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In the course of a single life, a man can be many things: a beloved child in a brightly embroidered gown, a street tough with a band of knifemen walking at his side, lover to a beautiful girl, husband to an honest woman, father to a child, grain sweeper in a brewery, widower, musician, and mendicant coughing his lungs up outside the city walls. The only thing they have in common is that they are the same man.

These are the mysteries, and there is a beauty in them. In this way, Kithamar is a beautiful city.

All through its streets, Kithamar shows the signs and remnants of the cities that the city has been. Walls that defended the border of a younger town stand a dumbfounded, useless guard between the noble compounds of Green Hill and the fountain square at Stonemarket. The great battlements of Oldgate glower out over the river, the arrow-slits and murder holes used for candle niches now, and the enemy races who stormed or manned it sleep side by side in its armories because the rents are cheap. The six-bridged Khahon was the border between a great Hansch kingdom and savage near-nomad Inlisc to hear it one way, or the first place that the frightened, violent, sharp-faced Hansch had come from the west if you told the story from the other bank. Now the river is the heart of the city, dividing and uniting it.

The ancient races killed one another and swore eternal hatred, only to bury their enmity and pretend to be a single people, citizens of one city. Kithamar has declared itself the subject of the one true god. Or the three. Or the numberless. For three hundred years and longer, it has been a free city, independent and proud and ruled by princes of its own rather than any distant king.

Only today, its prince is dead.

The reign of Byrn a Sal had been brief.

Less than a year before, the streets had filled with revelers and wine, music and joy, and more than a little imprudent sex to celebrate the great man’s coronation. The months between then and now were turbulent, marked by ill omens and violence. A winter of troubled sleep.

Now, as the first light of the coming dawn touches the highest reaches of the palace towering at the top of its hill, the red gates open on his funeral procession. Two old women dressed in rags step out and strike drums. Black, blindered horses follow, their steps echoing against the stone. And all along the route, the men and women and children who are Kithamar wait.

They have been there since nightfall, some of them. They love the spectacle of death and the performance of grief. And, though few of them say the words aloud, they hope that the season of darkness will end and something new begin. Only a few of them ask their questions aloud: How did it happen? Was it illness or accident, murder or the vengeance of God?

How did Byrn a Sal die?

The black lacquered cart passes among the gardens and mansions of Green Hill. The heads of the high families stand at their entrances as if ready to make the dead man welcome if he should stand up. Servants and children and ill-dignified cousins gawk from the bushes and corners. Only the burned-out shell of the Daris Brotherhood ignores the funeral. And then the body passes into the city proper, heading first for Stonemarket and then south through the soot-dark streets of the Smoke.

Those lucky enough to have buildings along the route have rented space at their windows and on their roofs. As the death cart shifts and judders across the cobblestones, people jockey to look at the corpse: a little less than six feet of iron-stinking clay that had been a man. Behind the cart follow the highest dignified of the city.

The dead man’s daughter—soon prince herself—Elaine a Sal, rides behind her father in a dark litter. She wears rags, but also a silver torc. Her chin is lifted, and her face is expressionless. The eyes of the city drink her in, trying to find some sign in the angle of her spine or the dryness of her eyes to tell whether she’s a girl hardly old enough to be called woman drowning in shock and despair, or else a murderess and patricide struggling to contain her triumph.

Either way, she will rule the city tomorrow, and all these same people will dance at her coronation.

Behind her, the favored of the old prince walk. Mikah Ell, the palace historian in an ash-streaked robe. Old Karsen’s son, Halev, who had been Byrn a Sal’s confidant and advisor. Samal Kint, the head of the palace guard, carrying a blunted sword. Then more, all wearing grey, all with ashes on their hands. When they reach the bridge at the edge of the Smoke—yellow stone and black mortar—they stop. A priest walks out to meet them, chanting and shaking a censer of sweet incense. They perform the rites of protection to keep the river from washing away the dead man’s soul. Everyone knows that water is hungry.

The rite complete, the funeral procession passes through the wider streets of Seepwater, past the brewers’ houses and canals where the flatboats stand bow to stern, so thick that a girl could have walked from one side of the canal to the other and not gotten her hem wet. Midday comes, the early summer sun making its arc more slowly than it did a few weeks before, and the cart is only just turning northeast to make its way along the dividing line between Riverport and Newmarket. Flies as fat as thumbnails buzz around the cart, and the horses slap at them with their tails. Wherever the funeral procession is, the crowd thickens, only to evaporate when it has passed. Once the last of the honor guard rounds the corner, leaving Seepwater behind, the brewers’ houses reopen, the iron grates on their sides start accepting wagers again. Delivery men spin barrels down the streets on their edges with the practiced skill of jugglers.

It is almost sunset before the funeral procession reaches the Temple. The bloody western skyline is interrupted by the black hill of the palace. The colored windows of the Temple glow. Full dark takes the streets like spilling ink before the last song echoes in the heights above the great altar and the body of Byrn a Sal, purified by the mourning of his subjects and the prayers of his priesthood, comes out to the pyre. His daughter should light the oil-stinking wood, but she stays still until young Karsen, her father’s friend, comes and takes the torch from her hand.

The term for the night between the funeral of the old prince and the coronation of the new one is gautanna. It is an ancient Inlisc word that means, roughly, the pause at the top of a breath when the lungs are most full. Literally, it translates as the moment of hollowness.

For one night, Kithamar is a city between worlds and between ages. It falls out of its own history, at once the end of something and the beginning of something else. The skeptical among the citizens—and Kithamar has more than its share of the amiably godless—call it tradition and merely a story that says something about the character of the city, its hopes and aspirations, the fears and uncertainties that come in moments of change. That may be true, but there is something profound and eerie about the streets. The rush of the river seems to have words in it. The small magics of Kithamar go as quiet as mice scenting a cat. The clatter of horseshoes against stone echoes differently. The city guard in their blue cloaks make their rounds quietly, or decide that for one night they might as well not make them at all.

Under the northernmost of Oldgate’s four bridges, a girl sits, listening to the water. She has a round face, gently curling hair, and a knife held in her fist. She is waiting for a meeting that she dreads as much as she longs for it.

Outside the city, the southern track where by daylight teams of oxen haul boats against the current is quiet and deserted apart from one lone, bearded man. He sits at the base of a white birch, his back against the bark. The small glass bead in his hand would be red if there were light enough to see it.

