sharp, the amber color of them shining like fire. Rindell pressed his lips together, cleared his throat, tried to speak. “I'm sorry,” he offered. 

Cal snorted and turned his head away, toward the fire. Then he said, “But your apology probably will make up for the things you've done. Those two words. I should be so lucky.” 

“So you are, old man,” a voice said from a chair behind Rindell. “You need only find the right words.” 

Rindell turned to look over his shoulder. It had always been hard for him to look straight at Amipal; he preferred to look over the top of his head or at his elbow. But the wanderer seemed to have shrunk somehow, whether from simple travel fatigue or something else, and Rindell was able to size him up. He was just a man, a little taller than Rindell, of a measurable weight, with bones that could be counted and named if Rindell could just remember what they were called. Anatomy class at the Origh School was desperately far away. Rindell could see the roots of Amipal's hair, brown and gray strands disappearing into the dye and string windings. His face was soft and without whiskers, his mouth was small and curved in a candid smile, and his ears were a little red from the cold. Everything about his face was kindly, a little childlike, a little simple perhaps, if it weren't for those eyes. As much as Amipal smiled, as many ordinary wrinkles creased the corners of his eyes, those absolutely unreal colors made it impossible to forget that underneath everything was something very, very strange. 

Suddenly Amipal spoke. “He wants to ask me a question.” 

Rindell blinked. “I don't know what it is.” 

Amipal smiled at him, a wide, knowing smile, and Rindell felt silly for not knowing. He had to think. Maybe he did know. Wanderers talked foolishness, they were mad—but what if they weren't? What had Amipal just said? You need only find the right words. “He wants to know if he's been forgiven for something.” 

And Cal's amber eyes misted over. 

Amipal drifted out of his chair to position himself at the old man's knees, strands of string and braids brushing past Rindell. The wanderer started to speak, to tell a story of sorts, and Rindell wondered if he should leave, but no one told him to. “There is a musician,” Amipal said, “a woman, with a lute, singing. She walks through fields and cities and seashores. She walks with her music and her memories, the family that is gone from her. Is it gone, the life of her childhood? Do you think the world has changed? She does not have the lute now. As if her fingers would forget. But where does she walk? I have seen her, when I was a child—I was a child once. I saw her in the middle of the curve of her life. Such sorrows she has seen, they changed the color of her. But there is love in her heart, you see it, music singing inside of her. These things do not die.” Then Amipal leaned in closer to Cal, and dropped his voice to an eager whisper. “You can see it, when you dream. I can let you. I still see things, I have not lost that. You can dream of her.” 

The old man's eyes dropped half-closed. Rindell saw then just how old Cal was, how the years were etched into his face, how much care and worry rode on his shoulders. But something lifted then, a shadow that lightened, a brightness in the eyes that Cal opened. His mouth formed words, thank you, soundlessly, and Amipal drifted backward out of the room. 

Rindell waited a few minutes before saying, “He didn't answer your question.” 

The faintest smile played on the old man's face, almost as strange as Amipal's own. “Yes,” he said. Then his eyes closed, and he was asleep. Rindell slipped out of the room, unwilling to disturb his dream. 

There was nowhere to go but his own room, to see if he'd been forgiven. Or maybe Adina was already asleep. He opened the door as quietly as possible and squeezed through the smallest space. Adina, though, was still awake. She had bathed and her damp hair hung down her back, and she was standing in front of the window, a light shining against it to turn it into a long mirror. She was completely naked. 

Rindell leaned against the door to close it. 

For a long time neither one of them spoke. Adina might not have known he was there, as she peered very closely at the reflection, detached as a medical professor, but he thought she did. She raised one arm in front of her, concave palm toward the window, turned it at the wrist. 

“Do you wonder who you are?” she finally said. “Does everyone, or is it only me?” 

Inside Rindell his throat hurt and his heart twisted. There was nothing he could say to her. But words came out, thin in his throat, “Can I draw you?” 

He had no idea why he'd put one of his notebooks and a stub of pencil in his satchel, or how the pencil still had a point on it. He sat with his legs folded on the bed and sketched Adina where she stood, tracing out the lines of her, while the candle flickered and the light made her dance on the page. He looked down to fix a shadow, and suddenly she was near him, standing over him, looking down at the picture. 

