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The last thing Kairo Shen remembered was the bathroom floor.

Not the cold of the tiles. Not the pain in his chest, which had been so enormous it felt almost polite, like a guest that knocks before it enters. No. The last thing he remembered was the smell. Fried oil and dish soap and the cheap synthetic lemon of the cleaning product he used every Thursday. He had been on his knees, one hand on the toilet seat, thinking with complete sincerity that he really needed to mop tonight, and then the world had simply switched off.

No tunnel of light. No parade of memories. No deceased relatives waiting with open arms and warm expressions. Just the bathroom floor, the smell of a restaurant he hated, and then nothing.

And then this.

Birds. That was the first thing.

Not the thin, exhausted sparrows that picked at cigarette butts outside the restaurant back door. These were different. Loud and layered and completely indifferent to the man lying face-down in the dirt beneath them. They sang the way birds sing when no human has ever told them to be quiet.

Kairo opened his eyes slowly. Then he closed them again. Then he opened them once more, because the brain, even a very smart one, sometimes needs a second attempt before it accepts information it finds unreasonable.

Trees. Enormous ones, older than anything he had ever stood next to. Roots like the arms of buried giants pushing up through dark soil. Light coming through the canopy in slow, amber columns, each one thick with floating dust and the occasional lazy insect. The air tasted of green things and wet earth and something faintly sweet that he could not name.

He was lying in a forest.

He was also, he discovered approximately three seconds later, completely naked.

"Okay," Kairo said to no one. His voice came out rough and strange, like a door that had not been used in a long time. He pushed himself up onto his knees and looked down at his own hands. They were his hands. The same scar on his left knuckle from a broken bottle when he was seventeen. The same rough calluses from two years of washing dishes and carrying plates. His hands. Attached to his arms. Attached to a body that had, by his last available medical opinion, died on a bathroom floor in Osaka at twenty-six years old.

"Okay," he said again. It was not a particularly intelligent response to the situation. But it was honest.

He stood up. His legs worked. That was something. He looked around the forest, rotating slowly, and registered several facts in the methodical way he had always processed difficult situations: one, he did not recognize any of the plant life around him; two, the trees were of a species he had never encountered in any book he had read, and he had read a great many books about trees; three, there was no road, no path, no structure, no human sound anywhere within earshot; four, he was standing in several inches of fallen leaves that were a color he was fairly certain leaves did not turn in Japan, or anywhere else he had studied.

He was not in Japan.

He was not, he suspected, on Earth.

He stood with that thought for a long moment. A bird landed on a branch above him, looked at him with one bright eye, and then flew away, apparently deciding he was not interesting enough to warrant further investigation. Kairo almost agreed with it.

"Right," he said quietly. "Dead. Then this. Someone could have left a note."

He spent the first hour simply surviving the embarrassment.

There was no dignified way to exist in a forest without clothes. He found that out quickly. The ground was uneven and full of sharp opinions. Every twig that snapped underfoot sent a small electric jolt of exposure up his spine. The air was warm enough that he was not in immediate danger of dying from cold, which he considered a minimal but genuine courtesy from whatever universe had decided to involve him in this situation.

He moved carefully, picking his way between roots and rocks, keeping his breathing slow. This was not his first time dealing with complete disorientation. He had been jumped by four men in an alley when he was sixteen, in the dark, and he had come out of that with a split lip and a lesson about panic: panic spends your energy and buys you nothing. You think first. You move second. You panic never, or at least not until it's over and nobody is watching.

His mind ran assessment. No weapons. No food. No water yet, though he could hear something that might be a stream to his left. No clothing. No information about where he was, what language was spoken here, what the social structure was, what dangers existed. Total liability. The kind of starting position that would make a lesser man sit down and cry.

Kairo had cried exactly once in his adult life, at his girlfriend's funeral, in the rain, where no one could tell. He had used up that particular resource. He had none left to spend.

He found the stream. It was cold and clear and tasted like nothing, which was the best thing water could taste like. He drank from his cupped hands and sat back on his heels and looked at the water moving over the rocks and thought, with the focused calm of a man who has nothing and therefore has nothing to lose, about what to do next.

He needed clothes. Clothes meant people. People meant language. Language meant information. Information was the only currency he had ever actually been able to afford.

He pulled a wide, sturdy leaf from a nearby plant, inspected it for anything that might cause a rash, and made a decision that he would never, under any circumstances, describe to another human being for as long as he lived in this world.

He heard her before he saw her.

Footsteps. Light, careful, the kind that belonged to someone who had learned to move quietly not from training but from necessity. A basket being set down. The soft sound of someone crouching near the stream, maybe twenty meters upstream from where he had pressed himself behind the widest tree he could find, which was wide enough to hide a man but not wide enough to hide a man who was also extremely aware of how ridiculous he looked.

He peered around the trunk.

She was young. Perhaps twenty, perhaps a little less. Dark hair pulled back simply, a few loose strands moving in the light breeze. She wore a plain dress of rough, undyed cloth, practical and worn at the hem, the kind of clothing that said not poverty but not comfort either. She was filling a clay jug from the stream, moving with the efficiency of someone who had done this task a thousand times and expected to do it a thousand more.

