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Chapter 1
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The fog hadn't fully lifted when Edgar took his place outside the barracks gate, studying the new uniform on his body as though the cloth itself might tell him whether he'd earned it. The badge on his chest still held its shape too well, hadn't yet learned to curve with the way he moved the way the older soldiers' badges did. He tugged at it, straightened it, for the third time in ten minutes.

He'd been awake since well before the bell, longer than the routine required. He'd folded his spare shirt twice, unfolded it once to check a seam that didn't need checking, sharpened a knife that was already sharp. Down the row of bunks, other soldiers were still moving through the ordinary business of the morning, someone dragging a comb through wet hair, someone else swearing quietly over a boot lace that had frayed at the worst possible time, none of them looking twice at Edgar, because none of them had reason to know this morning was different from any other. That, more than anything, unsettled him. He wanted the barracks to feel it too.

"You're going to wear a hole in that if you keep at it."

Asher came around the door with a pack slung over each shoulder, and threw one at Edgar, who caught it more from reflex than readiness.

"I'm making sure it's straight."

"Sure of what? That it hasn't moved since the last time you checked, five minutes ago?" Asher dropped onto the stone step, stretching his legs out like they had the whole morning to waste, though the departure was already close enough to count in minutes rather than hours. "It's a reconnaissance mission, Edgar. Not an invasion."

"I know."

"Then stop pacing like a rat in a cage."

Edgar didn't answer, but he stopped moving. He let his back rest against the barracks wall and looked down at the pack in his hands without really seeing it. Asher had known him long enough to tell the difference between a silence that meant something and a silence that was better left alone.

"You remember the first time they sent me out on my own?" Asher said eventually, his voice lower now. "South border, escorting a supply line. I threw up twice before we left."

"You never told me that."

"Because nobody needs to know a soldier as impressive as me once threw up from nerves." Asher grinned, but his eyes stayed serious when he added, "Everyone's nervous on their first mission. It doesn't mean you're not ready. It means you care enough not to treat it like nothing."

Edgar looked at his friend for a moment, and felt something in his chest loosen, just slightly. They'd entered the barracks the same year, slept in adjoining bunks since the first night, and somehow Asher always knew when to tease and when to stop. "Thanks," he said, short, because it was enough to carry the rest.

"Don't thank me yet. If you come back with good news, I'm buying. If not, you're buying." Asher stood, clapped Edgar once on the shoulder before stepping back. "I'll be here. Send word if anything happens."

Commander Varka came out not long after, his stride heavy and certain, the way it always was. He didn't waste words, he never did, only handed Edgar a rolled set of orders and studied him for a moment longer than usual, as if weighing something he had no intention of saying aloud.

"Gather what you can see," he said finally. "Xaran movement. Who they meet. What goods come in or go out. Don't approach anyone wearing the royal crest. Don't draw attention."

"Yes, Commander."

"This isn't a formality, Edgar." Varka's voice dropped, the way it did when he wanted a thing remembered rather than simply heard. "There's been more traffic through Zeph these last weeks than the trade ledgers explain. Command wants to know why before someone decides to stop asking and start assuming. Assuming, in a place like this, gets people killed on both sides of a border that hasn't decided yet whether it's at peace."

Varka watched him a beat longer than the orders required, as if something in the younger man's face reminded him of someone from years back. "Do you know why I chose you for this, and not one of the others?"

The question caught Edgar off guard. "I, no, Commander."

"Because you haven't learned to stop asking why." Varka rolled one of the maps in his hands, though there was no real need to. "The old soldiers forget to ask why. They just follow the order. For an observation post, I need someone who still wants the answer, not someone who's already satisfied with half a report."

"I'll do my best, Commander."

"Try not to want to know too much." Something close to a smile crossed Varka's face, there and gone. "Zeph isn't a battlefield. That doesn't mean it's safe. Remember that."

Edgar nodded, though he didn't fully understand what the last part meant. He would understand later, though not in any way he could have guessed standing at that gate.

The road to the border ran two hours through country that grew stranger the farther it went from Cyoko's capital. He passed the last of the drilling fields around midmorning, rows of recruits going through spear forms under a sergeant's flat shout, and after that the land emptied out, scrub grass, a scattering of wind-bent trees, the occasional stone marker worn too smooth to read. He kept to the pace Varka had drilled into every scout: steady, unhurried, the kind of walk that didn't invite a second look. It gave him too much time to think, which he hadn't wanted. He ran through the phrasing of his cover story until the words lost their meaning the way any word does if repeated enough, trade observation, trade observation, and tried not to notice how much his pulse had picked up by the time the first cliffs came into view.

The gate into Zeph wasn't what he'd expected. He'd pictured something grander, a great stone arch carved with old symbols, maybe guarded by masked figures out of a children's story. The reality was simpler: a gap between two cliffs, the air inside it trembling faintly, the way heat rises off a road in the dry season. No guards from Cyoko's side. Just two figures in gray robes, Zeph's insignia stitched small over their hearts, checking everyone who passed with the bored, thorough look of people who had done this ten thousand times.

"Purpose?" one of them asked without looking up.

"Trade observation," Edgar answered, the phrase rehearsed until it no longer felt like his own.

The officer nodded, marked something on a ledger, and waved him through. That was all. No incantation, no blinding flash of light like the old stories told. Just an ordinary step that carried him from one world into another, the air around him changing without his noticing exactly when, from Cyoko's dry cold into something warmer, damper, carrying the smell of spice and woodsmoke he had never known before.

Zeph greeted him with sound. That was the first thing he registered. Merchants shouting their wares in half a dozen languages tangled together, cartwheels grinding against cobblestone, children weaving between the legs of adults who didn't seem to notice them. Underneath it, the smaller sounds: a knife working through a fish on a cutting board, a hammer striking something metal in a stall he couldn't see, two women somewhere above him arguing cheerfully over a balcony rail about a debt neither seemed in a hurry to settle. Cyoko had its own order, barracks lined in neat rows, streets that always looked freshly swept. Zeph was its opposite: crowded, loud, and somehow more honest for it.

He walked the length of the main market, trying to hold Varka's instructions in his mind, observe, record, don't draw attention, and for a while he genuinely tried. He watched a cart hauling crates marked with the Xaran seal, counting in his head how many went in and who received them, filing the number away the way he'd file it in the report he'd write that night. He noticed two men in dark blue robes murmuring at the edge of a spice stall, straining to catch fragments of a language he didn't understand, and made himself remember their faces well enough to describe later, the way Varka had taught him.

