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			The panes of Jath’ibaye’s Glass Palace reflected the amber glow of the setting sun. At twilight, the glass sheets caught the light so well that they seemed cut from the sky itself, lending the building an ethereal beauty. But the sharp barbs of the surrounding fence stood in stark contrast. Black iron pickets rose above Kahlil in a twisting wall of cast-iron thorns and heavy bars.

			Although a number of the palaces were surrounded by fences of ferocious appearance, Kahlil had found most of them easily surmountable. Designs of curving claws and massive teeth often presented perfect handgrips and footholds. 

			Not that he normally needed to resort to climbing, but still, he couldn’t keep himself from reaching out and lightly gripping one of the curving iron projections. It looked strong enough to support a man’s weight. 

			Tiny sharp teeth stung his fingertips. Immediately, Kahlil pulled his hand back. Long, sharp needles encrusted the top side of the iron thorn. Even the tentative pressure of Kahlil’s curious touch had been enough to sink them into his flesh. He glanced down at the dark blood beading on his fingertips. 

			Obviously, Jath’ibaye wasn’t fool enough to trust the safety of his palace to any purely ornamental menace. Kahlil supposed he should take some reassurance in that knowledge. Perhaps it meant that Jath’ibaye would be capable of deterring his own assassination.

			He had certainly seemed strong and capable enough to do so last night. Kahlil suppressed a shudder of dread at the memory of Jath’ibaye’s powerful grip. The previous night’s encounter had not been exactly amicable, and he wasn’t sure how Jath’ibaye would react to seeing him again. At the same moment, he felt a pulse of excitement. There had been such recognition in Jath’ibaye’s face. 

			The man knew him and Kahlil needed to know how. 

			He curled his hand into a tight fist, allowing the pressure to staunch the tiny wounds—the last thing he wanted was to stain the white surface of the package he was to deliver—and then he walked his bicycle toward the great iron gate. 

			Surprisingly, the gates hung open, though two sentries stood posted alongside them. The sentries’ tanned and weathered faces made it hard to guess their ages, but neither had gray hair. Their coats were sewn from thick goat hide that might have been dyed bright red at one time but now had faded to dull russet. Their boots were stained and dusty. 

			They suffered in comparison to the sentries at the Lisam Palace, who wore gold ceremonial swords, and bright badges of rank. These two men gave Kahlil more of the impression of conscripted goat herders than of men in a dress guard. 

			But their smooth, gleaming rifles shone with the same meticulous care that other dress guards reserved for their buttons. 

			It wasn’t the uniform that made the soldier, he supposed.

			“Lisam runner.” Kahlil held up Fensal’s soapstone seal.

			The sentries examined the seal, looked him over, and told him he had to leave his bicycle at the gate. Then one of the sentries escorted him across the open stone courtyard and into the Glass Palace.

			The first two floors of the palace weren’t built from panes of glass, but from heavy stone. The massive entry doors were solid, black iron. In any gaunsho’s palace such doors would have been a foolish extravagance. What iron they could bargain out of Jath’ibaye was always put to use for guns, engines, or new rails. It couldn’t be wasted just hanging around as entry doors.	

			Inside, the sentry handed him over to a muscular auburn-haired man. He looked about Alidas’ age, his crow’s feet and smile lines lending him an air of experience rather than decline. Unlike the sentries, he wore a new, well-tailored suit. 

			From his reddish hair and expensive clothes, Kahlil would have guessed that he came from a refined southern family. But his speech destroyed that impression. His words compacted and split in the unmistakable cadence of a northern peasant. Kahlil recognized the accent from countless exchanges with the refugees, thieves, beggars, and whores of the west dock slums.

			“I’m Saimura, Jath’ibaye’s steward.” The man paused, peering at Kahlil closely. “Have we met before?”

			Uncertainty shivered through Kahlil. He didn’t really know the answer to that question, but he had no intention of saying so.

			“No, I don’t think so,” he replied. “We runners are all over the city. You may have seen me somewhere else.”

			“True.” Saimura nodded. “So, you have a delivery?”

			Kahlil took the small box and letter out of his satchel and offered them to the steward. Saimura made no move to accept them.

			“They’re unmarked,” Saimura commented.

			“They’re meant for Jath’ibaye, but I’m sure it would be fine for me to leave them in your care. You are his house steward, after all.” Kahlil gave his best smile. 

			“That’s very trusting of you.” Saimura returned his smile but without any enthusiasm. “But I’m afraid that Jath’ibaye insists on proper procedure. You can wait for him in the mist garden. It’s relaxing there, and you look quite tired.”

			“Thank you,” Kahlil responded out of habit. He carefully tucked the box and letter back into his satchel and followed Saimura out of the entryway through a wide whitewashed hall. 

			The darkening rays of orange sunlight poured down from the glass roof two stories above, coloring the walls peach and gold. Kahlil paused and looked up at the sky. At the dull dark center, he could see the faint curve of the crescent moon shining above him like the ghost of a smile.

			Saimura glanced back at him and Kahlil hurried to catch the steward. As he walked, he caught voices coming from other rooms. Most of them sounded like Saimura, poor and northern. None of the walls, floors, or ceilings were decorated. Over the doorways, there was only a hand-painted design of two leaves, one red and the other green. The emptiness bordered on monastic. 

			He didn’t know why, but the starkness of the surroundings evoked a weird nostalgia. Out of some forgotten habit, his right hand automatically folded into the Payshmura gesture of peace. When Kahlil noticed, he hid his hands in his coat pockets.

