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Chapter 1

I SUMMON THE MEMORY of Alcedama as I saw it last. On a long ago night I walked through the city, its streets thick with the blood of the dead and dying, seeking an understanding that never came. Maybe if just once something had been said, or done, something brought into life by a single voice of compassion, by that one sound, everything would have been different. How can I know? Instead, I know that out of betrayal comes a feeling of loss that keeps us from the truth of who we are. We choose instead to hate. I received this knowledge into my own blood, and welcomed it, because then I was given a reason to live. 

So long in this cell. Am I still a victim? Or has the sudden revelation of what I feel brought with it the end of fear? I wonder, too, how long they will give me something to write on, something, thereby, to remember. I need these words. They play with that, keeping it an unknown. 

Beyond the narrow bars I see the pale yellow light that always comes before dusk, rectangular shapes of color, four of them, the metal rods between. The hills are shrouded in fog and the courtyard is still. The others are at supper. I am in another place that serves as both my refuge and my retribution.

They will read every one of these words and not comprehend. I shape the intent again and again, each time changing it, each time new, each time a distance from their truth, each time a way out into mine. These are my words, I, Karin Anavid, in the prison of Tamach.

Chapter 2

“I tell you the prisoner is uncooperative.”

“So? She has no choice, after all. Her resistance doesn’t matter.”

In the room a series of tapestries hung from the wall. The man who was principal guard and commander of the city of Tamach walked over to each one in turn, fascinated as always by their intricacy and color, by their stories, and the heroes who had lived them.

“Beautiful, aren’t they?” said his companion, who stayed sitting in his chair near a narrow window that overlooked the courtyard and in the distance, the hills he had come to love dearly. “My Catherine chose wisely in her art.”

“No one better. Such detail of our history,” agreed the principal guard. “Her death is our loss.”

There was no answer.

“We have a larger problem than the prisoner,” he went on.

His companion looked at him in disbelief. “You misunderstand everything if you think that’s possible.” The threat was open.

“Jaramek, listen to me,” the principal guard continued. “I received a message, less than an hour ago. You have to attend to it.”

“When did you decide you can tell me what I must do? What right?”

“Because I’m your friend.” 

The tension in the room dissolved in a slow current, as if a dam had risen to stop its course.

“Yes, Garac, I know that.” The man buried his head in his hands a moment before answering. “So, tell me.”

“We found Petras. He was caught outside the boundary. We have no idea what he might have told them. His body was left to be mauled by animals.”

“He would have given nothing away. That means we have no one out there.”

“Exactly.”

“I see,” said Jaramek. “I assume you already have a plan?”

In answer, the principal guard walked over to the tapestry that hung furthest back, in an alcove almost hidden from the light. Wide lines in gold crossed in every direction. He lifted a corner of it with his hand. “Do you remember?”

“You can’t mean you want us to use the old routes. They’re inaccessible, beyond the boundary, if they still exist at all.”

“Not the routes, no. This,” Garac said, pointing to a design a third of the way down the tapestry, in the center. The object was woven in red and copper thread and outlined in gold. It was many-sided, eight by count. Garac touched the design and it moved out from the cloth and turned in a full circle for them, so that they could see every aspect of the artistry of the weaver, who had carefully sewn each symbol that the object offered. He heard Jaramek’s intake of breath.

“The Halaj. I destroyed that.”

In answer, Garac moved his hand closer to the edge, where two of the routes of gold ended inside a circle. 

“But not its pattern. There’s a model, and it was stored here,” he tapped his finger on the circle, “in a priory, on the outskirts of Alcedama, during the truce. I saw it. It’s what we can use to build another.”

“You have kept this from me!”

“For good reason. This model of the weapon was all I knew of it, and I wouldn’t have seen even that if the truce hadn’t relaxed their security. I had no idea what it was. At the time, the actual Halaj was still hidden away, remember. After you destroyed it, I was certain in time you’d come to regret your decision. 

“You were angry, when Catherine was killed. I knew that later on you might see things differently.” Garac fingered the tapestry. “So did Catherine.”

The two men were silent, neither willing to give ground. Shadows entered the room as dusk approached. Through the narrow window the sky was pale and fading into night.

“What do you want of me?” Jaramek said, his voice so low it was almost a whisper.

The principal guard picked up a candle from a small table near the door of the room. He lighted it and carried it over to the tapestry, close to the circle that stood out more distinctly, a shimmer of red and gold.

“Right now this location is out of our reach. The filters at the boundary are impenetrable, no matter what we do. There is only one person who can access the model for us.”

“NO!” Jaramek’s voice roared through the room. “Are you mad? Do you think for a moment I would agree to that?”

“The prisoner is the only one, I tell you. We can’t seem to find any way across that territory, as you know well. The region of Najoras, and therefore Alcedama within it, is protected by the Esarad. You know it is. Catherine prophesied the path, do you see that? Here, she has shown us what we have to do. She knew, as she always did, what would happen. She knew even her own death would come first.” 

Garac hesitated. He had not meant to say so much so soon. There was still too much room for failure.

“You expect me to release the prisoner, after what she has done? No. I want her to linger in that cell a long time. I want her to die there.”

“I’m not arguing in her favor, and she won’t be free. I’ll go with her. When I’ve secured the model, she returns here with me. Nothing changes, except that we’ll be able to build the weapon again.”

“Are you forgetting what she is? Her abilities? And what would make her do this, knowing that at the end, she would be captured again, with nothing changed?”

Garac suppressed his elation. The very question implied Jaramek’s growing acceptance of the idea.

“There is one thing we have that she wants. We promise it to her.”