But his eyes kept drifting toward things that had nothing to do with the mission. A cloth merchant from some country he couldn't place, unrolling bolts of silk that caught the light like something not quite real, the color shifting from blue to green depending on how the sun struck it. A small child trading pebbles for candy with a vendor who laughed and handed it over anyway. An old man sitting on a set of steps, playing a stringed instrument he didn't recognize, coaxing out something that sounded like old grief worn smooth into melody. Somewhere nearby, bread was baking, he could smell it under the spice and woodsmoke, plain and warm in a way that made his stomach tighten with a hunger that had nothing to do with the hour. A world that didn't seem to care where you came from, so long as you didn't bring trouble with you.

He found himself thinking, not for the first time since crossing the gate, that Cyoko had never sounded like this. Cyoko had drums for morning muster and silence for everything after. Somewhere in the back of his mind, a smaller, steadier voice kept trying to pull him back toward the list Varka had given him, movement, names, goods, don't draw attention, and he obeyed it in pieces, a count here, a face there, never for as long as the voice wanted.

The barracks had taught him what to look for in a crowd, which hands moved too carefully, which conversations dropped too quiet when a stranger passed too close. It hadn't taught him what to do with the rest of it: the smell of something frying in oil he didn't recognize, a woman singing to a baby strapped against her chest while she haggled over the price of thread, two old men arguing over a game board set up on an upturned crate, each insisting the other had cheated in exactly the same way they probably had for forty years. None of it belonged in a report. He kept noticing it anyway.

He was still turning the old man's melody over in his mind, only half-watching where his boots landed, when he nearly walked straight into someone crouched in front of a fruit stall, examining an apple with a seriousness that seemed a little excessive for a piece of fruit.

"Sorry," Edgar said, stepping back.

She looked up. Her hair was tied back carelessly, a few strands loose against her face, and she wore a plain coat, the kind of plain that wasn't cheap, though she carried it like it was, like something borrowed for the day and worn until it felt like her own. Her eyes found him without any of the irritation he'd braced for, only a curiosity she made no effort to hide.

"Do you always apologize before you actually run into someone?" she said, more amused than offended.

"I, no. I mean, I almost ran into you, so,"

"So you apologized early, just to be safe." She stood, setting the apple back on the pile without buying it. "That's a clever strategy, actually. Where are you from?"

Edgar opened his mouth to answer and found, for a moment, that he didn't have the sentence ready, not the rehearsed one about trade observation, not any sentence at all. The market noise seemed to recede half a step, the way it did in the barracks yard right before a sparring bout started, that particular quiet a person makes for himself without meaning to.

"Cyoko," he said finally, because it was true, and because nothing in Varka's instructions had prepared him for a question that simple.

She tilted her head slightly, as if the answer told her something she hadn't expected, though she didn't say what. Somewhere behind her, a vendor called out the price of dried figs to no one in particular, and a child laughed at something Edgar didn't see. He stood there with the pack still slung over one shoulder, the folded orders still tucked against his ribs, momentarily forgetting that he had come to Zeph to watch people, not to be looked at by one.

"Well," she said, and there was something in the way she said it, unhurried, like she had nowhere else she needed to be, though he'd learn later that wasn't quite true. "You're new here. I can tell."

"Is it that obvious?"

"You apologize to fruit stalls. Yes. It's obvious."

He felt his own mouth pull into something he hadn't planned, not quite a laugh, and understood, distantly, the way you understand you're standing in the rain before you've decided to mind it, that whatever report he wrote that evening was going to leave a great deal out.

He should have excused himself. There was a list in his head, Varka's list, and none of the names on it were hers. But he found himself doing the arithmetic anyway, how long whoever she'd come with might let her wander before calling her back, how long he could reasonably stand here without it becoming strange, whether strange was even the word for what already felt like standing somewhere he had no business standing. He was aware, in a way he couldn't yet name, that he had stopped observing the market and started observing her instead, and that the two habits used entirely different parts of him. One had been trained into him over years. The other, apparently, needed no training at all.

The mirror in Aelita's chamber was too honest for mornings like this one. It gave her back exactly what she put in front of it, the circlet not yet removed, the blue council sash still creased from where it had sat folded in a drawer for three days, waiting for a meeting she had already decided she would survive rather than enjoy. She studied her own reflection the way she might study a stranger's, trying to work out what gave her away.

The desk behind her told the same story in paper. Three drafts of a greeting for the Vareth delegation lay crossed out in three different places, because her tutor kept insisting the tone was wrong, too warm for a trade negotiation, then too formal for a delegation that had traveled eleven days to reach Xara. Beneath the drafts sat the agenda itself, copied twice in her own hand because she retained things better when she wrote them herself: grain tariffs along the eastern road, a water dispute unresolved since before she was born, and a final line added in her mother's smaller handwriting rather than the clerk's, asking her opinion on whether Xara should extend the current trade terms through winter. Not instructing. Asking. That was somehow worse. She had read the line four times since it appeared and still hadn't decided what unsettled her more, that she didn't know the answer, or that she was expected to have one.

"You're doing the thing with your jaw again," Calys said from the doorway, arms crossed, a look on her face that Aelita had catalogued years ago and never found a polite name for. "Where you clench it like you're bracing for someone to hit you."

"I'm not bracing for anyone to hit me."

"You're bracing for something." Calys came in without being asked, the way she always did, and began unfastening the clasp at the back of Aelita's collar before Aelita had finished reaching for it herself. "What is it today? The Vareth delegation, or your mother's face when she realizes you've been avoiding the Vareth delegation?"

"Neither." Aelita reached up and unhooked the circlet herself, setting it on the table among the rest, the bracelet, the pin shaped like the Xaran seal, the ring she wore only on formal days because it pinched. Each piece came off like something peeled away rather than removed, and each time the weight of it left her wrist or her hair, she felt the small, private relief of a held breath finally going out. "I'm going to Zeph."

Calys's hands stopped on the clasp. "Today."

"Today."

"Alone."

"Not alone. There's an escort as far as the gate." Aelita turned, meeting her eyes properly, because this part required it. "After that, alone."