Then she looked up.

Kairo had not moved. He was certain of it. But she looked directly at the tree he was standing behind with the particular alertness of someone whose instincts had been sharpened by a world that rewarded attention. She tilted her head. Set the jug down. Her hand moved, not to a weapon, but to a small knife at her belt, the reflex of someone who lived somewhere that required small knives.

"Who is there?" she said.

He did not understand the words. The sounds were nothing he recognized, no language he had studied. But the meaning was unmistakable. Every spoken language in history used roughly the same music for that particular question.

He stepped out from behind the tree.

The expression that crossed her face went through several phases very quickly. Surprise. Confusion. Something that might have been alarm. Then, as her eyes moved over him, the particular combination of a large, dark-haired, clearly foreign, entirely naked man standing in her forest, her expression settled into something he did not expect.

Pity.

She looked at his hands. His feet. The general condition of a man who had been walking barefoot through forest undergrowth for the better part of an hour. Then she looked at his face, and something in his expression, perhaps the specific exhaustion of a man who has run out of the energy required to be embarrassed, seemed to tell her something.

She spoke again. The words were different this time, slower, like a question asked gently. He caught one repeated sound, short and rising at the end, the local equivalent of escaped, or runaway, or slave.

He did not know what it meant. But he understood the shape of the assumption. A man. Naked. Alone in the forest. No name on his lips that she recognized. No markings she associated with freedom.

She thought he was an escaped slave.

He held very still. He looked at her face. He looked at the hand that had moved away from the knife. He looked at the pity that had not left her eyes and made a calculation so fast it barely registered as thought.

He said nothing. He lowered his eyes the way men lowered their eyes when they had learned it was safer. He let her think what she was thinking.

Not because he was weak. Because he was standing in an unknown world, naked, with no information and no allies, and this young woman had a knife, a basket, and what appeared to be the first impulse toward kindness he had encountered since waking up in this place.

Kairo Shen had survived twenty-six years by knowing exactly when not to talk.

This was one of those times.

She gave him a blanket from her basket.

It was old and smelled of woodsmoke and it was the most grateful he had been for any object in his entire life, either of his lives. He wrapped it around himself with the dignity of a man pretending he had not just been standing naked in front of a stranger, which was the only kind of dignity available to him and so he used it fully.

She spoke to him carefully, watching his face, the way a person speaks to someone when they are not sure what language they share. He listened. He did not try to speak. Instead he listened the way he had always listened, not for words but for the structures underneath them, the patterns, the repetitions, the sounds that appeared most often and in what positions. He had taught himself economics from library books with no teacher. He had taught himself the theory of political systems the same way. Language was just another system. Systems had rules. Rules could be learned.

He would not speak yet. Not until he had something worth saying.

She pointed at herself. Said a word. Said it again. He understood. He looked at her and repeated the sound carefully, and something in his pronunciation made her blink, and then, unexpectedly, almost smile.

Her name was Sera.

He looked at her face properly for the first time, and then he looked away again, quickly, and kept his expression very carefully neutral, because her face was close enough to a face he had carried in his chest like a stone for the better part of a year that it required everything he had to simply breathe normally.

He pointed at himself. He said his name. She repeated it, uncertain with the vowels, and he nodded once.

She reached a decision of some kind. He could see it happen behind her eyes. She picked up her basket and her jug and she said something that, by its tone and the direction she pointed, clearly meant follow me.

He followed her.

He walked three steps behind, as was apparently the expectation. He looked at the forest as they walked and catalogued everything: the type of light, the density of the trees, the direction of the slope, the sound of insects changing as the afternoon moved. He listened to the sounds she made walking and compared them to his own and adjusted his movement to be quieter. He looked at the path they were taking and memorized it.

He was walking into an unknown world with a blanket and his own mind.

He had started with less, once.

His mother had died when he was nineteen. His father before that. His brother had gone last winter, coughing in a room Kairo could not afford to heat properly. His girlfriend had been there, smiling, and then she had not been there, and the world had continued with the particular cruelty of worlds that do not care. He had worked twelve hours a day and eaten leftovers and read every book he could carry home and he had never, not once, asked anyone to save him.

He was not going to start now.

The trees thinned ahead. He could see the edge of them, and beyond, the shapes of structures, low and close together, the smoke of cooking fires rising in the late afternoon air. A village. Small. The kind of place that had a name only people who lived there used.

Sera paused at the tree line. Turned to look at him. Said something. Her expression was serious now, careful, the look of someone doing something they know is slightly risky and have decided to do anyway. He did not know the words but he understood: stay close, stay quiet, let me handle this.

He nodded once.

She turned and walked into the village. He followed, three steps behind, blanket around his shoulders, face neutral, dark eyes taking in everything.

He did not know this world's name. He did not know its rules, its powers, its history, its languages, its maps. He did not know yet how deep the rot went or how high the corruption reached. He did not know the names of the men who needed to be corrected, or the people who needed to be freed, or the systems that needed to be dismantled with the patience and precision of a man who had spent his whole first life learning exactly how such things were built.

He knew nothing yet.