“Promise what?”

“We assure the prisoner that we’ll let the child go free, send her over the boundary, to her own people.” 

“She’s no fool. She’ll see the trick of it.”

“Not with the plan I have in mind.”

“You don’t mean to actually send the child home? It is the threat of harm to her daughter that keeps her agreeable to the needs of your men, isn’t it?” Jaramek stared into space. “It is her fear for the child’s well-being that I enjoy using most of all.”

Garac traced his hand across the stone ledge of the window. Full night had come. He turned back to the other man, who was half in shadow in the dim light. 

“I don’t intend to send the child beyond the boundary into Alcedama, only to convince the prisoner that I will.” 

“You have not been with her?”

“No.” 

“So for the duration of your journey she will feel safe, as well as motivated.”

“Yes, that’s what I’m counting on. And we have to let her continue to write. That will keep her off guard.”

“I see.” Jaramek leaned forward, his hands balanced on the arms of the chair. “You are certain she will believe you?”

“I’ll make sure she does. We need to rebuild the weapon. So we have to re-enter Alcedama. That’s what matters, isn’t it? It’s the only way you can destroy the Esarad once and for all, as Catherine desired.”

“Yes. She wanted that more than anything else. Instead, it took her life.” Jaramek paused, gazing into the fire. “All right. Do it. Soon.”

Garac let out the slightest sigh. “Of course. I’ll make the arrangements tonight, and leave with her before dawn.”

“Good.” Jaramek leaned his head on the back of the chair. 

Garac waited a few moments before slipping soundlessly out of the room.
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Chapter 3

MY HAND ACHES FROM writing. They take the pages away each morning but it doesn’t matter. Once I have set the words down, I know their substance as my own. They haven’t let me see my daughter for a full week. The last time, she seemed well enough, though so quiet, saying so little. She is just six years old, and she doesn’t know what they will do, and it is her very uncertainty they prey upon. How better to bring fear into the mind, to ensure cooperation! 

Will she see them for who and what they are, and know they are lying, even after time has passed and she has gotten used to their ways? Jaramek Haricas won’t hesitate to manipulate her, to try to befriend her before she can understand the price of capitulation.

They come for me. I hear their footsteps. 

Ah, strange. It was just Garac this time, alone. I don’t believe a word he has just said to me, except that they will use my child as ransom if I refuse to help them. They want to send me close to the boundary. I won’t try to escape so long as Yorajil remains here with them. They’re insidious in their intent, for what I am meant to retrieve is the very object that will help them destroy my own people. 

Can I weigh the many against the one? They ask, knowing there is no contest. My child comes first.

“Now,” Garac said to me, his eyes pretending truth, “once you have done this for us, you will be reunited with Yorajil. You’ll be free to go, to leave Tamach.”

“Yes, and thank you,” I said to him, “and we can become prey for your men to hunt, is that what you mean? Or would you give us supplies to carry, and free passage?” 

He laughed, his eyes without light. “You, Karin, will be able to use your own ingenuity, I’m sure. We won’t hunt you. I promise you.”

Even as I listened to his lies, I knew there was no choice. I would have to do what they wanted. 

But not forever. There will be another way. 

How little they understand what they have set in motion now.

Chapter 4

The land before them was flat to the boundary, one hundred miles away. Karin felt the cool morning air on her face. They could see only a few feet in front of them. It didn’t matter. She knew the way. So did Garac, though he could not penetrate the filters that extended over ten miles out from the edge of Alcedama. After all, she, Karin, had created most of them. 

She reveled in the new clothes they had given her, their warmth and protection, and the comfort of the horse she rode, its black mane slick with the mist. Six years in the cell, yet she felt old strength returning. She reveled, too, in the trees that rose in ghost forms on the side of the road, and the sudden cry of a hawk, invisible above them. 

“Everything that we have used against Alcedama has been destroyed or intercepted by the filters,” Garac said.

“And now you want me to demonstrate a passage through them, to be the conduit that enables you to occupy my country. Do you see any irony there?”

“What are the filters?”

She didn’t answer. Her silence irritated him. 

“I asked you a question,” he said. When there was still no reply, he sighed. “You’re forgetting about Yorajil.” 

No, thought Karin, that would be impossible. “The filters are nothing but layers of sight, perceptions that touch mind as well as body.”

“I’m ready for whatever shows itself.”

“You think so, Garac? And are you also prepared for the fact that in this barrier, the filters are composed of many strands, most intricate strands, that touch feelings, as well? That they force emotions to be displayed? I think you might find that, at the very least, uncomfortable.”

“You don’t know me.”

“Nor do I wish that upon myself,” Karin said, and the bitterness of her voice hung in the air between them.

“Let me tell you who I am,” Garac went on.

Karin laughed and pushed her horse forward, ahead of him. Garac made no move to catch up to her.

“I was born on the other side of the world,” he began, loud enough for her to hear. 

“It was a time of chaos, during the raids of the Chymer, who had been our friends a long time, or so we thought. They had planned all along to conquer us. My mother was killed, my father taken as a slave. This happened just after I was born. I was left to die by the side of a road on the outskirts of Grimord, where we had lived.”

“Do you think I care about any of this? You are twisted, Garac.” Karin threw her words back to him. She was almost invisible in the dense, white air. 

He continued talking, still keeping behind her, making no effort to insist she stay in step with him. 

“One thing I learned very quickly about survival occurred that same day, in my first year of life. A passerby collected me from the road, and kept me with her. When her action was discovered, the enemy killed her, but let me live. They raised me, and during my time with them they described her death whenever the whim took them, whenever they felt I needed to be reminded how I continued to live by their grace, and no other. 

