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      Once in a while, when she felt particularly homesick, the newlywed Baroness Dyna Bacalan fought back a strong urge to disrupt the clean, straight lines in her new residence.

      The great desert city of Profant boasted a remarkable number of those lines. More than she’d ever imagined possible before she arrived.

      Unlike her home along the warm Wrynath Sea—no, not her home anymore, her childhood home, near the even larger city of Casai far to the south—the unending orderliness of Profant began with the streets.

      She walked along one of them now, surrounded by low conversation and the soft crunching of small brown gravels under the feet of people and a scattering of colorful landhorses, with people and landhorses alike pulling low wooden wagons with boxy white canvas covers.

      The gravels emphasized the long, straight lines, cutting through red stone buildings that stretched all the way to towering city walls made of the same squared-off stones.

      Dyna tried even harder to ignore her childish desire to kick the clean edges into disorderly rebellion. That sort of behavior was hardly appropriate for a woman who’d not only reached her twenty-first year, but would surely soon become a mother herself.

      Or at least she likely could, if she ever decided she was ready.

      The buildings and the city walls were all exact lines and perfect right angles, just like the streets. No matter what size the buildings were, from modest houses to cozy merchant establishments to spacious offices for guards or city officials, all the way up to the baronial residence that took up four looming stories and several blocks in the center of the city.

      Box upon box upon box, line upon line upon intersecting right angle.

      Hardly any windows broke up the solid mass of red blocks, not with so much heat and dust sneaky and determined to find their way inside. Only thick doors made of pale wood, the grain twisted into fascinating patterns.

      With no way for potential customers to peek inside, the merchants all supplied waist-high stalls with colorful awnings in front of their shops to display their wares.

      Of course the awnings and stalls were neat and sharp in both construction and contents.

      She’d been horrified at the lack of windows at first, coming from a land where openings of all kinds were vital, and carefully positioned to catch the sea breeze at every opportunity.

      Then delighted when she stepped into interiors as cool as the caves along the coast, and lit by wonderful metal lamps with bits of colorful glass all around. And perhaps because of all the sharp edges and rigid shapes on the outside, most buildings in Profant held a surprising number of curves and softness within.

      Arched doorways and rounded steps, sculpted out of clay made from pale local sand and tinted with beautiful colors. Chairs and tables and even beds made of the same material, with no more right angles than necessary. Luxurious pillows and blankets that would never have done well in the humid seaside air of her youth proved sturdy and long-lasting in the desert.

      Even ventilation was handled in a way Dyna hadn’t expected. Most rooms in Profant had cleverly hidden grates along the tops and bottoms of the walls, covered with intricately carved stone or metal.

      Cool air from vast underground water cisterns was drawn in by the warm air escaping, bringing relief from both heat and dryness.

      Only the baron’s residence—now hers as well—had windows along interior passages, and throughout the airy healing rooms on the shady side of the house. The healers quite reasonably wanted as much fresh air as they could manage.

      Healers who hadn’t been able to help Dyna with the first difficulty she’d ever sought them out for. A problem that sent her out into the street on this fine, clear, relatively cool winter afternoon, with the healer she trusted most by her side.

      Berga walked confidently in the flowing white garments of her work, keeping her thoughts to herself. Perhaps sensing any attempts at conversation with Dyna would be awkward at best with her current agitation.

      Through the jumble of her own fretful thoughts, Dyna had to admit the mass of buildings was impressive, and maintenance had to be relatively easy. Even with Profant’s constant wind and frightful sand storms, almost everything looked brand new.

      The desert climate could never compete with the fresh sea air of her youth, but the ever-present dust in Profant carried a surprisingly pleasant spicy aroma, almost like cinnamon. She knew parts of the city added more...challenging smells, especially around pens and stables for livestock and a broad field outside the city walls where clever pipes carried waste away to dry in the sun.

      Thankfully the merchants’ row where she and Berga strolled now held only hints of baking bread and roasting meats, stalls full of fragrant herbs and flowers, and a wonderland of perfumes for men and women alike.

      She doubted anyone would be likely to get lost anywhere in Profant, even if they wanted to. They simply needed to count the streets as she and Berga both did, and remember when to turn left or right. Or else they’d be faced with the end-point of a towering city wall.

      Easy. Clean. Simple.

      Repetitive and relentless to her eyes, still tuned to the lush wilderness of the coastlands.

      Dyna had grown up in the tiny village of Mychen overlooking the soft Wrynath Sea, all curve and swell, forming itself to the land rather than the other way around. Even though the nearby city of Casai was vast and thriving and busy, it too showed a far more organic design than Profant.

      Vast throngs of residents in Casai seemed to understand the labyrinthine streets from birth, and visitors generally knew they’d be better off hiring guides.

      Great swarms of children and young adults ran a thriving business escorting crews from countless sailing ships and fishers through Casai’s knotted mess of stone, gravel, sand, and even dirt streets.

      Dyna couldn’t claim to have gained an understanding of those streets, teeming with all manner of people and creatures ordinary and magical. But she’d loved every one of her visits, drinking in all the energy and excitement she could stand and more.

      Here in extremely linear Profant, she made a point of returning nods and smiles to everyone she walked past rather than grinning the way she had during city visits as a little girl. Most everyone returned her smile, and many greeted Berga like an old friend.