In a thin-walled bedroom above a tailor’s shop in Riverport, a young man lies alone on a mattress. His right hand is bandaged, and the wound beneath the cloth throbs. He watches the moon rise over the rooftops, listening with his heart in his throat for footsteps on the creaking floorboards outside his door.

His name is Garreth Left.
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PART ONE

MIDSUMMER

The city of Kithamar is its divisions. The river divides the old Hansch stronghold from the Inlisc township that it conquered and consumed. The buildings on the north side of a particular street are in Stonemarket, the south, in the Smoke. Within a single quarter, divisions are everywhere: the wealthy merchant halls of Riverport against those that are struggling; the sun-warmed wall of a house where the family basks and the shadowed side where servants shiver. Division and division and division until there are as many Kithamars as there are people that sleep inside its walls. And even a heart has chambers.

—From the Sermon on Integrity by Avith Cerr, court philosopher to Prince Daos a Sal



Ivy grew up the courtyard’s northern wall, broad leaves a green so rich and dark they seemed almost black in lantern light. The day’s heat radiated up from the stones, and the thick breeze was what passed for coolness in midsummer. It smelled like the river.

“Then five more came out,” Kannish’s uncle Marsen continued, holding up his splayed hand. “So there we were, me and Frijjan Reed and Old Boar with a full dozen Longhill thugs around us, and no other patrol close enough to hear the whistle.”

Maur was leaning forward like a child, not a grown man with two full decades of life behind him. Garreth swallowed another mouthful of cider and tried not to lean forward too. Kannish, who had the blue cloak of the city guard for himself now even though he wasn’t wearing it, crossed his arms and sat back against the wall as if by joining the guard, he’d made all his uncle’s stories partly his own.

Marsen stretched his arms along the back of the metal bench, shaking his head at his own memories. He was halfway through his fifth decade, with grey at his temples and in his beard, and he wore the uniform with the ease of long familiarity. The uniform was so much a part of him that going shirtless like the boys never occurred to him, even in the heat.

“Did you get your ass split the other way, then?” Maur asked.

“No,” Marsen said. “We could have, no mistake. These were all Aunt Thorn’s knives, and she’s a bloodthirsty piece of Inlisc shit. Our badges of oﬃce make us targets for her. But we were in Longhill itself. You boys ever go to Longhill?”

“Just on the way to the university and the theater,” Garreth said.

“Well, don’t. If you’re going to Seepwater, stay by the river to get there. It’s a maze, Longhill. The way the Inlisc rot out their houses and throw up new ones, the streets shift from week to week, and the new places are built from the same wood that the old ones were. That was what saved us.” He nodded, and Kannish nodded with him like he knew what was coming next. “One of them had an oil lamp. Crap little tin-and-glass thing. So that’s what I went for. He dodged out of my way, but I wasn’t aiming for the meat of him. Oh no. I caught the glass and the tin. Shattered the fucking thing and got oil everywhere. Up and down my blade too. Looked like something out of a priest’s story for a little bit. Gods with flaming swords, but it was just me and a bit of cheap oil.” He held his right hand out, palm down, and pointed at his thumb. “You can see the burn scar from where it dripped right there.”

Maur whistled low. The knot of scar was pale and ugly, and the pain of getting it seemed like nothing to the man who wore it.

“Point was, Aunt Thorn’s boys saw the flame, and they panicked. Damn near forgot we were there. Started running for water. We had half of them dead or roped before they knew what was happening, and the rest scattered. They’re dangerous, but they spook easy when you stand up to them. That’s truth.”

“What about the fire?” Garreth asked.

“The locals had it out before we had to turn to it. Longhill knows that if it starts burning, it won’t stop. They’ve got hidden wells in some of those houses. There wasn’t any real danger. But distraction? That’s half of what fighting is.”

“Outthinking the enemy’s as deadly as speed or strength,” Kannish said. “More, likely. That’s what Captain Senit always says.”

His uncle’s eyes narrowed and he looked to his left. “He does say that.”

A woman’s voice called from inside. Kannish’s mother, the host of the night’s meal saying a wide, loud good night to some of the other guests. Garreth had spent time in Kannish’s home since he and Kannish and Maur were all pot-bellied, unsteady boys playing swordfight with loose sticks, and he knew a hint when he heard one. The others did too. He and Maur pulled their tunics back on over their heads, and Kannish shrugged his blue cloak back into place. Kannish wasn’t on patrol any more than his uncle was, but the uniform was a boast. A statement of who Kannish had become and his place in the city.

“Could head for the tap house,” Maur suggested.

“It’s a pretty thought,” Marsen said, “but it’s back to the barracks for us.”

“I have patrol in the morning,” Kannish said, “and Uncle’s pulling tolls at the Seepwater gate.”

Maur tried on a smile. “Another night, then.”

Together, the four of them passed under the stone archway and into the house proper. The servants had cleared away the remains of the meal, and Kannish’s mother and father were standing in the front hall along with their two eldest daughters. It was hard for Garreth to think of his friend’s older sisters as anything but the agents of torment and objects of adolescent curiosity that they had been for him when he was younger, but they were women now, full-grown and ready to take their places in the family and business. The elder had just announced her engagement to the son of a magistrate, and the night’s meal had been one of several meant to celebrate the coming union.

Garreth thanked Kannish’s father and mother for their hospitality, as form required, and they laughed and hugged him. The merchant houses of Kithamar were at constant war with each other, but it was a war fought with favors and alliances and a firm eye on how to wring advantage out of every situation without quite crossing the law. That it was usually bloodless made it no less intense. The decision, made almost all of Garreth’s lifetime ago, to have the three boys play together in the family courtyards had meant something, as did the choice to invite Kannish’s friends to the meal tonight. That was the way in Riverport. Everything was something more than it appeared.

Kannish and his uncle turned south, heading toward their barracks. Maur and Garreth made their way west. It was the height of summer, and the long, slow hours left a touch of indigo on the horizon. Palace Hill was off to the southwest from them, Oldgate glittering with lamps and lanterns all down the left side, like the hill was a head seen almost in profile with the palace of Prince Ausai atop it like a crown. Kannish had been in the guard for almost half a year already, but it still felt odd to be walking through the warm, fragrant night without him. Like someone was missing.

At first, they didn’t talk, just moved through the dark streets with their footsteps falling in and out of rhythm. At the little square by the chandlers’ guild, Maur hopped onto the low stone wall and balanced on it like an acrobat with very little skill. When they reached the end, he jumped down and sighed. “You heard about Prince Ausai being sick?”