But he was warm. He was breathing. He was watching. And somewhere underneath the grief and the exhaustion and the surreal absurdity of dying in an apron and waking up in a forest, something old and quiet had begun to move in his chest.

Not hope. He had been too poor for hope for too long to start now.

Purpose. The particular forward lean of a man who has just found something worth paying attention to.

The village closed around him. Eyes turned. A child stared. A man near a fence straightened and frowned at the stranger wrapped in a blanket being led in by the merchant's daughter.

Kairo looked back at none of them.

He was already thinking.
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The clothes did not fit.

The trousers were cut for a shorter man, which meant they sat correctly at the waist and incorrectly everywhere below it, ending a few centimeters above his ankles like a statement. The shirt was large enough but had been patched at the left shoulder with a different fabric, a slightly darker brown, and the two textures together created a small, honest ugliness that Kairo found he did not mind. The shoes were the worst of it. Half a size too large, resoled with leather that had not yet softened, and they announced every step he took on the wooden floor of Sera's house with a flat, declarative sound, like someone underlining a sentence they did not fully believe.

He stood in the middle of the room dressed in dead men's clothes in a world he had not been invited to and thought: well. This is what there is.

Sera watched him from the doorway. She had the look of someone reassessing a decision they had already made and finding it still defensible, if only barely. She said something. He did not understand it. She said it again, slower, and pointed at the door, and then held up one hand, flat, which he read correctly as stay.

He stayed.

She left.

He stood alone in the small house and listened to it. The particular silence of a space that belongs to someone else. A clay stove, still warm from the morning. Two chairs and a table worn smooth at the edges from years of use. A shelf of dried herbs bundled with rough twine, and beneath them three books, which he noticed immediately because he always noticed books, a reflex so old it had become instinct.

He crossed to the shelf. He did not touch them. He looked at the spines, at the script running along them, and understood nothing. The letters were unlike anything in any writing system he had studied. Angular and deliberate. He traced the shape of one character in the air with his finger without touching the page, memorizing the geometry of it, the way he had once memorized the arguments of economists he disagreed with, completely, so he could take them apart from the inside.

He was going to need to read this language. Reading was not the same as speaking. It was harder and it took longer and it was completely non-negotiable.

He stepped back from the shelf. He went to the window and stood to the side of it and looked out at Dunvael without being seen, which was something he had learned to do in a city where being seen at the wrong moment cost you.

The village was small. Twenty, perhaps twenty-five houses arranged on either side of a single road that ran roughly north to south. The houses were built close together, their walls not quite touching, with narrow gaps between them dark even in daylight. The road itself was unpaved, compressed to hardness by years of cart wheels and foot traffic and animal hooves. A well near the center. A structure that might have been a granary at the northern end. And at the top of the road, on a slight rise, a house that was not quite large enough to be called an estate but had clearly decided to try anyway. Stone construction where everything else was timber. Two floors. A fence that was not for keeping animals in.

He looked at that house for a long time.

A cart passed on the road below the window, pulled by an animal he did not have a name for yet, something between a horse and something heavier, with a wider neck and a calmer eye. The man driving it did not look up. A woman came out of the house across the road and threw water from a bucket into the narrow gap between her house and the next one, then went back inside. Two children ran past, chasing each other with the specific, joyful brutality of children who have not yet learned to be careful.

He watched all of it. He filed it.

He was still watching when he heard the sound from the northern end of the road. A different quality of movement. The children who had been running stopped. Not gradually, the way children stop when they get tired. Immediately, the way children stop when they have learned that certain sounds require stillness.

Two men came down the road.

They were not soldiers. Their clothing was not uniform enough for soldiers, but it had been made to suggest uniformity, the same dark color, the same mark on the breast, a symbol he could not yet read. They moved with the specific, practiced leisure of men who had learned that hurrying implied doubt, and they had no doubts. One was large, with a face that had been broken and reset badly somewhere around the nose. The other was thinner, with the kind of careful, watchful expression that Kairo associated with men who did the thinking for men who did the hitting.

They stopped at the house across the road. The thinker knocked. The woman who had thrown the water answered. Her posture, even from this distance, even through a small window, changed completely when she opened the door. She became physically smaller. Not from fear exactly. From practice. From the long, grinding work of having learned that this was what the situation required.

The thinker spoke to her. The woman nodded. She went back inside and returned with something, a small cloth bundle, which she held out with both hands. The thinker took it without looking at it. He said something else. She nodded again, quickly, and the large one laughed at something, not cruelly exactly, just with the easy comfort of a man who had never had to consider how his laughter landed.

They moved on down the road.

Kairo watched until they were out of sight. Then he stepped back from the window and sat down at the table and was very still for a moment.

He was thinking about a landlord's man named Toda who had come to his apartment building in Osaka every month, who had the same walk, the same quality of bored authority, who had once stood in the hallway outside Kairo's door while Kairo stood on the other side of it with two thousand yen less than he owed and breathed as quietly as he could until the footsteps went away.

Different world. Same arrangement.

He put his hands flat on the table and looked at them. The scar on the left knuckle. The calluses. Hands that had washed dishes and carried plates and, before that, had done other things in other contexts, things he had retired from at eighteen with a clean record only because the man who had vouched for him had called in a favor with someone who owed him one.