“Is that who I am?” she asked. 

It wasn't really a choice, Rindell thought. It was the only right response. He set the book down, set the pencil down, and placed his hands on her waist. “This is.” 

Her waist was what he started with. By the time he had found all the places that the old paintings in that distant archive failed to show, it was no longer necessary to draw her. By the time he woke, in the morning, with Adina sleeping quietly and dreamlessly beside him, he knew something else. He had made his choice. 

 
Elzith

 

When I was a spy they sent me to Siva. Seven of us went into that desert land, investigating some kind of unrest, though we were never certain what. I watched the others die one by one, the man who fell dead from the heat, the woman who pierced her fingers on the thorns of some alien fruit and poisoned herself on its juice. I watched them fall and I kept walking, not knowing why. I was captured, I was kept prisoner; they rescued me two summers later. What happened in the time that passed, I do not know. It was intolerable to me, losing time. That was my work, my identity and my life—my ability to count and record and keep. Losing time was something I could not bear. When I was sent to kill Sever Enilan, I lost days. That broke me. In the desert I lost a year, and even though I learned to count the seasons that had passed, I never recovered my living of them. 

So I looked on the city of Doss as it burned and wondered what else I had lost. I was too much Sage to record everything that I needed to; I had lost that ability. Or I was not Sage enough to have seen everything in the dreams that I should have; I was too much human. Either way, I had lost Amipal and I had lost the cure and I had failed. 

But Tod blinked at the ashen air, and said, “Where is the army going?” 

The army was retreating from the ruins of Doss. They would go back to Insigh, I assumed, and they would go by the broader road that ran west. But they were not going west. They were taking the narrower road, the hilly road that ran along the border with Azassi, south toward District Four. What would prompt them to do such a thing? I had to follow them to find out. 

And the gap began to fill in. At a village on the border to the south, people came out of their houses to stare at Tod and me as we passed. “Do I look so bad?” I asked Tod, trying to catch my reflection in a pail of water he begged from the hostler. Much of the winding had come out of my hair, and all of the leaves. I could see it was quite gray. I almost looked human. 

“The hostler's wife says another wanderer was here a week or two ago.” 

I looked up. “With an old man?” 

“And a young man and a red-haired girl.” 

As we neared the District Four capital of Kerr we learned more of what had drawn the army. Lord Justice Nosselin was dead, and there was no one in Insigh to appoint his successor. He had done little to manage his government in his last years; infighting was rampant and the city had fallen apart into an open battle for control of the District. Someone had petitioned the army to quiet the disruption; Dabionians always were fond of martial law. As the army closed in on Kerr, it branched off little units of itself to go to the villages in the District and dampen rebellions there. “Now which one of these villages did Amipal go to?” I asked. 

“Wherever there's the most plague,” Tod replied. 

I rounded on him. He had adopted the habit of the blind, looking fixedly at some point near the ground although there was nothing to see there, and he wore that blank expression with a half smile on his face. “And who told you to start thinking like a spy, Redtanner?” 

He laughed. 

There was a plague camp farther south, the largest infirmary in Dabion; it stood to reason that if the people with the cure were anywhere, they would be there. Tod came back from gathering information with another smile on his face. “And the camp is run by a Bioran,” he said. “A Bioran called Julian.” 

“Sometimes the spiral curls back on itself,” I said, Sage words in my human mouth. 

But we did not get as far as the camp. We stopped at a village across the border from it and Tod brought me a message from the innkeeper. “He'll let us stay for free if we work in the kitchen. Half his workers have left because they heard the Dabionian army is rounding up rebels. The other half left because they're afraid of the wanderer who's living there.” 

“You led me on a hell of a chase,” I said to Amipal. He was sitting at a window in the common room, which was empty in the late hours, watching the road to the south. His knees were tucked under his chin and his eyes were a very strange shade in the dim light. 

“But you found me,” he said. His voice was too hard, too solid, and his words too direct. 

“So why am I here? Can you answer that?” 

He smiled. “You like to discover these things yourself.” 

“You still can't answer a damned question,” I muttered. 