“I don’t believe it. People like telling stories about how things are about to fall apart.”

Maur made a little noise that might have been agreement or might have been nothing. He sighed again, more deeply. “I’m going to join too.”

“Join what?”

“The city guard. With Kannish and Marsen.”

“Oh,” Garreth said.

“Don’t.”

“Don’t what?”

“Feel betrayed. It’s not about picking him over you.”

“I didn’t think it was,” Garreth said. And then a moment later, “You know those stories the old man tells are more than half bullshit. All that about girls throwing themselves at bluecloaks and how the guard wins every fight? That’s him on a stage.”

“I know, it’s just we’re getting to where we need to find a place, you know? It’s easy for you. You’re the oldest, and only one brother under you. I’ve got six siblings ahead of me. My father had to make up a new position in the company last year so that Mernin could report to him straight and not to one of the other children. Saved his dignity. They’re already spending half the time they should be working at plotting out how to run the business after my parents die.”

“The eternal fight.”

Maur nodded, squinting up at the moon. He looked like a sorrowful rabbit. “It’ll be kindness to them and good for me if I find another path. And the guard’s better than the Temple.”

They were walking slower now. The corner where their paths divided was coming up, and Garreth found himself dreading it. “You don’t want to spend your days praying to the gods and scraping wax out of the candleholders?”

“I’m not the gods-and-spirits type,” Maur said. “At least the guard has some adventure to it. And it’s not as humiliating as taking hind tit in the family trade. Anyway, Kannish said there’s an opening in his watch. One of the old-timers caught a knife in his gut, and it went septic.”

“Lucky for you.”

“Don’t be bitter.”

“I’m not,” Garreth said. “I’m just . . . it’s late and I’m tired.”

The corner came, and they paused. Maur was shorter than Garreth by almost a head, thin across the shoulders, and with wide brown eyes with one a little higher than the other. They were the same age, except Garreth was born in the spring and Maur the autumn. How had it come that they weren’t still boys digging in the mud and daring each other to climb the tile rooftops?

“Well,” Maur said.

“Yeah,” Garreth replied.

Maur turned north. His family lived almost against the city wall. Garreth went south, walking alone in dark streets. In Seepwater or Newmarket, a man walking alone at night could attract the wrong kind of attention, and he wouldn’t have gone to Longhill even with friends and weapons. He’d only been across the river to Stonemarket and the Smoke after dark a few times, and then with company who knew the streets. But Riverport was home almost as much as his own family’s compound, and its streets were as much a part of his place in the world as his own kitchen garden.

House Left had been part of Kithamar since before Kithamar had been a city, or so the story went. Back in the dim past when the Khahon had been a river border between the cities of the Hansch to the west and Inlisc hunting tribes to the east, a Hansch general had taken a merchant woman as lover. Their child, noble by blood but embarrassing to the general’s wife, had been given favors of trade and custom under the mother’s name. And so House Left was half merchant class, half secret nobility, and one of the founding trade families that had made Kithamar independent of the cities around it. Maybe it was even true.

Riverport was the northernmost navigable port on the Khahon, and the link between the farms and ocean cities to the south and the harder, wilder lands to the north and east. It was a key stop on the snow roads that went across the frozen deserts from Far Kethil to the Bronze Coast in the sun-drunk south. It was the first place that the cedar and hard oak floated down to from the logging camps in the north.

If you want to make steady coin, his father always said, put yourself between something and the people who want it. As wisdom went, that sounded less noble than stories of glorious war and forbidden love, but it had kept House Left in respectable buttons and warm houses for generations. And if Garreth’s grandfather had maybe taken a few too many speculative shipments that hadn’t paid out, if his father’s plan to accept discretionary deposits had been foiled by the bankers’ guild, if his mother’s bid to regain the losses by shifting the family trade from wood and wool into more expensive goods like sugar and dye and alum hadn’t made the returns they’d hoped, if she’d in fact been gone on secret business since late spring . . .

Well, no one knew that who didn’t see the family’s private books. At any time, a third of the merchant houses of Kithamar could be on the edge of collapse and keeping their plumage bright as a songbird so that no one could tell. House Left had weathered private storms before this, and they would again. That was what Garreth’s father said, and he said it with conviction.

The compound they had lived in for the last three generations was large enough to be a little boastful. It didn’t dominate the street the way the Dimnas or Embril families did theirs, but it had four white stories with shutters in the pale blue peculiar to House Left. The ground floor was for business and the entertainment of guests, the second for the family, the third for the handful of servants under the watchful eye of their head of house, and the fourth was storage for old furniture and generations of the family records and the unending battle against mice and pigeons who wanted to make it home.

Garreth walked down the moon-soaked street toward bed, his thumbs hooked in his belt and his mind lost in itself. He didn’t notice anything odd until he was almost at the door.

The shutters were open, inviting in the cooler night air, but not only on the upper floors. The ground floor windows were bright with candles. Garreth’s steps faltered. As late as it was, he’d have expected nothing more than a flicker in his brother’s room or one of the servants’ windows. The light spilling out to the street meant that something had happened. He told himself that the tightness in his throat was excitement, that whatever it was would be something good and not another setback.

The front door was latched but not barred. Voices came from the back. First, his father’s low, measured voice, capable of cutting sarcasm with almost no change of tone and spoken too gently to hear the words. Then Uncle Robbson, sharp and barking: Well, the old direction isn’t working, is it? Then his father again. Garreth closed the front door behind him quietly. The third voice was as unexpected as a snowstorm in summer.

“Mother?” Garreth said, already walking toward the lesser hall.

She sat beside the empty fire grate, still in a traveller’s robe of leather and rough cotton, her hair pulled back in a severe bun that showed the grey at her temples. Garreth’s father leaned against the front wall, his arms crossed over his chest, and Uncle Robbson—chin forward and chest puffed out like a rooster—stood in the middle of the room facing Father with anger darkening his cheeks. Mother ignored Uncle Robbson’s tantrum with a calm she’d been practicing since she’d been old enough to change her little brother’s diapers, turning her attention instead to Garreth.

“Where have you been?”

“Kannish. His parents had a dinner. I didn’t know you were coming back.”

