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  Chapter One
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Achaj


The man did know how to throw a party. It was about all he was good for, so I supposed I should not have been surprised. 
Midsummer parties were all the rage back in the city. Most, though, were held in the contained gardens of urban estates. Perhaps at a house just outside the city, where space was less dear.
Hizhor Hewjut Weshchi, the man I was here to observe, had let out a sprawling upslope farm for his gathering. Well, not just any farm, I supposed. I doubted most upslope farms had converted what looked like a glass-walled building into an event house, or planted elaborate flower gardens around the space.
Choosing to host in a place like this, however—that meant plotting. Which I had confirmed within the first hour. The event was less a celebration of a good growing year—not that many of those attending, myself included, would know what that entailed—and more of a networking and campaigning opportunity. My supervisor had danced when I had shown him the invitation. We had people attending most of the other events of interest being held today. No one else had been able to secure an invitation to this party.
The location was captivating, I did have to admit that. The event house was filled with flowers and surrounded by an equally colorful garden. It offered places to mingle and dance, while a path led to other spots for quiet conversation. It was of equal quality to the house gardens of the wealthiest in Dazyu, even if it was surrounded by farmland.
Being surrounded by farmland was why the location had been chosen, of course. It didn’t matter how beautiful it was. Weshchi had wanted a secluded place to preach his views and evaluate who might become his allies, and this place had been the solution. He had been far more open than he would have been in a Dazyu garden, and now I knew a great deal about the arguments he and his allies were making and who appeared to support them.
The flower gardens were necessary, I mused as I wandered around the party, listening to the conversations. The glass house was too small to hold the entirety of the party, and the gardens created small conversation areas so there were never too many people in one place.
Which made the space perfect for what Weshchi was doing. His avid supporters had each gathered people to themselves, dropping points into conversations and gauging reactions. Those who agreed were subtly maneuvered tighter together, while those who disagreed were casually forced out.
“Ah, Yanordi! I wasn’t expecting to see you here! I thought you hated the country.”
“Oh, I do,” I replied, “but I’ve been told it is good to get out of the city sometimes.”
The speaker laughed and I sipped my drink as I wandered away, feeling grim despite the smiles I flashed at all who greeted me. And most did. I was not a Hizhor like Weshchi, and my family had lost our endowed status generations ago, yet I had worked hard to ingratiate myself among these people.
I was familiar to them, a clerk with the Ministry of the Kemzuhr. I was the person they came to when they wanted to file petitions or research past petitions. Someone who could arrange mediations, record inheritances, or even point them to properties for sale. Every five years, the Kemzuhr was where the Hizhor gathered to vote on issues facing Gekuhv. The Ministry kept Gekuhv running between those votes.
To them, I had no real power. In truth, they were almost correct. The Ministry could not force how the Hizhor voted—though there were stories of instances when they had—but the Ministry did what it could to keep the Hizhor from utterly destroying the realm with their political games.
“One of the endowments near here was gifted to pacted soldiers,” someone said as I drifted down the garden path. Their voice held the glee of a gossiper. My favorite type of person.
“Two endowments,” one of their companions corrected. This voice was more cautious.
“Wasting good endowments on common soldiers and animals,” the third of their group muttered into their cup. One of the sentiments Weshchi wanted to encourage.
“There are more pacted soldiers than available endowments,” someone else said, apparently having decided this was a good segue to join the conversation. “What are they going to do when the endowments are gone?”
“Start forcing us out, I imagine.”
Which was precisely what the newcomer wanted to hear, based on the flicker of satisfaction I saw cross the person’s face. The group gathered in, except the one who had corrected the first on the number of gifted endowments in the village. With a grimace, that person moved on to a different conversation group. Exactly as they were being arranged. It made my work easier, really.
This was why my supervisor had been so excited. The Ministry needed to know who the troublemakers were. The gifting of endowments to soldiers who had chosen to accept a pact—and therefore partnership and responsibility of Gryphons and Perytons  who had joined the coalition of our peoples. Everyone had been all for the pacts and giftings during the war. Once the treaty had been signed, however, a faction had stridently objected. That faction was growing stronger. Officially, they claimed to be protecting the economic interest of Gekuhv. In the Ministry offices, however, we knew their real aim: protection of their own power and influence.
Since the Kemzuhr had voted to pause the giftings last year—barring the few already set in motion by the Defense Section—there had been a rush of bad information being passed around on all sides of the issue. I wanted to hear what bad information was being passed about, and who was doing the passing.
