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Chapter One – Tyatavar

Chapter One

Tyatavar

If I were an escape artist, that would make the city my box, locked and wrapped in chains and thrown into an ocean somewhere. A breeze swept off the river and reminded me that Nirsuathu, for all it was a city of academics and harsh winds and everything that strapped me down, was also a port. I was trapped in a city others left all the time.

The thought gave me pause, but not for long; I needed to keep moving. The streets wove shadows around me, and I through them. Windows flowed past in blinks of dark and light, and from each one came the pricking accumulation of unseen eyes. I clutched my bag closer, as if I could hide what I’d done.

Move fast enough, and I’d salve away the sense that my racing pulse flared like a beacon, tapped out coded messages, and told all what I carried tucked into the corner of my bag.

Moon-bright light stopped me. Not sleepless lurkers or city guards, but Yinar’s Fountain. The sight of it wrenched something inside me, tugged me to a stop like a dropped anchor.

Tonight, it halted my steps as surely as a comet flung down into the street.

Tonight, it loomed like a challenge, and I gripped my bag closer.

No water tumbled down, but still the fountain demanded attention from an outpouring of five streets.

Two figures rose from stone carvings of waves. Nirsua, bearded and strong, stern and wise. He gazed off as if mapping all the land before him or discerning the mysteries of the stars. Heaps of poetry claimed he’d deciphered the wisdom of the waves and the wind. Easy to claim, tough to prove. He’d invented a script that flowed in estuaries and lazy whorls and told his story in carven words starting at the woman’s shoulder—the strap of a non-existent garment—and continued in suggestive strokes down her body and into the waves where they floated like seaweed.

Yinar. Her fingers trailed in the water. She either rose from the stone waves or melted back into them. In her far hand, she held a book as though shielding it from the spray, but her eyes trained upwards, following Nirsua’s.

In that pose, his hand rested on her shoulder, caution or comfort—I’ve never been sure which.

Whatever it was, it echoed through history here at the crux of everything Nirsuathan. It dared me to move.

I had no such hand to hold me back, only a name that hung on me like a heavy cloak—Ardritah Tyatavar Rill Wiragh or Rill Ryin or both and neither—but I also had something I shouldn’t.

Already, I’d memorized the feel of the stolen vial in the bag at my hip.

It felt like the sound of an opening latch. At least, if I were an escape artist.

If the vial worked.

My instincts, my feet, even the vial itself, all whispered to run, to escape. To take my one chance.

And so I ran, again. I ran because of the stolen vial, but also possibly to spite the fountain, which wasn’t even the most inexplicable thing I’d done. I ran from the alley, past the fountain, past the bakery with the bread sponge waiting for me on the counter, and toward the ocean.

I ran.

I ran.

I ran.

I ran until the Fruit Market and then fell to a walk. Slow enough not to draw attention, fast enough to keep the cold off. Mostly. The sense of unseen watchers had faded after the fountain, but cold stole into my toes and fingertips with the sly patience of a shadow, and I kept myself moving. Winter stars peered down at me through the dark building-shapes and light haze of the city.

At last, I came to a juxtaposition where a majestic, imperial-made bridge cut its way through the sky against the weather-beaten sea-squalor of Rushwall Wharf. On the other side of the bridge, fireglass lamps gave way to oil ones.

I slipped down a worn dirt trail, mostly hidden by the bridge’s rail, and stepped beneath the arch of the bridge. Waves echoed off the underside, a cavernous space with ample room to walk. Across the water, the wharf’s jumble of buildings and boats appeared only as small dots of light. Still, I held myself back along the gravelly shore to where those lights were dimmest.

Safe in the dark, I glanced around to make sure no one was intruding upon the sanctity of my hiding spot, and for the first time, I dared to examine the vial I’d stolen. In better light, it might have shone a pearlescent robin’s egg blue or the purple of cascading sunsets and shells and the eggs of fabulous creatures. Not the flashiest thing in the room, but it drew the eye. Intricate metalwork attached a dial to the base, and even that hadn’t been bolted on so much as elegantly worked in.

I had no idea how it worked.

If I were an escape artist, all its secret mechanisms—everything that looked like magic—would click into a logical chain. But I had only imagined I knew how the vial worked, and now, squatting down on a thin, crunching layer of ice at the edge of the Fyuar River, I discovered the enormous assumption I had made. It should’ve been obvious if I’d thought this through beforehand.