He was twenty-six years old and he had died of a heart attack brought on by exhaustion and malnutrition and the cumulative weight of too many losses absorbed alone, and he had woken up in a forest in a world that had apparently decided, before he had spoken a single word, what category he belonged in.

He thought about his brother. Not deliberately. The thought came the way those thoughts always came, without permission, through a gap in the defenses that exhaustion opened. Riku had been twenty-three. He had been sick for seven months. Kairo had worked the double shift every day of those seven months and it had not been enough, not for the medicine, not for the better room, not for any of the things that might have made the difference. He had sat next to Riku's bed on the last night and held his hand and said nothing useful and watched the breathing change and then stop.

He had gone to work the next morning. He had not known what else to do.

He pressed his palms harder against the table. He let the wood be solid under his hands and he breathed once, fully, and then he put Riku back in the place where he kept things that were true and finished and could not be changed, and he returned to the present, which was a small house in a village in a world that needed understanding.

He was still sitting like that when Sera returned.

She came through the door with a basket over one arm and stopped when she saw his face. She did not say anything. She set the basket on the table and began to unpack it, bread and a small amount of dried something and a clay bottle of water, and she moved with the slightly exaggerated deliberateness of someone giving another person time to finish something private without making it a point of attention.

He appreciated that more than he could say in any language.

She sat down across from him and began what he understood, from her expression and the slow deliberateness of her speech, to be a lesson. She pointed at the bread. Said its name. He repeated it. She corrected the vowel. He repeated it correctly. She moved to the bottle. The basket. The table. The shelf.

He learned twelve words in the first hour. He did not write them down because he had no way to write them down, and because he had not needed to write things down to remember them since he was fourteen. He simply held each word in the ordered space of his mind and attached to it every sensory detail of the moment he had learned it, the shape of her mouth forming it, the weight of the object in his hand, the quality of the afternoon light through the small window, and they stayed.

She was watching him absorb the words with an expression that kept shifting and resettling, like weather over flat ground. On the third repetition of a word he did not stumble once, she said something to herself, quiet, not meant for him. He did not know the words yet but he knew the tone. It was the tone of a conclusion being reached.

He pointed at the books on the shelf. He looked at her. He held the question in his eyes because he did not have the vocabulary to speak it.

She looked at the books. Then at him. Then she got up and took one from the shelf and put it on the table in front of him and sat back down.

He opened it carefully. The pages were rough, thick, made of something that was not quite paper. The script ran left to right. The characters were the same angular, deliberate shapes he had memorized from the spine. He looked at a full page of it and felt the particular, focused hunger of a mind encountering a system it has not yet cracked.

He looked up at her. He pointed at the first character on the page.

She told him its name.

He pointed at the next one.

She told him.

He pointed at the next one, and the one after that, and they sat there at the table in the late afternoon light working through the alphabet of a language he had not known existed twelve hours ago, and outside on the road the children were running again, and the house at the top of the village sat on its small rise looking down at everything it owned.

He learned nineteen characters before she said, gently but with finality, that it was enough for today.

He did not agree. But he said nothing, because she was right that his mind needed rest even when it did not want it, and because she had given him more than he had any right to expect, and because there was tomorrow, and tomorrow, and however many days after that it took.

He closed the book. He did not give it back. He looked at her and waited.

She looked at the book in his hands. Then she nodded, once, and he understood she was lending it to him, and he understood what it cost her because books in this house were not decoration, they were what remained after everything else had been sold, and you did not lend what remained lightly.

He held the book and thought about what to say in a language he had forty words of, to a woman who had pulled a naked stranger out of a forest and fed him and taught him and lent him a book, and who had a face that he was going to have to get used to in a way that required more discipline than almost anything else he was currently managing.

He said the word for thank you. He said it the way he meant it, which was without decoration, because decorated gratitude was for people who had enough to be generous with it, and he did not.

She looked at him for a moment.

Then she blew out the candle, pointed at his mat, and went behind her curtain.

He lay down in the dark with the book on his chest and stared at the ceiling and listened to Dunvael go quiet around him, and thought about everything, and let himself, just briefly, just for the length of one slow breath, think about a face that looked like hers and was not hers, and all that that meant, and then he stopped, and he opened the book, and even in the dark, even without light, he traced the shapes of the characters with his fingertip until he fell asleep.
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On the sixth day they came for the old man next door.

Kairo heard it before he saw it. Not shouting. That was the first thing that struck him. He had expected shouting. Instead there was a particular silence that was louder than shouting, the kind that falls when people on a road decide simultaneously to find something else to look at.

He was at the window before he had decided to move.

Four men this time. Not the two from before. These had the same marks on their jackets but held themselves differently, with the precise stillness of men who had been sent for a specific purpose rather than making their regular rounds. The thinker from before was with them. The other three were the large kind, uniformly so, the way men become large when size is a professional requirement.