"Aelita." Calys said her name the way she'd said it since they were children sharing the same tutor and the same trouble, equal parts warning and affection. "This is a diplomatic visit. There's a schedule. There's a delegation waiting to be greeted by an actual princess and not a rumor of one."

"I'll be back for the delegation."

"You'll be back in time to look like you were never gone, which is a different promise." Calys sat on the edge of the bed, arms still crossed, though the sharpness had already started to soften into something more tired. "You do this every time we come to Zeph. You disappear for an hour and come back different. Lighter. And every time, I stand outside whatever door you've locked and imagine explaining to your mother that I let the future queen of Xara wander a foreign market by herself in a borrowed coat."

"It's not foreign. It's neutral ground."

"That's not the same as safe."

"Nowhere is safe, Calys. Some places are just more honest about it." Aelita crossed to the wardrobe, drew out the plain gray coat she kept folded at the very back, behind the formal things no one ever thought to search through because no one imagined she'd want anything simpler. She held it against herself in the mirror, and for a moment, just a moment, the reflection looked like someone she hadn't yet decided how to be. "Two hours."

"One."

"Two hours," Aelita said again, patient, because they had been having versions of this argument since she was eleven and Calys had chased her halfway across the palace grounds for climbing the orchard wall. "I'll go straight to the market and straight back. You'll know exactly where I am the whole time, because you'll be the one who knows I'm not where I'm supposed to be, which is its own kind of knowing."

Calys exhaled through her nose, the closest she came to a full laugh when she disapproved of something and hadn't yet found the will to stop it. "One hour and a half."

"Fine." Aelita smiled, not the arranged smile she wore for portraits and formal greetings, but the real one, quick and a little crooked, that only appeared for people who'd earned it. "You're impossible."

"I'm the only person in this palace who tells you no and means it." Calys stood, straightened the coat's collar with more care than the coat deserved, an old habit that had nothing to do with fashion and everything to do with making sure Aelita left the room looking cared for, even if no one else would ever know it. "Your mother asked about you again this morning."

Something in Aelita went briefly still. "What did she ask."

"Whether you're ready. For the larger councils. The ones that aren't just observing anymore." Calys said it gently, the way she said most difficult things, laying them down rather than throwing them. "She's not accusing you of anything, Aelita. She's proud of you. But she's starting to wonder out loud, and once your mother starts wondering out loud, it doesn't stay quiet for long."

"I know." Aelita pulled the coat closed, fastened the top button, watched her own hands do it as though they belonged to someone more certain of herself. "I know she's right to ask. That's the part I can't argue with."

Calys didn't offer comfort she didn't believe in, which was one of the things Aelita loved most about her and resented, occasionally, in equal measure. "Then go," she said instead. "Before I remember all the reasons I should stop you."

She nearly made it to the east stair unseen.

Her mother stood at the window of the small solar, still in her morning robe, a single sheet of correspondence held loosely in one hand as though she'd stopped reading it partway through. She didn't turn immediately, and for a moment Aelita considered continuing past the open door as though she hadn't noticed either. She'd nearly decided against it when her mother spoke, without looking up.

"You've taken the coat again."

"It's warm out," Aelita said, which answered nothing and both of them knew it.

Her mother turned then, and studied her the way she studied most things, unhurried, missing nothing, the same patience she brought to a council chamber turned now on her daughter's collar, her plain gray sleeve, the absence of every piece of jewelry that would have marked her as anyone in particular. "Halvard asked this morning whether you'd be ready for the winter session. The real one. Not the observing chair."

"And what did you tell him?"

"That you would be, when you were." Her mother set the letter down, unread, and crossed the room to fix a loose strand of Aelita's hair with two fingers, an old habit that had outlasted every occasion for it. "I'm not asking you to give up whatever this is, Aelita. Zeph, or the hour you disappear to, or whatever peace you find there that you don't find here. I remember needing somewhere like that myself, once."

Aelita went still in a different way than she had with Calys, not guarded, exactly, but careful, the way you go careful around a thing you don't want to break by looking at it too directly. "You never told me that."

"There's a great deal I haven't told you. Most of it because you didn't need it yet." Her mother's hand fell away, and something in her face closed, gently, the way a door closes when someone doesn't want the draft to show. "I only ask that you remember the hour has a shape to it. Whatever you find on the other side of that gate, it ends when the delegation arrives, because I cannot stand in that room and explain your absence for you. Not today."

"I know."

"I know you know. That isn't the same as remembering it at the right moment." Her mother touched her cheek once, brief, more instruction than affection though it carried some of both. "Go. Be back in time to be my daughter again."

Aelita held the words the whole way down the stair, turning them over the way she'd later turn over an apple she had no intention of buying, not sure yet whether they were a kindness or a warning, only certain that her mother, better than anyone else in the palace, had a way of making them sound like both at once.

The ride out took the better part of an hour, and Aelita spent most of it watching the road change rather than speaking, which her escort had long since learned not to interrupt. The palace roads gave way to farmland, orderly rows of Xaran wheat combed flat by the wind, and somewhere past the second mile marker she felt the small, familiar loosening begin in her chest, the one that had nothing to do with the coat folded across her lap and everything to do with distance. It was a feeling she'd never found a word for that didn't sound faintly disloyal, not escape, not exactly, since she always came back, and always intended to. Something closer to breathing room. A held note finally allowed to resolve.

She caught herself doing the thing she always did on this stretch of road, cataloguing the differences before she'd even reached the gate, how the light seemed to sit differently over neutral ground, how the air lost the particular starch of Xaran formality somewhere around the last hill. She knew it was partly imagined. Zeph was still a market like any market, dust and noise and merchants trying too hard to sell her things she didn't want. But she'd built the anticipation carefully enough, over enough visits, that by the time the gate came into view her pulse had already decided the day was going to be good, whether or not it had earned that yet.

The gate itself looked, from the Xaran side, almost exactly as Aelita remembered it from the last time and the time before, an unremarkable seam in the hills, more felt than seen, the air around it faintly unsteady the way air goes unsteady above a road at midday. Two officials in gray robes checked the small party through with the same tired thoroughness they gave everyone, royal seal or no royal seal, and Aelita found something reassuring in that. Zeph didn't care who she was. It hadn't in the three years she'd been slipping through this gate, and she suspected it never would, which was precisely why she kept coming back.

