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      For those who understand the power of silence,

      And for those who were forced to speak
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      This book is an epic fantasy with romantic elements. There are no open-door scenes, nor any language that might be considered cursing. However, this book does contain dark themes, including child abuse, severe anxiety and panic attacks, depression, torture, murder, imprisonment and violence. Please, be aware of these elements and read with care.

      The main character of this book has selective mutism. This depiction is merely one form of selective mutism, and there are many other people with different experiences. Selective mutism is more common in neurodiverse people, but it is by no means exclusive. I did not write Elyria as a neurodiverse character, but if you would like to see her that way, then by all means, you are welcome to do so!

      The sign language depicted in this book is not based on any one particular form of sign language.

      I hope you enjoy Silent is the Sword!
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      There was a silence to winter that I loved. It sank into the bones, the emptiness after a swell of music, the pause after a release of breath indicating peace. The moment between heartbeats. The waiting. The anticipation. When the snow draped itself like a feather blanket over the boughs of leaf-bare trees and evergreen fronds, I would bundle myself up in my best woollen cloak, pull on my boots, and run outside, breathing heavily until I reached a grove well away from Summerfell manor and all its constant noise. Its constant demands on the shape of my life. There, in the grove, I closed my eyes, tilted my head up to the sky and let the silence fill me with its potential, draining away the rest.

      Summerfell was the holding of the Baron of Summerfell, the Keeper of the Northern Passes, and to a girl of eight, who was too young to be of any real import, yet too old to be bound to a nursery, it was difficult not to be underfoot. I had no interest in the soldiers who passed through in the warmer months, either heading back to the lowlands after a gruelling winter’s patrol, or heading into the Passes bundled in fur, even in summer. Nor did the gruff manners of hunters and trappers who ventured into the forests tinged with magic appeal to me. The servants were in a constant bustle, either seeing to the guests or preparing for the harsh colds of winter. My father and mother were usually off managing their own affairs, leaving me to the care of my uncle, the Baron, who was busy always. Occasionally, my cousin Alar was allowed to come away from his tutors and play, but it was rare. Nor was I allowed to join him in his lessons; he was heir to Summerfell and I was a girl without title, despite being of noble blood. Our lessons were vastly different.

      So I was left often alone, surrounded by noise and unable to escape except in the deepest winter in a grove of trees.

      On this particular day, the changing of the watch was happening earlier than anticipated, meaning the keep was all but frantic. Our weather seer had predicted a storm that would block the passes for months. We usually got them, cutting us off from the lowlanders to the south, but this one was early. The unexpected storm had the servants doing their best to salt and dry every bit of meat, preserve every vegetable, unpack the furs, stuff forest moss into the crevasses of the keep for insulation, bundle in wood for fuel, and more things that I didn’t care much about.

      Even Alar was excused from his lessons to spend time with his father while the Baron saw to the change in the watch, so he could learn that important task. Those who had served the summer were being sent down south while their replacements—only arrived yesterday—were being loaded up with supplies for the various small outposts in the passes or settled into quarters at Summerfell for the watch.

      I didn’t really understand what all the fuss was about, given that we hadn’t had an attack from the raiders in the north, beyond the magic of the boundary mountains, since I’d been alive, but as I’d been told many times, I was a girl and wouldn’t understand. The servants sometimes whispered about monsters and fell beasts that threatened from the farthest icy fingers up north, but they never did so when they could see me.

      I made sure they often couldn’t see me.

      I tilted my head back and watched a bright blue jay hop its way from tree branch to tree branch, picking at the bark for insects. A squirrel chattered at it as the bird drew too close to a stash and the clearing erupted into noise for a brief moment.

      “Elyria Trevain, what are you doing out here by yourself?!” A hand grasped me around my upper arm and yanked. I cried out and tried to wrench away, but the large, stern woman at the end of the hand glowered at me. She was hastily bundled in a cloak and her hood was askew, fur trim nearly hiding her eyes from me. I knew her and didn’t want to see her eyes.

      “I’m sorry, Nissa,” I said, lowering my gaze and halting my struggles. I didn’t want a caning for fighting the chief of the servants after she came out all this way to fetch me. “My lessons were cancelled for the afternoon, and I didn’t want to be in the way.”

      Nissa clicked her tongue and started dragging me across the clearing, ruining the fresh coat of snow by her heavy steps. I stumbled along beside her, my arm still held in her grasp.

      “You should know better than to run off on your own in the forest. Especially in winter. Especially with the change of the watch!” She looked like she wanted to strike me, but settled for wrenching my arm instead. I frowned; she’d never hesitated in the past. Why would she do so now?

      “I am sorry,” I said. Sorry I got caught, that is.

      “Well, at least you’ll learn better apologies where you’re going. That one is pathetic.” We left the clearing and fell onto a well-worn path through the snow, one of many that the watch carved on their various patrols around the keep. From there, the walk back to the stone fortress was a matter of moments.

      “Where am I going?” I couldn’t help the question that slipped out and flinched in expectation. But once again, there was no rebuke for my insolence. Instead, Nissa just glared at me.