That seemed to amuse him; he laughed. “Ask me your question, then.” 

What am I doing here? I already asked that and he did not answer. Did you find the cure, where is it, is it safe? Those questions were not mine. Are the dissidents coming for it, are they coming for you, how can I stop them? Those words seemed too grave, too close and yet too far removed. No battle could be analyzed until the players had been seen, and I had not seen them yet. 

There is only one question left, he said, speaking into me with Sage-voice. 

What happened in Siva?


And he leaned forward, unfolding himself on the bench, placing his hands on my head. 

It was as I knew it must have been. It could be nothing different in the desert. Moved from one place to another, our nomadic captors tracking game and vengeance endlessly, my arms pinned, my body burned, struggling for water, the dead falling from exhaustion and heat, and burying them, mounding rocks over the bodies. I saw nothing new in the day after day that played in my mind, only the enormity of it, the weight of it, endless, each number that fell into place and meant nothing. None of it, nothing. 

Then what does it mean? These are the days you are given. What do you make with them?


Then, suddenly, the door of the inn burst open on a flare of daylight. Two shadows broke the light, staggering with exhaustion and terror. Aron and Julian. 

“Something's happened,” panted Aron. 

Julian gasped, “They're coming.” 

 
Aron Jannes

 

The physicians at the infirmary outside Tanasigh wouldn't let the healed people go. They had their hands full, trying to make a hundred-odd people stay in bed and lie still to be examined, poked and prodded, as the physicians tried to determine the cause of their sudden recovery. At first they protested to the patients that they were not recovered, they were still afflicted with the plague, and if they would just lie down for a moment they would die presently. The physicians certainly did not believe the reports of the Bioran caretakers who insisted that the fevers had broken, the patients were conscious and alert, and while the wounds on their faces, arms, and scalps were still serious, they were starting to heal. “Heal?” the physicians responded skeptically. “No one with the plague heals.” But when one physician deigned to walk into the ward he was confronted with a hundred people sitting up in bed, eager to talk about how they had fallen with the plague and lived, and more eager to get on their feet and tell their stories at their homes. Aron was initially summoned to help the Biorans hide the patients' clothes so they couldn't walk away; only later did someone remember who he was and consult with him about his extensive records of the plague. 

“No, I've seen nothing like it,” he complained to Julian. “No, a reduction or healing of the self-inflicted wounds has never been noted prior to death. No, I can't draw pictures of the recovered patients for them, my damned artist left.” 

“Did you tell them he left with the cure?” Julian asked. 

“Ha!” Aron hadn't even tried to put the event into words to record it in his log. The physicians wouldn't begin to believe it; they hardly believed that the people were cured, despite the absence of symptoms. An orchard's worth of paper had been consumed just in the last few days, as the Tanasigh physicians wrote to every sawbones in every sick camp in the Five Countries, their old professors at the Origh School, and Governor Thazel, asking for advice, demanding that someone else interpret the strange evidence. Reports of incredulity were already trickling in. When the response from the governor came back, though, all other thoughts on the matter became moot. Whether or not Thazel believed in the recovery of the patients was unknown, but he did believe in one thing—healthy people ate more than sick people. If there was no longer a need for a plague camp, he was not going to pay to operate it. The infirmary was closed and the physicians were dismissed. 

The patients and the physicians did not need to be told twice; they had places to go. The Biorans, however, were stranded. They could hardly walk home, and no one offered to transport them. So they stayed. And hours after the last physicians left, new victims arrived carrying the plague. Some of them had heard there was a cure at Tanasigh. None of them had heard that the camp was closed. Julian found himself back where he had started in the beginning, and Aron found himself stirring the vat of laundry again. 

“You'd think the world would have had the decency to change,” Aron muttered, rubbing at a blister on the palm of his good hand. 

Julian smiled abstractly as he considered the remark. “You mean the sky should be a different color? The rivers should flow backward?” 

“No, you idiot, I mean the sick people. Why are they still here? Why do I still have to deal with some whoreson governor? How am I supposed to change if everything else is still the same?” 

“You are going to change, then?” Julian took the stick from him to force more sheets into the vat. “But how will I recognize you if you aren't the angry young man anymore?” 

Aron splashed water at him. 