But then, I wouldn’t have done it in the first place..

Any river, any ocean, any lake, Vilari had said. All roads are open to you. All waters linked as one. Of course, she hadn’t said that as guidance; it had all burst out when she was going on and on about “the masses” and how the vial would change the world.

I had found a river, and just to hedge my bets, it connected to the ocean, hardly a stone’s throw away. Maybe my sister’s smug, self-important ranting wasn’t the best place to glean instructions, but I hadn’t seen a manual or a clearly lettered sign, so ranting it was.

All waters linked as one.

I unstoppered the vial and dashed it into the briny river water, filling it to the top. That was as long as it took for my fingers to acquire another few degrees of numbness.

Though the vial seemed to be a thin ceramic, the water inside didn’t chill my fingers any further. I swished it around, expecting, maybe, that the water would turn the color of blood or beets, deep and rich and intimidating, or there would be a wisp of vapor. There was no reason for me to think this; oneiromancy had few such theatrics. But this magic wasn’t oneiromancy, the stable bread and butter of the Kirosz Empire for hundreds of years. This was new: untested, untried, unknown.

I waited. No magical change occurred.

Although, I might not notice a magical change if one slapped me in the face with a dead fish—I had failed the magic test, after all.

But, no. Anyone was supposed to be able to use this, and there were only so many moving parts. My options were scoop up the water, dump it out, turn the dial.

The dial—that should’ve been obvious. I gave it a quarter-turn in each direction, but it only clicked like a doorknob being forced the wrong way.

Something was wrong—I knew that much. Again, I unstoppered the vial, this time to dump the water and refill it. A little more of the intolerable, numbing cold seeped into my fingers.

This time, I shoved the stopper back in place firmly.

I turned the dial again.

A hissing noise started, a hissing like steam, but also like waves and a bit of effervescence. Quickly, I set it on the ground in front of me and stepped back.

As the sound fizzed and faded, I blew warm air onto my freezing fingers and rubbed them together. When it stopped, I studied the vial like a wild animal that might snap at me.

Before I lost my nerve, I uncapped it, suspicious only for a moment that there was no smoke or steam or bubbling, and then downed the contents in one shot like a bitter medicine.

A moment passed, and I remained under the bridge. I let out a breath as tense anticipation left me.

Nothing. Nothing had happened.

Or not nothing, but . . .

Something bubbled inside me. Something dizzy, something light, something compelling. Somewhere inside the vial water or in myself, I glimpsed a shore, flipped away and kept distant, as though seen through the bottom of a glass.

Knowledge of my next step hit me abruptly, and I stopped the wasted effort of rubbing warmth into my fingers.

Drinking the water wasn’t enough.

I yelped in the loudest, most attention-getting, and undignified way possible as I waded in and the water soaked me to the marrow and seeped up the legs of my trousers so they clung heavy to my ankles with salt water.

Then something yanked the riverbed out from underneath me. I whipped down through the dried reeds that poked from the edges of the shore, grasping at one of them.

It flew out of my hand as something pulled my ankles away and down, and I gasped for one last breath of air.


Chapter Two – Tyatavar

Chapter Two

Tyatavar

Several months earlier

Here was the extent of the magic test: they called my name, which I hate to hear now, and then there was a dark room, a green light, and a brass machine with scopes and lenses. If there was a person behind the darkened glass window, they gave me no directions, and so I simply followed the green light as it tracked an even compass around the room.

As I got down from the stool, my heart still hammered. But it was already over. A hope I hadn’t even recognized faded with it.

The testing assistant—Intan, the innkeeper’s son—ushered me back to the waiting room with a languid disinterest that said he’d already done this more times than he could count, and the idea of the first new form of magic in hundreds of years no longer held any novelty for him.

My father was on his feet and grabbing my shoulders before my eyes adjusted to even the filtered sunlight coming in through a small north window.

“How did you do? Did they tell you? You must have as good a shot as anyone. You were always smart.” Despite everything, he couldn’t help that momentary bit of excitement. Curiosity about the new magic ran high in Nirsuathu. He’d spent the walk over giving us pointers on the test, which he had not taken, and which tested innate magical ability.

Stay calm. Stay focused on what you’re doing.