“They had made her death a protracted one, just because they could. I was three decades into my life before I understood what drove them to do that.”

“Well, and here you are, a destroyer of worlds, an expert in the very same skill,” Karin said. “Am I to assume that if you had been allowed to stay with the woman who saved you—-or heaven forbid, with your own parents—that you’d be some kind of saint now, instead of what you are? That’s a charming story, Garac, but it’s already fading from my mind.”

Karin stopped her horse and let him draw even. Her face was as pale as the air around her. 

He almost took her arm, but drew back the gesture just in time.

“You need to be aware of what these filters will do before you see them. How they work.”

Garac almost smiled. It was much more than he expected or hoped for. He was prepared for her to try to outwit him, not enlighten him. Or, he considered, was she deceiving him?

A faint shadow passed over the ground, yet there was no sun. He looked up. The hawk circled closer in the mist above them. Karin didn’t seem to notice.

“I’ll tell you this,” she said. “You don’t pass through them. You live inside them. Do you understand? Of course not. Until it happens, you have no idea what I mean.”

“Tell me now.” Garac said. 

Karin said nothing more. Again she rode ahead until she was little more than a wraith before him.

He chose to continue his story. “When I was fourteen, I was sent to Tamach, which at the time was an ally of the Chymer. There it was that I met Jaramek. He was the only one who did not find it amusing to play the games the others did. He refused to belittle me, or in any way treat me with anything less than respect. We became friends.” 

He was silent a moment. When he spoke again there was a measure of reverence in his voice. “I would do anything for him, if it could bring him peace.”

“Only, you can’t, can you,” Karin said, her voice strong, “because Catherine is gone! The Controller of Tamach is bereft of his wife, and he takes his grief out on everyone else. Even you, I should imagine.”

The taunt took him off-guard. “It nearly killed him, her death. He hasn’t been the same man since.”

“Poor Jaramek.”

Garac heard her whisper as if it were as close to him as his own breath. The venom in the words took him aback, but why should it? He had been principal guard for many years, and Karin had been his prisoner after Jaramek had placed her in his care. There was little reason for her to feel anything besides hatred. So why did her voice startle him? He didn’t know, and the uncertainty bothered him, but he let it go. This journey was not about him.

“I suggest you keep near to me. You may understand these barriers of yours, but I understand Tamach. It holds its own threat. This land is not empty.”

“Do you think I would be afraid of anything, now?”

“Yes,” Garac said, reminding her, “given we have Yorajil.”

He waited, but she said nothing. 

A rasping scream came as the hawk swept down in a lightning swift motion. They saw it rise before them, a wood rat in its talons.

“You understand so little, Garac. What is worse, you’re unaware of your own ignorance.”

No, this would not be an easy passage with her, he thought. Still, he had not expected otherwise. 

They had gone only a few miles when sudden winds swept the mist aside and they could see the plains of Tamach Sorn. Recent rains had shaped pools of water all the way to the horizon. The main path had been churned into mud by the passage of several wagons. Garac could see the wheel ruts and knew it had been the wool gatherers on their way to market the day before. More would follow soon, and he wanted to be far ahead of them by nightfall.

“We need to go faster,” he said. 

“Do we?”

“Either that, or we return to the prison.”

He heard her sigh, and felt in the sound a great weariness of spirit. Yet in it lay no resignation to her fate. Karin Anavid was not a woman who surrendered to anything, or anyone. He knew this from her writing, but also from watching her during the years she had been little more than a slave to Jaramek’s desire for revenge. Nothing altered her trust that one day she would be free, her absolute certainty that what she experienced was temporary. 

In a way, and he readily admitted this to himself, he admired her. That was what kept him away from her when other soldiers cast their lots to decide who would visit her on any given evening, an event that happened all the time unless they were away in battle. He remembered what she had written of those times. The soldiers have been sent to the boundary again in Jaramek’s futile attempt to cross it. Thus, I can listen alone tonight to the sound of the tree frogs and watch the moon rise and feel the silence. A gift so far apart from the heavy breathing and stupid, insensitive touch of Garac’s men. The truth is I am free even when they are here. It is something they can never understand.

“If we go at this pace,” he said to Karin, “we’ll find ourselves followed soon by merchants from the city. They know of you. Do you want their company for even fifty miles?”

“I don’t care,” she answered. “However, if it means I can forego listening to you talk, perhaps it would be better.” She gave a light tap to her horse. 

He shook his head and turned toward her as if to acknowledge the command. The next moment the two, woman and stallion, were almost out of sight, racing with a speed Garac had never seen the creature use before.

“Your turn, Faren. Don’t disappoint me.”

His horse bent his head at the words and pawed the ground and began to canter, moving into a gallop. Faren had a fierce grace of movement but it was soon obvious to Garac he would not be able to outrace the prisoner. So be it. Karin would stop and wait for them when she was ready. Of that he could be sure.

The plains were filled with small boulders lying on the ground, as if thrown by a giant’s hand. The sight brought delight to Karin. She had not seen the outer land for so long, and with the repeated onslaughts of Jaramek’s men to get through the filters she had been afraid the region had been altered, but it was not. His soldiers had kept to the road, most likely to sustain the speed of their advance. It meant for now, until Garac caught up with her, she could feel the absolute happiness of being alone in the gray-cast world that was so familiar. During the truce she had ridden across the plain at will.

Too soon she felt the vibration and heard the sound of his horse’s hooves as Garac approached. When he drew up beside her he smiled and for a moment it struck her as genuine, but even if it was, what was that to her?