			Saimura stopped in front of a door. It, like the others, was black iron, but it had been varnished far more heavily. Its surface gleamed in the fading sunlight.

			Saimura asked, “Are you hungry?” 

			“A little, yes.” 

			“Runners always are.” With some effort, Saimura pulled the door open. “Go on in. I’ll have some food brought for you. It may be a long wait for Jath’ibaye.”

			Beyond Saimura, Kahlil saw a profusion of greenery. Walls of ferns and wild ivy sprouted from massive planters lining a huge room whose floor was nothing more than a winding trail between raised beds teeming with lush foliage. He could barely discern the far wall between thick bodies of trees, whose branches reached up past his line of sight.

			“There are some benches just down the path,” Saimura said. 

			Kahlil mumbled his thanks, still gaping at the foliage. It seemed like Jath’ibaye had captured a forest and put it inside this one huge room. 

			Why would anyone, even an Eastern sorcerer, want to keep the outdoors inside?

			Rich, scented air rolled over him, bringing to mind the intoxicating air of Nayeshi. He closed his eyes and took in a deep breath so saturated with life that he felt like it could sustain him for hours.

			He opened his eyes and noticed Saimura observing him from the door with amusement.

			“Breathe as much as you like. It’s free,” Saimura told him. Then he let the door drop closed. The latch slid into place with a heavy reverberation.

			Locked in again. Or, at least, that was what Saimura had intended to do. Kahlil smirked at the thought of common doors and walls restraining him, but he remained. He certainly had no reason yet to disprove Saimura’s confidence in the building’s security. 

			He could escape through the Gray Space any time he wanted, but he chose to push ahead into this lush forest.

			He strode deeper into the immense chamber.

			Overhead, open walkways arched from one side of the second-story mezzanine to the other. A few lamps flickered up there, but otherwise only the last red and violet streaks of the sunset burned against the dark night sky. The white stone floor stood out against the surrounding black soil and deep, shadowy foliage. 

			Kahlil found the stone bench Saimura had mentioned beside a mound of grayish goatweed, yellow bellflowers, and another scrubby plant he didn’t recognize. Two slim chains hung down from the ceiling, supporting unlit lanterns. Kahlil was glad that they weren’t burning. The evening darkness seemed to better suit both the surroundings and his mood.

			He carefully avoided touching the goatweed, as he knew from experience that it gave him a rash, even if he couldn’t remember precisely what that experience had been. It struck him as an odd plant to choose to cultivate, though dimly he recalled that its musky leaves could be used to induce vomiting. The roots, however, contained a deadly poison.

			More evidence that Jath’ibaye wasn’t exactly helpless.

			He sat down to wait. 

			Somewhere, in one of the trees, birds called to one another.

			Just ahead, there came a rustling of dark leaves, then a big yellow dog stepped out from between two bushes. Its hide was faded and graying, but its eyes gleamed clear gold. The dog met his gaze, and Kahlil knew he had seen it before. He stared at the animal with the uneasy feeling of having slipped into a dream: a terribly wrong dream. 

			A dream in which this dog was his sister.

			Her teeth had yellowed with age and her eyes gleamed wild gold. She told him that her true skin had been stripped from her bones and this hide was just a coat to keep her warm. She laughed and he could smell raw meat on her hot breath. Then her brilliant red blood was pouring over his hands. 

			He couldn’t stop staring at it. 

			After a moment, the dog dropped its gaze from him and rustled back through the undergrowth, disappearing out of sight and hearing. 

			He put his head in his hands. He had thought he had finally overcome this kind of insane reaction. 

			The dog was just a dog. The world was full of them. It didn’t mean anything. This one had probably escaped the kitchen kennel and was now wandering the household, lost. That was just what dogs did. He couldn’t let the sight of one animal throw his mind into disarray. Otherwise, he would end up the same confused, deluded mess he had been before Alidas had found him.

			He wished this place weren’t so disconcertingly familiar. The leaf designs above the doors, the worn red uniforms, even the smell of the air, everything around him seemed like a fragment of one of his dreams suddenly made real. It awakened shattered bits of memories and nightmare images that he had thought forgotten.

			His sister was not a dog. He felt absurd even having to tell himself as much. He didn’t even know if he had a sister. Family and history both fell into the realms of conjecture. He didn’t really know anything about himself.

			But Jath’ibaye did. When Jath’ibaye had looked at him, his hard gaze had been bright with recognition. Last night, Kahlil hadn’t dared to stay and see what judgment would come after that first moment of contact. But he couldn’t stop thinking about Jath’ibaye’s expression—or about the certainty that had flooded him the instant he’d met the other man’s stare. They had known each other. 

			Had they been friends? Had they been enemies? Was Jath’ibaye, like Fikiri, another man who could claim the right to be called a Kahlil?

			His gut roiled with a turmoil of questions, but for now he had to bide in patience. There was nothing to do but wait and hope Jath’ibaye would bring the answers. 

			About twenty minutes later, a young, plump kitchen woman arrived. She lit the lantern above him and then gave him a tray of taye bread, goat cutlets, and steamed blue leaf. Kahlil ate the food and recalled that the Lisam kitchen women had said that coarse, simple food was all that Jath’ibaye ever ate—the kind of thing peasants lived on because they had to. Kahlil couldn’t imagine anyone choosing this as their only sustenance. After he finished the meal, he pushed his dishes under the bench.