      Dyna wished for such familiarity though she knew it was impossible.

      Even hidden by a disguise so simple it proved effective, it would hardly do for the new baroness to leave such a silly, flighty impression by grinning or skipping or laughing the way her younger self had when setting out on any sort of adventure.

      Dyna understood the loose, flowing garments everyone wore in Profant, and sometimes she longed for the carefree protection from the brutal heat and sunlight. Cotton robes made of white and other pale colors that covered arms and legs, with light hoods for even more shielding, made perfect sense.

      But her new husband had echoed her mother in making it clear such clothing would not be suitable for her outside the privacy of her own bedchamber. She’d do herself—and the barony—nearly as much damage as if she wandered gaily down the streets with her long red hair unbound like an unmarried maiden’s.

      She was already quite aware of drawing attention to herself with her typical manner of dress, though that truly couldn’t be helped when she appeared as baroness beside her husband Hildar.

      Today, before she and Berga set off on this secretive journey, Baroness Dyna had worn a closely fitted silk gown more like the fashions of Casai. A rich blue that set off her eyes, with a full skirt cut just above her ankles for ease in walking.

      Elbow-length sleeves loose enough to move with her, the front cut low enough for comfort and coolness without risking too much scandal.

      Once the wealthier women in the city began copying the style a few weeks ago, Dyna knew she’d exposed just enough of her generous bosom to make an impression rather than offending.

      But today she’d switched out the gown for a tan cotton tunic and skirt of her own, and switched her soft slippers for sturdy leather sandals, refusing the risk of painful feet from an ordinary walk.

      Between her non-typical clothing and her simply braided hairstyle rather than the elaborate twists and arrangements she usually wore, so far no one had recognized her, out for the first time without her husband or one of the black-clad house guards.

      The sense of freedom—and of having a secret—was more exhilarating than Dyna wanted to admit. What would those wealthy women think of her now?

      She rather expected they’d be envious under their disapproval.

      Her mother would be pure disapproval, and the voice whispering through her head filled in the memory of many scoldings quite nicely.

      Despite such shallow and silly musings, right now she wished more than anything that she could count any of the women in Profant as friends, or that she had old friends or sisters or aunties nearby.

      Anyone she could turn to with such an odd and delicate concern, and trust to keep her confidence.

      Dyna shook her head, dismissing that thought as another of the increasing number of unwanted intrusions from her mother’s voice. Berga and the other healers had shown themselves to be nothing but caring and loyal, accepting their new baron’s young bride with her strange ways and dubious qualifications as one of their own at once.

      Accepting the love between Dyna and Hildar as sincere and true, and holding that as the only qualification needed.

      Dyna’s own mother had refused to do either.

      They approached the seventeenth street from her house, with a stall full of little wooden bins loaded with a wondrous variety of dried grains marking the correct turn on the right. The display, ranging from white to red to bright blue, and from as large as her thumbnail down to not much bigger than grains of sand, matched exactly what Berga described the day before.

      “I’m not sure I’m counting correctly,” Dyna said, “but isn’t the turn just up ahead?”

      Berga nodded and flashed her reassuring smile.

      “You’ve counted perfectly, Baroness. I wonder if you’ve also noticed the merchant I mentioned as well. I suspect you memorized every word as I described it to you.”

      “I do pay attention to you, yes,” Dyna said. “Though you won’t return the courtesy when I ask you to please call me Dyna. Of course I’d tend to pay attention to anyone who’s smuggling me through the middle of the city without my husband’s knowledge, or approval.”

      Berga laughed, the clear, musical tone drawing more smiles from passersby.

      “This is how I know you’re a newly married woman, Dyna. You still at least claim to believe so many things require your husband’s approval. Or that he’d benefit from knowledge of everything you get up to.”

      “I should think the baron’s approval would matter to me as it does to everyone who lives in Profant. Perhaps more so.”

      This time Berga shook her head and rolled her eyes.

      “Our dear Baron Hildar has never been the sort to concern himself with what everyone in Profant does, and he’d never get anything else done if he tried. That’s why he has guards and spies and officials. And yes, healers. You’re part of his system of maintaining order, whether you yet realize it or not.”

      Dyna scowled as they turned the corner, moving away from the busier main street. On the narrower way, hardly any merchant stands broke the regularity of precisely cut red stone.

      She relaxed her face at once, hearing the murmur of her mother’s voice in her mind again. Responding to the inner words or disapproving throat-clearing or sniffs often stopped the warning from escalating to knotted shoulders or twisting belly.

      “I’m not sure what I could possibly do to help Hildar maintain order,” she said. “I barely know my way around my own house, much less this city.”

      “You’ll learn all of that in time, as much as you need to. Don’t forget he’s almost as new to all of this as you are. He’s only held the barony for just over a year. I believe that’s a good thing myself. The two of you will work out how to help each other as you figure out what you’re doing.”

      Dyna already had her eyes on the house they needed: nine doors away from the cross street. No one else was out, and for the first time she was entirely relieved at the lack of windows.

      Hardly any chance of someone recognizing her and reporting back to Hildar, or to anyone else who might care, or disapprove.

      She responded to Berga’s words without thinking about her own.

      “That’s one thing my mother kept saying that doesn’t make sense. She was certain Hildar wanted nothing more than a pretty young
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