“Do you think you could escape if you really tried?” he asked, but his tone was light.

“You know the answer to that,” Karin said. She touched the mane of her horse and once again she went forward, this time letting Garac keep pace.

“It will take us seven days to reach Alcedama,” Garac said.

She didn’t answer. 

“Listen to me. Jaramek will not let you have your daughter unless you help us.”

The sudden rage that went through her caught her by surprise. They thought that her perceptions were so blunted she would believe they would keep their promise? Yet Karin was aware at once of what it was she really felt. It was pride shaping the rage in her, the very thing that made Jaramek who he was. The very thing she despised most. She could live better without it. There was nothing more dangerous than the excess of self-importance, she knew well. Within it lay a false superiority, an incitement to attack. Absurd behavior. No, she had other things in mind now, other ways to answer their arrogance. 

“What do you think I’m doing?” she said to Garac, her voice calm. “Though I wonder, do you really think I believe you’ll release me once I’ve done as you ask? I would be a fool twice over, if I did.”

“So why have you agreed to come with me?”

“Agreed? I’ve agreed to nothing. All I am doing is ensuring my daughter is safe. That much I trust will be true, since without her you have no control over me.”

“I know you, Karin Anavid, well enough to know you’re not a fool. In one thing you can be certain, when you reveal to me the passage through the filters that border the boundary, you will indeed go free. After all, if you betray your people for the sake of Yorajil, you will no longer be welcomed in Alcedama, whatever part of it remains, and we’ll have nothing to lose by letting you both go.”

His saw his words cut into her heart as he knew they would. Betraying her city was the one thing she had vowed never to do. Now she understood. That was what he wanted. She would listen to him more now than before. 

“Why did you kill Catherine?”

This time his words rode the currents of air and seemed to hover around them both, lingering. It was a trick of the plains, the way sound would seem woven into the space instead of ending when the speaker stopped.

“I did not.” 

She saw the surprise in his eyes but memory came on the instant, erasing Karin’s awareness of him and where they were. Once again she felt the heat of the fires in the camp, watched the movements of the guards. There were only a few. No one expected retaliation, least of all Jaramek and his Catherine. They were returning from Alcedama, which they had left in ruins. She had followed them, had heard them all laughing, celebrating. Her people were shattered by the armies of Tamach, and she mourned them, and wanted retribution. Karin pushed the memory away and for the first time looked at Garac.

“How did you persuade Decan to reveal where it was?”

“Are you referring to the Halaj? I didn’t have to persuade your husband of anything. He came to me of his own accord, offering the information.”

“No!”

“Don’t pretend you don’t know why.”

Again memory filled her head, the night in Alcedama when she and Decan walked the streets and greeted so many of their friends, the sky dazzling with its canopy of stars. She had been so happy. She had known she was already pregnant with Decan’s child. She had danced with him, unaware of what he had done. Yet already the plan had been set in motion. Jaramek was arranging for the army on the outskirts to greet her city and overtake it. The boundary and filters that separated Alcedama from all other territories had been removed as a sign of trust. The city had the Halaj hidden away, and assumed that with it the people would be safe enough. 

Until Jaramek found the weapon, with Decan’s help. He had sent Garac to retrieve it. That had been easy to do amid the celebrations, especially with the free passage Alcedama gave to everyone who wanted to enter its gates. Garac had brought the Halaj to Jaramek, and they had used it on the city. All this Karin remembered with an anguish not lessened by time.

“No,” Karin said. “I don’t know why.” 

It was true. Let Garac believe what he wanted. She had not understood the extent of Decan’s betrayal until the devastation was complete.

“Where is he now?” she asked.

“We paid him very well.”

“Was that all he wanted?”

“We gave him his freedom, of course. He wanted that. Where he went afterwards was not known to us, nor did we care.”

They had reached the waters of the Lintag, a narrow river contaminated by the dead who had been thrown there by soldiers and travelers alike. The day had grown late and the plains of Tamach Sorn held a light she remembered, a fusion of pale purple and indigo that made the land seem one with the sky.

“We’ll stop here for the night,” Garac said. 

She didn’t answer. She got down off her horse and waited for him to demand she prepare a meal or whatever else he had in mind. He surprised her. With swift, practiced motions he made a small fire, set out bedding for each of them at opposite ends of the camp, and he made a supper of dried berries, potatoes and strips of pig shank boiled in a broth of beer and sage. She thought she had seldom tasted anything as good after knowing only the prison food for so long. 

“Is it satisfactory?” Garac said, pointing to the bowl in her hands.

“It will do,” she said.

Garac took out a small vial and threw it on the fire, eliciting small explosions that settled into a steady pulse of flame. “The fire will stay strong and keep animals away. Get some rest. We’ll have to double our distance tomorrow.” 

Karin left her empty bowl on the ground and lay down on the bedding, covering herself with the thick blanket he had given her. She listened to the calls of night creatures for a time, and at last reached into her pocket and drew out her tools for writing. She needed to remember, to set it down, as if on stone, for then she could move on to other awareness. The moon was bright. She could see well enough.

Chapter 5

He sleeps like the dead. I should be glad he doesn’t snore, like those who came to me in the prison who would fall across me in a dead weight when they were done. There was some compensation in those times when I pushed each one off me onto the stone floor. That usually woke them, but not always. Slugs, they were, their acts so far from the lovemaking I shared with Decan. Yet he was the same in the end, wasn’t he, for he also chose to use me, in a different way. He knew they would put me in prison, if I survived. 

I have a dream now. To find Decan again, wherever he is. It feeds more than my mind, this ambition.