      “Somewhere you can finally curb those questions and learn to be a lady,” she said, dragging me through the doors and ignoring the smiles the two guardsmen threw us. I tried to smile back, but was pulled forwards. I didn’t see if the guards watched our progress, looked at me with fondness or pity. I sometimes preferred it when they didn’t look at me at all.

      Before I could ask more questions, or consider Nissa’s words, she had my cloak undone and yanked roughly off. She threw it at a waiting maidservant, then examined me. Her expression hardened as she reached out for my hair.

      White-blonde, it was a common Trevain trait, one I shared with my cousin and the Baron, though it was difficult to tell whether the Baron’s hair was white with age or with family history. I wore mine in a ragged braid, one I’d done myself only that morning. Nissa undid it swiftly and without care for my sensitive scalp and pinned back the strands at the front, leaving my hair loose. She adjusted my dress and scowled at the hem, which was two inches too short. I’d grown again.

      “You have much improvement to achieve,” she sneered, “but you will suffice.”

      “For what?” I asked, and this time I got my ear twisted for my impertinence.

      “Ask no questions!” Nissa reminded me. “How many times have I told you? A lady⁠—”

      “A lady is quiet and cunning,” I recited, eyes firmly on the stone floor through the rushes. “She asks no questions unless she knows the answers. She is able to steer a conversation by word and look alone, with no one the wiser.”

      Nissa inhaled sharply. I squeezed my eyes shut, bracing for the strike. Instead of striking me, or scolding me, she made a sound in the back of her throat that was one part exasperation and another part disappointment. “The Baron is waiting for you in his library,” she said, prompting me to open my eyes.

      The Baron never called for me, not unless I was with Alar already. And the library? That was for official business. Keep business. Not family business. Excitement fluttered in my belly at the thought of finally being involved in Keep business.

      “Go!” Nissa snapped. I went, fleeing the chief of servants with as much grace as I could muster. I slowed my quick steps to a smooth walk as I approached the door to the library. It was at the back of the fortress, with wide windows that looked onto the vale below the Northern Passes and every wall covered in shelves upon shelves of books. It was a room that thrilled me. And, despite my excitement, a room that terrified me.

      Maybe you won’t hear them, I told myself, then shook that thought away from me. I wouldn’t even think about it. If I thought about it, that made it real, and I did not want it to be real. No, it was just a room full of books. The important thing was to not make a fool of myself in front of the Baron. My parents would be disappointed when they next received a letter from my uncle. I would make sure they weren’t disappointed. Maybe then they would come home. Or take me with them next time they left.

      The library door was closed, heavy ironwood doors looming over me. I wished I were grown and taller, so that doors wouldn’t intimidate me. I closed my eyes and shook that thought from my mind, too.

      Then, taking a deep breath, I lifted my shoulders, held my head high in the posture my teachers had drilled into me, lifted my hand with as much smoothness and grace as I could, given the trembling, and knocked.

      “Enter.” The deep, bass voice rang out almost before the sound of my knock had faded. I didn’t hesitate, lifting the latch on the door and pushing it open. Without even looking at the room or its occupants as I slipped in, I lowered into a curtsey and waited to be acknowledged.

      “Rise.” The Baron’s voice was dismissive, almost disinterested. But I knew that was a ruse, since he had called me here. Summoned me.

      I rose and lifted my eyes. To my surprise, there was someone else in the room with the Baron. Seated in a simple wooden chair by the fire was a woman, one so beautiful I could barely keep from gaping at her.

      Every line in her body was smooth and elegant, from the way her dress draped about her knees to the small movements of her fingers stroking a fur muff. Her gaze was soft but intelligent, and her smile quiet, easy.

      “This is she?” the woman asked, and even her voice was musical, almost delicate.

      “Yes,” the Baron said, a picture of gruffness in comparison. My gaze moved to my uncle. He was ruddy skinned from so much time out under the winter sun. His beard was closely shorn, but it did little to hide the three parallel scars that ran down his left cheek, one running right through where his eye had been. He wore a bear skin about his shoulders, clasped with the claws of the great beast. Alar told me that a bear had given the Baron those scars and that the Baron had killed the beast with his bare hands; I believed it.

      The Baron looked at me, mouth twisting in the familiar line that it took when I was near. He waved vaguely at me. “Go stand by the window, where we can see you.”

      I curtseyed again and did as he asked, walking over the rushes as quietly as possible and standing by the window, my back to one of the bookshelves. My heart thudded in my ears as I heard a faint rustle of pages.

      “And you are sure about this?” the woman asked, never looking away from me. “It is not an easy thing to become one of our order.”

      “But the benefits…?” the Baron prompted.

      “She will be taught all manner of thing, certainly,” the woman raised a hand, the gesture graceful. Like a dancer, I thought. “Accomplishments. Instruments. Singing, if she has a voice for it. Poetry. Art. Dance. All the standard requirements for a lady of good bloodlines in this age.” The woman sniffed, as if such things were below her. “The Order of Ter Avest will provide more, though. A thorough understanding of politics. Languages. She will learn strategy. She will⁠—”

      “Be an asset,” the Baron said, nodding firmly. The woman’s expression didn’t change at the interruption, but I would have sworn she was irritated.