The old man's name was Pellin. Kairo knew this because Sera said it every morning when she looked next door with the small, habitual concern of someone who had been checking on a neighbor for years without making a ceremony of it. Pellin was somewhere between sixty and very old, with the slightly collapsed posture of a man whose back had been making decisions without him for some time. He grew something in a small patch of dirt behind his house. He came out twice a day to look at it in a way that suggested the looking was as important as the growing.

The thinker knocked on Pellin's door. The door opened and the conversation that followed was short. The thinker's posture did not change. Pellin's changed entirely. His hands came up, not in aggression, in explanation, the rapid, slightly desperate gestures of a man accounting for himself to people who do not require an account.

One of the large men went inside the house.

Kairo's jaw tightened.

The large man came back out carrying something. A bundle of cloth that clinked. Pellin said something sharply then, the first sharp sound in the whole exchange, and immediately knew he had made a mistake. The thinker looked at him with the mild, attentive expression of someone cataloguing information for later use.

Then they left. All four of them, taking the bundle, taking whatever was in it, leaving Pellin standing in his doorway with his hands still half-raised.

Pellin stood there for a long moment. Then he lowered his hands. He looked down the road after the men, not with anger, or not only with anger, with the exhausted resignation of a man who has been angry about this particular thing for so long that the anger has worn a groove in him and now just runs through automatically, producing no heat.

He went back inside.

He did not come out to look at his garden that afternoon.

Sera came back at midday and found Kairo standing in the middle of the room with his arms crossed and an expression she had not seen on him before. She looked at his face and set her basket down slowly.

He told her what he had seen. His vocabulary was not sufficient for precision so he used his hands as well, miming the exchange, the door, the bundle, the raised hands. She watched him reconstruct it and her expression as she watched was not surprise. It was something duller and more painful than surprise. The expression of someone seeing a thing they have seen many times and have not yet found a way to become entirely numb to.

He asked her what they had taken.

She told him. Pellin owed three months of levy. He had been short because his grandson, who lived with him and worked the land, had been sick. The stewards had taken his savings. Every coin he had.

Kairo said nothing. He sat down.

She sat across from him and did not immediately begin the lesson. She was quiet for a moment, looking at the table, and he had the impression that she was deciding whether to say something or not, running it through some internal accounting of what was safe and what was not.

Then she said: this is not the worst thing they do.

He looked at her.

She told him about a family three villages east who had been bonded when the father could not pay. Two adults and a child. The bonding papers signed under a system where the signature of the lord's administrator meant more than the signature of any tenant farmer, which meant they had signed or they had been beaten until they agreed to sign, which was a distinction this world's legal system did not bother to make. She told him this in plain, quiet language without performance. The way people describe things they have lived near long enough that the horror has been processed into fact.

He listened completely. He did not interrupt. He had learned long ago that people who had been carrying difficult knowledge for a long time needed to put it down at their own pace, and that the worst thing you could do was try to help them set it down faster.

When she finished he asked her one question.

He asked: does anyone ever fight back.

The silence that followed was a specific kind. Not the silence of someone who does not know the answer. The silence of someone deciding how much of the answer to give.

She said: there was a man, seven years ago, in a village north of Breck. He organized the farmers on his lord's land. They refused to pay the levy for two months. They barricaded the road.

He waited.

She said: the lord sent soldiers from the garrison. Not stewards. Soldiers.

He said: what happened to the man.

She said the word slowly, watching his face as she said it, checking that he understood. He understood. He nodded once.

She said: and the village paid double levy for three years after. As a lesson.

He sat with that. He put it next to what he already knew, next to Pellin's empty hands and the children who stopped running when they heard the stewards' footsteps, next to the women who became physically smaller in their own doorways, and he built from all of it a picture of a system that had been engineered, deliberately and over a long time, to be exactly the right size to crush any resistance before it became anything.

He knew this system. Not this specific version of it. But the architecture. He had read about it in seven different books across five different centuries of human history. The names changed. The weapons changed. The mechanisms were always the same. You keep people poor enough that fighting back costs more than they can afford. You make examples large enough that the lesson outlasts the generation that learned it. You give the men in the middle enough comfort that they become invested in maintaining the thing that gives them that comfort. And you call the whole structure something that sounds like order, because order was the one thing everyone wanted enough to accept almost any price for.

He understood it completely.

That was the problem with understanding systems. You could not half-understand them. You either saw the whole shape or you saw nothing. And once you saw the whole shape you could not choose not to see it. It was always there. It was there every time Pellin did not come out to look at his garden.

Sera was watching him think. She had gotten better at this over the past six days, at reading his silences, at knowing which ones required her to speak and which ones required her to wait. She was waiting now.

He said: I need to see more of this world than this room.

She said: I know.

He said: the market. In two days.

She said: I know.

He said: I need papers.

She was quiet for a moment. Then she said that she knew a man in Vael's Crossing who made papers. Not a forger exactly. A man who operated in the space between official and unofficial where a great many necessary things happened in every society that had ever existed. It would cost something. She said a number that his arithmetic translated to roughly two weeks of what she earned selling cloth at the market.

He looked at her.

He said: I will find a way to pay you back.

She said: I know that too.

He looked at her face when she said it and the certainty in it was not naivety. It was not the certainty of someone who trusted easily. It was the certainty of someone who had been watching him carefully for six days and had reached a conclusion based on evidence. He recognized that kind of certainty because it was the only kind he used himself.