The old Bioran woman came out to hang up the laundry and Aron was dismissed. He wished he had somewhere to go. No home, no family, no career, not even the barely competent Rindell to act as his protégé—Rindell had gone away with the cure, the two mad people who carried it and the old man acting as their guard, north across the border and away from whoever they thought was coming for them. Aron wandered toward the infirmary building. The weather was slightly milder than it had been the last few days and the broad front windows were open to the air. Aron hated when those windows were open; the death circuit was far preferable to treating the sick. The dead did not watch him with eyes that wept out fever and fear. Despite himself he turned his head as he passed to glance in a window at whatever miserable sight he would meet. 

The sight he met was nothing he could have expected. 

Standing over one of the beds, leaning its tall, narrow frame over the insensible person lying there, like some venomous insect posed to strike, was the strangest man Aron had ever seen. If man was the right word, if human was the right word—he looked more like a wanderer, with that height and skeletal frame, blanched skin as white as the underbelly of a fish, but his hair hung straight and dark. When he looked at Aron, there was not the slightest bit of madness in his gray eyes, just age, power, and resentment. 

Aron might have done something, might have called for help, might have chased out the intruder. Surely he would not have failed to make the right choice this time. But he could move no farther than a single, helpless step backward. Then the man within raised his hand, pointed a finger at Aron, and his sea-gray eyes darkened. 

Aron had been moved before; he had encountered wanderer magic. They had moved him across Dabion in the blink of an eye, and they had stopped time to save his father's life when Aron declined to. But now he realized they had not moved anything at all, those madmen who called themselves Sages. They passed through time and over land without touching it, but they moved nothing. The man with his finger pointed at Aron's heart—he moved things. 

Aron's entire body shook, turned inside out, impossibly drained and stopped and nullified. His heart had been caught. He could see the ripple in the air, a line from the man's finger, boring into Aron's chest. He seized his heart and turned it backward. The blood backed up in Aron's veins and his breath drowned in his body. The light pulsed out and he felt himself fall. Then his heart was loosed with a lurch; it fell forward, unbeating, straining in his chest to catch itself, as the blood scorched in the tracks it flooded. Aron gasped, clutching at the ground, leaning blindly against the wall. A pulse throbbed pinpoints of color in his head, stabbing his ears. Struggling for breath, he shouted, “Julian! Julian!” 

It was stupid to shout, he thought distantly. His voice would only warn the intruder that someone else was coming. By the time Julian came it would be too late. Aron could feel Julian's footsteps next to him, his hands touch his shoulders to see if he was all right. And he could feel when Julian saw the sight in the window, when his body drew up rigid. 

Aron clawed himself up the wall to the windowsill. His shouting had warned someone besides Julian. Reena was in the room, stomping toward the intruder as if she could somehow stand against him. “Leave them alone!” she shouted, her tiny voice and her tiny mouth dwarfed by the tall man. Aron choked out a desolate laugh. Then he saw that there was a second magician, gray-eyed and hateful. His gaze, his hand, was turned toward the inner door flap, where another of the Bioran caretakers had entered the room. It was the one called Old-Sir, hobbling with his walking stick shoved under his one arm. Aron saw for the first time that the foot of the walking stick was sharpened to a lethal point. Of course—he was Bioran. It was a country full of warriors; no amount of distance would get that violence out of his blood. Old-Sir levered the head of the stick against his body and aimed the point at the gray-eyed man, and with a terrible shout he charged. 

Without a flinch, without a blink, the nearer intruder pressed his palm in the path of Old-Sir's charge, and the old man stopped. He strained against the ripple in the air, for an instant. Then he was spun a few degrees to his right and loosed again, his feet plunging, his spear still raised, his movement not his own, flying helpless and horrified and directly into Reena's path, the point of his spear sinking into her chest. 

Aron flinched away, startled as he saw someone next to him. Julian was there—Aron had forgotten for an instant. He did not cry out or crumble with the weakness Aron might have expected in him. He did not turn away in horror. Aron watched as his mouth set in a hard line and his hand slowly closed into a fist, never taking his eyes away from the window. 