      What was the Order of Ter Avest? Was I being sent away to school? This was my home; I didn’t want to be sent away. Why weren’t my parents here to decide my fate?

      The paper rustling behind me intensified. I stiffened.

      “Any woman of noble blood is an asset, my dear Baron,” the woman said in that same musical tone. “A woman of the Order is more than an asset. She can ruin a country with the right poem. She can ratify a peace treaty by her marriage. She will be worth more than her weight in gold.”

      “Fine. That’s fine,” the Baron said. The woman blinked, a flicker of something dark touching her eyes for that brief instant. “So long as she is useful.”

      Wasn’t I useful here? I was being taught to do important things. I knew my figures and my letters. I was helping Nissa with the balance books for the kitchens. And I could play the harp, even if I didn’t like practising much. I was doing all the things a lady was expected to do.

      You could be doing more. The voice was a whisper in my ear, rich and dark. I gasped and clenched my hands into fists. The Baron glared at me, and I quickly lowered my gaze.

      “She will be useful,” the woman assured him. “If the Order accepts her.”

      “Why wouldn’t you accept her?” the Baron asked, anger creeping into his voice. “She’s the right age. She knows her place. She has all the qualities you want!”

      The woman tilted her head, much like the blue jay back in the clearing. “She is eye-catching. White hair is so uncommon, even here in the north. And her face is well formed. She will certainly turn head when she grows, so long as her expressions can be controlled. Pity about her brown eyes, but at least they’re pleasant enough.”

      I drowned in the blue of her eyes, another voice said, high and reedy. Her step was but wind on the grass, and her smile could outshine the sun. To win the honour of her heart, I would slay dragons and⁠—

      “Quiet,” I breathed, a single bead of sweat dripping down my spine. At my plea, another voice, this one reciting the history of a battle long past, started speaking, voice monotonous, boring, impossible to ignore. My breath caught in my throat and I barely managed to swallow back a whimper.

      The woman, who had still not once taken her eyes from me, raised her brows ever so slightly. “The concerns that the Order have is regarding her parentage.”

      The Baron scoffed, but I heard nervousness in his laugh. “You came all the way here at the start of winter to see her. Surely you have no real concerns.”

      The woman smiled, though her expression somehow didn’t change. “My lord, braving the danger of the early snows is little concern for one of the Order. I am content to return south without the girl, if she is not suitable.”

      “Elyria Trevain is the only child of my brother,” the Baron said through gritted teeth.

      “Indeed,” the woman said. “And her mother?”

      Motherless child, left in the hands of one who could not take her. It became my responsibility to raise the get. I will not have her near my son. I will not see her grow here, coveting what will never be hers.

      This new voice, so deep and sharp like the Baron’s, filled my head so that I could barely hear the conversation between the woman and my uncle. Sweat formed on my brow. My hands were clammy. My knees shook beneath my dress. I tried to push the voices back and remain still, remain tall and proud, but they only became louder. More voices joined in, and words scrawled in ink flew through my mind.

      I tried, I really did. I knew the beating I would take for moving, for being so weak, but I didn’t care anymore. I couldn’t take another second of the voices dancing around my mind. I cried out and put my hands over my ears.

      “Make them stop,” I begged. Through the haze of my tears, I saw the woman stand abruptly, startled, though her expression smoothed a moment later.

      The voices only grew louder.

      And in the year 189, following the magical war, a great famine spread across the land, rendering the fertile forest lands of the middle continent into barren wastelands. The trees were felled for farmland, and when nothing grew, the people of those new plains starved, leaving behind only relics of their cities and⁠—

      “Make them stop!” I yelled, turning to my uncle, my family, for help. “Make the voices⁠—”

      “SILENCE!” The Baron screamed, raising his hand and striking me across the face, his ring cutting my cheek open. In an instant, the words were stolen from my throat. The voices fell silent, leaving dead, empty space in their wake. I dropped to my knees, leaning against the bookshelves. They were cold now. They should have been warmed by the fireplace nearby, but they were cold. The tears in my eyes fell without my bidding.

      “A pity,” I heard the woman say as the world wavered around me, the edges fading to black. “I know no one can predict when magic will appear, but it is always a shame to see it in one such as her. Unfortunately, Baron, the Order of Ter Avest can no longer take your ward. We have nothing to do with magic, and she is full of it. A shame, for she had such potential. You’ll have to find some other place to dispose of her.”

      The world disappeared, and with it the pain in my cheek where warm blood flowed, the fear of the voices and words I couldn’t control. With it went my own voice, too. Silence was asked for, and silence I gave.
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      Lemon trees are fruiting trees of the tropical variety, requiring⁠—

      “Elyria!”