			With every new detail, Jath’ibaye seemed more and more strange and yet more familiar for his oddity. It felt right to Kahlil that Jath’ibaye should choose coarse food. He was suddenly sure that the man drank his daru’sira strong and bitter and that he licked his fingers when he ate pungent goat cheese.

			High in the sky, he could see that dim stars had joined the sharp moon. He’d expected that with nightfall the air would grow chilly around him, but it remained warm and sweet. Who knew when Jath’ibaye would arrive? Maybe he wouldn’t, and the steward would take the packages after all.

			Kahlil smirked at the thought. All this worry, all his fear and hope, just to have the house steward hand him a sweetdrop candy for a tip and thank him for his trouble. That was how this would probably all end up. He guttered the lantern overhead and closed his eyes for a nap.

			He didn’t sleep, but he stretched his legs out and let his arms lie limp across his stomach. He listened to the sounds around him. Somewhere far off, two men talked in low voices, a strange collision of northern and southern dialects. The words were indistinguishable but the tones rolled over him with soft calm. 

			As the voices drew closer, Kahlil cracked an eye. On the walkway above him, a lamp gleamed. Two men walked close, but did not touch. He knew them at once: Ourath Lisam and Jath’ibaye. 

			“You seem distracted this evening.” Ourath’s voice was tinged with concern. Light from the perfume lamp he carried glowed over his brown velvet jacket.

			“It’s nothing.” Jath’ibaye turned from the lamplight to survey the greenery beneath him. Though his long blond hair was pulled back, it still looked wild, as if it had been restrained in the midst of an escape. He wore clothes like those of his sentries: heavy and simple. But he carried no weapon that Kahlil could see. 

			“Winter seemed so long this year,” Ourath commented. 

			Jath’ibaye turned back to Ourath but said nothing. Despite his age—Kahlil knew he had to be fifty at the least, older most likely—he appeared as young as Ourath, more powerfully built and much fairer-skinned, but still so young. 

			Though it struck Kahlil that he should not look so very pale. He seemed almost ill. Then Kahlil recalled the poisoning Fikiri had mentioned.

			“It’s probably only a whim of the weather,” Ourath went on lightly. “I’m sure that it will be warm soon enough.” 

			When Jath’ibaye still made no reply, Ourath began toying with the handle of his perfume lamp. Steadily, he swung it from side to side, causing the chains holding the lamp to spin. The shadows surrounding him jumped and twisted into each other.

			“Careful.” Jath’ibaye caught the chains and slowly stilled Ourath’s lamp. “You don’t want to spill burning oil.”

			Those tiny silver chains had to be hot. They had to burn into Jath’ibaye’s palm, but he didn’t seem to notice or care. Ourath’s full lips spread into a deep smile.

			“I’m touched that you are so worried for me.” Then he gave a theatrical pout. “Or are you simply afraid that I might burn down your little forest?”

			“Whichever you like. Just don’t do it again.” Jath’ibaye released the chains. His voice conveyed the cold authority of a trainer disciplining a dog. Hardly the manner of the malleable effeminate Ourath had made him out to be during his secret dinner.

			“I didn’t mean to anger you,” Ourath said softly.

			“You didn’t.” 

			“Really? You seem angry.”

			Jath’ibaye looked at Ourath as if he were looking through him. “Would it please you if I were? Would it make this easier?”

			“Of course it wouldn’t.” Ourath began to twist the lamp handle again but then stopped himself. “You know I want you to be happy.”

			Jath’ibaye said nothing. Then again, Kahlil supposed he might become quite taciturn himself had he just been poisoned.

			Ourath sighed and said, “You’re annoyed because I announced that you would be attending the Bell Dance, aren’t you?”

			Again, Jath’ibaye didn’t respond, and now Kahlil began to wonder if his own questions would be met with the same stony silence Ourath currently enjoyed. He hoped not.

			“I’m not asking you to attend because I want you to suffer.” Ourath shook his head and his red hair gleamed like polished copper. “And inviting you certainly hasn’t done my standing any good. But this is more important than a little social discomfort. If you do come, it will be the first real, meaningful, peaceful gesture since the truce. The Bell Dance is the night we celebrate the alliances of the noble houses. If you attend, I think it would demonstrate to the gaunsho’im that you respect their authority. They need to feel that you aren’t just out to destroy them. You say that you want real peace between—”

			“I’ll go.” Jath’ibaye cut him off. “Just don’t expect a miracle to come of it.”

			“Thank you.” Ourath gave another handsome smile.

			Jath’ibaye simply turned again to stare down at the trees and greenery beneath him. Kahlil squinted up, trying to read his expression. Then he realized that Jath’ibaye returned his gaze. Jath’ibaye stood there, still and silent, looking through the darkness directly at him. A flush of embarrassment flooded Kahlil and he had no idea why. 

			Jath’ibaye’s expression remained as closed as that of a marble statue, his pale eyes luminous in the night.

			Kahlil felt his skin flushing hotter, an alarming reaction that he couldn’t remember having since his awkward youth. In a sudden panic, Kahlil looked down at his boots as if they had become instantaneously interesting. Slowly, his cheeks cooled. 

			When he stole a glance back up to the walkway, Jath’ibaye was escorting Ourath across to the eastern side of the building.

			“You can see the moon flowers blooming from here,” Jath’ibaye said. “They originally grew wild in the southern lands but have died out in the last ten years. I’ve found them to have a good effect on soils that have been over-farmed.”