He said: why are you helping me.

She said nothing for a moment. Then she said something that took him three attempts to fully understand, and when he understood it he sat with it quietly.

She had said: because you look at this place the way it deserves to be looked at. And nobody here has ever looked at it that way before.

He did not respond to that. It was not the kind of thing that had a good response in any language.

Instead he reached across the table and pulled the book toward him and opened it to where they had left off, and she picked up where the lesson had stopped, and they worked through the afternoon, his vocabulary growing word by word, the picture of the world assembling itself one piece at a time.

Outside, the road was quiet. Pellin's house had not opened. Somewhere up at the big stone house on the rise, Lord Harven Solde was probably eating a meal large enough for four people, alone, as was his right, as was the arrangement, as had always been and would continue to be until something changed.

Something was going to change.

It was not going to happen today. It was not going to happen in two days at the market, or in two weeks, or perhaps even in two years. Kairo was not romantic about timelines. He was not romantic about anything. He had learned that lesson on a bathroom floor.

But he had also learned, from every book he had ever read about every system that had ever fallen, that systems do not fall because they become evil. They were evil from the beginning. They fall because one day, in some ordinary place, some ordinary person looks at the full shape of the thing and thinks it all the way through to its conclusion.

He was thinking.

He was thinking very carefully.

And he was only just getting started.
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​CHAPTER 4
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The man with the papers was named Fen.

Sera told Kairo this on the morning of the seventh day, while she was wrapping a length of cloth she had spent the week weaving, rolling it tight and tying it with a strip of leather for the market. She said his name once, flatly, without the small additional sound she put after names she trusted. Just Fen. The way you say the name of a tool you are not sure is reliable but have decided to use anyway.

Kairo was sitting at the table running vocabulary in his head the way he used to run numbers, quietly, without moving his lips. He had two hundred and eleven words. Not enough. Closer to enough than yesterday.

She told him the plan while she worked. They would leave before first light. Four hours to Vael's Crossing on foot. She would go to the market and sell the cloth. He would stay close to her, behind her, and say nothing unless she told him to. She said that last part twice. He understood why. A man who spoke with the wrong accent at the wrong moment in the wrong place was a man who suddenly needed papers he did not have.

He said: and Fen.

She said: Fen comes to her stall every market day. He buys cloth he does not need and pays a little more than it costs. She said this without any expression on her face, which told him everything about the arrangement.

He said nothing.

She finished wrapping the cloth and set it by the door and looked at him.

She said: at the market you are my cousin. From the eastern villages. You have been sick. That is why you do not speak clearly.

He practiced the word for cousin until she was satisfied with it.

She went behind her curtain. He heard her moving around, getting ready for sleep, the small domestic sounds of someone ending a day. He sat at the table with the book open in front of him and worked through the characters by the last of the candle, tracing each one with his finger against the page, and outside Dunvael was quiet except for the wind working at the thatch on the roof and, once, the sound of a dog deciding that whatever it had heard was not worth pursuing.

He thought about the market. He thought about Fen. He thought about the kind of man who sells papers to people who cannot have papers, and what that man owed to the people who needed him, and what the people who needed him owed in return. He thought about the enforcers he had watched moving through the village and whether men like that would be present in a larger town in greater numbers or lesser, and whether greater numbers meant more danger or whether visibility actually worked as a kind of cover, the way a single strange coat in a small room was suspicious but the same coat in a crowded hall was simply a coat.

He decided: visibility was cover if you controlled your behavior precisely enough. He was good at controlling his behavior. He had been doing it since he was old enough to understand that certain expressions on his face in certain rooms cost him things he could not afford to lose.

The candle went out. He closed the book in the dark and lay down on the mat and slept without difficulty because sleep was not something he had ever been able to afford to be precious about.

Sera woke him with a hand on his shoulder at a hour that was not yet morning. No candle. She moved through the dark of her house the way people move through spaces they know completely, without hesitation, her feet finding the floor's reliable places. He was up before she reached the door.

They left Dunvael in the dark.

The road south was unpaved and narrow and ran between fields that were beginning to show the first grey suggestion of crops in the early spring cold. Sera walked at a pace that was not hurrying but was not comfortable either, the pace of someone who knew exactly how far they had to go and how long it took and had calibrated their body accordingly. He matched it. He carried the cloth because she had not asked him to and because it was heavy and because it made sense, and she had glanced at him when he took it from her and said nothing, which he had come to understand was her version of acknowledgment.

He watched the road and the fields and the occasional tree as the dark slowly became something lighter than dark. He watched the way the landscape changed as they walked south, the fields giving way to rougher ground and then to fields again, better kept, the hedgerows trimmed, the drainage ditches clean. Wealth expressed in maintenance. He had learned that in his first life from a book about land economics and confirmed it now with his own eyes. The land improved as you moved toward the market town. Money attracted its own conditions.

Sera spoke once, about an hour in, without looking at him. She said: stay behind me when we arrive. Not beside me. Behind.

He said he understood.

She said: the stewards in Vael's Crossing are not like the ones in Dunvael. Dunvael's stewards are lazy. These ones are not.