Garac has never come near me. I wonder why not. He more than the others has had opportunity to take advantage of the situation. He also has full access to Jaramek, who is so certain I am an assassin. 

Yet I spoke the truth to them all. I didn’t kill Catherine. I saw who did, at least a shadow of who it was against the light of the fires, but it was night and there was no moon. When they captured me I was standing over her body in disbelief, my one purpose stolen from me. All I could feel was a consuming rage and grief that her death had not been by my own hand. 

They arrested me, and refused to search for the real assassin. I was seven months pregnant, and my Yorajil was born in Tamach Prison. It means she has only known the region of Tamach and has no knowledge of Alcedama except what I tell her, and she is allowed to see me less and less. That is Jaramek’s doing.

Though she is only six years old, she looks and speaks and thinks like someone beyond her years. It is just as Maeta said. I denied her words, but in the end, she has the scryer’s power to see beyond and within. She is right. Yorajil is at risk of never knowing who she really is, and where she came from. Jaramek wants her to forget, as an insult to me.

What would Maeta tell me now, I wonder, if she were here? 

I listened when she said those who enter the field of the Esarad have the ability to alter the frequencies and vibrations of our world and enter regions that lie beyond common knowledge. I understood when she told me the field was her home, and the gateway for all born to be scryers. I agreed when she told me Yorajil showed signs already of being one of them.

I didn’t believe her when Maeta told me my home, my city, would soon know a terrible death and destruction. She had advised me in so much since my childhood and I had reason to trust her. But the political truce between Alcedama and Tamach had already lasted eleven years and the whole time had been tranquil. I didn’t see any signs of hostility, and I was in a position to know of any, for I went several times a year across the plain of Tamach Sorn to the Merig Sea. Decan and I would swim in its sunlit waves and I would gather spiral shells on the sand. The journey usually took us a week or more and always required passage through the city of Tamach. There had been no trouble, no unrest, and no one had treated me in any way except with respect and friendliness. It was the same for any of us who passed through Tamach for any reason. We were welcomed. 

I see her now, a thin woman in a white gown with long silver hair, like most of the older scryers. Yet she appears ageless. It was Maeta who told me with such a joyful laugh that I would have a child before the year was out. That was before her vision of what would happen to my city.

I remember how she paced the floor of my home in quick, determined steps. Yalaris was her drink of choice, a mixture of rowan berries and wine and honey. She never refused it. This time, she didn’t even notice the glass I’d put on the table for her. 

“What is it?” I asked her. “What's the matter with you?”

“Listen to me,” she said, stopping her pacing and staring at her hands. “I have something to tell you I wish I had not seen.”

I felt no special concern. She had been upset before, not by the answers she had been given when she had entered the Esarad, but by having to bring some of those answers to people who wanted a different outcome. She was a messenger only, she would often say, but people acted as if she was the cause. A scryer’s life is a burden, she would tell me. I knew, though, that she would have it no other way.

She sat down at last and swallowed the yalaris in one draft. Her golden eyes were darker, her gaze inward even as she spoke to me. The words seemed drawn out of her in bursts of effort, interrupted by pauses as if she were gathering her strength to continue.

“I went to see the answers for all the ones who had visited me with their problems and wishes this past week. I set the image of each person in front of me on the dais. You know what it’s like in there.”

I laughed at that. “What? No, of course I don’t. I’m not a seer, am I? How could I know?”

She stopped a little while, as if deciding, and did so in my favor, for she began to describe the Esarad. She was sharing that information with someone who didn’t have the skill. That was when I realized how serious she was.

“To you it is just a field to see,” she said.

So it was, though everyone knew what it gave to the initiated. Tall-grass all the way to the horizon. The sky there was always filled with racing clouds, the wind always high. I had often stood close to the edge of it, sensing its vibration. 

“For those of us who can enter the Esarad, as soon as we step into the field, everything changes instantly,” Maeta said. “We are in a room of great size. I can’t see the end of it in any direction. It is filled with light, but I don’t know how. I’ve never found the source. Each time I arrive, a dais appears, made of black marble, and on it are small figures—they mirror the men and women who have sought answers from me. They move forward one at a time and I ask whatever question is required for that person. When the answer is given, the image disappears, until the dais is empty again.”

“How do you see these answers?” I asked her, expecting her to refuse to tell me.

“Sometimes I don’t. This is an art, Karin, not a trade. It has the variations of all things that come from using the inner senses. It holds no time. It is the opposite of expectation and knowing, yet it holds the clearest knowing, at the same time. To enter the other realms is to allow an unfolding of time and space. That is when I see.”

I had no idea what she meant. 

“That is why I’ve come here. You’ll be hunted to the death, all of you. You have to leave Alcedama, do you understand? Make them listen to you. You and Decan, you can do this.”

“What? He and I have no power, even if I believed we needed to do what you say. We’re not part of the Farjanad. They would listen to you with far more interest than to anything Decan and I said.”

“You don’t believe me?” Maeta asked. “You know we scryers receive only truth. We can only repeat what we see in that room!”

I didn’t know what to say. There was no reason to doubt her, yet I did. Decan had told me that I was dependent on Maeta, that I’d lost my own ability to choose what was real and what wasn’t. At the time, I’m ashamed to say, that made sense to me. I cared about the old woman, but I had been distancing myself from her. How stupid we can be, when we’re in love. How willing I was to believe him over all my own instincts. Yet it was a lesson and I can’t fault it. Never again would I be deceived by anything or anyone. There is a burden to that, but I welcome it now.

“You said you saw my child born,” I said to her, “so does that mean I was one of those figures on the dais, then?”