Her escort peeled off at the market's edge, under instruction to wait and to say nothing, and Aelita walked the rest of the way in alone, feeling the particular lightness that came from being unaccompanied in a place where no one's eyes lingered a beat too long. In Xara, she was watched the way a lit candle is watched in a room full of dry paper, carefully, constantly, out of a caution that never quite let itself relax. Here, she was only a girl in a plain coat, and the eyes that passed over her did what eyes were supposed to do: they passed.

She let herself walk without purpose for a while, which was its own kind of luxury. She listened to a trader haggling in a dialect she half recognized from her tutors, watched a boy chase a hoop between market stalls with the single-minded joy of someone who had never once in his life had to think about how his running looked to anyone else, breathed in a tangle of spice and woodsmoke and something frying in oil that she couldn't name and didn't need to. In the palace, every smell had a purpose, polish, parchment, the cold stone smell of the throne room in winter. Here, smell was just smell, unassigned, unmeaning, and that was its own relief.

She stopped at a fruit stall because stopping required no explanation to anyone, and picked up an apple she had no real intention of buying, turning it over in her hands with more attention than a piece of fruit had ever earned from her. It gave her somewhere to look besides the crowd, and something to hold besides the strange, unanchored feeling of being no one in particular. She was still turning it over, watching the light move across its skin, when someone came around the corner of the stall too fast and nearly walked straight into her.

He caught himself half a step before contact, close enough that she felt the disturbed air of it, and said, "Sorry," before he'd even fully registered who he'd almost hit, an apology offered on reflex, the way some people flinched before they were struck.

Aelita looked up.

He was young, not much older than she was, with the kind of posture that didn't belong to ordinary people, spine too straight, shoulders set in a way that looked practiced rather than natural, like a habit worn into the body until the body stopped questioning it. His eyes found hers and held there a beat too long before he seemed to remember himself and looked away, which told her something before he'd said a single further word. Soldier, she thought, filing it the way she filed most things now, quietly, without letting it show on her face. But which one. Not Xaran. She would have recognized the drill in a Xaran's bearing the way she recognized her own hand.

"Do you always apologize before you actually run into someone?" she asked, and heard her own voice come out lighter than she'd planned, more amused than she'd meant to let it be.

"I, no. I mean, I almost ran into you, so,"

"So you apologized early, just to be safe." She set the apple back on the pile, unbought, and stood, brushing invisible dust from her coat mostly to give her hands something to do. "That's a clever strategy, actually. Where are you from?"

It wasn't an idle question, not entirely, she asked it the way she asked most things now, half genuine curiosity, half old habit, the part of her that had spent a childhood in council rooms learning to read the half-second before an answer for what it might reveal. He hesitated, and the hesitation itself told her something: not a liar, or not yet a practiced one. A liar answered too quickly.

"Cyoko," he said finally, like the word cost him something small.

Cyoko. Aelita kept her face perfectly still, the way she'd been trained to since before she could read, while something in her chest did something else entirely, not alarm, not exactly, but a kind of recalculation, quick and quiet. A Cyokoan soldier standing in a Zeph market in plain clothes, apologizing to fruit stalls. Trade observation, most likely. Cyoko sent them through often enough, and they were, without exception, the worst liars she'd ever watched try to blend into a crowd, too straight-backed, too careful with their eyes, too obviously trying.

She could have ended it there. She understood, distantly, that ending it there was the correct thing to do, the thing Calys would have told her to do, the thing that would let her walk away from this market having risked nothing at all. Instead she found herself looking at him a moment longer than the situation required, at the faint crease of concentration between his brows, as though even standing still in a marketplace required his full attention, and felt something she recognized only because it was so unfamiliar: the particular pull of a person who had absolutely no idea who she was.

"Well," she said, unhurried, though she was already counting the minutes she'd promised Calys against the ones she was about to spend. "You're new here. I can tell."

"Is it that obvious?"

"You apologize to fruit stalls. Yes. It's obvious." She watched something flicker across his face that wasn't quite a laugh but wanted to be one, and felt an answering warmth she hadn't invited and didn't examine too closely. "My name is Aelita."

"Edgar."

"Edgar," she repeated, testing the shape of it, the way she tested most new things, turning it over once before deciding whether to keep it. "You're here for trade?"

"Something like that. You?"

"Something like that too." It wasn't a lie, not precisely, only the kind of true statement built to hide as much as it revealed, and she felt a small, private satisfaction in how naturally it came to both of them, this shared instinct for saying just enough. "I only just arrived myself. Haven't learned the streets yet. Have you been in Zeph long?"

"Just got here too," he admitted, and something in his voice loosened as he said it, like a man realizing he wasn't the only stranger in the room. "I don't actually know where I'm going."

"Neither do I." She smiled, not the careful, arranged version she wore in council, but something closer to what she might have been if none of the rest of it existed. "So we're equally lost. That seems like a fair place to start."

They walked without any particular destination, which was, Aelita thought, its own kind of luxury she rarely allowed herself, motion without a schedule attached to it. Edgar asked questions the way a man asks questions when he's trying not to seem like he's asking too many, pointing at things he clearly didn't recognize and letting his curiosity carry the conversation rather than steering it toward anything useful. He wanted to know what the strange folded pastries were, and whether the man playing the stringed instrument by the fountain took requests, and why a trader was trying so earnestly to sell him an amulet that promised, apparently, unlimited good fortune.

"Do you believe that?" Aelita asked, biting back a laugh as she watched him nearly reach for his coin purse.

"No," he said, too quickly. "But it's a good amulet."

"That's not a good reason to buy something."

"Then what is?"

Somewhere behind the question, she was aware of the agenda still sitting on her desk in Xara, the line in her mother's handwriting waiting for an answer she hadn't drafted yet, the delegation that would begin arriving in, she did the arithmetic without meaning to, perhaps two hours now, perhaps less. She could have turned back at any point in the last several minutes. She kept finding reasons not to, each one smaller and less convincing than the last, until she stopped inventing them at all and simply let herself walk.

She considered his question, longer than it probably deserved, and found herself walking toward a narrow stall crowded with old books, their spines cracked and their covers printed in languages she didn't recognize, half the reason, she suspected, that no one else in the market gave the stall a second glance. "Because you want to know what's inside it," she said, "even if you'll never be able to read it."

He followed her in, ducking slightly under the low doorframe, into air that smelled of dust and old paper in a way the rest of the market didn't. The shopkeeper, a woman with spectacles perched at the very end of her nose, glanced up once, decided neither of them was worth the interruption, and returned to her own book without another word.