He filed that. He asked her: how many.

She said: at the market, six. Around the town, more. They answer to the Warden directly, not to the village administrators.

He said: and the Warden answers to.

She said a name he had not heard before. Lord Davan Reth. She said it with a different quality than she used for Lord Harven Solde. Harven Solde was a ceiling. Reth was something else. He heard it in the way her pace did not change when she said it, because she had already taught her body not to react to that name in the open.

He did not ask more. He stored it and kept walking.

Vael's Crossing arrived as a sound before it arrived as a sight. The particular compressed noise of many people in a defined space, voices and animals and the percussion of commerce, the sound that markets make in every world and every century because they are all, underneath their surfaces, the same human impulse: I have something, you need something, let us see what that is worth.

Then they crested a low rise and it was there.

It was not a city. It was the largest settlement Kairo had seen since waking in the forest and it was not a city. Perhaps three thousand people lived here, perhaps four. The buildings were two stories where Dunvael's were one, the roads were wider, and there was a wall, not high, not military, more the wall of a place that had decided to have a wall for reasons of self-definition as much as defense. The market was set up outside the wall along the road, stalls running in two rough lines with a path between them wide enough for two carts to pass if neither driver had pride.

He followed Sera down the rise and into the noise and kept his eyes moving and his expression at the specific setting he used for situations that required him to be present without being visible. Not blank. Blank was suspicious. Occupied. The look of a man thinking about something other than you, which was the most effective form of invisibility he had ever found.

The stalls were dense and various. Grain and dried goods. Livestock penned at the far end. A blacksmith who had brought work rather than a forge, finished pieces laid on a cloth, knives and brackets and simple tools. Cloth merchants, three of them, and Sera found her position between two others with the practiced ease of someone who had stood in that exact spot many times before. She set up quickly and quietly, unrolled the cloth, and arranged it. He stood behind and to her left and watched the market breathe.

The other cloth merchants were both women. The one on the left glanced at him once, assessed him, and returned to her own business. The one on the right, older, with a face that had spent many years outdoors and had opinions about it, looked at him for slightly longer and then looked at Sera and said something.

Sera replied easily. The cousin. From the east. Sick.

The woman said something else, not unkindly, and Kairo caught the word for thin, which he was, and the word for pale, which he was not especially but which apparently served as a useful symptom, and then she made a sound of sympathy and went back to her cloth and that was the end of it.

He breathed.

The market ran. People came and looked and sometimes bought and sometimes argued pleasantly about price and moved on. Sera sold two lengths in the first hour. She was good at this. Not effusive, not performing warmth she did not feel. She spoke to customers the way she spoke to him, directly, with the particular confidence of someone who knew the quality of what they were offering and did not feel the need to apologize for wanting fair value in return.

He watched the stewards.

There were indeed six of them working the market. They moved in pairs, and they moved with the more deliberate attention of men who were actually looking for something rather than simply performing authority. He tracked their patterns. Each pair took a section of the market. The rotations happened roughly every twenty minutes. The pairs did not overlap, which meant there were gaps, brief ones, at the edges of sections, where neither pair had line of sight.

He filed this not because he needed it today but because information about how authority moved through a space was never wasted.

Fen arrived two hours into the market.

He was not what Kairo had expected, which told him he needed to examine what he had expected and correct it. He had expected someone marginal. Someone who wore their uncertainty. Instead Fen was a compact, neatly dressed man of perhaps fifty, with the kind of forgettable face that Kairo suspected was not accidental, a face assembled by years of deliberate blandness into something the eye moved across without catching. He carried a leather satchel and walked through the market with the unhurried confidence of a man who was known here and had decided that being known was safer than being obscure.

He stopped at Sera's stall. He looked at the cloth. He said the price was too high. She said it was not. He said he would take two lengths. She named the number. He paid a slightly larger number without comment.

And then, while the transaction happened, he looked once at Kairo.

Not a long look. Not a searching look. The kind of look a man gives when he is confirming something he was already told and finding it matches the description closely enough to proceed.

He said to Sera, without changing his tone: your cousin looks like he could use some air. The baker's courtyard is quiet this time of morning.

He picked up his cloth and walked on.

Sera wrapped his purchase and handed it to the woman on her right to watch for a moment and looked at Kairo.

She said: stay behind me.

They followed Fen at a distance that was not close enough to suggest connection, through the market and around the edge of the wall to a courtyard behind a building that smelled of bread and yeast and warm grain. Fen was already there, sitting on a low wall, the satchel open on his knee.

He looked at Kairo properly now. He said something.

Kairo looked at Sera.

She said: he wants to know where you're from.

Kairo thought for one second. He said, in her language, carefully: far. A place with no name you would know.

Fen looked at him when he spoke. He was listening to the accent. Kairo watched him listen to it, watched him file it, watched him arrive at the conclusion that it matched nothing in his existing catalogue and decide that this was, if anything, less dangerous than something familiar and traceable.