“Amipal was right,” Aron choked. His anger was nothing now, some small thing, trivial and forgotten, swallowed in the flood of something large and terrible. “They're here.” 

“We have to warn the others,” Julian whispered. 

 
Cal Serinason

 

In his dream he stood in a field in Karrim, perhaps, acres stretching around him on all sides. He did not know how old he was and he could not guess from the sight of the one who stood with him. Serah was ageless as the earth. 

It is good to see you. She smiled at him. 

Tears started in Cal's eyes. I'm sorry.


But Serah shook her head. Forgiveness was not even a question for her. It is done. She looked around. You worked these fields, didn't you? So did I. I cut my hand working here, I was afraid I would never play music again. I didn't play, in fact, for a long time. It was like being dead.


Cal laughed hollowly. All my life is like being dead.


But why?


And with the question he could not answer he began to drift out of the dream, into the world where he still lived. He blinked in the persistent light and wondered how he had let so much of his life pass. Then there was a violent banging of doors and thundering of feet and he was awake. 

“There were two of them,” Julian's voice was saying, leading Aron Jannes into the small parlor with Amipal and someone Cal had not seen come in, a woman with the straight-backed gait of a soldier and the disheveled appearance of a wanderer. “They were tall, pale, dark-haired.” 

“Magi,” the woman said. “The dissidents. What did they do to the sick?” 

“Nothing we could see. They killed two of the caretakers.” 

Jannes picked up Julian's words when Julian's voice caught. “They didn't kill them themselves; they made them kill each other.” 

The woman's face hardened. “Are they behind you?” 

Jannes nodded breathlessly. “They're on foot, they don't have horses. They're not in a hurry. We ran. We're ahead of them.” 

“Are Rindell and Adina awake?” Cal asked. “We can leave now, before the Magi find us. They're not on horses and they're not armed. We can evade them.” 

Rindell and Adina, as if hearing their names, appeared at the doorway. Adina's face was strangely composed as she asked, “Are they here?” Rindell put his arms around her from behind and held her protectively. 

“You can't evade them, old man,” the wanderer woman said, her voice hard but not unkind. “They can move trees, they could upend the world if they wanted to and shake it until you slid off of it. We need to stop them, but our friend here hasn't told me how to do it.” 

Amipal smiled but did not reply to her words. 

Then someone else entered the room, a small man with graying hair, walking with his hand out to feel his way as if his sight was poor. “Elzith,” he said to the woman, “there's a squadron of the army patrolling the border. They've been sighted five miles away.” 

Elzith narrowed her brows and addressed Amipal again. “Both the dissidents and the army are coming here. Why? How can the army stop the dissidents? The Magi can stop bullets, can't they? Turn them to ice or something?” 

That question, apparently, amused the wanderer. “Yes,” he said. “With a great act of magic, the Magi can stop bullets.” 

Jannes was growing frustrated. “We don't have time for your tricks and clever words! Answer a question!” 

Timidly, Rindell was clearing his throat. “Maybe he did. Maybe the answer's in what he just said.” 

Elzith looked at him, considering. “You worked a great act of magic,” she said slowly. 

Like one person, Rindell and Adina nodded. 

“And they saw you. If the dissidents worked a great act of magic . . .” 

“Would the true council see them?” finished the gray-haired man. 

Elzith nodded. “That's why they haven't been killing people themselves. The council would see that. Better to make the Healers do it, harder to trace. That's why they had to make the caretakers kill each other. It's a much smaller act. They'll have to do something big to hold back a squadron of soldiers, though, and that will get the council's attention. That'll draw them out from behind the lake.” 

Cal did not follow everything that was being said but he did hear one thing. “So we're making a sacrifice of the army, are we?” 

Elzith caught his eye; they were of a mind. “Yes, we get to pick which lives we're going to save,” she said dryly. “Seeing the future makes it easier, doesn't it? You don't have to wonder whether you're doing the right thing.” 

But her companion spoke and quieted her sarcasm. “Seeing the future makes nothing easier. It might allow you to change it.” 

She looked at him, nodded slowly. “Yes, Tod,” she said. Then she turned back toward Cal. “What should we do first, then?” 

“Evacuate the building. Rindell, talk to the proprietor.” The young man hesitated for an instant. “You're a governor's son, make him listen to you.” Rindell set his jaw and darted away. 