Aelita lifted one volume from the nearest stack, leather-bound, its pages the color of weak tea, and turned through it slowly though she understood none of the script. "Sometimes I think the most interesting book is the one you can't read," she said, mostly to herself. "Because you're free to imagine it into anything you want."

"Doesn't that mean you never actually know what it says?"

"Maybe. But at least you get to guess." She set the book back on its stack, and looked at him with something she didn't quite have a name for yet, not quite recognition, not quite hope, something still forming. "I like guessing better than knowing, most days."

Edgar didn't answer that right away. He looked at her the way people rarely looked at her, not searching for the crown she wasn't wearing, not calculating what her next word might cost him, only looking, the way you look at someone you're trying to understand for no reason beyond wanting to. She felt it settle over her, warm and slightly alarming, the particular vulnerability of being seen by someone who had no idea what he was seeing.

Somewhere beyond the stall's low doorway, a bell rang out over the market, the hour, she realized, counting it automatically before she could stop herself, the old habit of a life measured in obligations. One hour and a half. Calys's voice, patient and exact, ran through her memory like a held promise she'd made and had every intention of breaking by the smallest possible margin.

"I have to go," she said, and heard the reluctance in it before she could smooth it away.

"Already?"

"Someone's waiting for me." It was true enough not to feel like a lie, and she let it stand as it was, watching something shift across his face, not quite disappointment, something more careful than that, a man deciding how much to want something he'd only just found.

"Will you, " He stopped, started again, the sentence catching the way sentences sometimes did on people unused to asking for things. "Will I see you again?"

Aelita looked at him a moment longer than she needed to, weighing an answer the way she weighed very little else in her life anymore, not for what it would cost her politically, not for what anyone watching might read into it, only for whether it was true.

"I come here sometimes," she said. "If you're still around."

It wasn't a promise. It wasn't quite not one, either. She left the stall before he could ask her to be more specific, before she could hear herself offer more than she was ready to give a stranger who didn't know her name, not her real one, and didn't ask the questions that mattered, and had somehow, in the space of an hour, made her feel more like herself than she had in months.

She didn't look back until she'd rounded the corner out of the book stall's narrow lane, and by then there was nothing to see but the ordinary churn of the market, merchants calling their prices, a child laughing at something she'd never know the cause of. She walked back toward the gate faster than she needed to, aware of Calys's patience running out somewhere ahead of her, and aware, too, of something else running alongside it, small and unfamiliar and entirely her own, that she had no intention yet of naming, even to herself.
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Chapter 2
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Edgar had rewritten the same line four times and it still wasn't true.

Trade movement normal. No unusual activity from the Xaran side.

It wasn't a lie. That was the trouble with it. He could read it back and find nothing in it he'd have to answer for if Varka asked him to swear to every word, no invented ledger entries, no soldiers he hadn't seen, no crates he hadn't counted. And yet half of what he'd actually done in Zeph three days ago had gone missing from the page, the way a stone drops through water and leaves no mark on the surface. There was no line in the report for a book stall that smelled of dust. No line for a girl who'd looked at an apple like it owed her an explanation.

He set the pen down and flexed his hand, which had cramped somewhere in the second paragraph without his noticing. His quarters held the particular tidiness of a man who'd been taught that a disordered room reflected a disordered mind, bed made with corners sharp enough to cut, boots aligned under it, the small collection of things he owned squared against the wall. The only object out of place was the report itself, four drafts of it now, the discarded ones balled into the corner where he'd meant to burn them and hadn't gotten around to it.

He picked up the top sheet and read it again, though he already knew what it said. It was a good report. That was what bothered him. It was the kind of report a soldier wrote when he had nothing to hide, and he'd built it that way on purpose, sentence by careful sentence, and the effort of building it was itself the thing he couldn't explain to anyone, least of all Varka.

Through the window he could hear the barracks going about the ordinary business of late afternoon, the dull knock of practice swords in the yard, a sergeant somewhere calling a drill line back into order, the particular clatter of the kitchen boys hauling water for the evening pots. A cart from the quartermaster's stores creaked past below, and two voices he half recognized argued, without much heat, about whose turn it was to muck out the stables. None of it was new. He'd fallen asleep to those same sounds for five years and could have named most of the men making them without looking. It should have settled him, the familiarity of it, the way it always had before. Instead it only seemed to underline how much of his attention had gone somewhere else these three days, leaving the rest of him to move through Cyoko like a man walking through a room he'd already left.

The door swung open without a knock, which told him who it was before he looked up.

"Still?" Asher stood in the doorway with a wooden practice sword balanced over one shoulder, sweat darkening the collar of his shirt, a fresh scrape reddening one forearm, the kind of small injury that came from drilling too hard against a partner who didn't know when to ease off. He glanced at the desk, at the balled paper in the corner, and something in his face shifted from amusement to the beginning of real curiosity. "You've been sitting in that chair since morning muster."

"I went to the mess."

"You went to the mess and came straight back. I know because I watched you do it." Asher dropped the practice sword against the wall with a clatter that made Edgar wince, then dug a small paper twist out of his pocket and tossed it onto the desk, two rolls, still warm enough to smell of the ovens, pinched from the kitchen on his way in. It was an old habit between them, going back to their first winter in the barracks, when Edgar had once gone a full day forgetting to eat over a training report and Asher had decided, without ever announcing it, that this was now his job to prevent. He folded himself onto the edge of the bunk after, elbows on his knees, in the particular way he had of taking up more space than the room really allowed him. "Four days on a trade report that's supposed to take an evening. What's it say this time, let me guess. Normal activity. Nothing to report. Word for word what you had yesterday."

Edgar broke off a piece of the roll and didn't eat it, only turned it in his fingers, a habit that had transferred itself, he realized somewhere in the doing of it, from turning his pen instead.

"It's accurate."

"I didn't ask if it was accurate. I asked if it's the same." Asher held out a hand, and after a moment Edgar passed the top sheet over, mostly because refusing would have made more of it than handing it across. Asher read it in the unhurried way he did most things that weren't combat, lips moving slightly, and when he finished he didn't hand it back right away. He turned it over once, as if there might be something written on the reverse that explained the front. "This is a very boring report, Edgar."

"Zeph was boring."