      I looked up from the book I was shelving, blocking out its whispers on the various properties of lemon trees. This book was more insistent than most, trying to tell me about its tricks for growing trees. I was far from interested in such things as gardening—given my background as someone from the north, no one in the entire city of Vazeri would be foolish enough to trust me with their garden. Still, as I handled the book, the ink in its pages whispered its contents to me. Mostly, I could block out the constant whispers unless I was touching a book; then its ink sang the song of scribe magic.

      I turned to see Archivist Rosaria hurrying towards me. Well, as much as any Archivist hurried. She was taller than me by at least a full head, had skin the colour of walnut wood, and was months away from being promoted to Central Archivist. She didn’t have scribe magic like me, but that hadn’t stopped her from making a name for herself in the Great Archives.

      I set my stack of books down and smiled, trying not to show too much enthusiasm at being sought out. I was polite and pleasant and perfectly helpful, not desperate for interaction. I lifted my hands, fingers dancing as I signed, “How can I help you, Rosaria?”

      She stopped before me, looking flustered. That was never a good sign. “The triumvirate was working through a council meeting on the provisions being made for the garrisoning of Makhierian soldiers here. You know, to deal with the potential Imaran situation? Which is ridiculous, since they can’t cross their mountains, and everyone knows they wouldn’t dare invade by sea, given how steady our trade is. Anyways, the council was looking for old laws on the keeping of horses and can’t find them. Anywhere. I’ve had Tavio searching all morning, and even Central Archivist Mariam was searching! Can you…would you mind?”

      I smiled and shrugged. “No problem,” I signed, my fingers flying through the simple answer. “Let me get to the atrium.”

      Rosaria sagged in relief. “Thank you, Elyria. I owe you a dinner at the very least. From that little place down the hill. You know how the triumvirate can be when we can’t find information for them.”

      I did know, though I would have helped, regardless. The triumvirate ruled the city-state with no small amount of bickering and bureaucracy, and if they or the council couldn’t find information, the Great Archives were usually to blame. Our budget had been cut once already in the two years since I’d been there, and it had been threatened at least thrice more for simple misfilings.

      Thankfully, they needed us, not only for their paperwork and to keep track of records, but because we were the largest library in the entire group of harbour city-states. Vazeri controlled the information, and therefore we were considered the most powerful. That, in turn, drew skilled mages and craftsmen here, which only increased the influence of Vazeri. All because of the Great Archives.

      I moved my stack of books to a cart at the end of one of the massive shelves for a novice to sort through later. Rosaria led me through the Great Archive building, slipping through hallways floored with marble and trimmed in decadent wood and metal. The entire city was built similarly, with stone carved into intricate designs making up the exterior of most of the buildings and the interiors done with beautifully worked plaster, trimmed in wood, floored in marble or smooth riverstone, and furnished with the best that could be had.

      It was a dramatic shift from my time as a noviciate to the Archives in Liral, at the edge of the Great Plains. There, it had been wattle and daub, rare pieces of wood salvaged for shelves, and what stones could be dug from the earth piled into walls. Simple, austere. Nothing like the grand decadence of the hilled city.

      I thanked the gods often for bringing me to Vazeri. A place where, maybe, I could truly belong.

      The atrium was in the process of being painted with scenes depicting the legends of dragons and angels, their battle playing out in grand scale. The artists had set up scaffolding, and one of the art mages was calling paint from his palette to shade the tip of a dragon’s claw. Seeing the beauty they created, I was sometimes jealous of art mages. My own drawing skills were poor at best, art not being made of words and therefore impossible to influence with my magic. But, then, if I had art magic, I wouldn’t have the company of ink and books and paper. Having a thousand friends was better than being able to paint with a flick of my fingers.

      And, as I’d been told by my teachers in Liral, scribe magic was rare. Art magic was not. Hence the various starving artists that every city boasted.

      There had been no artists in the north, I remembered unbidden. Immediately, I shut down that line of thought, instead turning to Rosaria. She flapped her hands at a few novices carrying scrolls and gossiping.

      “Clear the room, if you please,” Rosaria said, her voice never rising above a smooth dulcet, though there was an urgency to it that had the novices scrambling. The artists climbed down from their scaffolding. The youngest, a boy of perhaps fifteen, gaped at me as he walked by. While there were many people from the north in the harbour cities, having fled the harsh winters for a chance at prosperity, there weren’t many with my white-blonde hair. It was impossible to dye. I’d tried.

      I smiled at the boy, all olive skin and dark curls, and he flushed fiercely before scrambling off to stand next to his companions.

      “The others are prepared?” I asked, fingers waving. This flurry of movement earned more stares from the artist boy, who had likely never seen anyone use the signed language before. It wasn’t common, though it was more so in the Great Archives, where silence was valued in times of study. I often received stares when signing. I tried to ignore the familiar flush to my cheeks and focused my attention on Rosaria, keeping my smile pleasant and interested.

      I was safe in the Archives, I reminded myself. The people here liked me. They didn’t care that I didn’t talk since I made myself valuable in other ways. I was safe here.