			Jath’ibaye went on describing the properties of weeds and bushes that had apparently died out in the south. The light of Ourath’s lamp grew dimmer. Kahlil strained to hear more, but Jath’ibaye and Ourath had moved too far away. He only caught the low rumble of Ourath’s voice and then nothing else. 

			Kahlil stayed put, too shocked by his own reaction to move. It had been inexplicable, unexpected, and humiliating. He’d probably been as red-faced as a bride caught on the chamber pot. 

			Time passed while Kahlil hunched in the darkness feeling juvenile and self-conscious. Even Alidas had never been able to provoke such a reaction from him. He had to be more exhausted than he had thought. Or perhaps it had been the result of being caught spying on two men in such an obviously private exchange. 

			Were they really lovers? Last night Ourath had both implied and denied it. Jath’ibaye had seemed cold toward Ourath. Though, in the end, he had given Ourath what he wanted. 

			Somewhere in the distance of the greenery, Kahlil thought he heard leaves rustling.

			“Runner.” Saimura’s voice broke into his thoughts.

			Kahlil jumped up to face the man.

			“Yes?” 

			“I’m sorry to have startled you. I wasn’t sure where you were.” Saimura squinted through the darkness at him. “I thought that Addya lit a lantern for you.”

			“She did, but I was feeling tired, so I snuffed it.”

			“I see,” Saimura said. “I came to tell you that Jath’ibaye has retired for the evening.”

			Kahlil didn’t know whether to be relieved or disappointed. He supposed it didn’t matter. “You’ll want me to leave the package with you, then.”

			 Kahlil reached for his satchel, but before he could dig the package out, Saimura stopped him.

			“I won’t be taking it.”

			Kahlil scowled. He wasn’t actually going to be asked to come back tomorrow, was he? He wouldn’t do it. He’d just throw the damn package away before he went through this again.

			“Jath’ibaye requested that you be escorted up to his personal chambers and deliver the package to him there.” 
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			Jath’ibaye’s chambers were plain, almost ascetically so. There was a fireplace but no fire. The bare stone floors and walls radiated the night chill. The only light came from an oil lamp on the table, and the room smelled of bitter medicinal herbs.

			On the wide bed a roll of bandages lay next to a scalpel. But as Saimura escorted Kahlil into the room, Jath’ibaye snatched both items up and secreted them away in a blackwood box at the bedside. 

			He stood immediately and welcomed Saimura with a quick smile. His blond hair hung loose, and this close, Kahlil could see how sun and weather had streaked it to white in places. He wore no coat now, just reddish work pants, and his white shirt hung open. Kahlil frowned at the white swath of bandages that encircled Jath’ibaye’s broad chest. As if sensing Kahlil’s attention, Jath’ibaye turned his back and buttoned his shirt.

			“That was certainly fast,” Jath’ibaye commented over his shoulder to Saimura. 

			“I thought sooner would be better than later.” Saimura looked to the clay teapot and empty cup on the table. Kahlil recognized the scent of yellowpetal blossoms, so often used by northern physicians to ease pain. 

			“Should I have Addya bring up more tea?” Saimura asked.

			“No.” Jath’ibaye turned to face them. He focused his attention on Saimura, hardly glancing at Kahlil. “I’m fine.”

			Saimura nodded. “Has Ji spoken to you yet?”

			“No, but I can wait till tomorrow.” Jath’ibaye tied his hair back from his face. As he did, Kahlil noticed that he moved his left arm carefully, guarding himself from pulling a tender spot on the left side of his chest.

			“I thought as much,” Saimura said. “I couldn’t find her anyway.”

			“She’s probably still out digging up the garden.” Jath’ibaye smiled slightly.

			“Probably true.” Saimura shrugged, and then to Kahlil’s surprise, he simply walked away. 

			Kahlil wasn’t used to seeing servants, not even house stewards, taking leave of their lords so casually. Jath’ibaye seemed unfazed by Saimura’s presumption. He turned back to the blackwood cupboard and opened a drawer.

			Kahlil waited, nervously watching Jath’ibaye’s back.

			His presence dominated the room. Even now, with his back turned, bent over a drawer, Kahlil could focus on nothing else. Physically, he was intimidating, taller than Kahlil, with a sharp, muscular body. Even pale and poisoned, he seemed like he would be a tough man to take on.

			But he was more than a physical presence. He had destroyed the Payshmura and held back the armies of the gaunsho’im. As one of the rare few who had altered the world to his will, Jath’ibaye both fascinated and frightened Kahlil. Yet he seemed strong, quiet, and perfectly human. And that made him even stranger. Kahlil expected demons and gods to change the world, not mere men.

			“So.” Jath’ibaye straightened. Whatever he had been looking for he had either found or given up on. “You have something to give me?”

			He turned but didn’t look at Kahlil. Instead, he seemed to be taking in the measurements of his room. Again Kahlil noticed how pale and bright his eyes looked. But this time he knew why. It was the brilliance of a fever. 

			Kahlil dug the letter and box out of his satchel. He offered Fensal’s seal, but Jath’ibaye didn’t seem to care about it. He yanked the small white box and letter from Kahlil’s hands. With angry efficiency, he tore open the envelope and flipped the letter out and read. After a while he crushed the letter and dropped it to the floor. He tossed the box onto his bed, unopened.

			“So,” Jath’ibaye’s voice was almost a growl, “am I supposed to take one look at you, fall to my knees, and hand you the keys to the kingdom? Is that it?”

			Kahlil had no idea how to respond.

			“I . . . don’t know. I didn’t read the letter,” Kahlil said. What was Jath’ibaye talking about?