"You've said the word boring about Zeph four times in three days, which is three more times than I've heard you use that word in five years." Asher set the paper down on the desk, deliberately, the way a man sets down a card he intends to be looked at. "You know what I think it is? I think this is the report of someone who saw something he didn't know how to write down, and decided the safest thing was to write down nothing at all."

Edgar didn't answer that, which was itself an answer, and he knew it the moment the silence had gone on a beat too long to recover from.

Asher leaned back against the wall, arms crossed, patient in the way he only ever was when he'd already decided he wasn't leaving until he got what he came for. Five years of adjoining bunks had made a particular kind of expert of him, not of tactics or maps, though he was decent enough at both, but of Edgar specifically, the small tells that meant something and the ones that didn't. He'd learned to read the difference between the silence Edgar kept because he was thinking and the one he kept because he was hiding, and it was clear from his face which one he thought this was.

"You've been different since you got back," Asher said, quieter now, the teasing mostly drained out of it. "Not bad different. Just, somewhere else different. Like part of you is still standing in that market."

Edgar looked down at his hands, at the ink stain along the side of his index finger that hadn't fully washed off from the last three evenings of drafting and redrafting. He thought about how to say it in a way that made it sound smaller than it was, and found, the same way he had at the fruit stall three days ago, that the sentence he'd rehearsed wasn't the one that came out.

"There's someone," he said.

Asher went very still for a moment, a stillness that, on anyone else, might have passed for surprise, but on Asher looked more like a man carefully setting down something breakable so he could give it his full attention. Then the grin arrived, wide and immediate, chasing off whatever had come before it. "Someone. In Zeph. Tell me more, and don't leave anything out, because I have been waiting five years for you to say a sentence like that."

"It's nothing. We just talked."

"You just talked." Asher repeated it flatly, unconvinced, and gestured at the desk, at the four drafts and the ink-stained finger and the report that had taken four evenings to say almost nothing. "Edgar. I have slept in the bunk next to yours for five years. I know the difference between you when you've just talked to someone, and you when you can't stop rewriting a report because you can't stop thinking about someone. This is the second one. This is very clearly the second one."

Edgar exhaled, and some of the effort of the last three days went out of him with it, the way held breath goes when there's finally no more reason to hold it. "Her name is Aelita," he said. "We met at a fruit stall. I nearly walked into her."

"Of course you did."

"We talked for a while. Walked through the market. There's a book stall near the old fountain, narrow, smelled of dust and something like tallow, an old woman minding it who never once looked up from her own reading, and she took me in, showed me a book neither of us could read." The market came back to him in pieces as he described it, more vivid in the telling than it had been in his own head all week: the folded pastries some vendor had been frying that neither of them had a name for, the stringed instrument still playing somewhere behind them the whole time, the particular gold the light had turned by the time they'd come back out into the lane. "I don't know much about her. Where she's from, exactly. What she does. Every time it got close to that, she'd turn the question back on me, or answer it in a way that told me nothing and somehow felt like enough at the time."

"And you didn't push."

"I didn't want to push." Edgar turned the pen over in his fingers, watching the light from the window catch along its edge. "It felt like, I don't know. Like she'd earned the right not to be asked. Which doesn't make sense, I know it doesn't, we'd known each other an hour."

"It doesn't have to make sense. That's usually how you know it's real and not just, " Asher waved a hand, searching for the word, ", not just a nice hour in a market."

Something in Edgar's chest loosened at that, the particular relief of having a feeling named by someone else before you've had to name it yourself, and for a moment the two of them sat in a silence that wasn't heavy at all, the ordinary quiet of two men who'd run out of things that needed saying just yet. Outside, the drill yard had gone from the clatter of practice swords to the lower murmur of soldiers breaking for the evening meal, boots on packed earth, someone laughing at something Edgar couldn't hear the joke of.

Then Asher's face changed, not into seriousness exactly, Asher rarely managed anything so simple, but into the particular carefulness he wore when he was about to say something he'd thought about before saying it, instead of the things that came out of him unfiltered.

"You know what I have to ask."

"I know."

"If she's Xaran,"

"I don't know that she is."

"You don't know that she isn't, either. That's the part you keep skipping past." Asher's voice had none of its usual edge now, and that, more than the words themselves, was what made Edgar look up from his hands. "You said she wouldn't answer where she's from. You said every question about her family or her work got turned around before you noticed it happening. Edgar, that's not shyness. That's practice. People don't get that good at not answering a question by accident."

Edgar's jaw tightened, the reflexive defense of it rising before he'd decided whether he believed it. "She could be from a hundred places. Zeph pulls in traders from half the continent."

"She could be." Asher didn't push it further than that, which was somehow worse than if he had, the concession sitting there, unclaimed, leaving Edgar to do the rest of the arithmetic himself. "But you don't write four drafts of a boring report because you met a trader's daughter from somewhere convenient, Edgar. You write four drafts because some part of you already did the arithmetic and doesn't like the answer."

Edgar said nothing. In the quiet, he became aware of the report again, sitting on the desk between them, the sentence he'd built so carefully to say nothing at all, and understood, with the particular clarity that comes late and unwelcome, that Asher was right about at least that much. He hadn't left Aelita out of the report because there was nothing to say. He'd left her out because there was too much, and no version of it that wouldn't require an explanation he wasn't ready to give, not to Varka, not entirely to himself.

"You know how things are right now," Asher said, and this time there was no teasing in it at all, just the flat statement of something they'd both grown up hearing without ever quite examining. "Between us and Xara. It's not open trouble. Not yet. But it's not nothing either, you've heard the same briefings I have. Border patrols doubled on the eastern line. Varka's been in and out of command meetings twice as often this month as last. Nobody's saying the word war. But nobody's saying the word Xara gently anymore either, have you noticed that? Even in the mess. Even from people who've never crossed the border in their lives."

Edgar had noticed. He hadn't let himself think about it directly, the way you don't look straight at a bright light, but he'd noticed the way conversations shifted when Xara came up lately, a wariness that hadn't been there a year ago, present now in officers and cooks and the men who mended saddles alike, spreading the way weather spreads, from somewhere no one could quite name.