      Rosaria nodded. “They’re prepared,” she said. Her hands fidgeted with the dark blue wool of her dress, the standard Archivist uniform. My own dress was banded at the cuffs with red trim, a sign of my status as a scribe as well as Archivist.

      I raised my hands, ink-stained and with one paper cut that I got that morning, and closed my eyes. Slowly, so as not to overwhelm me, I lowered the walls in my mind, brick by brick. Whispers began to fill the empty spaces, some too quiet to understand, others all but shouting as they tried to convey their information. I mentally hushed them. Words swam before my eyes, an endless stream of ink in a thousand different hands and some in the new typed-face pieces that were coming out of the presses invented a handful of years ago.

      I slowed the stream of words, calling for quiet from all the written words in the Great Archive. The entire building fell quiet, even more than usual, as the books lapsed into silence. I heard a gasp from a young girl as the unnatural silence fell over the building. An Archivist shushed her, and I returned my thoughts to the books.

      Laws, please, I murmured in my thoughts. Regarding the stabling and keeping of horses. Also, information on the garrisoning of troops not of Vazeri. Supply lists, dates, where the troops were from.

      The books rustled and shifted. I felt a tug at the back of my mind and turned to face that part of the building. Raising my hands higher, I beckoned with my fingers. Deep in the Great Archives, the ink on the pages I needed responded to my magic. I beckoned with my fingers again, and they flew from their shelves, soaring through the air towards me.

      A mild curse caught my attention as one of the books swooped over the head of Central Archivist Mariam. A cat, black as night and with golden eyes, swatted at a scroll that disturbed his slumber. I smiled and continued calling the ink to me.

      Another moment passed, then several books and about fifteen scrolls whooshed into the atrium, landing in a neat pile at Rosaria’s feet. I opened my eyes, releasing my magic and rebuilding my mental walls. The books all started whispering again, no longer bound by me, and I lowered my arms, suddenly tired.

      “Thank you,” Rosaria said, already waving over the novices to help carry the books for her. “Dinner, I promise!”

      Then, without a second glance, she bustled off, leaving me alone in the atrium. The smile faded from my lips.

      I smoothed my shaking hands over my skirts and tried to centre myself again. It always took a few minutes after opening myself to the entirety of the Great Archives, but I catalogued the pieces that made me human and not ink.

      Hair, white-blonde strands messy, hanging loose over my shoulders.

      Dress, tight at the bodice and loose at my legs, with a large pocket sewn into the side seam to carry a notebook or pencil. Two red lines at the cuffs to indicate my magic.

      Shoes, the left one a little worn, my toe just about breaking through the supple leather. I sighed. I would need new shoes, which meant shopping, which meant leaving the Great Archive building.

      Paper cut, still stinging. It had been a particularly deep one, and my first paper cut in years. I had been horrified to know that I’d bled on a book, but it was old, dusty and hadn’t been touched in ages before I reshelved it and told no one. Besides, I’d blotted the blood away with a handkerchief as quickly as I could. I was a scribe and an Archivist, not a terrified noviciate who would get rapped over the knuckles for even wrinkling a page. No one would mind, surely. Would they?

      I opened my eyes and found myself looking directly into the deep brown ones of Beltran.

      “I wondered when you would awaken,” he teased. I flushed, my face heating and surely showing a bright red.

      Beltran, he of the sculpted features, olive skin and curly hair that was common to the original Vazeri citizens, was a city guardsman assigned to the Council building. He wore the copper-brown breeches and tunic of the guard, shot through with gold where the threads caught the light. It was a mage-woven piece, and almost as good as armour. At his waist, he bore the cudgel and short sword of his station. The two golden stars at his shoulders indicated his rank. He was, in essence, nothing more than an ordinary guardsman patrolling the streets around the Council building, including the Great Archive.

      Except when he smiled. His entire face lit up and joy poured from every movement. He had a fierce sense of humour and was quick with a joke and a helping hand. He also had taken the time to learn sign language so he could talk with me.

      One day, I vowed I would use my real voice with him, prove that my anxiety wouldn’t keep me from normal relationships, from sharing my soul with someone. From belonging to a world outside of ink and paper.

      There weren’t many I spoke vocally with, but I knew that one day, Beltran would be one of them. My throat would no longer close and the words would just escape with ease. No sweat down my back, no fear, no trembling hands. Just me, my voice, and him.

      That day, though, the words stayed trapped, so I raised my hands. “Do you need something from the Archives?” I asked, trying to keep my grin demure and friendly rather than overeager. “I just found a book about lemon trees, if you want to improve your garden.”

      Beltran winced even as he laughed. “No, no, dear gods above no. My garden will remain empty and bare so long as I have anything to do with it.”

      I’d teased him about his gardening skills since he brought me a bouquet of flowers a year ago on my birthday and asked if they came from his garden. Beltran was, apparently, the only person besides myself in all of the hills and terraces of Vazeri who couldn’t garden.