“We need to get the attention of the squadron onto this building,” Elzith said. “Can you get that?” 

Cal stood, creaking, from his chair and slung his coat over his shoulders. He nodded. 

“I'll go with you,” Julian said, and Jannes was on his feet a second behind Julian. 

“Then we need to get the attention of the dissidents.” 

Adina smiled, bravely, gravely. “Then we make fire.” 

Elzith shook her head. “You're too important to risk.” 

“But we can cover them, can't we?” asked Tod. “So they can get away? Magi won't see Sage magic.” 

The woman was too much a soldier, or something else, to let her doubt show openly on her face. “Amipal?” she said, demanding quietly. 

“We will get away,” the wanderer said. 

Elzith nodded. Addressing Cal, she said, “We'll watch for you at the east window.” 

The road was hard; Cal felt each step of it under his feet. His senses were sharp, more awake than they had ever been. Why had he walked through his life as if dead? Why was it not until his hands were knotted and his legs were stiff with age that he felt their movements so clearly? The fog and melancholy that dimmed his mind had been burned away to let in the world around him, and what was around him now was only the road and the cold air and the smell of gunpowder. And Jannes's voice saying, “I have an idea.” 

The Justice of the death circuit had an uncanny hand at petty crime. He crept up behind the squadron's supply wagon as it was parked near a stand of trees and set a fire under it. In the resulting confusion he nicked three long guns and a bag of shot. 

“Stay outside of their sight lines,” Cal said, examining the rifles to see how they were loaded. The paper cartridges crackled between his fingers and he drank the sharp sting of gunpowder. “Fire into the air, and stagger it so it sounds constant. We'll sound bigger than we are. That will draw them. Now run!” 

They took back the ground they had covered fast. They reached the inn and saw the door flash open, saw Rindell beckon. They crashed into the common room and crouched on the floor, away from the windows. “Where are the Magi?” Cal asked. 

Elzith laughed dryly. “They're hiding in the stable. They have damned good eyes. They saw the soldiers coming.” 

“And now the soldiers are outside,” Cal muttered, “holding their fire, trying to guess how big a rebellion they've got in here.” 

“But will the Magi come out if they're being shot at?” Jannes asked the question with a strange turn of his mouth. 

Cal looked at him. “We need to actually draw their fire.” 

Jannes nodded. “We need to draw their fire.” 

But Elzith shook her head. “No. We can't protect you unless we're holding on to you. If you're aiming guns, we can't hold your hands.” 

Jannes's mouth grew tighter. “Then you can't protect us.” 

“We are sacrificing something,” Cal said. “Just not what we thought.” 

“No,” Elzith said again, but Jannes interrupted her. His face was solid and certain. He had also spent his life looking for something, Cal thought. “I've made my choice,” Jannes said. 

Elzith watched him, her mouth tight, emotion constrained in her face but playing in the colors of her eyes. Very slowly, she nodded. Then she turned her back and crawled across the floor to the back stairway, where she herded Rindell and Adina up to their room to gather their belongings. They did not have time to lose; the cure had to be gotten safely out of the line of fire before the situation outside changed. 

Cal settled himself on the floor by the hearth, counted rounds of ammunition, and used a bit of charcoal to sketch out the positions of the buildings and the soldiers. There was a strange calm in making such plans, reducing hopeless odds to lines and numbers. The despair was rubbed away. “I'll stand here,” he said, drawing an X, “and you here.” 

“And me?” Cal looked up as Julian approached, squatting beside Jannes, clapping his arm briefly on Jannes's shoulder. The Justice turned to look at the Bioran for a moment; then, before his face could crumple, he reached for the charcoal and drew a third X on the floor. 

“That improves our odds greatly,” the old man uttered. “We should have had such numbers in the Manderan rebellion.” 

Jannes gave him a gallows-humor smile. “We don't need to win. It just needs to work.” 

Cal nodded, absolutely certain. “It will work.” 