"I'm not asking you to give her up," Asher said, and there was something almost gentle in it, an unfamiliar register for him, one Edgar had heard maybe twice before in five years, once after Asher's father died, once after a training accident that had nearly cost a friend of theirs an eye. "I'm asking you to know what you're doing. If she's Xaran and it comes out, not because you did anything wrong, just because it comes out, the way these things do, it's not going to matter to anyone up the chain that you liked the way she talked about books. It's going to matter that a Cyokoan soldier on an intelligence posting got close to a Xaran woman during a time like this. That's not a story people forgive easily right now. Maybe not ever, depending on how things go."

"I know."

"Do you?" Asher leaned forward, forearms on his knees, and for once there was no grin waiting behind the question. "Because you're talking about her the way a man talks about someone he's already decided he wants to see again. I'm not telling you not to. I'd probably do the same fool thing in your boots. I'm telling you to walk into it with your eyes open, because I don't think you have been. I think you've been walking into it backward, hoping if you don't look at it directly it won't turn out to be what it probably is."

Edgar didn't answer right away. He looked instead at the window, at the strip of sky visible above the barracks wall, gone the flat gray of late afternoon, and thought of the honey cake he still hadn't finished, wrapped now in a scrap of cloth in the bottom of his trunk, kept for no reason he could have defended to anyone who asked. He thought of the particular quiet Aelita had a habit of falling into just before she said something she meant, the half-second where her face went still and unguarded, the way she'd looked at the unreadable book like it was the most honest thing in the market. None of it added up to proof of anything. It only added up to the fact that he wanted to see her again badly enough that the risk Asher was describing felt, even now, like something happening to someone else.

"I just want to see her again," he said finally, and heard, even as he said it, how much smaller it sounded than what he actually meant. "That's all it is right now. Nothing's decided. Nothing's, there's nothing to give up, Asher, because there's nothing there yet to call by that name."

"There's enough there that you rewrote a report four times." Asher said it without malice, more observation than accusation, and stood, rolling one shoulder where the scrape from drilling had started to sting under his shirt. "I'm not going to tell Varka. That's not what this is. I just needed to hear you say her name out loud once, so you'd have to hear it too." He picked the practice sword back up off the floor, hefted it, and paused at the door, some of the old grin returning, though not all the way. "For what it's worth, if you do go back, and you need a reason that doesn't look like you crossing the border to see a girl, I'm good at inventing reasons. Better than you are, clearly, given the state of that desk."

"You're offering to help me lie to my commanding officer."

"I'm offering to help you write a convincing report," Asher said. "There's a difference. A small one, but a difference." He knocked twice on the doorframe on his way out, an old habit from childhood neither of them had ever explained to the other, and then the corridor outside took his footsteps and left the room quiet again.

Edgar sat a long while after he'd gone, the fifth blank sheet still waiting under his hand, the light past the window sliding further toward evening. He thought about Varka's voice from the gate three days ago, Zeph isn't a battlefield. That doesn't mean it's safe. Remember that, and understood now, in a way he hadn't at the time, that the old commander might have meant something closer to this than he'd let on.

He picked up the pen. Wrote nothing for a long moment. Then, instead of the report, he found himself reaching for the honey cake at the bottom of his trunk, unwrapping the cloth to look at it, dry now, a little stale, the sugar dulled, and put it back exactly as it was, still uneaten, still kept. Beside him, the roll Asher had left sat with one small piece torn from it and nothing else touched, forgotten the moment the conversation had gone somewhere he couldn't eat through.

The report, when he finally finished it, said nothing new. But this time he didn't rewrite it. He folded it, set it on the desk for morning, and let himself sit a while longer in the particular ache of wanting something he hadn't yet decided whether he was allowed to want.

The council chamber smelled the way it always did in late morning, beeswax polish, old stone, and the faint mineral cold that never quite left the walls no matter the season. Aelita sat in her appointed chair at her father's right hand, spine straight, hands folded in the way she'd been taught before she could properly read, and listened to the Minister of Trade explain, for the second time in as many weeks, why the Cyokoan delegation had postponed its quarterly review of grain quotas.

"They cite scheduling difficulties," the minister said, in the careful tone of a man who didn't believe his own sentence and wanted the room to know it without his having to say so directly. "Twice now. Their envoy claims his commander requires him for other duties."

"Which duties," King Cassian asked, not looking up from the ledger in front of him, though the stillness in his shoulders said he was listening with more than half his attention.

"Unspecified, Your Majesty."

"Border patrols have doubled on their side of the eastern line," said a voice further down the table, one of the older generals, a man whose name Aelita always had to reach for a half-second longer than she should have, though she'd known him her whole life. "Ours have done the same, in answer. Neither side has said the word incident. But an envoy who suddenly finds himself too occupied to discuss grain quotas is not occupied by nothing."

"Speculation," the Minister of Trade said, though without much conviction.

"Prudent speculation," the general corrected.

Aelita kept her face the way she'd been trained to keep it in rooms like this, attentive, unreadable, a surface with nothing underneath it worth reading, while some other part of her, uninvited, went quietly cold at the phrase doubled on their side of the eastern line. She thought, before she could stop herself, of a soldier's straight back at a fruit stall, an apology offered before he'd properly seen who he'd almost struck. Not every Cyokoan soldier walked a border. She knew that. She made herself hold on to it the way she held on to most things in this room, privately, behind a face built for exactly this purpose.

"We continue as planned," her father said, closing the ledger with a small, final sound. "No provocation, no visible alarm. If Cyoko wishes to reschedule a trade review, we accommodate them, twice, three times if it comes to that, and we let them wonder why we're not troubled by it." He glanced once down the table, and then, briefly, at Aelita, not unkindly, but with the particular weight he'd begun giving her lately, the look of a man taking stock of an asset rather than simply a daughter. "Aelita. Your thoughts."

The question landed the way it always did now, without warning, a test disguised as courtesy. A month ago he would not have asked her at all. She was aware of every eye that had turned toward her, aware of the sash at her shoulder and the seal at her collar and the particular silence a room gives someone it is waiting to judge.

"If we show alarm, we hand them information they don't currently have," she said, choosing the words with the same care she gave a treaty clause, testing each one before she committed to it. "Whatever is happening on their side of the border, our reaction tells them something about what we know, or suspect, or fear. Better to give them nothing to read." She paused, and then, because it felt true and not simply correct, added, "But I'd want someone quietly finding out what those unspecified duties actually are. Not to react to. Just to know."