      I waited for him to give his reason for being here. He’d never come into the Archives before without an excuse, usually fetching some small document for the guards’ station, or deciphering a written report that had handwriting so appalling that most Archivists wept in frustration. I liked the small tasks that Beltran brought; there were many other Archivists that could have helped him, but he always asked for me.

      “My sister, Carine, has her first performance with the Vazeri opera this weekend. I was told that she would be embarrassed if I made a fuss, so naturally, I am inviting everyone I know.” Beltran produced a square of parchment written in gilded ink, bearing the official crest of the Vazeri Operatic and Artistic Guild.

      I hadn’t known that his sister was in the opera. I wondered how long she’d been rehearsing. Maybe it was a secret, a surprise. “I would be delighted,” I signed. “What part does she play?”

      Beltran grinned, handing over the invitation. “She’s been an apprentice with them for years now, but this is her first performance outside her apprenticeship. They’ve given her second lead!”

      I blinked. How had I not known his sister had apprenticed with the opera?

      “That’s amazing!” I tried to convey my enthusiasm in my smile and a quick bob of my head, but my fingers faltered in their dancing. Beltran didn’t seem to notice. I shook off my confusion. It wasn’t like we had spent a great deal of time together outside of the Archives. Occasionally, he would walk me back to the building if I were out on an errand. Once, we even crossed paths in the market after I’d purchased some fennel for a soup I was making. He’d carried it home for me. But time enough to discuss our families? No, we had never had that.

      This could be our chance to change things.

      “Thank you,” Beltran said. “It will mean so much to have people there for her, even if I am making a fuss. It is the prerogative of brothers, after all!”

      He started to turn away and my heart lurched. I wasn’t ready for him to go quite yet. I moved my fingers in a flurry of movement, making sure he had to stay to see every word. “How are things in the guard? I heard that the quartering of Makhierian soldiers was making things difficult.”

      Beltran’s expression darkened. He looked around the atrium, watching the artists as they returned to their paint and a couple of novices scurried about their business like the Great Archive cats after a mouse. He took a step closer. My throat tightened and my cheeks grew warm.

      “Just between you and me, the whole thing’s a mess,” he said in a low voice. Distaste twisted his features. “They’ve brought in the Makhierians for protection against raids from the Northern Reaches. Supposedly. There have been reports—no, rumours—of raids making it past the mountains and into some of the smaller villages in the hills. No harbour cities have been hit yet, but Vazeri has only the guard and…” He shrugged expressively.

      “And they can afford the protection,” I signed. Vazeri was notorious for its wealth, from the concentration of mages to the trade of goods and crafts that were mage-made. It was, undoubtedly, the most influential of the harbour cities.

      “It’s hard enough policing the streets given the unrest with the missing people, but with Makhierians wandering about?” Beltran shook his head, running a hand through his dark curls. “We’ve had to arrest at least a dozen already, and our jails aren’t big enough for this. Some people blame them for the missing people, though that started months before they arrived. No new ones in a fortnight, thank the gods. But the Makhierian presence does not help with suspicions, or the fact that we have no evidence. Not to mention the fact that they brought horses, the fools. Everyone knows that the hills of Vazeri are too steep for horses. They have to go around the entire city just to get from the Council building to the harbour. There are proposals with the triumvirate right now to open up part of the boundary wall!”

      I winced, more on his behalf than any real opinion of my own. Certainly, it was nearly impossible to get a horse to climb the hills and switchback streets of the city; that was why we had the mage-powered lifts, for the goods and people who couldn’t easily climb the streets. I wouldn’t want to deal with that logistical nightmare. Beltran studied me and sighed.

      “You don’t want to know all this,” he said, reaching out and squeezing my arm. My face burned with heat, and I’m sure I was the colour of the poppies that ringed the boundary wall. My arm all but tingled where he touched it. He shook his head. “Besides, these fools are worried about raids from the Northern Reaches when they should be worried about the Imaran Empire. No one ever believes they’ll cross those mountains, I suppose, what with the magical barrier. But there’s always the sea. Ah, what do I know? I’ve never even been beyond the boundary wall except for that ill-fated fishing expedition with my father.”

      I gave a sympathetic smile, but I hadn’t heard that story, either. I tried to quiet my restless thoughts by telling myself that we would have time for that at the opera. And afterwards, there would be time for a lot of things.

      Beltran took a step back. “Thanks for letting me talk your ear off, Elyria. You’re such a good listener.”

      Without appearing to see me flinch, he turned and left the Archives, looking more frustrated than he had been before. I thumbed the gilded invitation in my hands and listened to the whispers of the ink. Then, before I shifted the ink into something foolish like a love letter I would never be brave enough to send, I tucked it into my pocket and tried to forget about it.

      The invitation sang to me for the rest of the day.
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      I spun around my small apartment in the light blue dress before facing the other Archivist. Margarethe wrinkled her nose and shook her head.

      “That’s more suitable for Temple Day than it is an opera,” she said. I huffed and reached behind me to undo the laces.