Mother tapped Uncle Robbson on the leg and nodded for him to sit. He obeyed. Father remained where he was, expression placid as always. “I’m not back. Not exactly,” Mother said. “Hopefully no one knows I’m in the city, and I’ll be out again come morning.”

“Why?” Garreth said, a little ashamed to hear the ghost of a whine in his voice. He was a grown man, not a child running after his mother.

“You know the policy on things like this,” his mother said, and Garreth looked at his toes. For the family, policy was there to keep anyone from error. If the policy was to take debts to the magistrate after fifty days, it meant that even the closest friends didn’t get a fifty-first. If it was policy to write family matters in cipher, even the most trivial house matter went into code. If the policy was that the secret business of the house was known only to those who had to know it, then the number of people who might let something slip was never more than it had to be. Judgment could be swayed by drink or desire, but policy was implacable.

Which was why his father’s gentle, amiable words were more shocking than a shout. “Now then, Genna. I think we owe the boy something, don’t you?”

The emotions on his mother’s face were too fast and complicated to read. She looked into the empty grate as if there were a fire there to gaze into. “The business . . . is worse than we let on. Over the last five years, we have lost a great deal of capital. More than we can afford.”

“All right,” Garreth said.

“There is a plan to put things right,” she went on. “There’s risk, but if it goes well, it will more than make up for our losses.”

Garreth felt his heart tapping against his chest like it urgently wanted his attention. His parents had always been very careful to explain the workings of the house once a deal was complete. That was his training. To be told of something that was still uncertain in its outcome . . . Well, it was the ragged edge of policy, and it made him feel like a child in an adult conversation.

“How bad is it?” he asked.

“If this fails,” his father said, “we will need to sell the warehouse.”

Uncle Robbson slapped his thigh like he was mad at it. “You can’t do that. If you start selling what brings the money in, you’ve already lost. It’s like a farmer grinding his seed for flour.”

“Robbson,” Mother said. She shifted her eyes back to Garreth’s. He didn’t understand the hardness he saw there. She rose to her feet, walked to the door, and nodded for him to follow. The two older men stayed where they were, Robbson with his lips pressed thin, Father with a little smile that gave nothing away. Garreth followed his mother.

They went down the short hall to the dining room. He heard the clatter of the plate before they reached the archway. An Inlisc girl sat at the table alone, like a servant playing at being above her station. If someone had made an unflattering caricature of a Longhill street rat, it would have looked like her: plate-round face, curled hair, dark eyes. She didn’t jump to her feet, though, or show any sign of embarrassment the way a servant would.

“This is Yrith, daughter of Sau,” Mother said, “and you’re going to marry her.”



Elaine ab-Deniya Nycis a Sal, the only living child of Byrn a Sal and, at eighteen, the youngest and last of her diminished house, had three beds. One was in her apartment in the compound of her father’s family, and it was dressed in green with a set of summer doors made from cedar slats designed to let in the breeze from a private garden. The second, in the children’s salon in House Abbasann’s family compound, where her mother had spent her childhood and her grandmother’s family still lived, had a suite of pale stone polished within an inch of its life and decorated with pink-and-gold tapestries and pillows that had been in fashion a decade before Elaine had been born. The last was a cot in a simple cell of the Clovas Brotherhood with a washstand and a window of colored glass that looked out toward the ancient fortress that was the palace. The servants and guards in all three knew her by sight. Whichever place she chose would shift without comment to welcome and accommodate her, and she moved between them depending on her mood, the celebrations in Green Hill, and the demands of her tutors.

Of the three, she preferred her father’s house and spent the majority of her nights there.

Which was how her cousin Theddan knew where to find her.

“Elly? Are you awake? Wake up! Let me in.”

In her dream, Elaine was at a dressing mirror that was frustrating her by showing someone else in the reflection. She was trying to make it show her own face to her by turning and looking from the corner of her eyes, but she could only catch herself in glimpses. The thumping sound came from the glass like the reflected girl was trying to break through.

“Elly, I know you’re there. I’m in trouble. Open open open open. Please.”

The mirror vanished like a snowflake melting on skin, and she was in her bed, her head thick with sleep. Her rooms. The dim, ruddy light of a night candle that was halfway burned down. She pulled herself up to sitting. At the foot of her bed, her servant girl was still snoring gently away. Elaine swung her legs over the side of the bed as the knocking came again, low and fast. Furtive. That was the word for it. A furtive knocking. She went to the summer doors, unlatched them, and let them swing open. Theddan swept in like a rainstorm. At nineteen, she was a year older than Elaine almost to the day, with long hair that would have been the color of caramel if there had been more light and a permanent smirk in the shape of her face that reminded people of foxes and mischievous ghosts. Elaine closed the summer doors behind her and latched them. The servant girl woke up, looking wide-eyed at the visitor.

Theddan started stripping off her clothes—cloak, robe, and shoes—and pushing them into the servant girl’s hands. When she spoke, it was to Elaine.

“I was here all night. Just the two of us. We plaited each other’s hair and sang and traded gossip, and you tried to teach me that poetry thing you do, but I couldn’t understand it. We fell asleep together, and I didn’t go anywhere.”

“What’s going on?”

“Nothing,” Theddan said, stripped naked now and going through to Elaine’s dressing room. “We’re asleep right now. Both of us. Where the fuck do you keep your sleeping shifts? This place is dark as a cave.”

The servant girl, an Inlisc named something like Reya, looked from Elaine to the open door of the dressing room and back, her eyes so wide they seemed ready to fall out. Elaine sighed. “Hide those,” she said, nodding at Theddan’s cast-offs. “Put some lavender oil on them first, though.”

“Yes, lady,” the Inlisc girl said, and scuttled off.

Elaine yawned and walked across to the darkness that was her dressing room. The rustle of cloth came out of the shadows. “Do I want to know?”

“Yes,” Theddan said. “Oh, Elly, my love, you want to know everything there and back again, but right now . . . Shit. They’re coming.”

Theddan boiled out of the dark—now in one of Elaine’s sleeping shifts—grabbed her hand, and dragged her back into bed. Elaine pulled the light blanket up over them both and put her head on the pillows. Theddan’s breath reeked of alcohol, and her hair smelled like a bonfire. And there was something else. A musky, animal scent deeper than sweat.

The knocking that came this time was from the apartment door, and Elaine waited until she heard the servant girl’s voice asking who it was. The voice that answered was low and masculine and familiar.

“Wait here,” Elaine said softly.