There was no other reason for me to come to a backwoods upslope village like this. Even if it was pretty. With names, or descriptions when I didn’t know names, firmly set in my memory, I wandered on.
The family running the event house seemed to know their business. In addition to the setting, the food and drinks were plentiful, being replenished as soon as the trays and cups emptied. Or, rather, I assumed it was the family doing most of the serving. They all seemed to look alike.
I had just been pulled into a conversation when the young woman who seemed to be managing the staff slipped out of the back room. “Ah, Milai,” Weshchi hailed her.
The familiarity with her was odd. Weshchi was not one to notice the people he paid, much less be friendly with them. She, though, did not seem happy to see him. No more than chillingly polite when she turned to him, when her interactions with the guests had been much softer. His amity became even more suspicious when he drew her into his conversation.
“I was just telling everyone about the discussion we had last year regarding the giftings and how you and your family agree with me.”
If Weshchi had let this property because the endowed running it did not support the giftings, life could not be pleasant here for the two gifted endowments.
The young woman’s expression blanked. “Oh?” she said carefully. “And with what do we agree?”
He chuckled as though her question was a joke. “We agree on the farce that is the gifting.”
She stiffened. “The gifting is hardly a farce. My family received this endowment through a gifting.”
Interesting. Good for the local gifted endowments, if she was willing to support them when faced with so many who opposed them. With the way she had been circulating the party, she had to have heard even more than I had.
Weshchi chuckled again, though it seemed more forced now. I knew how Weshchi thought: she was supposed to have followed his lead simply because of his position in society. It was brave of her to anger him when he could see her family ruined. “That is not the same at all.”
What I suspected was supposed to have been one of Weshchi’s greatest points for the day was slipping from his grasp and he was not going to let her and her family survive this disappointment. Some of those who had been gathered about Weshchi for most of the day were now looking uncertain. Good for her. When her eyes skipped over to me, I raised my cup in support, then turned back to the conversation. I did not want any of those attending to question my own feelings on the matter too closely.
Weshchi’s argument with Milai seemed to be the unofficial end to the festivities. People began drifting off, calling for their carriages or striking off down the road in groups while breaking out into drunken songs, which suited my plans. There was to be an actual feast at the village’s quaint inn at sunset and I wanted to put down some notes before I dressed for that feast.
When I had arrived in the village the day before, one of the locals had directed me to a footpath that connected the endowments to the village. I may have been the only one from the party who knew about this route, for I saw no one else heading in that direction. Perfect. Quiet solitude sounded delightful at the moment.
Such places were nice enough, I supposed, examining the trees I passed. If one was into the pastoral setting. I, personally, could not wait to return to the capital.
Today had resulted in plenty of information for the Ministry. Most of the arguments against the giftings made by Weshchi and his companions would be fairly easy to counteract. The difficulty would be in determining which of the other Hizhor wanted to believe Weshchi and those like him over any evidence to the contrary.
The footpath made a sharp right. I turned, caught a flash of person, and stepped hard to the side to avoid a collision.
Someone rammed a weapon hard into my shoulder. I swore and leaped back, arms swinging at my attacker.
My attacker, the tree branch.
“Oh!”
I twisted around, batting ineffectively at the tree branch. A young woman, pretty and stout, stood in the path holding an open notebook. Her soft brown hair was pulled back into a simple and practical snood, which matched her equally practical workwear of wool dress, sturdy gathgumai around her neck, and unfussy lentuhn wrapped diagonally about her body. Most of those attending the midsummer party would have been appalled by her light tan and muscular shoulders.
Her eyes, a vivid amber that would rival a Peryton’s, were wide and sparkling behind the fisted hand she had pressed to her mouth. Her other hand tucked the notebook into her lentuhn. “Here, let me help,” she said, reaching for the branch that had wedged itself uncomfortably between my shoulder and over tunic. “My apologies, I did not expect to see anyone on the path with all that is going on today.”
She paused, took a deeper look of me and my party finery, and her face darkened. “Are you coming from the Weshchi midsummer party?”
“I am indeed,” I drawled.
“Oh.” She immediately became subdued, which was inexplicably bothersome. “I hope you have enjoyed your visit to Overgreen."
“It was an interesting day,” I said. Her face drew tighter and I waved that off. “Through no fault of your people. The accommodations have been excellent.” As excellent as could be expected in a backwater village so far upslope, but I was not going to share that thought.
“I am glad to hear. My fathers are the Speakers, so I will pass on your praise.” Her expression said she found my praise lacking.
“Please do.”
She bent the branch enough to pull it off me. I reached up to brush away the twigs and whatever little creatures might have been on that branch. My hand landed on skin.