      “That’s the last one I have besides Archive uniforms,” I said, voice quiet. Margarethe was a year older than me, tall to my short, muscular to my willowy frame, and with rich mahogany skin and a mass of curly black hair. She had also been a noviciate at Liral, sent there from the Akopa Islands after her father suffered a fishing accident and her parents couldn’t afford to keep her any longer. She’d been irritable and sullen as a child, and had been sent to keep me company as punishment while I lay in the sickbed during my months of recovery. The two outcasts of Liral, both from elsewhere, labelled difficult—she for her anger, me for my silence—we became best friends. She was also one of the only people with whom I felt comfortable enough to speak.

      “We’ll have to go shopping tomorrow.” She took the dress from me and hung it back in the armoire. I pulled on my nightgown and hugged a worn wrapper around me. “There won’t be any time for tailoring, but it will have to do.”

      My heart dropped. “I hate shopping,” I said, speaking to the floor. Margarethe snorted inelegantly before shoving a glass of wine under my nose.

      “Your hatred of shopping is a well-known and indisputable fact. However, if you want to inspire poetry from your beloved Beltran, then shopping it will be. Or would you rather he see you in the dress you wear to the Temple of Night every Temple Day?”

      I drank the wine and ignored the question. “Fine,” I said. “But you do all the talking.”

      “Don’t I always?” Margarethe asked with a smug expression. “How else are we to get the best bargains?”

      She sank into one of the chairs by my small window. I lived, like most Archivists, as near to the Great Archives as possible. In my case, because I was both scribe and mute to all the world but a couple of trusted people, I was allowed to stay directly next door in a small collection of apartments reserved for those Archivists who could not manage the walk across the city, or were important enough to be called on at midnight. Unfortunately, I was one of the latter, especially when an urgent message came from the triumvirate for a book or record. I never had the heart to refuse and had spent many nights in the Archives searching through texts.

      The apartment was only now, after two years, beginning to suit my tastes. The furniture was simpler than most found in Vazeri, and though I kept writing supplies close at hand, there weren’t more than a half-dozen books in the rooms. I liked having the voices of my favourite texts at hand, but too many would keep me from sleep.

      Some of my better drawings were tacked to the walls. I especially liked my study of a lemon tree on the hills of Vazeri. But the sharp ink spines of trees laden with snow remained my best work, no matter the pangs it gave me. I turned away from that particular drawing and sat on my bed.

      The invitation sat on my desk, whispering in dulcet tones and making my stomach clench in anticipation.

      “I see you got another letter,” Margarethe said, nodding to the folded parchment beside the invitation. I had been ignoring the whispers of that particular letter for about a week, shutting its voice down beneath the pleasant murmur of my other texts. It would only wait so long, though.

      “Yes,” I said, lifting a hand and calling the letter to me. It unfolded with disturbing eagerness, the ink fairly shimmering as it started to tell me its contents.

      “Do you want me to read it?”

      I hunched my shoulders. “You don’t need to do that for me.”

      She snorted. “Trust me, you’ve dealt with plenty of my own letters from family, or my lack thereof. The least I can do is be there for you.”

      Seven siblings kept her parents busy, I knew. She received a letter about once a year for her birthday, and the last one had been sent three months late. She always said I was her sister, that she didn’t need anyone else, but I knew how her dark days could swallow her whole. My family problems were nothing in comparison. I smiled weakly, then shook my head. “I’ll do it this time.”

      She waited patiently for me to open the parchment and begin reading. It began as it always did, in a looping, coarse hand that was easy to read and very clear as to the abrupt nature of its writer.

      Dear Cousin,

      In response to your last letter, which I received two months after sending my own, I have the unfortunate task of telling you that no news has been received from your parents. They have ventured on an expedition into the barren Great Plains and have not been heard from since.

      There is, I believe, no reason to think that they have been brought to any harm. It is more likely that there is no easy way to send post except by falcon, and that they are saving that for an emergency. I realise now that it has been nearly fifteen years since you have seen your parents and am sorry that their ventures keep them away.

      Should you wish to return home, I will be more than happy to receive you. Summerfell is always open to you, for you are to me as a sister.

      Yours in affection,

      Alar Trevain, Baron of Summerfell
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      I snorted and shoved the letter at Margarethe. She took the parchment and smoothed the wrinkles before reading, an aspect of Archivist training that was instinctual to us all. Then, she too snorted and tossed the letter in the general vicinity of the window.

      “What an ass,” she said. “To call you out for not writing, then telling you about your parents like that. No expedition to the Great Plains has ever been heard from again, yet he dismisses your concern like it’s nothing!”

      “That’s Alar for you,” I said. “Ever proper, ever unconcerned.”

      I hadn’t seen my cousin for fifteen years, either, but at least he didn’t mention that. He’d only started writing me after his father died some seven years back, and I’d been both pleased and confused by the renewed contact with my cousin. Since then, I’d given up all hope that communication between us would be anything more than stiff and formal. His occasional invitation to return to Summerfell was always ignored by me; his letters gave me no desire to return. My less common invitations for him to visit me were also ignored. I was obviously not wanted there. Besides, I had Margarethe and my work and, hopefully, soon, Beltran to keep me company. I didn’t need Alar and his disapproval.