The others came down the stairs then, Rindell and Adina carrying their traveling gear, Elzith leading them in a crab walk across the floor to the kitchen and the back door. She lined them up with hands linked, she and Tod taking each end of the line, but Rindell broke away at the last moment and scurried to the hearth. He was very close to tears and he grasped Cal's hands like a child. “Don't abandon your duty now,” Cal chided. 

Rindell shook his head emphatically. He looked over his shoulder and saw Amipal open the kitchen door from the outside. Adina looked back as Elzith and Tod led her out, much emotion in her eyes, but she did not slow her steps. 

“Now hurry, they're leaving.” Cal put a hand on Rindell's arm. “You are doing something even braver than I am,” he whispered. 

Rindell nodded, not having words to reply. Then he crept along the floor to the back door and rejoined the line of linked hands. As Amipal took his place in the line, Rindell scolded him, “You didn't say good-bye!” 

And Cal heard the wanderer's voice in answer, growing faint as the door closed, “We do not have to.” And they were gone. 

“We'll wait until dusk,” Cal said to Julian and Jannes, his voice loud in the empty room. “That will conceal our numbers somewhat.” Then he set the rifle beside him on the floor, took the hilt of his sword in his hands, and waited. 

But Elzith and Tod came back before then. They wouldn't let them face the squadron alone. As dusk fell and they crept out in front of the stable, guns to their shoulders, Elzith and Tod were behind them, hands clutched together, ready to spring forward and cover them when the soldiers started shooting. “You're mad,” Elzith murmured. 

“I've made my choice,” Aron Jannes replied again. 

Then he pulled the trigger. Across the field, a soldier fell. A rank of them rushed forward, into position, one line kneeling and a second posed over their shoulders. 

Cal thrust his weapon into the air like a sword. “Mandera!” he cried, and charged. 

Julian shouted wordlessly and ran with him. 

Jannes broke open the breech and reloaded, running. Elzith and Tod rushed behind them. 

And the stable doors swung open, a sound greater than the moving of wood on hinges. The Magi had come out. 

A voice in the squadron shouted orders. Aim! Fire!


What was the cracking he heard, Cal would wonder. His breastbone splintering under the impact of a rifle ball, certainly, but there was more. Was it his gun striking the ground as Elzith jumped over him, pushing him down and covering him too late with her shield? Was it a bone breaking, Julian's or Jannes's, as they fell? Or was it the entire army falling under the impact of whatever unknown magic these Magi wielded? Cal would never find out. He did not die longing for that answer. He had found what he was meant to.
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WHAT IS THAT?”

Tod looked up from the fire in the tiny grate at the back of Keller's shop in Origh. “A memory book.” He was a little surprised that Keller had kept the book, in a box with Tod's belongings recovered from his abandoned cottage fourteen years earlier. He was not surprised at all to find the old printer still working, dedicated as ever and even more gruff. “So you've come back for your things,” Keller had said when Tod entered his shop, sparing no words for his unusual reappearance or his more unusual companions. He gave Tod the box and Tod's eyes went at once to the memory book.

“Why are you burning it?” Julian asked, lowering himself to the floor with some difficulty. They had walked from the border village to Origh without stopping, though they had covered ground with relative and unnatural ease. It wasn't until they reached Origh that they found a Healer to mend the break in Julian's leg, as no Healer would linger in the path that the council of the Magi made across Dabion. By then it was impossible to set correctly. 

“I'm supposed to burn it,” Tod told Julian. He had pulled the book gingerly from its box, turning the pages one final time. There was the fragment of the childhood journal where he wrote of his great-aunt's death, though he was too frightened to write of the dream he'd had presaging it. Farther in, the sheet where the Healer who once lived in the downstairs flat wrote his command: Write down your words, your troubles. Live them again in your words, in the ink and paper. Live them for the last time. Then cast them to the fire. A notice from a tavern in Karrim, advertising some traveling troop of musicians; a rough sketch of his brothers as bears, huge and menacing. His later journal, a few scribbled words about Elzith: No reason E should come to dinner. Feel silly if she says no. Wasted carrots. And then the sheet with no writing, the one woven of delicate fibers by the hands of another Healer, the one that had come to light under Elzith's fingers. Hesitantly, Tod had passed his own hand over it. No light glowed from within the fragile weave, but inside his head he heard the faint sound of singing. Then he closed the book and put it on the fire. 