“You were. So was your daughter. She told me her name.”

This news was a delight to hear.

“What name?”

“You’ll know it when she’s born.”

“I don’t like riddles and I don’t like to be teased,” I said.

Maeta smiled at me. She understood what had swayed me, drawn me away from her. She had no resentment. Her only fear was that it would keep me from listening to what she now felt was the very real danger approaching us.

She shifted in her chair and looked around at my home, dwelling for a while on the tapestries I had hung on the walls. She was aware I had bought them recently in Tamach. They had been made by radiant weavers, who wrote messages into the cloth that would appear as images for the buyer, each one with its own theme. 

I had chosen a series that sent rivers of color through the room at intervals, creating paths that would spin like a vortex whenever they touched each other. When they stopped, the tapestries would be changed, altered into new patterns. I had no idea what those meant. The weaver who had sold them to me had offered only a few words to explain them. She told me they were intended to supply me with the truth of who I was. I simply enjoyed their presence.

“I’d ask why you’ve chosen these,” she said, gesturing to the walls, “but it isn’t hard to guess, you with your love of bright things. You know they carry knowledge specific to you?” 

“I am just content with their process.” I poured out more of the yalaris. 

If only I had made her say more about what she’d seen in the Esarad, but I didn’t want to. That wish came only when it was too late. After everything was changed.

She took a sip of the drink and set her glass down. “Your training with the filters is done now, yes?”

“I enjoy it so much,” I told her, glad of a different subject. “The Farjanad have given me charge of them now. Even though we don’t use them, don’t need their protection, I practice working with them every day.”

It had taken three years to manage the layers of sound and light in the filters and the perceptions that accompanied them, to become aware of how those perceptions could reach body as well as mind.

“The filters contain a myriad of strands, most intricate strands, that touch feelings, and force emotions to be displayed. Everything is meant to be revealed. It isn’t easy to manipulate them, but I have learned how to live inside them and remain hidden. And most of all, how to do this without letting my emotions sway my intent.”

“Yes, I remember,” Maeta said.

“What do you know of them?” I’d never heard of a seer doing work outside the scrying.

“You’re so surprised? Do you imagine I haven’t experienced many things in my life? I have. It’s been full of things you obviously wouldn’t believe, including training in your filters. I resisted being a seer, don’t you know. I didn’t like it, the power of it, but more, I didn’t like the responsibility. And I was right. As I said, it is a burden.” 

“What changed your mind?” I asked her, curious to think of Maeta arranging filters to create resistance to perception, when her work was all about seeing everything clearly, in its most acute form. “You must have found working with the filters very uncomfortable,” I added as an afterthought.

“Oh, yes, I hated their deception. They are what made me choose the seer’s path after all, to know it was my own art. I couldn’t sustain the illusions the filters required and knew that meant I had to face only the truth of things. I had no choice. Our rightful destiny is never what we seek, only what we find.”

She was quiet a while, and when she spoke again her words surprised me even more.

“Be at ease about Yorajil, no matter what happens. I am her guardian. I will always be with her. And you.”

I’m so tired now. There’s light on the horizon presaging dawn. Garac is still asleep. 

I, Karin Anavid, I exist here, even here, on the plains of Tamach Sorn.

Chapter 6

“He’s done nothing but sit at the window since Garac left with the prisoner.”

“With the whore, you mean.”

The striking sound of a slap echoed in the high-ceilinged room.

“If I weren’t your son, you wouldn’t get away with that.”

“Have you any idea how stupid you can be?”

Two men who resembled one another closely, one gray-haired and the other but fifteen in years, stood watching the balcony above them that led to Jaramek’s quarters. A servant was bringing out a tray and glanced down at them and shook her head. Their leader had eaten nothing.

“You’ve forgotten where you came from,” the older man said.

“You mean Alcedama?” The young man laughed. “You brought me here when I was five, remember? Why should I care about it? You tell the same stories over and over. Great place to be, wonderful people, lots of light and joy. Really? In one night Jaramek and his army brought your city to its knees. How great could the place be if it couldn’t defend itself?”

“And how many times am I going to have to tell you that Alcedama was betrayed, its primary defenses stolen and destroyed?”

The young man laughed again. “Betrayed by one of its own, as we all know. Not exactly a testament to the power and glory of your pitiful origins.” He saw his father’s quick motion. “Strike me again and I will do something about it this time.”

The older man stared for a moment at his upraised arm and at his son, whose eyes showed an anger he hadn’t seen there before. He brought his arm down to his side.

“Just don’t call her what you did. She isn’t. She was imprisoned and had no say in what has happened to her ever since.”

“If you say so. What are you going to do about Jaramek? You’re his steward. If he starves to death, Garac will kill you when he returns. I can promise I’ll be far away before that, in case you expect me to help you when he learns of your failure to guard his mentor well. Our Garac is very impatient with incompetence.”

“Pietre! Look at this!”

The older man turned around to see the same servant standing nearby holding up the tray she carried. Annoyed, he walked toward her. His son stayed where he was, watching.

“What is it now?”

“I just noticed. See, underneath the plate?”

The steward peered at the piece of paper she was pointing to and he pulled it out, nearly upsetting a full bowl of broth in the process. It was folded in half and on one side Jaramek had printed the words for Yorajil. He unfolded the paper.

“Pietre!” the woman said in a whisper, her eyes showing her fear. “It is meant for the child!”

“Who has yet to know how to read.”

“Only her caretaker is allowed to tell her anything.”

“I have no intention of keeping the note. I only want to read it for myself. Gernais, here, come and take a look at this,” he called out to his son.