Her father studied her for a moment longer than the answer strictly required, and something in his expression, not quite approval, something more careful than that, settled before he nodded and moved the council toward its next matter. Aelita let her hands unclench beneath the table, where no one could see them do it, and did not allow herself to think, not here, not with a room full of advisors watching her face for anything worth reporting, about whether the man from the fruit stall was among the soldiers whose numbers had doubled on a line she'd never seen and hoped, with an intensity that frightened her slightly, never to.

By the time the council adjourned and she'd changed out of the formal sash and into something that let her shoulders drop, Master Orin was already waiting in the smaller study with the day's treaties stacked in his usual precise order. He did not comment on how long the council had run, though she suspected he knew to the minute, the way he seemed to know most things that touched on her schedule without ever appearing to have asked.

"The Treaty of Vesh Crossing," he said, tapping the topmost parchment. "Forty-one years old, renewed twice, amended in nine places. The third amendment concerns grazing rights along the northern bank. Can Your Highness tell me why it was necessary?"

"Because the river moved," Aelita said. "It shifted its course after a flood, some years before the second renewal. The old boundary marker ended up on the wrong side of the water, and neither kingdom wanted to be the one who suggested moving it, because moving it first would have looked like conceding ground."

"And the solution."

"A joint survey. Every ten years, regardless of whether the river has moved again, so that no single measurement can be read as a concession by either side." The answer arrived the way answers to old, well-worn questions do, worn smooth from use. "It was never really about grazing rights. It was about making sure neither kingdom had to be the first to admit the ground under their feet had changed."

Master Orin allowed himself the thin, satisfied expression that passed, in him, for approval. He had tutored two generations of the royal house in treaty law, and he wore his patience the way older men wear coats tailored to their exact shape, comfortably, without any sense that it might not fit someone else. "Adequate," he said, which from Master Orin was closer to praise than most people ever heard from him. "Though I would have liked more on the diplomatic language itself. A treaty poorly phrased is a treaty waiting to be reinterpreted by whichever side needs it reinterpreted first. Given what the council was just discussing, I'd think you'd want every advantage precision can offer."

"You heard about the postponement."

"I hear about most things, Your Highness. It is, regrettably, most of what an old man is good for once his legs have stopped wanting to climb the east tower stairs." He closed the binding with a soft, final sound and set it atop the stack waiting for tomorrow. "The Neutral Passage Agreement next. The one governing Zeph itself. I trust you know it thoroughly, given how often you've had occasion to travel under its protections."

She had read the Neutral Passage Agreement four times since her last visit to the market. She could not have said, if asked directly, what any of the last two readings had actually taught her, because for most of both she had been thinking about a book stall that smelled of dust, and a stranger who ducked under doorframes like he expected the world to be built slightly too small for him.

"Article Nine," Master Orin prompted, when she didn't immediately begin.

"Article Nine," she repeated, and found, for one unhelpful moment, that she genuinely could not remember it, not because the words weren't somewhere in her, but because they'd been crowded out these past days by market noise and an apology to a fruit stall and the particular quiet a person falls into just before saying something they mean.

"You're distracted," Master Orin said, not looking up from the stack, which meant he had noticed some time ago and only now decided the observation was worth the breath of making it.

"I'm tired."

"You're distracted," he said again, mildly, the correction of a man who dealt in precise language for a living and saw no reason to abandon the habit outside his texts. "Tired looks like effort with poor results. This looks like something else entirely, effort that never quite arrives in the room." He gathered the stack under one arm, inclined his head with the particular economy of a man who had performed the same small bow to the same family for thirty years, and left her at the long table with the last unread treaty and the low afternoon light coming sideways through the tall windows.

Aelita sat with it a while after he'd gone, one finger tracing the edge of the parchment without opening it, and let herself, for exactly as long as she judged safe, think about the market, the ordinary churn of it, no ledgers, no seals, no room full of advisors weighing her every sentence for what it might reveal. She had spent the morning being watched by a chamber full of people who loved her, in their fashion, and still needed something from her every time they looked at her. In Zeph, for one hour, a stranger had looked at her and wanted nothing at all except to know what she thought of an unreadable book.

She found Calys in her chambers an hour later, cross-legged on the window seat with a pile of the day's correspondence in her lap, sorting it into the small, silent categories she'd invented years ago and never fully explained, one pile for things Aelita needed to see today, one for things she needed to see eventually, and a third, smaller pile that Aelita had learned not to ask about, because it generally meant something Calys had already decided to handle herself.

"You survived the council," Calys said, not quite a question, already reaching for the fastenings at the back of Aelita's collar before Aelita had finished crossing the room, an old habit between them, one Calys performed without being asked and Aelita had long since stopped pretending she could manage as quickly herself. "I heard you gave an answer that made the Minister of Trade sit up straighter."

"I don't think that's difficult. He sits like he's afraid of his own chair."

"That's unkind. Accurate, but unkind." Calys's mouth twitched, and the clasp came free, the sash sliding from Aelita's shoulder with the same small, private relief it always brought, the weight of the room leaving her by degrees, piece by piece, until what remained was simply a girl standing in her own chambers instead of a future queen sitting in judgment of grain quotas. "The Vareth trade renewal needs your seal by tomorrow evening. I'd suggest reading it this time, unlike the grain tariff letter in spring."

"That was one time."

"It was one time that nearly doubled the tariff on Cyokoan barley imports for a season, which I only caught because the treasury clerk looked personally offended when he brought it to me." Calys set the document on the small writing desk by the window, in the exact spot Aelita always left things she intended to actually finish, which told Aelita that Calys had, once again, arranged her day for her before she'd had the chance to arrange it herself. "Sit. You look like you spent the afternoon losing an argument with Master Orin's treaties."

"I spent the afternoon reading the Neutral Passage Agreement for the fourth time and I still couldn't tell you what Article Nine says."

"What does Article Nine usually say?"

"That's the problem. I don't know anymore. I used to know." Aelita sat at the desk, pulled the Vareth document toward her, and stared at the first line of it for the better part of a minute without moving past the first line. The ink was very black and very ordinary and it refused, no matter how long she looked at it, to become anything she wanted to think about.

Calys watched her do this with the specific patience of someone counting silently to some private number before she intervened, and when Aelita still hadn't turned the page by the time she reached it, she set the correspondence aside entirely and came to lean against the edge of the desk instead.

"You're doing the thing again," she said.

"I'm reading a
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