He looked up from the slow smoke to Julian's face. Julian should make a book, he thought. Julian would have need of it. 

Aron had not come back. Elzith had reached him too late. They had both been too late, Tod had assured her, not that it was any comfort. Julian had been fired upon as well but had been missed. Whether or not their cover had truly stopped the bullets, though, it did keep them out of the sight of the Magi. Even though Tod had seen the entire sky change color as the dissidents responded to the attack, even though the soldiers had been shaken and slanted in front of him, he'd heard nothing but a faint and distant throbbing. When the Magi council arrived, much sooner than Tod would have guessed, they ignored the people lying on the ground in front of the inn. Elzith and Tod were able to sneak away unobserved, with Julian limping between them, holding Aron's body in his arms as they grasped Julian's shoulders, carrying him until they were at a distance where they could stop and bury him. They could not bring Cal as well. 

“We should have gone back for him,” Julian had said mournfully as they made their way to Origh. “We don't know what they'll do to him.” 

“I think it will be fine,” Tod had answered carefully. The council had not attacked the army as Elzith had feared. While she doubted that they would be allowed to escape contact with the Magi untouched, Tod didn't think it was likely that they would slaughter all the humans outright. No strange news had come to Origh from District Four, no suggestion of destruction or the massive loss of life, no reports of unbelievable events or formidable strangers with pale skin and gray eyes. 

If there were news, it would be heard. With Lord Justice Frahn and Governor Jorren both dead in the fighting at Doss, the country was left with very little in the way of a central authority. Martial law had crumbled. District Two's nominal leader was Merrin, formerly Governor Jorren's head clerk and advisor. Merrin had decided to attempt the novel approach of a popular rule, abandoning most of the laws forbidding everything Dabion had previously frowned upon, including a free press. The unexpected outcome of this was that every trafficker and distiller and brothel-keeper had come out of the woodwork, seeking to cut a deal with the new governor. The more anticipated outcome was that the streets of Origh were crowded, dirty, and noisy. 

Keller was taking a break from his new surge in business—a wild collection of short, badly written pronouncements and polemics—and stood at the window, watching the boisterous, slightly drunken mob. “You sure you want to stay here, lad?” he called to Tod. 

Tod closed his eyes and smelled the smoke, the last of it rising, the past ending. “This is where I am,” he murmured. Then he opened his eyes and saw Julian, the sorrow in the Bioran's face. Julian was going back to Biora and he wanted Tod to come with him. 

Julian was leaving very soon, in fact, along with Elzith. Keller did not have room to keep so many people—it had been difficult in the short time they had stayed—and even with the newly lax laws, it was dangerous for a wanderer and a Bioran to remain in the city. They had only stayed to see this last piece of business finished, though it was Tod's business and not their own. 

Elzith entered at the moment the fire burned out, knowing. Keller nodded gruffly at her and returned to his press, and Julian pushed painfully to his feet and exited to the back room to gather his belongings, pressing Tod on the shoulder before he went. 

“You're still staying, aren't you?” asked Elzith. 

Tod turned his back to the fireplace. “I had a dream, you know. Did you hear it? A dream I never knew if I would have. I dreamed of my own death.” 

Elzith raised an eyebrow. 

“Really. I was an old man, white hair, standing at that press.” He pointed to the space where Keller now stood. “My heart stopped. It ran out.” He shrugged. There was nothing else to say. 

I would hate that, Elzith breathed, but when she spoke she said, “Have you ever dreamed of me?” 

Tod lifted his hand to her face, solid, not solid, filled with time, older than she knew. “No. Never.” 

They went out together, the three of them with hands clasped, to the field outside Origh. The chaos in the streets parted for them like water around a prow but did not see what parted it. The air was still cold, too early for the winter to have left them yet, but across the land north of them was a wide path where the snow had evaporated from the earth. 

“That's where they went,” Elzith said. “Now we're following them.” 

Then Tod let go of Julian's hand, and the line of Elzith's voice that had flowed through Julian from the other side drifted and dissolved in the air. They walked northward in the wake of the Magi, Julian turning back once to wave, Elzith never looking back, and Tod watched them until they vanished on the skyline.
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