There should have been nothing significant about the touch. The skin of her wrist was no softer or smoother than any other woman’s. And yet that simple brush had ignited in me like a hearth fire. My eyes flicked up to meet bright amber as shivers danced over me.
She jerked her hand back, smoothing her rucked-up sleeve back into place while avoiding my eyes. “Apologies,” she said. “I should be on my way.”
She darted back, then around me before I had a chance to respond. I swiveled to watch her hurry away before I shrugged and continued on to the village. I would never see her again. Simple attraction meant nothing, not when she had her life here, and I was set to return to Dazyu.






  
  Chapter Two
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Louth


Over a year later… 

The house was unremarkable, in a fashionable sort of way.
It was a whitewashed brick rowhouse among many whitewashed brick rowhouses in a well-off neighborhood. Everything was in good repair, with matching blue-painted doors. The lines of the houses were squared-off and symmetrical, and utterly boring.
I held my chin high as I picked my way across muddy patches of ice toward the bland door on the stylish yet equally bland street, shivering as the wind off the harbor cut through my beautiful but not particularly warm evening cloak and the equally impractical gown beneath. How was it possible for this place to feel even colder than my home at the foot of the mountains? It couldn’t even muster up a proper snow here.
All in all, I did not have much hope for the evening. This would be my third dinner party since I had started on my goal. Things were not going well.
Before I had left home, one of the old village women had said to me, “Don’t go thinking yer better than yer home once you get to the city. That’s not the place for you.”
Well, she need not have worried. It had been made abundantly clear to me I was not fit for this place.
Oh, I was welcomed. People sent me invitations and introduced me to their fellows. They asked me about my best friend Milai, who had accepted a pact with the Dragon Shvasnaiti and was therefore the only Dragon-pacted not a Hizhor in many generations.
They asked about living with Gryphons and Peryton, and most did not bother to hide their annoyance when I responded that I quite enjoyed our neighbors. They asked how I liked staying in Milai’s betrothed’s townhouse, obviously hoping to secure an invitation I had no intention of sending. After those questions, I would be ignored. They never wanted to know what had brought me to Dazyu, or about my work. How could I accomplish my goals if no one would speak to me?
Since the treaty had been signed with Biybolda, more and more of the former soldiers were moving upslope into our lortoi. Our village of Overgreen was expanding rapidly, especially as we added new ventures to encourage visitation. Milai’s family had been operating an event house for several years now, and my family’s endowment had recently finished constructing an inn. Those endeavors had created work, but if the influx of people continued, we would need more.
And I wanted to shape the type of work we received. In a lortoi like ours—significantly rural and so far removed from most of the realm—our work consisted of repairing houses, building barns, and adding rooms. Between the inn and the planned changes to the lair of Milai’s pacted Dragon Shvasnaiti, I had found a use for my love of drawing house designs.
During my first visit to Dazyu, I had been so inspired by the blending of the old with the new. The signing of the treaty also meant an expansion of trade, bringing in many merchants who wanted to build new houses and storehouses for their goods, and their employees, who also needed homes. Older houses were being refurbished for the first time in years now that materials were not being rationed. There were hotels—so much larger and grander than our village inn—going up near the harbor. It was far too much work for the building endowments within the city, and the growth was also spilling into the surrounding areas. Certainly someone, hopefully multiple someones, would be interested in hiring an upslope endowment for some of these projects.
After my first letter home, I was certain the only reason my papas had not demanded I return was the season. Here, the roads were icy mud, and in my home village, there would already be snow on the ground. I was here through the end of winter, even if I was unable to accomplish my goal. My only skills were drawing and hammering. I needed to prove myself useful in other areas.
I straightened my shoulders. I had only been to a handful of dinners and dances so far. Simply because no one had been interested in my family’s services until this point did not mean my work would continue to be fruitless.
A friend of Milai’s betrothed, Raurmu, had tried to make some introductions for me, but he was often busy at the Defense Section offices and didn’t often have the time or the connections to take me around. His friends were the children of the decision-makers in the families and rarely interested in discussing building projects. I hadn’t even made friends among them—they were mostly interested in sporting activities, all of which were baffling to me. Of course we played many of the games at home, and the annual harvest end footraces were good fun, but  Raurmu’s friends were far more serious in their pursuits.
I realized I was standing at the house’s door, staring at the knocker. After quick pats to make certain my dress, gathgumai, and hair were in place, I knocked.