“Of course I’m waiting here,” Theddan said. “I’m fast asleep. Can’t you tell?” She snored theatrically as Elaine got back out of bed.

Elaine hauled on a robe since her servant wasn’t there to do it for her, and padded toward the main doors. The chief of her father’s guard was there, lantern in his wide hand, glowering at the poor servant girl like she could have been responsible for anything.

“What’s going on?” Elaine asked.

“Sorry to disturb,” he said. “Theddan Abbasann’s gone missing.”

“No she hasn’t. She’s right there.” Elaine gestured toward her bed and the motionless lump of girl under the thin summer blanket. “She’s been here all night. Who thinks she’s missing?”

The guard captain looked from her to the bed and back again. He didn’t believe her, but she hadn’t really expected him to. The calculation wasn’t about truth, but about the advantages and disadvantages of calling out the lie. Elaine waited. The Inlisc servant shuﬄed in the background, trying to be invisible and failing.

“She must have forgotten to tell her people that she was going to be here,” the guard captain said.

“Thoughtless of her,” Elaine said. “Please let them know that she’s with me, and she’s safe.” Those at least were true. Or as true as they could be with Theddan.

“I will,” he said, then locked eyes with her. “You should make certain the summer doors are fast, miss. One of the guards said he saw someone coming through the garden that wasn’t supposed to be there. Wouldn’t want anything surprising to happen, yeah?”

“No surprises,” she said, but she meant I’ll handle her, and his nod meant he understood. The door closed behind him. Elaine nodded the servant girl back to her cot and climbed back into her now-occupied bed.

“He believed you. I can’t believe he believed you. Men are so dim.” Theddan giggled and then sighed. “Oh, you should have been there, Elly. You should have come.”

“And where exactly was ‘there’ tonight?”

“A guild hall in Riverport. Right on the water. I took a boat to get there. There were so many people. More pretty boys with their bare chests out than stars in the sky. And some girls too.” In the dim light of the night candle, Theddan’s smile looked like an allegory of animal satisfaction.

“Riverport? You’re going to wind up pregnant by some . . . wool seller.”

“Some wool seller’s son with a perfect round ass,” Theddan said, and made a greedy, grabbing gesture. When Elaine didn’t laugh, she said, “Don’t be a prude.”

“I’m not.”

“Then I’m being a slut.”

“I’m not saying that,” Elaine said. “I appreciate a well-made ass as much as anyone. I just . . . You can’t go on like this. It isn’t safe.”

“I wore a mask. Half the people there were masked. No one knew it was me. Don’t be angry.”

Elaine put her hand on Theddan’s wild, smoke-salt hair, and her cousin pushed her head into the palm like a cat being petted. The wine fumes on her breath should have been rancid, but they weren’t. They were like some exotic perfume that Elaine could have but never use. Something beautiful that didn’t suit her. Elaine told herself that the tug she felt in her breast was concern for Theddan and annoyance with her, but she knew that wasn’t the whole truth.

“I just worry for you,” Elaine said. “That’s all.”

“I worry for you too. They want so much from us, you know?” her cousin said, her voice taking on a softness and drift. “They take so much of what we are, and then tell us how to use the little bit we have left. And you trust them, love. It scares me how much you trust them.”

“You’re drunk.”

“You’re sober, and I’d save you from it if I could. You know I’d save you if I could, don’t you?” A tear fell from Theddan’s eye, the wet shimmering bright in the candlelight.

“We’ll just have to watch out for each other.”

“Always,” Theddan said, and Elaine was almost able to believe she wasn’t lying. “Always, always, always.”

Her cousin smiled and settled deep into the pillows. Before long, Theddan was making small, soft noises—not quite snoring and not quite not. Elaine lay in the dim, trying not to shift and wake her. Sleep returned slowly, and it brought no dreams when it did.

Deniya Abbasann had had three children with her husband, Byrn a Sal. The first two, twin boys, died young. The third, Elaine, had been a diﬃcult birth, and Deniya had lived long enough to see her daughter breathing and give the child her blessing. Or that was the story they told Elaine. Her understanding of her mother was made entirely from other people’s words. Sometimes, she could conjure up a woman who looked a bit like her, but older, wiser, happier. Other times, she imagined a woman with dark hair and eyes, a cutting laugh, and a permanent, unresolvable disapproval of Elaine and everything she’d become. Her mother was a story in her own mind, and part of that story was that her daughter wasn’t quite good enough because that was what Elaine feared about herself.

After Deniya’s death, Byrn had chosen not to remarry. Elaine’s great-uncle, Prince Ausai a Sal, had fathered no children. When—if—Elaine had children of her own, they would have a Sal blood, but some other name. Even if her father remarried, Elaine would be the prince after him, and her children would take the throne after her, but they would not be a Sal. As it stood, House a Sal was the most powerful in Kithamar, and also it was fading.

It didn’t matter. The powerful families of Kithamar shared blood and beds like a vast, complicated dance whose ballroom was history. The prince had been an a Sal for four generations, House Reyos for two generations before that, and House Adresqat half a dozen before them. Almost every time a woman took the throne, the name shifted, and the city itself was reborn in lineage if in no other way. It was a permissible kind of change.

The five great families had been seven and twelve and three, as the winds blew them. Families of great power faded, and there were minor houses—Erinden, a Lorja, Karsen, Mallot, Foss, and a dozen more—waiting to rise. But Kithamar was Kithamar, and all through its history, from its first founding to that day’s morning sun, there was a thread that held it together. No usurper had ever taken the throne. No civil unrest, however violent, had split the city. If, in her studies, Elaine sometimes heard a drone of cruelty behind the symphony of her city’s past, it was only the price they paid for peace.

Theddan, her face still and relaxed, was still lost in sleep when dawn drew its beams between the slats of the summer doors. Elaine watched her sleep until she was certain that she couldn’t fall back into dream herself, then slipped out of bed without waking her wayward cousin and let her servant dress and groom her in silence. They could likely have sung tunes and clapped, as far beyond waking as Theddan seemed, but Elaine left her apartment quietly. The house itself was broad and grand, with room enough for a dozen to be kept in style, though there were only her and her father now. The guest house had been closed for years, and the south and east wings of the main house were shuttered. The north wing and its gardens were enough. More than enough.