			“God,” Jath’ibaye whispered, “even your voice . . .” 

			He rounded on Kahlil, his expression cold and disdainful. “Well then, let’s play our little drama out, shall we? Shouldn’t you tell me your name?”

			Kahlil stepped closer to the door. “Kyle’insira.” 

			“Kyle . . . of course!” Jath’ibaye’s smile was hardly more than a flash of his white teeth. “Very clever. Go on. You have to have more lines than just that.”

			Kahlil stood silent. Until this moment, it hadn’t occurred to him that when Jath’ibaye had looked at him with recognition, it might have been the crazed expression of familiarity that a fevered man had for his hallucinations.

			“Stage fright?” Jath’ibaye demanded. “Or did Fikiri just tell you to stand there and bat your eyelashes?”

			“Fikiri?” At last Kahlil had some idea of what to say. “No, I’m not with him. I’ve been sent to stop him—to save you.”

			“Nice delivery,” Jath’ibaye replied. “Very believable.”

			“I’m telling you the truth—” Kahlil began, only to be cut off. 

			“I could kill you for this,” Jath’ibaye ground out. “I should.”

			“But I’m not who—”

			“Of course you’re not,” Jath’ibaye snapped. “You’re just an innocent boy who wandered in looking like this and delivered me a bottle of poison.” Suddenly Jath’ibaye caught hold of Kahlil’s shoulders and pulled him close. His grip was hard and burning hot.

			“If they told you I wouldn’t hurt you, they lied,” Jath’ibaye growled.

			He was so close that Kahlil could smell the blood in his bandages. He wasn’t about to stay here and find out how Jath’ibaye preferred to punish his enemies. Kindness to Fensal, duty to Alidas, and even his own curiosity weren’t worth this. Kahlil jerked his arm back and slammed his fist into Jath’ibaye’s wounded left side. 

			He felt the warm wet of blood soaking up against his knuckles. Jath’ibaye’s grip loosened fractionally and Kahlil sprung back from him. With a flick of his hand Kahlil tore open an entry to the Gray Space, but it crumpled closed before he could step in. 

			Horrified, he looked back to see Jath’ibaye clenching his hand into a fist. Kahlil felt the air shuddering around Jath’ibaye. Somehow, he had closed the Gray Space. True fear surged through Kahlil and his heart pounded like a wild thing kicking in a trap.

			He lunged for the door, but Jath’ibaye sprang forward, again blocking his escape. Kahlil stumbled back, evading Jath’ibaye’s grasp. 

			Jath’ibaye stalked slowly after him. Softly, he said, “Didn’t they tell you what I am? Didn’t they warn you?”

			The back of Kahlil’s leg struck the bed. 

			Jath’ibaye dove forward and slammed into Kahlil, hurling him back onto the hard mattress and pinning him against the bed. He caught Kahlil by the throat. His fingers burned like heated irons against Kahlil’s skin. 

			Kahlil fought against Jath’ibaye’s grip, but his hands only tightened. He kicked Jath’ibaye’s leg as hard as he could, but the other man barely seemed to register it.

			Jath’ibaye leaned forward over him. His blue eyes burned like phosphorus. “Didn’t they tell you that I am the Rifter?” 

			Kahlil’s arms and legs began to tingle. He clawed at Jath’ibaye’s tightening grip. He could put no force behind his kicks now. He gagged and gasped hopelessly.

			“Do you understand what I could do to you?” Jath’ibaye whispered over him.

			Kahlil’s ears rang; his mouth felt numb.

			Then, abruptly, Jath’ibaye released him and stepped back from the bed. Kahlil sucked in a desperate breath of air.

			“Get out,” Jath’ibaye said coldly.

			Kahlil had already struggled to his feet. He stumbled toward the door.

			“If I ever see you again, I will kill you,” Jath’ibaye warned him.

			Kahlil didn’t stay to hear anything else. His mind burned with just one word, one thought.

			Rifter.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-one
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			Kahlil lay curled on the cool surface of the tiled floor. Nausea welled up in him, rolling and rising. His throat ached. Painfully, he swallowed. 	

			The Rifter. After a decade of watching over John, how could he have let his true identity slip from his mind? He had bled himself nearly to death just to pursue the Rifter, just to kill him. How could he have forgotten?

			He squeezed his eyes closed and pressed his face against the floor. He remembered the overwhelming feeling of guilt that had enveloped him when he had first tried to find the Black Tower of the Payshmura. Even then, he had known its absence was his fault, his failing. He had allowed the Rifter to escape, and now the Payshmura were no more. 

			The sacred convent of Umbhra’ibaye and the holy Black Tower had both been lost in an instant, as if devoured by the earth. Rathal’pesha and the city of Amura’taye had been consumed by geysers of molten stone. The entire northland, where he had grown up, rendered a shattered ruin in a day. Whole mountains had fallen, chasms of magma and steaming waters swallowing them. People had died, thousands of them, in the first disaster and then more in the following wars.

			It all could have been stopped, but he had failed.

			Maybe that’s why he’d chosen for so long to forget.

			Kahlil pushed himself up to his knees and lurched over the cold porcelain basin. His stomach heaved, bringing up nothing but bile. He coughed. There was nothing left in him to vomit up, but he couldn’t stop feeling sick with self-loathing.

			He folded back down against the floor.

			He had wanted to forget. He had needed to forget. 

			That very first day when he had arrived in Nurjima he had known, somewhere deep in himself, that he had already been too late. 