      I stared at the crumpled ball of paper, calling to it with my magic. It rose into the air and smoothed, every wrinkle disappearing. The ink warped on the page, twisting and shifting until it read an entirely different message than the one that had been sent. I let it land on Margarethe’s lap. She picked it up and read.

      “Dear Cousin, Kindly remove the stick from your ass about my family. Yours, Elyria.” She barked out a laugh and happily let the paper go when I had my magic shred it into tiny pieces, floating them out the window to be picked up by the breeze off the ocean. “You could just shorten that sentence and remove the bit about your family.”

      I downed the rest of my wine. “I’ll write a proper to him after the opera. Maybe some inane chatter about the wonders of Vazeri will have him stop asking for me to return to Summerfell.”

      Margarethe reached for my hand and squeezed. “I am sorry about your parents.”

      I waited for the familiar squeeze in my heart at my anxiety for them, but there was only emptiness. “I think…” Tears filled my eyes and my throat closed up. I lifted my hands to sign. “I think that maybe I mourned for them a long time ago. I think that maybe they were lost to me from the moment I was sent away from Summerfell. Maybe they deserve their fate. And maybe that makes me a terrible person for thinking it.”

      “Oh, Elyria, no,” Margarethe said, bright eyes wide. “You have every right to be angry with them. To want nothing to do with them. They were your parents and they left you. Abandoned you. After what happened…well, you have every right to distance yourself from your family. Don’t let their expectations twist you into something you’re not.”

      I wrapped my arms around myself, forcing the words out. “And if I don’t want them to be dead?”

      Margarethe moved from her chair and slipped her arms around me. I leaned into her and let the tears trickle down my face even as I tried my best to hold them back.

      “I don’t think wishing someone, anyone, not dead, is a bad thing, Elyria. You’re a good person, okay? It’s annoying sometimes,” she said. I laughed weakly.

      “Now, let’s discuss our plan for tomorrow, because if we don’t pick out the right places to go then we can’t plan our day around the best bakeries.”

      I laughed again and let the subject change, fears for my family, frustration with my reticent cousin, all of it fall away.
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        * * *

      

      “You could try something other than blue,” Margarethe said as I fingered the sleeve of a navy blue gown with sheer panels at the back. I shot her a glare. “There’s green. Or, look, that purple is lovely!”

      The shopkeeper, a bent old woman with wild white curly hair and wrinkled brown skin, nodded eagerly. “You would look stunning in the purple. Such a rare colour, and with your light hair, you would be the most beautiful creature at the opera.”

      I studied the purple dress. It was, as they said, very beautiful. Dark purple, with cap sleeves, and a bevvy of impractical skirts, it would certainly draw attention. And I did want to draw attention, but only Beltran’s. Having other people’s eyes on me made me nervous, exasperated the anxiety that had stolen my voice. I hated it when people stared, even as I longed for their acknowledgement, their approval.

      I shook my head and reached for the green. It was simpler, similar to the blue, with long sleeves, a high neck, and skirts that wouldn’t trip me. There were some gold beads at the cuffs and collar, which was enough to add more of the interest I hoped would draw Beltran’s attention. Draw and hold it. I held it up for Margarethe to examine.

      “It’s very nice,” she said, but there was a frown line between her brows. I tilted my head, not wanting to sign. “Well, it’s just a little…plain.”

      First she dismissed the blue and now the green. This was our third stop after the first one was too busy for either of us to even look at the gowns, and the second had nothing within my price range. This was our last stop, our last chance before we had to actually get back to the Archives for the evening shift.

      “What you need is to dazzle,” the shopkeeper agreed. “You are so striking that the other beauties of Vazeri can hardly compare. Make sure that they look at you with jealousy or desire, not…”

      I could fill in the gaps and barely hid a scowl. I hated being sold to. My neck started to ache, spreading tension into my shoulders. I was quickly running out of patience. I took a deep breath and turned to look at my other options. There were gowns more fit for a ball than an evening at the opera. Gowns for a wedding. Gowns for the elegant and rich and those who sought out the attention. I just wanted something simple. Something that wouldn’t draw too much attention.

      Blindly, I pointed to the end of a rack containing simpler things. The shopkeeper frowned, then at Margarethe’s stern look, shuffled over and pulled out a black piece. It looked like velvet, and had the same long sleeves and high neckline I preferred, but the back dipped low and the skirts were fuller than the others.

      “Fine,” I signed in a flurry, not caring about whether it was plain or boring. “That’s fine.”

      The shopkeeper blinked at me in astonishment. She whirled to Margarethe. “She’s deaf? I thought that she was just quiet, but⁠—”

      “She’s right there,” Margarethe snapped, snatching the dress. “She can hear you. Not everyone who signs is deaf, and even if she were, she’s still right there.”

      I dug out the appropriate number of coins while the shopkeeper fiddled with her apron and spluttered any number of
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