She took her morning meal in the moss garden, sitting under a canopy of silk and iron with morning glories arranged around her table as if by chance. She was drinking cool water flavored with citrus when she noticed the carriage. It had the symbols of the Daris Brotherhood, and the man standing at its side wore the colors of House Chaalat. His face, webbed as it was with the scars of a terrible fire, was still handsome enough. She knew him by sight, if not by name. More than that, she knew what his presence meant. She ate the last few mouthfuls of egg and sweet barley, gestured for the servants to take the dishes away, and went to her father’s rooms. She pretended not to be in a hurry, but the tension was already growing in her throat.

When she reached the great hall outside her father’s private drawing room, she found her father’s cousin Andomaka Chaalat coming out. Andomaka smiled her pale, kind smile, but concern was in the tightness around her eyes.

“Cousin,” Andomaka said. “You’re looking well.”

“I appreciate your charity. I was up late with a friend,” Elaine said, and laughed. “Palace intrigue, I suppose. Are things well with you?”

Andomaka paused the way she sometimes did, as if she were listening to music no one else could hear. “No,” she said, then kissed Elaine on the cheek and went on her way. Elaine turned toward her father’s drawing room. She didn’t pretend to be relaxed anymore.

Byrn a Sal sat on a wide leather couch with knees apart and his hands clasped between them. The room was wide enough that she could cross halfway to him and still feel the distance dividing them. He lifted his chin to see her without quite raising his head.

“Andomaka was here,” Elaine said. It wasn’t a question, but it could have been.

“Not as our cousin. She’s high priest of the Daris Brotherhood. She keeps the mysteries for them. And for Uncle.”

“We aren’t Daris.”

“We aren’t,” he agreed, “but apparently they have a rite that calls for a bit of blood from the person’s nearest relative.” He held up his arm. A tiny scratch of red showed where he’d been cut. “It seemed rude to say no.”

“A healing?”

“A death rite.”

“Oh.”

“He hasn’t passed,” her father said, looking down again. “But she says he will. That it won’t be long.” He shook his head. “Grandfather lived until he was a very old man. I thought there would be years yet. Decades, even. I thought . . .”

He looked around the room like it was a painting of something he’d already lost. He was about to become the most powerful man in the city, and he looked like a carter with a missing dog. She knew what he was going to say next and willed him not to. Just this one time, not to sound that same chorus.

“I wish your mother were here.”

“I do too,” she said, and her father didn’t seem to notice the tightness in her voice.

“It hasn’t happened, though. It’s not yet. Andomaka might be wrong. He might still recover. I mean, there’s no reason to give up hope.”

Hope was such a strange word to hear from his lips, tied as the moment was to the death of her mother, the death of her granduncle, the life she had and the one she would be permitted. All she knew was that her father wanted the world to be something other than what it was, and that his wish enraged her. Everything she’d meant to tell him about Theddan and the night’s adventure fell away, trivial. She watched her father retreat into his thoughts again, uncertain whether she wanted to go to him or leave the room.

A soft tapping came from behind her. An older man in a house servant’s robe stood in the doorway. She raised her eyebrows, ready to send the man away with a snap and a gesture, but her father was already on his feet.

“Is he here?”

“Yes, my lord a Sal,” the servant said. “Lord Karsen is in the morning garden.”

“Thank you,” her father said, already walking briskly toward the corridor. He paused, seeming to remember her, and stepped back. He kissed her on the forehead the way he had when she’d been a little girl and then took her hand. For a moment, she thought he would speak, but he only squeezed her fingers and released them before turning to his business. He bustled away, leaving her alone in the drawing room. Elaine stood silently for a long moment, then went and sat where her father had been, her own legs apart, her own hands clasped between them in the same pose of despair he had taken.

Her father was about to begin his reign as prince. He would leave for the palace, and the compound of a Sal—buildings, gardens, fountains, family temple, library, kitchens, stable, and all—would be her. Just her. Like a single seed rattling in a giant, dry gourd, she would be expected to fill the emptiness that her parents had left until one day her father died and the hollow houses were left empty even of her.

She imagined her mother—not her real one, but the ghost-image she’d cobbled together from other people’s stories—standing where she had stood, looking at her as she’d looked at her father.

You expected something else? her not-mother said. The great secret of noble blood is it gives you everything because it costs you everything.

You’re late in learning that, my girl.



The Khahon flowed from the north, fed by distant glaciers and the snows that gathered in the mountains. Thousands of brooks and streams found each other, growing wider and stronger as they came together like strands of thread weaving into rope. Lumber camps fed wood into the flow, but apart from a few stretches scattered along the river’s length, the waters were too shallow and rough for travel by boat. The last cataract was just north of Kithamar. The cliffs were lower now than they’d once been, stone eroding under the constant, driving flow. It would be lifetimes before the river remade the land enough to flow smoothly, but the water was slow and patient and powerful. Given time, it would win its struggle against the land.

Nor was the cataract the only place the Khahon was making its mindless, eternal will felt. The curve of the river within Kithamar remade the city, but too slowly for any mortal to see it. The piers and docks of Riverport did what they could to break the power of the flow, but soil and stone washed away a finger’s width at a time. Every few generations, the quays would be reinforced or rebuilt. And what the Khahon took from the cliff and the banks, it let settle in the slow water that eddied south of Oldgate and east of the Smoke. Soil and seed, timber and grass, old bones and things lost to the water; they all built up slowly into the strip of wild land within the city walls that was called the Silt.

In the height of summer, it was lush as any of the forests that lined the river to the south. Deep green leaves on the trees, and underbrush as thick and impassable as the bramble walls of a child’s fable. An old Inlisc woman led a pack of ragged Longhill children as they scrounged for valuable trash washed up on the dirt and harvested wild blackberries from under the canopy of boughs. Barges made their way up toward the port and floated back down from it, the boatmen calling out to one another in a language of vulgarity and technique peculiar to this part of the river, their voices as lovely and impenetrable as birdsong. The river muttered against the bridges that ran to Oldgate and spun whirlpools on the southern side of the lichen-slicked stone stanchions. The traﬃc across the bridges looked like children’s dolls come to life from the shore of the Silt: toy guardsmen in sweat-stained blue cloaks gathering taxes from toy carters while miniature horses and mules flicked away invisibly tiny flies.

The world smelled of summer, rich and verdant, with only a hint of the decay that autumn would bring. Two people sat in the shade under the trees, Oldgate to their back and the shifting surface of the water before them. The man had wiry white hair and an expression of broad amusement. The woman, roundfaced and curly-haired as an Inlisc, had a scar along the side of her face and one milky eye. To look at them, anyone would have thought they were human.