Forget that he had spent the last week in a state of quiet disapproval over the magic; he wouldn’t have one of his daughters failing due to a preventable lack of mental discipline.

I slipped away and slumped down in a seat next to my sister. “I have no idea what happened in there.”

A couple of minutes later, the testing assistant came into the waiting room.

My father clapped my sister, Vilari, on the shoulder. “You’re next, Vi.”

Vilari rose in a flash of purple silk. Against the dullness of the waiting room, she stood out like . . . well, like Vilari always stood out. The sort of striking beauty the poet Plonoan had used as inspiration for the maudlin, mopey half of his body of work.

When I’d commented on the overly nice dress that morning at breakfast, Vilari had said, almost off-hand as she took a sip of water, “I have to wear it sometime. You’ll never get married at this rate.”

But practicality didn’t motivate Vilari the way it did the rest of us, and she’d spent the morning in an odd, quiet intensity.

My father escorted her to the testing room, but Intan shook his head. “No, no. You can sit. He’s next.” I could practically hear Intan’s eyes roll.

A young man who must have come in during my test stood up on the balls of his feet in watchful anticipation.

My father could not let this go. “We were here first. Vilari should go right after Tyatavar.”

Intan shrugged. “He’s got a standing appointment.”

“A what?”

The young man winked, then crossed the room. Dark hair, medium skin, compact build. Central Kiroszan, or maybe—

“She can go first.” Tavhathan. An accent like smooth coffee spiked with something a little bit harder. “That way, you won’t have to wait as long.” He’d ignored Vilari entirely and kept his eyes on me while he spoke.

“Thank you,” I said, since I was apparently the spokesperson here.

Vilari disappeared into the testing room, leaving me alone with my father. It was a lucky thing that we had the family bakery in common, otherwise we would’ve struggled to make conversation, finding meager words about the weather and the latest university gossip or the still-distant imperial election. As it was, we talked about fori squash rolls, local grist mills, and the kind of minor disasters that crop up when your hands are covered in dough.

Vilari had already been in the testing room several minutes longer than I had when my father stood. “I have to leave now.”

“What about Vilari?”

“She’s not an invalid, is she? No, I think I can trust she’ll make it back to the waiting room. And then you can both get to the bakery.”

“Fine.”

My father left with his fast, nervous walk, and I turned to the window, which had a crank that looked like it hadn’t been used since the start of the Occupation. That explained the stuffy air. We’d come in right as the magic test opened for the day. I had been taken in immediately, which hadn’t given me much opportunity to despise the waiting room. Until now.

I sat another minute, trying to find anything interesting out the window. But I had already studied the grey sky and the angles of the buildings against it. I could draw that slice of university backstreet, every detail in place, with my eyes closed. Instead, I mentally retraced the even circle of the green light on its track and tried to figure out where I’d failed.

“You’re quite intent on the foot traffic out there. Wishing you’d brought a book?” The Tavhathan with the standing appointment had sat down next to me, abandoning a satchel on a chair across the room.

“Something like that. Wishing you’d kept your original appointment?”

“Not at all. I’m very curious to see how this goes. No one’s ever taken this long on the test before.”

“Really? Do you think she might be the first to—” I cut myself off. How would he know if my sister would pass?

He leaned in secretively against the arm of his chair. “Sometimes, when they call people in, you can see into the testing room. I’m going to figure out how it all works. And I’ve been practicing.”

“Practicing seeing into the testing room, or practicing your magical ability?”

He looked to the ceiling. “My magical ability. I’ve been working on my focus, you know, visualizing magical outcomes.”

“Magical ability is supposed to be innate.”

“It’s just buried deep.” The tweed chair creaked as he shifted and glued his gaze to the testing room door. “Oneiromancy is innate. This? No one knows.”

“Someone must know. Or the university wouldn’t have set up all this.”

“Maybe they’re curious to find out.” He tugged at the neck of his shirt—the first indication he’d given that he was uncomfortable in the stuffy room. I’d rolled up my sleeves and slumped down bonelessly in my chair, but he remained upright in his trim vest with not so much as a button undone beyond the casual first one.

We sat in silence for some time. University students came for the test and left when the wait turned out to be too long.