A servant opened the door and I showed my card before being ushered into a large sitting room, even larger than the ones found in the townhouse where I was staying. Milai was being courted by one of the wealthiest men in the realm, but his holdings were ancient and therefore smaller than what could be obtained today. I had spent many hours in his house noting how walls might be removed in the future if Jozthrain and Milai desired to make the rooms larger.
“Darling!” my host Tovvei said, holding her arms wide as she came forward to greet me. She was an awkwardly thin woman in a heavy shawl and a dress that matched her house: stylish, but no personality. “I hadn’t thought you would come!”
I smiled back at her. She most certainly had forgotten my name. “Thank you for the invitation.”
“Of course, of course. Please, sit.” Tovvei indicated the room before returning her attention to her other guests.
I took the closest empty chair as she half-heartedly introduced me to the other guests. They were a mix of other endowed—none of them building endowments, thankfully—and merchants. All were of middling wealth, people I hoped would be most likely to hire an unknown upslope building endowment. It should have been an ideal arrangement of people. I was barely settled in my chair before I knew this dinner would be much the same as the others.
“A building endowment, you say?” a man who had been introduced as Mukogous asked. He swirled his wine as he scanned me. “A bit young to be in the business, aren’t you?”
I smiled, baring my teeth. I had been hearing that since my papas started taking me with them to evaluate the jobs. It seemed someone in her early twenties could not possibly be educated or experienced enough to have a say in her family’s business. “I have been assisting my fathers since I was very young.” Granted, I did not have my papas’ amount of experience, but I knew enough for them to entrust me with coming here.
“Come now,” the non-binary person next to him said, grinning at me in a way that was as patronizing as their companion’s words. “Young people must gain experience somehow.”
And then they returned to gossiping about a play most of them had attended the evening before. Discussing the play would have been interesting even if I had not seen it, but no, the conversation had started with a summary of the argument between one couple in the audience and they were now picking apart what people had worn. I had thought people were supposed to be so much more interesting here in the city.
A servant entered and spoke quietly to Tovvei. Oh, good. Hopefully dinner was ready.
“Well.” Tovvei scanned us, looking disappointed. “I was expecting one more, but I would hate to hold the food.”
“Ha!” Of course Mukogous could not hold his opinion on this, either. “If it is Yanordi, you know there is something important or another at the office that has delayed him.”
“Very true,” a woman laughed. “If we wait for him, we may be here all night.”
“Yes, yes. Please, follow me to the dining room.” Tovvei’s spouse offered her arm and the two led the way.
Without this chronically-late Yanordi, the number of guests was uneven, so I tailed after the line into a dining room as unremarkable as the front of the house. Yet another evening without success. Perhaps someone here had a friend with more interesting tastes. Though none of them would talk to me long enough for me to secure an invitation to another gathering.
My seat was unfortunately in the middle of the table. The mysterious Yanordi must have been meant for the seat across from me, as it was empty. To my dismay, Mukogous was seated next to me. He proceeded to boom his opinions at everyone except for me.
The first course was barely on the table when we heard a knock on the front door. “Ah!” Tovvei said. “Achaj is not too late, after all.”
We heard the door open, then the murmur of voices before a man strode into the room. I nearly dropped my spoon.
I knew him. How did I know him?
I didn’t think it would be possible to forget him. His dark hair was slicked back, but even with the oil, bits had curled up at the ends. He was pale-skinned like me, though not fair. He probably didn’t turn red when he laughed too hard or passed a window. His mouth was quirked as though he was chronically amused by the world. He seemed—fun.
As I desperately tried to place him, the man scanned the room, offering nods to the other guests, then froze when his eyes met mine. I was not imagining things, then. We had met.
Then I found his face in my memories and my fingers clenched around the spoon. Weshchi’s party. He was the man I had run into, literally run into, after Weshchi’s midsummer party. Weshchi, the man who had vowed to destroy my best friend’s social standing. This man was someone who associated with him, so I could not trust him. No matter what he looked like or how my body had sparked when his fingers brushed my skin.
Tovvei had stood to greet him, looking far more happy to see him than she had me, before she introduced him to those he did not already know. She ended with me. “Louth Mipshev of Overgreen village, Achaj Yanordi. Achaj is a clerk with the Ministry of the Kemzuhr’s office.”
“Oh,” I said as he sat across from me. “I wasn’t aware the Kemzuhr had an office. It only runs every five years.” I blushed as several laughs rang out across the table.
“So it does,” Achaj answered, ignoring my embarrassment. “However, someone must see that the Kemzuhr’s decrees are carried out.”