			Now the solace of amnesia had been stripped from him.

			He remembered the torn envelope, the letter with its single word: Don’t. 

			Don’t fail. 

			Don’t forget. 

			Don’t let him live. 

			Only one word to obey, and he hadn’t managed it.

			Dayyid had been right: the taint in his blood, the weakness in his soul went even deeper than Parfir’s blessing in his bones. They should have burned him along with his mother.

			He’d been sick for hours now, purging everything from his body as if it could somehow empty him of his guilt. He leaned his forehead against the edge of the basin. Strings of his long black hair hung against his damp face.

			“Kyle?” 

			He glanced up to see Fensal, and then hung his head back over the basin, glad of the predawn dimness. No matter how bad he felt, having a witness to his pathetic state made it worse.

			“You’ve been at it all night. Are you dying?”	

			“I wish,” Kahlil managed to croak.

			A smaller figure stepped out from behind Fensal. Yu’mir stared at him with wide, worried eyes. Kahlil hung his head in shame, suddenly aware of how badly he stank. Though men in the barrack routinely witnessed each other’s wretched states, it seemed somehow wrong to expose a woman to the sight of him.

			“You should have called me sooner, Fensal.” She crouched down beside Kahlil. 

			“You shouldn’t be here.” Kahlil’s voice splintered as he tried to speak. His breath tasted of vomit.

			“You’re hardly in any condition to take me by force,” Yu’mir said, misunderstanding his concern. “And I’m not too worried about falling victim to your seductive charms either.”

			He heard the snort of Fensal’s repressed laughter.

			“I brought whiteshell tablets.” Yu’mir took a small paper packet from the pocket of her apron and placed it in his hand. “Do you think you can keep them down?”

			 He didn’t know what he could keep down, or even if he wanted to keep anything down. A pathetic, tired part of him just wanted to die and have done with it. How hard could it be to simply die? 

			The moment the thought came to Kahlil, he rejected it.

			He had failed. He had ruined the world. No amount of remorse would change that, and he had no right to expect the release of death. He had no right to dream of it, as he did each night. He deserved to feel bad and he deserved to suffer, but he didn’t deserve to die yet. He had too many obligations.

			Just sagging here, making himself sick like this, was both pathetic and self-indulgent. Only he knew of the world that might have been, of the world that had been lost. To everyone else this was simply life. Fensal and Yu’mir had their own concerns. Alidas had his. They were all present and real. Kahlil’s guilt and sickness stemmed from an unalterable past and he needed to pull himself together and see to his present duties.

			He opened Yu’mir’s paper packet and dumped the chalky whiteshell tablets into his palm. They smelled of salt. Certainly a fresher odor than the one currently clinging to Kahlil. He swallowed them with a gulp of the cool water.

			Yu’mir placed the palm of her hand against his forehead.

			“I don’t think you have a fever. Did you eat something bad?” 

			“Goatweed, I think.” Kahlil took another drink of the water, using it to rinse his mouth out a little. “There was some growing in Jath’ibaye’s garden and I was playing with it.” 

			“I’ve never heard of it.” Yu’mir glanced at the cup in Kahlil’s hand. “Do you need more water?”

			“Yes, thank you.”

			“It’s no trouble.” She took the empty cup and handed it back to Fensal. “Get him some more water.”

			“Me?” Fensal asked.

			“Yes, you. You’re in his debt,” Yu’mir replied firmly.

			“So you’ve told me,” Fensal said. “But this is only going to last so long. I’m not going to be serving him hand and foot from now on.”

			Yu’mir rolled her eyes at Fensal’s retreating back. She said, “He can be such an ass sometimes.” 

			“He’s not so bad,” Kahlil told her, “especially if you ignore everything he says.” 	

			Yu’mir smiled. It made her look pretty. Not beautiful, she didn’t have that kind of face, but she had a kindness to her expression that could make her quite pretty.

			“Feeling any better?” Yu’mir asked.

			Kahlil nodded. “I think the worst of it’s over.”

			“So, goatweed?” Yu’mir asked. “What is it, exactly?”

			“Just a plant.” Kahlil leaned back against a tiled wall.

			“I’ve never heard of it.” 

			“Yes, you said that.” Kahlil watched as she straightened her dress around her. He wondered if Fensal had the good sense to find her pretty.

			“You look a little dazed,” Yu’mir said. “Should you move back closer to the—”

			“No.” Kahlil shook his head. “I’m just tired. I think the tablets are helping.”

			“They usually do. If not, then dewroot will,” Yu’mir assured him.

			“You’re quite the physician, aren’t you?” Kahlil smiled. Fensal really should marry her, he decided. She’d make a good mother.

			“It’s mostly herbalism.” Yu’mir dropped her voice a little. “That’s why I’m curious about your goatweed.”

			“Oh.” As his miserable nausea faded, Kahlil began to realize how exhausted he was. The bruises across his right leg and his throat throbbed with a dull pain in time with his heartbeat.

			Yu’mir obviously waited for a better response. 

			“It’s not as though I’m practicing witchcraft,” Yu’mir suddenly explained. “Just teas and a few tablets like the ones I gave you. Nothing . . .”

			A shadow of worry crossed her face, though he was the last person she needed to fear. Her small concoctions of flowers and leaves were the soul of innocence. They were simple medicines, more cookery to them than power. Kahlil had seen true witchcraft. 