Fingers on the arm of the chair next to me tapped out a marching rhythm. “So, why did you decide to take the test? There’s a lot of skepticism about the idea of a new magic, especially a northern one.”

“I share the skepticism, but still, why not try it?” Why not, indeed? Because we had to close the bakery for the morning, my father would say. I’d convinced him to anyway, suspecting he’d come up with other reasons another day. “It might’ve been nice to have some other option. My own trade. Better not to be trapped in one place, right?”

“Makes sense. Then you wouldn’t have to deal with the mill that over-sifts their flour.” He grinned. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to listen in on you and your father.”

“It’s not a very big room.” I smiled back. “I’m Tyatavar, by the way.”

“I know that too. Sorry. Again. Do you go by Tya? Or Tava?”

“Not so much. And you?”

“Me neither. I go by Pinuar.”

“Pinuar from Tavhatho.”

“That obvious?” He flashed me a smile and opened his mouth to say something else. Whatever it was, the door to the testing room opened just then.

“You may want to go find some lunch,” Intan said. “She’ll be a bit, if you’re waiting.”

Lunch. An early lunch, but still. We’d been here that long. I slumped in my seat.

Pinuar stroked his chin. “That’s interesting. Do you know if she’s been visualizing magical outcomes?”

“You’ll have to ask her if she ever finishes.” I stood. “I have a bakery to run, and it looks like I’m never getting out of here if I keep waiting.” I started to leave, but stopped a couple of feet from the stairs and turned back to Pinuar. “The bakery’s not far from here. Past the university and Yinar’s Fountain. The Rill Ryin Bakery. Stop by if you’re ever hungry after one of your tests.”

He gave me an appraising look. “Do you have fori squash rolls?”

“Yes.”

His face twisted. “Anything else?”

“It’s a bakery. We have a lot of things.”

“Do they touch the fori squash rolls?”

“No.”

He brightened. “Then perhaps I’ll stop in. Thank you.”

***

“Sivinta swung by the bakery today before you came in. He’ll be in tomorrow for his usual order.” My father buttered a second piece of bread and spoke without looking at either Vilari or me.

The three of us sat in our small dining room in a familiar, half-lit dimness. My father insisted on quality lamp oil that didn’t smoke much, but I swore I could smell a faint oily filminess in the air mixing with steam from our soup.

At the bakery, my father and I had squeezed an entire day’s work into a handful of hours. As we often did on busy days, we ate a simple dinner: a thin broth seasoned with seaweed and vegetable scraps and topped with fried eggs from a neighbor’s chickens, plus a basketful of leftover bread, the seed loaves the imperials liked. I’d brought it home with me when I’d closed for the night.

We mostly made the seed bread for the imperials who stopped in for a taste of something they perceived as rustic and northern, wholesome and traditional, like Nirsua planting his fields before coming in to sit by a wood-fired oven. The fact that they—a cadre of non-specific Kiroszans—hadn’t bought the bread, all of it, was something my father took as a direct insult from the Kirosz Empire itself.

“People are too riled up over this thing,” my father said, not specifying the magic test, and not needing to. Our dinner conversation had been a series of comments skirting around the topic entirely, though it hung in the air with the scent of soup and lamp oil. From the moment I’d returned to the bakery alone, my father had prepared himself for the possibility that Vilari had passed the test and thrown his beliefs in his face. An act of unintentional rebellion. Forget that he didn’t believe this magic could exist; she’d somehow passed, and he knew it. Whatever Vilari had to say about it, I doubted my father would be receptive. Not when we were eating the seed bread.

I could hear in my father’s words the argument he’d already tired of: those of us of northern stock were too old a people to do magic anymore. We’d lived too many seasons in the world, and it had worn off. Forget that the Kiroszans’ oneiromancy was itself an ancient thing by any scholarly measure.

“I’m not riled up,” I said at last, after almost too long a pause.

My father nodded; no, indeed I wasn’t. I had failed the magic test and returned to the bakery, as was proper.

He looked up, finally, back and forth between Vilari and me. I suspected, in these moments, that he was taking account of my mother’s features, split between the two of us. Maybe even reconstructing her out of what she’d passed on to us. People said I looked like her, mostly because in the right light, you could mistake my hair for a proper, rusty red rather than a depressed auburn. Sometimes he looked at me, puzzled, as if he expected my mother. But I’d inherited the hair, the warm, brown eyes, and little else in looks. Vilari had gotten those. People had told me for years I would fill out and grow into my figure; I had done neither of those things, instead remaining bony and short, like my father. Scarecrows, the both of us, if we were but taller.