“Why? You’re interfering again. I don’t want any part of it.” Gernais turned away toward a door in the back of the hall.

“Come here,” Pietre said, his voice so low it was hardly audible. The tone had shifted and the son understood and he went back to stand near his father and the woman. He would be free of the man soon enough, he thought. For now, he would obey.

The note was scribbled and almost illegible, but with some effort Gernais could read it: I want you to study the Book of Laws. Have Elisag read them to you. We’ll discuss them tomorrow.

“What’s he talking about? The child isn’t going to understand a word of it,” Gernais said.

“She listens to him. She treats him almost like a father. I’ve seen her with him many times.”

“To the fury of the prisoner,” Gernais said.

“To the despair of her mother. Take this to the child’s caretaker,” Pietre said to the woman. “Tell Elisag to meet me here when Yorajil has gone to sleep.”

“She won’t leave the girl by herself.”

“Tell her you’ll watch her. She’ll trust you. For heaven’s sake, use your wits, Anisande. Do I have to instruct you both in everything?” 

For the woman the reproof had no meaning. She disliked Pietre but she knew her place. For the son, it was one more thing to store within until he needed it. There were many such memories he would be able to feed on when the time came.

––––––––
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THE CHILD WAS RESTLESS in her sleep. Elisag moved closer to the bed and watched her with mild concern. The girl’s dreams were never peaceful.

“I don’t dream! I go to other places. You don’t believe me!” Yorajil would stamp her foot in frustration.

“It isn’t a matter of what I believe,” Elisag always answered. “You need to keep this from Jaramek, and you need to rest. You sleep but a few hours a night as it is!”

“Why?”

The caretaker knew what Yorajil was asking. How could she explain why anything should be kept from Jaramek? “He’s my friend,” she would say. If Elisag mentioned her mother, Yorajil would frown and be silent a moment. “She is more than my friend, of course. She would die for me. Jaramek wouldn’t. I know the difference.”

How one so little understood such things was bewildering to the caretaker. Yorajil had been early to learn everything. She’d mentioned the fact to Karin Anavid during one of their brief visits to the prison.

“There’s no surprise in this,” Karin had said. “The daughter of every fourth child in our region is born a scryer. I am the fourth child in the family of Anavid, from the Daronaj. Yorajil has her path laid out for her.”

“She dreams too much. She had one that troubled her two nights ago in which she saw Alcedama in ruins. She woke crying, saying she had been looking for you.”

“You already know from her own telling that they aren’t dreams. She enters other regions you and I will never know. It is part of who she is.” 

Looking at the child who was playing nearby with the doll her mother had just made out of a piece of her own clothing, Elisag had to express her worry. “It is a heavy burden to carry for one so young. Would that I could ease it for her.” 

Yorajil had looked up at them for a moment with such a serious expression, and Elisag was struck as always by the resemblance to her mother. There was the same curling black hair, the same arch to the brow and the same strong bones in her face. Only the eyes were different, the child’s sea-blue like her father’s, not Karin’s dark brown.

“Another seer said the same thing to me about her own life,” Karin said. “They have no choice. That doesn’t mean Yorajil won’t look for other ways to live, and she must be allowed those. It’s the only way she’ll be able to reconcile to the truth of who she is.”

“That won’t be up to me. Jaramek talks to her every day, and she sees you only twice a week.”

“That’s enough. So long as she knows she’ll have some contact with me, that’s all that’s needed.”

“While you go on living in this cell?”

Karin had rested her hand on Elisag’s shoulder.

“I don’t know how or why we’re connected as we are, you and I, but we both know it is so. Perhaps it’s something arranged for us beforehand by Yorajil herself. I wouldn’t be surprised. My own dreams were different when I was pregnant with her, and I often woke up feeling as if my child had been giving me instructions,” Karin said, and laughed.

“The way of it is that we are both interested in my daughter’s well-being, and I’m grateful for that, more than I can describe. I know when she’s not with me, she’s still safe, with you.”

“Except when Jaramek calls her to his quarters. I’m not allowed to stay with her then.”

“Does she tell you what he says to her?”

“He reads to her out of books he says she has to learn. I don’t know their subjects. She never talks about them.”

“I must ask her, then, the next time you come here,” Karin said. 

The guard would always return too soon, taking Yorajil away. Elisag would see Karin’s face as they left, the woman’s eyes wild with grieving as she watched Yorajil walk through the outer gate.

If only you knew how brave and strong your mother is, Elisag said silently to the sleeping child. 

The pounding on the door startled her and awakened Yorajil. She soothed the girl and went to the door and opened it. 

“You woke her up,” she said to the visitor.

Anisande entered the room, her green eyes darting here and there. Not for the first time she wondered at the luxury of the room, given it was only used by the prisoner’s daughter. Why was she worth all the attention she received? There were warm tapestries and rugs of great value. The tables were covered with gold cloth woven in filigree. The bedclothes were made of silk and satin. The child’s toys were strewn around the room. On the far side was the alcove where Elisag slept. It had a window overlooking the broad plains of Tamach. 

It was from there Elisag had watched Karin ride out, with Garac not far behind her. She knew why they had left, but also felt a greater worry. Could she protect Yorajil enough with her mother gone?

“What do you want?” she said to Anisande, who still looked with undisguised envy at the contents of the room.

The servant thrust the note into Elisag’s hands. The caretaker read the words and suppressed a cry. No, it was too soon for this.

“What is it, Elisag? What’s she given you? Is it from Jaramek?”

The caretaker turned to the girl. “Yes.”