			“My mother was a witch.” Kahlil didn’t know why he said it, except that the knowledge had just come to him. “She taught me about goatweed, yellowpetal, and fire vines . . .” He couldn’t remember much else about her, except that they had burned her. He’d been young.

			He closed his eyes. He didn’t want to remember anything more. Not about himself or his life. He just wanted to slip away into the respite of a thoughtless, dreamless darkness.

			“Kyle,” Yu’mir whispered his name.

			He could feel her hands against his forehead again and then touching the pulse at his throat. He must have fallen asleep for a few minutes. The silent dark had been so alluring.

			“Kyle,” she said again, “are you still awake?”

			“I’m sorry. I’m not thinking very clearly.” With an effort, he opened his eyes. “Have I told you that I think you’d make a good mother?” 

			“No.” Yu’mir looked a little startled.

			“Not for my children.” Kahlil smirked at the impossibility of that. “For yours and Fensal’s.”

			Even in the faint light, Kahlil could see the blush that swept across Yu’mir’s cheeks.

			Then Fensal came through the doorway. For the first time, Kahlil realized that Fensal was only wearing his thin cotton underpants. The skin of his bare chest and arms looked blue in the cold morning light. He must have gone straight from his bed to get Yu’mir. 

			He had a clay cup in one hand and a pitcher of water in the other. He set the pitcher and cup down, then crouched beside Yu’mir. Next to her, Fensal looked rangy and unkempt. His brown hair stuck up in clumps from where he’d slept on it. Yu’mir’s hair was pulled back into a smooth bun at the back of her neck. She’d probably been up for a few hours already, overseeing the morning baking.

			“So, he’s poisoned?” Fensal asked Yu’mir.

			“I’m not sure.” Yu’mir poured more water for Kahlil and handed him the cup.

			He drank slowly, letting the cool liquid soothe his throat. The bruises Jath’ibaye had left on his throat were probably beginning to darken by now. They’d be black and yellow in a day. He didn’t know how he’d explain them. Perhaps he’d be gone by then. Maybe sooner.

			“Kyle.” Yu’mir lightly touched his hand as he set the empty cup down. “Can you tell me more about the plant you ate? The goatweed?”

			“It won’t kill me,” Kahlil assured her. “I just got some on my hands and forgot about it when I ate dinner. I wasn’t thinking.” 

			“I’ll say.” Fensal frowned at him, then looked to Yu’mir. “So, this goatweed will wear off eventually. It’s not going to kill him, is it?”

			“Why do you keep asking me?” Yu’mir asked. “I’ve never even heard of the stuff before now.”

			“It grows in the north, on scrub hills. Three gray leaves with orange tips,” Kahlil said. “If the leaves are eaten, they purge the body. Only goats and sheep can keep it down. It’s an unpleasant plant, but the leaves alone won’t kill a grown man.”

			“I’m just going to tell Desh’oun and the others that you’re ill. Don’t tell anyone else about this weed-eating of yours. It just makes us all look stupid.” Fensal paused for a moment and then added, “Particularly you. It makes you look the stupidest.”

			“I won’t do it again.” Kahlil couldn’t help but find Fensal’s terrible bedside manner somewhat endearing.

			“Stop lecturing him,” Yu’mir said, “and get him to his bed. I have to go before the other runners see me here.”

			“Go, go.” Fensal waved her away. “Thank you for coming.”

			Yu’mir smiled when Fensal turned his back to her. Then she slipped quietly away.

			“Can you walk on your own?” Fensal asked.

			“I think so.” He stumbled out of the bathroom back into the quiet barrack. The canvas panels were still spread around the other runners’ beds, creating an illusion of emptiness. Kahlil went to his own bed. He stripped off his thin, stinking underclothes and lay down naked. The cold sheets smelled clean.

			Fensal followed him to the edge of his bed. Kahlil had expected that Fensal would just go back to bed himself, but then he realized that it was too late for that. Thin rays of dawn sunlight were already seeping through the small windows.

			“How did the races go?” Kahlil whispered.

			Fensal grinned and sat on the edge of Kahlil’s bed.

			“Good. The only one who came close to me was Nam. He’s one of Jath’ibaye’s runners. The bastard is a beast on hills. But I know the streets better. I took him at Baker Cross. He pulled off when he saw the trolley coming and I tore right past him.” 

			“I’m sorry I missed it.”

			“There’s always next year.” Fensal rose. “I’m getting the rest of the men up now. You stay here and sleep. I want you well tomorrow.”

			He pulled the canvas panels around Kahlil’s bed closed. Kahlil could hear Fensal rousing the other runners. It sounded like he was assaulting them with their pillows this morning. They groaned, coughed, and grumbled. Kahlil watched their blue-toned shadows jump and stretch across the white folds of the canvas panels. Fensal laughed at something. One of the younger runners started singing a song about his morning erection.

			Kahlil rolled his eyes at the absurd lyrics.

			He had allowed the Rifter to live, but the whole world hadn’t been ruined for it. People still laughed and made their livings all across the country. These men didn’t even know that their fates were meant to have been different. He wondered who they would have been if things had gone differently. If he had killed the Rifter, would it have changed their lives? Would some of them have become priests or heretics? Would there have been a new war? 

			There was no way for him to know.	

			Kahlil heard water running in the bathroom. The shouts and conversations sounded distant and dull. They grew softer and then fell into silence as the runners departed. Kahlil slept.

			He dreamed of another room, one with the same strong smell of men, but higher walls and sharp northern light. He was sitting on a large bed, reading a book. A lean blond man sat on the edge of the bed next to him. He smelled like pine and rain. Kahlil could feel heat radiating from his body even through the heavy gray clothes they both wore.