“What surprises me,” he said, sopping up some broth with his seed bread, “is that the imperials haven’t taken more of an interest in this.”

Vilari’s spoon clattered against her bowl. “They don’t think we can do it.” It was the first sound she’d made since she’d cracked our eggs into the pan. “And why should they?”

My father leveled his gaze at her, letting the rest of his bread drop into the bowl. “Why indeed, Vilari?”

And here was the moment, the one we’d all circled and side-eyed like an unwelcome guest. For a moment, Vilari’s eyes met mine, but she immediately looked away and met father’s eyes; she knew exactly where she had to concentrate her attention.

“I passed.” Vilari’s two words stood for a moment as a single act of defiance against everything my father believed. “I passed,” she said again. “Professor Ghordaa himself came in to tell me I’m the first, and I can go see him tomorrow in his lab at the top of the Tower.”

The Tower. Apparently, the imperials had taken some interest in the professor’s newly engineered magic, if they’d let him have a space in the Tower of Refracted Sunlight.

My father sighed like the whisper of a turning page. “Vilari, I don’t know if—”

“But father, you always taught us to live like Nirsua and Rill. Learn, love, land.”

He hadn’t taught us that, not really, not so much as he’d lived his life in single-minded adherence to those principles, and we’d happened to observe it by virtue of being his daughters. Close enough.

Vilari’s eyes lit like the dark oil lamps my father hadn’t bothered with. “Here’s a chance for me to learn something that might benefit our entire city. All the North, one day. And if—”

“And if it turns out to be a blind hope, Vilari? What then?”

“Then we’ll have tested it. A scientist will gain knowledge even from a failure.”

My father frowned, but said nothing. Very neat, what she’d done there. Whatever else he was—and there were more than enough stories—Professor Ghordaa was, in fact, a scientist, and my father wouldn’t debate a line that sounded like it came straight out of Rill’s Treatises.

But whether that meant he’d give her permission . . .

“Very well,” he said. “Gain your knowledge, if not your magic.”

His words, let alone that they’d come without days of wheedling and wearing down, didn’t hit either of us right away.

“What, so we can suddenly afford for one of us to take classes again?” The words had come out of my mouth, hot and bitter and unplanned, before my sister even realized she’d gotten what she wanted.

“And did you still need to be taking those classes?” my father asked, somehow more level than he’d been all evening. “I thought you and Tirsan . . . ” He wrinkled his brow—the passage of time had caught up with him once again. “How is he now, anyway?”

I shrugged. It had been a month since I’d seen him.

“Perhaps you should pay him a visit. See how he’s healing.”

“Oh, I thought maybe—”

Vilari’s high laugh came out just shy of a snort. We both looked at her. “See how he’s healing? Or seal the deal? Come on, Father, say what you mean.”

“Enough, Vilari. Tyatavar?”

I looked up from the seaweed floating crinkled and translucent in my soup. I wouldn’t be finishing it.

“Is he still staying with that cousin of his in the city?”

I nodded and set aside my spoon.

“Good. Maybe sometime next week I’ll take over one of your mornings, and you can go see him.” My father smiled with all the benevolence of solved problems and a satisfying meal.

For my part, I suddenly felt an imperceptible jolt in the air around me: a pendulum swinging back after an arc so long it felt like a pause.


Chapter Three – Tyatavar

Chapter Three

Tyatavar

Pinuar, Pinuar from the magic test came in, and despite the jangling bell, I almost didn’t notice him. With the late summer weather bringing cooler breezes, with my pants no longer sticking to my legs, I’d boiled some water to trickle down into all our filthy corners.

So it was that when he started tapping on the counter, I was down on my knees, embroiled in scrubbing behind the bakery case, while my father’s hints about Tirsan ran agitated laps in my head. Steam rose into my face, but through the case’s smudged glass, I recognized the alert posture before I heard his voice.

“No rush. Just looking around.”

Legs turned as he surveyed the landscape of simple, round tables meant to evoke old-fashioned Fyaan craftsmanship. My father had never found a reference for what, exactly, that looked like, so they had a solid, rustic appearance with vine-like curves smoothed into the sides.