Fen spoke to Sera. She translated pieces of it, the parts Kairo had not caught. The papers would show him as a freed worker from the eastern provinces. The freedom papers were three years old, which was old enough to be uninteresting. They would have a lord's seal, not a real one but a real-enough one, from a minor noble house that had been absorbed into a larger one two years ago and whose records were now incomplete and largely inaccessible. He said this last part with the quiet professional satisfaction of a man describing elegant work.

The price was what Sera had said.

Kairo looked at the satchel. He looked at Fen. He said, slowly, in the language he was still building: how many people have you done this for.

Fen looked at him for a moment. Then he said something short.

Sera said: he says enough to know when someone needs papers to hide and when someone needs papers to move.

Kairo said: and which am I.

Fen looked at him steadily. He said one word.

Sera did not translate it. She did not need to. The word was the one for move. Kairo had learned it on the second day.

Fen produced the papers from the satchel. They were already made. He had brought them to the market today already prepared, which meant Sera had described Kairo to him before this morning, which meant she had sent word ahead through some channel Kairo did not yet know about, which meant her decision to help him had been more deliberate and more logistically considered than she had allowed him to see.

He took the papers and looked at them. He could read perhaps sixty percent of what was written there now. It was enough to understand that they were convincing. The seal at the bottom was slightly imperfect in a way that looked like the imperfection of age rather than forgery. He did not know how Fen had achieved that. He suspected he did not need to know.

He looked at Fen and said: thank you.

Fen looked at the sky as if checking the weather, picked up his satchel, and left the courtyard without another word.

Kairo stood holding the papers. He looked at them for a moment. Then he folded them carefully and put them inside his shirt against his chest.

He turned to Sera. He said: you sent him word before this morning.

She met his eyes. She said: yes.

He said: when did you decide.

She said: the night you traced the letters in the book. In the dark. When you thought I was asleep.

He looked at her face.

She looked back at him with the steady, undecorated attention she gave to things she had already decided about.

He thought about what it had cost her. The papers. Two weeks of cloth sales. Given to a man she had found naked in a forest eight days ago on the strength of what she had watched him do in the dark when he thought no one was looking.

He did not say anything about that. There was no version of a sentence that did it justice in any language he had ever spoken.

They walked back to the market. She sold three more lengths of cloth in the afternoon. He stood behind her and watched the stewards complete their rotations and watched the crowd move and breathe and negotiated the particular loneliness of a man standing in a busy place with his papers against his chest, knowing that he now existed, on paper, in this world.

On the walk back to Dunvael she told him, without preamble, that Lord Davan Reth was coming to inspect the villages in the region in twelve days. That during his inspections all residents were required to present identification to the stewards. That this was the reason for the papers and the reason for the timing and the reason she had sent word to Fen three days ago.

He walked beside her, not behind her now, the road empty in the early evening, the fields going grey on either side.

He said: you planned this before I asked about the market.

She said: yes.

He said: what would you have done if I had turned out to be someone who did not deserve the papers.

She was quiet for a moment. The road went on ahead of them, straight and dim.

She said: I would have been wrong. It happens.

He said: not often, I think.

She said nothing to that. But her pace, for just a moment, shifted into something that was not quite a different speed but was a different quality of movement, and he noted it and put it away in the section of his mind reserved for things that were true and that he was not ready to look at directly.

They reached Dunvael as the last of the light left the sky. Pellin was outside his house, crouching by his small patch of garden in the near dark, looking at whatever was growing there with the private, patient attention of a man who had decided that some things were still his.

Kairo looked at him as they passed.

Pellin looked up. He looked at Kairo the way people in Dunvael looked at him, with the careful blankness of people who had learned that strangers were problems until proven otherwise.

Kairo held his gaze for a moment.

Then he nodded once. The specific nod of a man acknowledging another man across a distance that words could not yet cross.

Pellin looked at him for a moment longer. Then he looked back at his garden.

Kairo went inside. He sat at the table. He took the papers out from inside his shirt and set them on the table and looked at them in the candlelight and thought about Lord Davan Reth coming in twelve days, and what a man who planned inspections and required identification from people who were too poor to afford identification was actually doing when he conducted those inspections.

He thought about it for a long time.

Outside, Dunvael went quiet.

He was not quiet.
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​CHAPTER 5
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The inspection was not twelve days away.

It was nine.

Sera discovered this on the morning after the market, from the woman who sold grain two houses down, who had heard it from her husband, who drove a cart between Dunvael and Vael's Crossing twice a week and had seen the Warden's riders moving south along the main road yesterday evening, faster than a routine patrol moved. The kind of speed that meant something had changed in someone's schedule.

Sera told Kairo in the flat, uninflected tone she used when she was controlling her reaction to something. She told him while she was lighting the stove. She did not stop what she was doing while she said it.

He was sitting at the table with the book open. He closed it.

Nine days. He had two hundred and sixty words and papers that said his name was Kael and that he had been free for three years. He had no history in this village, no story that had been witnessed by anyone except Sera, and Lord Davan Reth's inspections, she now told him in pieces as the stove caught and the room began to warm, were not the passive kind. The stewards did not simply look at papers. They asked questions. They asked where you had worked and for whom and what you had done with yourself in the years since your bonding ended. They cross-referenced answers with each other, asking the same question to different people and comparing what
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