			Kahlil said, “You aren’t supposed to be here.”

			The man smiled and said, “You haven’t forgotten about the key, have you?”

			Kahlil woke suddenly. Instinctively, he grasped Alidas’ key, though he now realized that it had never been the key he had wanted it to be. Still, holding it reassured him.

			The canvas panels twitched and Yu’mir peeked between them. Seeing that he was awake, she waved. The bright noonday light edged her brown hair in gold. Kahlil secured the blankets around his waist and sat upright.

			“Feeling better?” Yu’mir asked.

			“Yes.” 

			Though they were alone, she looked nervous. Kahlil glanced down and noticed the folded piece of paper in her hands. She curled her fingers around it, but not enough to crumple it.

			“Fensal’s bed is to the left of mine.” Kahlil pointed in the general direction.

			Yu’mir lowered her face as a scarlet blush flooded across her cheeks.

			“I wasn’t . . .”	

			“The note is for him, isn’t it?” 

			Yu’mir nodded. “I wasn’t going to wake you up to ask you, but I thought that if you were already awake . . .”

			“I’m awake.” 

			“You don’t think I’m being too forward, do you?” Yu’mir asked, and Kahlil knew she didn’t mean about waking him.

			“Not at all. I left a secret note for someone myself. Yesterday, in fact.” It seemed as if it had been weeks ago. “I won’t tell anyone that I saw you here.”

			“Do you promise?” 

			“I swear,” Kahlil assured her.

			She rushed to Fensal’s bed. Kahlil took advantage of the canvas panel hanging between them to get dressed. His clean pants were cold from hanging against the wall. 

			“Put it under his pillow,” Kahlil advised. “Otherwise the other runners will see it and want to know what it says.”

			“They should mind their own business.” Yu’mir hesitated at the edge of the canvas panels. “Are you getting dressed?”

			“Yes, I’m nearly decent.” Kahlil dug through the box under his bed for his spare shirt and some socks.

			“Was it Wounin’an?” 

			“What?” Kahlil tucked his shirt in. The sleeves were too short for him, so he rolled the cuffs.

			“The woman you sent the note to, was it Wounin’an?” 

			“Wou—” Kahlil began to ask who she was, but then he remembered the kitchen girl with the freckles. “No. Did she get a note as well?”

			“I don’t know. You two seem to flirt all the time.” 

			“I don’t think she’s serious.” Kahlil found his belt and threaded it through the loops of his pants.

			“Why is it,” Yu’mir asked, “that whenever a man isn’t serious he says that he thinks the woman isn’t?”

			“An attempt at delicacy, I don’t know. You can come in now. I’m decent.”

			Yu’mir stepped back through the panels. She frowned when she saw Kahlil lacing up his boots.

			“You’re not going out, are you?” 

			“I need to see if there’s been any response to my note.” Kahlil combed his tangled hair back from his face with his fingers. He probably still looked like hell.

			“But you’re supposed to be sick.” 

			“I’m fine, thanks to your medicine,” Kahlil assured her.

			“Was that an attempt at flattery?” 

			“Did it work?” 

			Yu’mir sighed. “Fensal will be annoyed if he sees you running around the city. He gave you the day off to recover, not to chase some street girl.”

			“Street girl?” 

			“You know what I mean.” 

			“A prostitute?” An undignified image of the fifty-year-old Alidas working a street corner came to his mind and Kahlil almost laughed aloud.

			“Just because I’m a decent woman, it doesn’t mean I don’t know about the other kind.” Yu’mir crossed her arms over her chest. “Is she very pretty?”

			“No, not particularly,” Kahlil answered.

			“You’re supposed to say that she’s the most beautiful woman in the world,” Yu’mir told him. “You’re not going to get very far telling her she’s not particularly pretty.”

			“That’s not what’s important between us.” Kahlil pulled his coat from its wall peg.

			“Is she pregnant?” 

			“Pregnant? No!” Kahlil gaped at her. He always forgot things like that. Wives, mistresses, children, all the domestic relations of other men’s lives fell outside his experience. Pregnancy had a kind of irrelevance to his existence that surpassed even that of abstract math. 

			“You never know,” Yu’mir told him. 

			“I know,” Kahlil insisted. “I have to go if I’m going to get back before Fensal does.”

			“Fine.” Yu’mir turned and started out of the room. “But if the baby’s a girl, you better name her after me.”

			Kahlil waited for her to leave, then stepped into the Gray Space.

			A few moments later he let himself into Alidas’ rooms.

			Because of the weather, they were colder than before. The air felt crisp, despite the sun. He wondered if it would snow again.

			“Is anyone home?” Kahlil called out.

			No response. The rooms appeared to be the same as when he had left them yesterday, but the notes he had left were gone. He searched all three rooms but found nothing to tell him what response Alidas might have had. 

			Kahlil knew he shouldn’t linger, but still he sat down on the corner of Alidas’ bed as he had done the day before. He lay back and stared up at the ceiling. 

			What was he going to do when he returned to Lisam Palace? Still try to stop the assassination and save the Rifter? 

			More than a little irony in that. 

			Should he let Fikiri, Ourath, Nanvess, and Esh’illan all try their best to kill the Rifter? Only the key could truly kill him, and as far as Kahlil knew, Jath’ibaye was the one who had it.

			They could all just go on without him while he lay on this soft bed.

			He heard the click and
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