“By now, it knows that the blade’s gone,” the man said.

“It’ll have known for a while.”

“I wish I could have been there. The greasy fuck going for his altar and finding nothing but mouse shit and air.”

“A good moment,” the woman said.

“Don’t eat yourself over it.”

“It lost the blade. I lost the blade. If one of us is a fool, we both are.”

The man leaned forward, squinting at sunlight that blazed off the surface of the water. “In your defense, you’re literally surrounded by thieves and criminals.”

“But they’re my thieves and criminals. When a dog bites the kennel master, it’s always the master’s fault.”

“The dog’s the one to get culled, though.”

“That’s coming,” the woman said. Then, a moment later, “The blade’s trying to get back where it’s wanted.”

“Well. I’ve called some things to me. Not that I’m sure what they are just yet, but he’s not the only one who can play at this.”

“And Shau’s in the city.”

“Is he?”

“I think so.”

The man scowled. “Can’t say I like that, but it might work for us. Too many gods in the streets these days. Makes things unpredictable. But as long as our Byrn a Sal is where he’s supposed to be, we stand a chance.”

“This is the closest we’ve been in generations,” she said. “If we fail now . . .”

“We won’t.”

She turned her one clear eye toward him. “You believe that?”

At the edge of the water, one of the children shrieked and started digging in the pale dirt that the river put down. The man watched as the child lifted something over her head. A length of something metal. River trash, celebrated because it was more than they had.

The woman stood and clapped the dirt off her trousers. The man’s gaze softened.

“When this is over,” he said, “and it’s the two of us again—”

“When this is over, we’ll see whether we’re both still standing,” she said.

“Don’t say that.”

“Everything dies. Gods die. Otherwise, what are we doing here?” Her smile had a melancholy that didn’t suit her face. She walked away, heading south along the edge of the trees. After a time, she started whistling to herself, a low, complex melody that belonged to an earlier age. She swaggered as she walked, and the woman and the children pretended not to notice her.

At the southern edge of the Silt, the land narrowed and the southernmost of the city’s bridges stood above the smooth water, yellow brick and black mortar. Decades of land drift had put piles that had once stood in the river firmly on land, weed trees growing up around the dark arches. She didn’t scramble up the side as others did or meet one of the little boats that rowed across the river. Instead, she stood for a moment, her one good eye sweeping the land and water as if she were reading it like a text. Then she stepped into the shadows under the bridge and didn’t step back out.

Sometime later, in a brewer’s house in Seepwater, she walked up a stone stairway and into the light. The bettors’ window was covered by an iron cage, and she paused at it to look at the chalked marks. The man at the counter stiffened, but didn’t look away. After a moment, he nodded.

“Aunt Thorn,” he said by way of greeting.

The woman grunted in reply, turned east, and moved on.



In the end, Mother stayed for three days despite her best intentions. She kept away from windows, and Father avoided having guests come in past the front hall. He claimed that the servants were suffering a malaise, and wouldn’t they please come back in a week when the house had been cleansed? Garreth’s parents had his apparent new betrothed put in one of the guest bedrooms that looked out over the kitchen courtyard so that no one would catch a glimpse of her from the street.

The days were spent in close consultation. Sometimes Garreth and his younger brother Vasch were welcome to attend. Other times, only Garreth could be in the room as Mother, Father, and Uncle Robbson debated and chewed at each other. Sometimes even he wasn’t welcome. The plan on which the family had bet its future was this: They would seal an alliance with an Inlisc tribe that worked the snow roads between Kithamar and Far Kethil. The wedding of Yrith and Garreth was the assurance that the alliance was real. In a perfect world, there would be children, but the balances of their accounts didn’t leave time to wait. As a marriage gift, the Inlisc would take on a winter caravan for their new Kithamari cousins, the Left.

Winter caravans were desperate. House Cortan had hired one out eight years before with an experienced master and ten carts. When carts, horses, master, and goods had been swallowed up by a blizzard, Cortan had sold everything that remained to them and taken service where they could find other merchants to hire them. A broken house.

But with an Inlisc master, northern horses, and funding from a few carefully selected allies and investors, Left could pull the trick that Cortan had bungled. Spices, silk, alum, and medical herbs arriving months before their rivals. They could command the year’s contracts, deliver goods that were already in their warehouses, and clear profits enough to settle their debts and fund their next year’s investments besides.

And yes, they would have to be careful who they invited to help with the funding. Uncle Robbson wanted to approach Ocaso Durral, but Father refused. Mother argued for talking to Beris a Lorja, and Uncle Robbson called her an idiot to her face. No one took money from a priest and a nobleman and expected to come out the better for it.

When Mother finally took her leave, sneaking out in a deephooded cloak in the morning dark, the plan was still only half complete. But Uncle Robbson and Father had their tasks and negotiations clearly in mind. The stages of their plan were laid out and a timeline set. When the money would be gathered, when the orders would need to be sent to Mother and her agents in Far Kethil, when the caravan would arrive.

And among the dates and schedules, an entry for when Garreth would stand at the little family altar with a witness from the northern tribe and a priest Uncle Robbson would hire and bind his life to Yrith, daughter of Sau. It had as much weight as placing a loan or paying the boatmen’s guild their fees. It was a matter of business.

“You’re going to have to sleep with her,” Vasch said. “You know that. They’re going to want babies.”

“I know,” Garreth said.

Vasch had come into the world a little over a year after Garreth, but sometimes he seemed much younger. He had Mother’s eyes and Uncle Robbson’s jawline. He even shrugged the way Mother did. “Do you think you’ll be able to do it?”

“What?”

“All your children are going to be half Inlisc. They’ll look like Serria.”

Garreth shot a look toward the doorway. They were sitting in the lesser hall. He hadn’t heard anyone close by, but Serria—head of house and chief among their servants—was a quietfooted woman when she wanted to be. “Serria’s not half Inlisc,” he said, but he kept his voice low.

“She’s part Inlisc,” Vasch said.

“Less than half. She’s a third.”

Vasch wrinkled his nose. “I don’t think that’s how it works.”

“I don’t know what she is, and it doesn’t matter. She’s a servant. This is . . . this is House Left. This is the family. Now. Forever. We’re not going to be Hansch anymore.”

“We will not,” Vasch said.

“I don’t have a problem with that,” Garreth said. “I don’t. It’s just that other people will. And they’ll look down on us.”