“I suppose that is true.” I looked down at my plate. This was going wonderfully. They thought I was incompetent, I was seated across from a man who was sociable with someone who was trying to ruin my best friend, and I still had most of the meal to go before I could escape.
“What brings you to Dazyu?” Achaj asked after his food had been served and conversation had picked up around us.
Oh, right, I would be expected to converse with the person across from me tonight. Perhaps it would have been easier to converse with the man who considered me inept at my job simply because of my age. I had dealt with that many times before. Instead, I would be watching myself while I tried to figure out just how sympathetic this man was to someone I hated.
“I am staying the winter in the city to meet with potential customers for my endowment,” I answered. “I assume you live here in Dazyu?”
“I do.” He took a moment to sip his soup. “What is it your endowment does?”
“We are a building endowment.” The soup was good. At least the food was not as bland as the host’s decorating skills.
“Ah. What is your current project?”
A polite question, an expected question, and yet I felt as though he was seeking out something to use against me. “We are currently building a Dragon lair.”
“A Dragon lair?” Mukogous laughed before Achaj could respond. “What utter ridiculousness. The reptiles should be glad of whatever accommodations their pacted provides them.”
Well, I had not wanted to associate with this man before. He had taken that likelihood down to nothing. I also noted who seemed to agree with him and who looked horrified by his words.
“The conditions of the pacts are that the pacted must provide sufficient housing for the Dragons should it be required,” Achaj said without inflection. He sipped his soup before turning a questioning look on Mukogous. “Would you have us insult the Dragons so much, they refuse to aid us in the future?”
“They should return to the other side of the mountains, where they lived before.”
"As I do not trust the Biybolda to hold to the treaty, I prefer our allies here." Achaj obviously turned his attention back to me. “How are you enjoying your time in Dazyu?”
“It has been enlightening.” Oh, that came out more sardonic than I intended.
The quick flash of a smile on Achaj’s lips told me he had not missed it. My glance around the table showed everyone else had.
“How so?”
Oh, Dragons take this man. Well, there was one answer guaranteed to lose the interest of everyone at the table. “I have been walking around the city and observing the buildings. Almost every architectural style that has been popular since the time of the Last King is represented here, did you know that? Quite a few from before, even.” I had meant for the words to be a diversion, to turn attention away from me, but the more I talked, the more excited I became. I loved architectural history. I always had. From the moment my papas had started showing me drawings in books and magazines and explaining the differences in the buildings, I had wanted to know more. I had even considered going to the University to become ratified as an architect, but I hated formal schooling.
It took less than five minutes for all of the others to turn away from me, but I realized I had rambled through two more courses and Achaj was still listening to me as intently as when he first asked the question. I snapped my mouth shut and blushed, suddenly feeling shy. He was so focused on me. No one but my papas and Milai listened to me as though my ramblings were anything important.
“Well, you can’t stop now.” He rolled his hand in a “continue on” gesture. “What is the difference between the Old Coastal style and the courtyard houses?”
Our host had apparently been waiting for an opportunity to steal his attention, because she pounced. “Achaj, what is going on in the realm these days?”
He turned a smile on her. “You know I cannot give details about my work, Tovvei.”
“Oh, certainly you can tell us something!”
He shrugged. “Most of our work is focused on the giftings, as it has been.”
The conversation devolved as I expected. Most people here in Dazyu seemed to have strong opinions on the giftings, though none of them shared daily life with any of the Gryphon- or Peryton-pacted soldiers who had received those giftings. I did, and I found the Gryphons and Peryton who now lived in Overgreen delightful. They often came with my family to assist with building projects, especially as we were starting the work on the lair for Milia’s pacted Dragon Shvasnaiti. Shvasnaiti was not especially friendly, but her dragonling was adorable. I did not get as involved in the administration of the village as Milai, but from what I understood, the concerns over how much the Gryphons would eat were unfounded, and the Gryphons were even helping protect the livestock herds from predators.
None of the loudest voices here, however, wanted to learn from my experiences. Even when I countered their claims with something I myself had witnessed, I was dismissed.
Achaj seemed just as disinterested in joining the conversation, though the others continually drew him back into it. When he was, he diverted attention from himself and returned to eating.
It felt like days had passed before the courses were done and I had sat through enough after-dinner conversation to politely make my escape. With a good-bye to our host, I fled into the night.
Where I immediately sagged in my cloak, pulling it tighter about me even though the wind had died down. I had failed. Yet again. I had been here for weeks and had so little to show for it.
“May I walk with you for a bit?”
I started and spun. Achaj Yanordi had followed me out into the night.
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