When I stood, Pinuar had turned his attention to some prints on the wall. I’d made them back in what felt like another life.

“I like that one.” He pointed at a print of a cloistered walkway that led out from the Hall of Craftsmen, where for a time, I’d studied metal etching. In the background, I’d added the famous Nirsuathan lighthouse that rose up at the edge of the river.

“Most people don’t notice that one.”

“It’s an excellent balance of light and shadow.”

“Thank you. Hold on a second.”

I tipped my grimy water into the deep sink in back, gave my hands a quick wash, then stepped to the counter, drying them on my apron. “I take it you came for the fori squash rolls?”

He smiled and pushed his hair away from his eyes. “It sounded like a nice place, despite them.”

I had said barely anything about the bakery, aside that it existed. But maybe that was enough. In truth, I hadn’t expected him to show up at all.

Pinuar leaned down to look into the case, filled today with an exceptional variety: the usual seed bread; oat and currant loaves; onion bread, greens and all; some twists flecked with rosemary and greenhouse orange peel my father had bought at the Fruit Market. A riot of citrus and herb, savory and yeast-dense scents filled the air.

“Any recommendations? I’ll have whatever you think is most thoroughly opposite of a fori squash roll.”

We had plenty of those, too. I went with instinct and brought him a sausage bun. “Try that.”

“Looks good. You have tea?”

I nodded. “Cinnamon, chestnut. Some others.”

“Cinnamon, yes. I’ll need it after this morning. You know, magic test.”

“You took it again?”

“Standing appointment, remember?”

I turned to the stove—an iron behemoth with no pretensions at rustic tradition—and put the kettle on.

“Have you uncovered any of your magical abilities?”

“Not yet,” he said in between bites, still leaning on the counter. “It’s a subtle thing. How about you and your sister? I left before she came out.”

I shrugged. “All I’ve uncovered are grimy corners. But my sister . . . ”

Pinuar paused halfway into another bite of his sausage bun, then chewed and swallowed before he spoke again. “Wow. I mean, it seemed likely, but... wow. First one. Did your father take it? It would be interesting to see if it runs in families.”

“A bit too Nirsuathan to go in for it.” Understatement, that. “‘Can’t have magic, too old a people.’” Tirsan, too, was that type, but I had no reason to bring him up, so I brought Pinuar a teacup with a pitcher of cream and one of honey.

“That attitude’s holding a lot of people back. Thank you.”

“My father says he has everything he needs, and can do everything he needs.” I waved a hand around me. “Bread. It’s his life. He runs this place and teaches at the university now. In the Hall of Craftsmen.”

“Really? Bread classes? Because I’m sure I mentioned that my father is a glass merchant. The main reason I’m here is to see if we can sell to the university. If not to the labs, then to the dining rooms.”

“I’ll ask if he needs anything.”

“Appreciated.” Pinuar bit into his roll. “He might not need magic, I’ll give him that.”

“I made those.”

“Very nice. How much does that come to?”

“Three-and-a-half uncials.”

He sorted through a pile of coins in his palm, counting in Kiroszan triples under his breath. Interesting. They said Tavhatho was the gateway between north and south, the place where northern Fyaan language and culture merged with southern Kiroszan. I’d never thought to wonder how they counted.

Pinuar furrowed his brow. “Hmm. I’m out of those. Need to get more money changed. Here.” He slid an imperial noble onto the counter and then noticed our sign. “‘We can’t make change for imperial nobles. Our apologies?’” He arched an eyebrow at me.

By now, I should’ve had a better explanation for this. In truth, the original sign had said we didn’t accept imperial money at all; it was my father’s insignificant, ineffective stand against the two-hundred-year occupation. That, of course, was illegal, and he hadn’t held to it for long. Instead, he had put up this sign, one that made it as difficult as possible to pay with imperial coin.

“The exchange rates,” I said. “We get so much small coin . . . it doesn’t end up working out. Three uncials to four silver tasas and all that.”

“Makes sense, I guess. But I’ve already bitten this thing.” He waved the sausage bun.

I thought fast. Oddly, I hadn’t been in this situation before. We had Kiroszan guards now and then, but they all lived in the city long term, so they’d accumulated bits of Nirsuathan money. A few had coins from
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