“Think how she feels. Marrying into a weak city family like ours. We don’t even milk our own goats.”

Garreth’s expression must have told his little brother that a line had been crossed, because Vasch lifted his hands, palm out in sign of surrender. There was something in his expression that Garreth couldn’t read. Pity, maybe.

“We do what we have to for the business,” he said.

“We do.”

“So—” He didn’t know what else to say. He rose from the table and stalked out. The tightness across his shoulders and in his jaw ached a little. The girl—Yrith—wasn’t permitted to leave the house, and neither was the old woman who was her escort, but when he went to her rooms, the only one there was Serria. She had a stoneware vase and was arranging a spray of wide-petaled flowers in it. She raised her eyebrows when he stepped in, and Garreth had the eerie sense that she’d heard him speculating on the purity of her blood even though he’d been a floor below and across the house.

“I was looking for her,” he said.

Serria turned back to the flowers and nodded toward the open shutters. “You’ll find her there.”

Garreth moved to the window. In the kitchen courtyard, Yrith and her chaperone sat on a low stone bench. The late morning sun was strong, and the heat and damp of the day were ramping up quickly. It would be a sweatbox of an afternoon. Yrith had something in her hands. Thin leather cords, maybe, that she was weaving together. He looked at the curl of her hair, the wideness of her cheek. There was a scar in her right eyebrow like someone had erased a bit of it. When sounds came from over the wall—the cartwheels clattering over the paving stones, the voices of men and women in the street—she looked up, searching around like she was expecting someone or something that she didn’t find.

I will be married to you for the rest of our lives, Garreth thought. When I wake up, you will be there. When I sleep at night, you will be there. Every meal, every meeting, every day, forever. The idea bounced off his mind like a raindrop on waxed cloth. It didn’t make sense.

“Can I help you with something?” Serria asked.

“No, I was just . . . I thought I should spend . . . I don’t know what I thought.”

“Should I have her called in?”

“No,” Garreth said. “I can go to her there.”

“As you like.”

When he stepped into the courtyard, Yrith stiffened. Garreth walked toward her slowly, like he was trying not to startle a dog. Yrith’s expression was blank and stony. The chaperone chewed her own teeth and focused on nothing, present and not present at the same time.

“I wanted to check with you,” he said, speaking to Yrith slowly and nodding his head. “If there was anything you needed.”

Yrith nodded once in return and said something he couldn’t follow.

“I’m sorry,” Garreth said. “I don’t speak . . . um . . .”

The chaperone grinned and cackled like he’d told a joke, shaking her white-braided head. Yrith’s cheeks flushed and she put her hands at her sides. Garreth didn’t understand what he’d said wrong until she spoke again, more slowly so that her words weren’t drowned by her accent. “Thank you, but I have all I need.”

“Oh, yes. Of course. I . . . thank you.” The chaperone laughed again, this time at his retreat. He made his way into the cool of the house. In the distance, Uncle Robbson and Father were talking. Or, really, Father was talking and Uncle Robbson was declaiming angrily.

He found Serria in the front hall. “I’m going out.”

“Are you sure that’s wise?”

“I’m not staying prisoner in my own house, Serria. I have friends. I have things that I do. None of this changes that.”

The older woman—his mother’s age, or a bit less despite the whiteness of her hair—pursed her lips. Garreth felt an apology pressing at the back of his throat, but he swallowed it. Whatever had his head stuffed with cotton ticking just then, it wouldn’t let I’m sorry come out.

“I understand.”

“Thank you,” Garreth said. And then, “She needs a tutor.”

“Sir?”

“Yrith. She needs a tutor. Someone who can help her . . . fit better. We can’t bring her out into society the way she is now. It’ll embarrass us.”

“And it would be cruel to her,” Serria said. “But I don’t think your father will permit a tutor to know of her.”

“We’ll have to think of something,” Garreth said.

“Of course. I will see to it.”

The city guard had three barracks spread throughout Kithamar. The one in the Smoke was a wide, flat building of grey brick that overlooked a canal choked by ashes and the waste of the forges. The one in Stonemarket had been stables for the Hansch armies when Kithamar had been little more than a fording spot and favorite raiding grounds of the nomadic Inlisc.

The largest sat near the southern edge of Newmarket. Almost a block wide, it had a broad, dirt-covered training ground that punishment and discipline kept free from moss and weeds. The sleeping quarters themselves rose up three stories of off-white stucco and grey slate roof tiles. The stables held the carts that prisoners used when their guards, lash in hand, took them out to clean the streets and, presumably, their tarnished souls.

The barracks’ yard opened to the south, like a priest glowering at the unclean of Longhill and Seepwater and the hospital to the south of the city walls. Guardsmen stripped to the waist trained morning and afternoon in the pressing summer sun. Sword and bow, whip and bare-hand brawling. The city guard was a constant show of violence because it was in a war that didn’t—couldn’t—end. The fear that the bluecloaks inspired in the lowest and most desperate of Kithamar was just as much a weapon as their swords and goads, and it was used to the same end: stability.

The city might not be fair, and it certainly wasn’t kind, but it was itself. The streets that were safe for a merchant to walk down in his finery were always safe, and the ones that weren’t were well enough known. The streetbound who died in the winter cold were cleaned away before they started to stink, just like the dead dogs and cats and rats and pigeons, the raw shit and rotting scraps. Those who feared the law always feared the law, and those to whom the law answered could rely upon it.

And when the city guard weren’t walking the streets of the city or collecting the taxes and tolls that bought their food and firewood or training in the yard, quite often they were at the baths.

“What happened to you?” Garreth asked.

Maur looked up at him from the tepid pool, blinking like a mouse. The bruise across his chest was dark and angry, with dots of red where the skin had broken. “What, this little love bite?”

“Captain Senit decided to demonstrate a new fighting style,” Kannish said. “And Maur volunteered.”

The public baths were tiled green and yellow, and voices echoed through the rooms like in a cave. The men’s section—the only one Garreth had ever seen—had a stand with cups of drinking water and a constant, low-level smell of bodies and soap. In the winter, the hot pool was always thick with the men of the city soaking and talking and keeping the cold at bay. In the summer, there were fewer, and those mostly in the tepid pool or the cold.

“I wouldn’t say that,” Maur said. “I was encouraged to show my fighting prowess.”

Garreth took off his towel and settled into the water beside
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