“Will you read it to me?”

Anisande waited.

“You can go now,” Elisag said to her.

“Pietre told me to be sure I heard you tell the child what it says. Then I’ll go.”

Then you will race back to report the outcome, you mean, Elisag thought to herself. She hoped that Yorajil did not show any emotion or response, but she was accustomed already to say what she was thinking and with perfect clarity. Unfortunately, that suited Jaramek very well.

“Elisag?” The child was waiting.

“All right.” She read the words out loud.

“What is the Book of Laws?”

Elisag turned back to Anisande. “You’ve heard me read the note to her. Yorajil will do as it says. Now go away.”

“Pietre says you are to come and see him. I’ll watch the girl.”

“Will you now? I don’t think so. Tell Pietre I will come to see him within the hour, and the child will be with me.”

The servant wanted to stay longer, but she had no authority to do so. Once her mission was done, the power returned to the caretaker. With reluctance, she left the room, shutting the heavy door behind her.

“Now,” Elisag said. “You and I have to think on this, Yorajil, yes?”

“You must bring that Book of Laws to me,” the child said.

“I don’t know where it is.”

“Pietre will. Remember? He knows where all the books are kept.”

That was why the steward had wanted to see her, Elisag realized. He kept the Library hidden from them all. He would never just hand the book over to Anisande. He was no doubt curious why a small child whose mother was an enemy of Jaramek would be asked to learn the laws, and he would assume Elisag knew the answer, given her visits to Karin. 

So she did, but she wouldn’t let him know that. It was bad enough that Yorajil would receive the indoctrination. Now all her efforts would need to be focused on preventing the information from affecting the child’s understanding of the truth.

“I saw the Library once,” Yorajil said as she laid the doll her mother had made her on a pillow and covered it with a tiny piece of tapestry. She made a hushing sound and looked up at Elisag. She put a finger to her lips.

“My doll is asleep. We have to talk quietly. 

“So she is. Describe it to me, this Library,” Elisag said, with a smile.

“It’s larger than the entrance hall here. The books are lined up on shelves on every wall up to the ceiling, so high that no one can reach them. Or I suppose there’s a way but I don’t know what it is. There are a few stained glass windows that make the room look pretty. I saw them with sunlight. I took a book from the shelf and it opened up by itself and the pages filled the room.”

“What do you mean?” Elisag asked. She had never seen the room herself, nor until then had she been aware that the child knew of it. Jaramek must have shown the Library to her.

Yorajil didn’t say any more for a while and Elisag busied herself with putting the scattered toys into their box.

“It was this way.” The child raised her arms to encompass the whole room. “The pages flew past like the wind and then the book closed and grew smaller and then it was in my hand again. I put it back on the shelf.”

What was she talking about? “Who showed you the room?” she asked in as casual a voice as she could.

“Why, Maeta did, of course.”

Who the devil was Maeta? Elisag wondered.

Yorajil looked up at her and laughed, a light and happy sound. “Don’t worry. I’m teasing you a little. Maeta is a friend and no one knows about her except me—and now you. And my mother.” Her face showed sudden concern. “You can’t tell anyone else, you know.”

“Of course I won’t.” Elisag relaxed. Yorajil had an imaginary friend, like every small child did. It was a sign that pleased the caretaker no end. She wouldn’t press the girl anymore. The important task now was to get the book and read it to her as commanded. One thing she was certain of, that Yorajil would be intrigued by the laws. Everything interested her.

“Put on your coat now. We need to visit with Pietre.”

They left a few moments later, and Elisag didn’t see Gernais, who leaned back against a side wall twenty feet away. She locked the door to the room, a habit encouraged by Karin, and walked with the child toward the main hall. 

When they were out of sight, the young man moved close to the door and brought out a key. A moment later the door opened. Satisfied, he locked it again, pocketed the key and left.

Chapter 7

They came out of the night into the midst of us. It was as if the sky had released them, for one moment they weren’t there, and then they were, like locusts. None of us were armed. They knew this. It didn’t hinder their need for our blood. No one had fought in close combat for centuries, but that was the method they chose. I wondered at the pleasure they seemed to take in the slaughter of innocents. Was it something drawn out of a twisted mind and heart? Or was it just easy because they’d been given the freedom to act at will? If they were not soldiers, would they have killed us so eagerly?

I learned the answer to each of those questions, in time. I also discovered in myself the will to destroy a life, when my city lay in ruins, and then again when they took Yorajil away from me, my child but a few weeks old. Both times I wanted Jaramek dead. That feeling has to be cut away, or it can overtake everything else and leave only darkness in its wake. 

Streamers of all colors blew in a gentle breeze as we danced on the plaza, a thousand candles illuminating the white stone, the music of harp and flute surrounding us, exquisite notes that guided our steps. The children wove in and out of the dancers, laughing as they chased each other in games, carrying small rods that let out a trail of burning light so that they seemed a mass of fireflies. 

Maeta was there that long night. I was glad to see this, thinking she’d abandoned her dire warnings for once. I stopped dancing and told Decan I wanted to speak to her. He gave her his usual dismissive look but didn’t try to stop me. I drew closer to Maeta and saw her glance at Decan, and in that moment caught the change as her eyes revealed fear. 

“You have to get out of here,” she said in an urgent voice, grabbing my hand and pulling me away from the edge of the plaza.

“Stop it!” I said, shaking off her grip on me. “What’s going on with you now?”

I saw her look over at Decan again, who was walking up the stairs on the far side of the plaza. Where was he going, I wondered? 

“I’m not leaving here,” I said.

She stood so still that I thought she’d
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