
        
            
                
            
        




A Prologue 

where we spy on some spies

In the foothills of the Harulas Mountains, a significant party had camped despite the unpleasantness of camping at this season in a mountainous region. The tent city spread across the basin of a shallow valley, heavily forested. A ring of downed trees gave the impression of semi-permanence: these people had been here a while. There were many hundreds of them, judging by the number of tents, maybe upward of a thousand. 

The place had been hushed, few people in evidence. Snow fell, blanketing the evergreens and mounding up atop the tents. There was nothing quite like snow for creating silence, and the world was still as if asleep. 

It hadn’t been apparent that there were sentries lurking in the snow-sagged conifers. Not until the rider came in. They converged with startling speed out of the forest, seeming to precipitate as if the snowy woodland birthed them into being. As if they were wraiths bound to this season and this place. 

The rider was completely unsurprised, though. She came on at a slow pace, both hands raised. Aware that she might not be welcome, that her presence could alarm people. It was no wonder some might consider her alarming, because she wore a weapon at her hip, a saber long and slender. 

So too did the sentries approaching from all sides. Neither she nor the people waylaying her had made much noise, but something had alerted those still hidden within tents: they were beginning to emerge, brows furrowed. Curious and perturbed, as if the possibility of a visitor felt untoward. 

The rider was brought before three people, each of whom had come from different quadrants. All three wore garments that covered their faces, so that one could see them only as shapes and motion. One was small and conveyed an impression of quiet resolve; one was tall and had an aura of anger barely held in check; the third seemed bored. They stood separate each from the next, surrounded by handfuls of followers. If they were allies, they weren’t friends. 

The angry man was the first to speak, and it looked like he was challenging their visitor.

The rider was tense. She was too heavily swathed against the cold for her posture to be visible, but you could see how still she held. Afraid to make a sudden move for fear how it might be interpreted. Whatever she said, it was brief. 

Before the man could respond, the calm woman spoke up. Her words made the man round on her, seeming outraged. She spread her hands philosophically. 

Into the silence that seemed to ensue, the third person stirred. Her companions only glanced at her before putting their attention back on the rider. The man said something, and if his words didn’t carry, he inclined his head as if making a concession or apologizing to someone who hadn’t had the right to take offense. People were meant to be grateful for whatever he was saying. 

The rider didn’t necessarily seem gratified but dropped a bow. Another brief exchange of words, too swift to be informative, then the man took a step to the rear, swinging to one side so he could gesture back the way he came. Like that, everyone was moving away. 

A mile or more distant, a mage lay on his belly atop a cliff where a sheet of bald rock held back the trees. He waited for an hour as the snow settled on his back, wishing it was possible to get close enough to hear. Eventually, the rider reappeared and was led back to the horse that had been given a drink in her absence. She mounted up and rode back the way she came, which made it obvious she wasn’t defecting late in the game. She had come here to perform an errand and had completed it. 

As he tucked his collapsible scope into a pocket in his cloak, he muttered, “Shit.” 

He scooted back from the verge before standing, mindful of the sentries. Just because people were bad didn’t mean they were bad mages, unfortunately. The people he was spying on kept a watchful eye on their surroundings, as wary of revelation as criminals always were. It might be that even from this distance, they could sense his attention, and he was acutely conscious that one of the great mages was down there in that camp. 

From so far away, it would manifest as little more than a nagging sense of uncertainty, but she might notice. She might decide she wasn’t willing to dismiss it as a symptom of the circumstances, and if she took it into her head to investigate, the man and his companion were both dead. Their secter had a mage of her caliber, but he was at the Complex. His profile was too high, his face too well known: someone might notice he was missing, and they weren’t here with Congress’s blessing. 

He hadn’t gone two steps before a woman joined him. He passed her the scope with the words, “A messenger. As predicted.”

She took it without hesitation, but her aura was a startled shout. “You knew this was going to happen? From who?”

“I don’t know, I didn’t recognize her. And I didn’t, our Haimar did.” 

“You think?”

“Why send us after them, if he didn’t think they probably weren’t going to go home and be no further bother to anyone?”

“I guess.”

“I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

He could See her fear, but she didn’t argue. Their Haimar hadn’t assigned them to spy on these dastards so they could keep what they learned to themselves, and the man needed to know the villains had friends at the Complex. The mage wasn’t certain why they were bothering to save fools from their folly. Why the one faction had declared outright war on the other and won, only to meet secretly mark-days later. Sometimes the events of the last year felt like a massive conspiracy aimed directly at his Haimar. 

As soon as he had tossed a few things into his pack, he shrugged it on. Then he took to the air, keeping to the level of the canopy so he would be hidden by the trees. Closing his eyes to the driving snow, he flew east at the fastest speed he could manage. Among so many uncertainties, he felt confident in one thing: the Atsises would sort reason out of chaos as soon as he heard of this conspiracy.  




Chapter One

out of the burning city

Kandeshul, Zaeldroug 

In the venerable manor that had once been his home, Burat Treste stared at his hands. If one wished to quibble, one might say instead that he stared at the hands of Marseviks Ivantreste. He had begun his new life under an assumed name in an effort to find himself, but there were times when he questioned the experiment. Burat was an ordinary fellow, and he had never been sure what ‘ordinary’ meant. Sometimes it felt like he was playing a part. Not being the person he wasn’t sure he wished to be, fine, but he had traded it for pretending to be someone he knew he wasn’t. Maybe it was just as well the truth had come out, so he need no longer perform for his friends. 

He sat among them in one of the drawing rooms. Atrus had flopped onto a settee and had his arms flung across his face; if not for the occasional, irritable twitch, he might have been asleep. Fiyaza had her arms wrapped about herself as if she felt a chill. Her eyes were fixed on the window, which gave back nothing but the reflection of this room upon the darkened grounds. 

The door opened and Shisum entered. Even as he took a seat he was saying, “She woke up. Says she was just overwrought. I told her to go back to sleep, since we were already contemplating lingering.”

This was a curious assertion, and Marseviks turned it over in his mind. ‘Overwrought’ was a dainty word, and he had never known someone who less needed looking after. Alia was small and delicate, but the same could be said of a mendijhür. What mattered was, she didn’t let setbacks slow her down. She didn’t complain about pain or waste time worrying about things that were beyond her control; she was a badass, honestly.

None of which Shisum would necessarily contest if you put it to him, but the man did have a tendency to fuss. He didn’t want her to be frail, he just wanted her to need him. Although Alia had never yet shown a sign that she knew the man was in love with her, she noticed him hovering. Marseviks couldn’t imagine her using the word overwrought to describe herself other than sarcastically, yet she had, and she had said it to Shisum. 

In other words, it sounded a hell of a lot like a lie, carefully calculated to fly through the blind spot of its intended audience. He puzzled at this conclusion, trying to find a means by which to press. For preference, he would have gone upstairs and just asked what she was up to, but he always felt the need to step lightly around her. Shisum was convinced their every interaction was a prelude to romance. Marseviks might have left the man to stew in his jealousy if he hadn’t been at least a little concerned that he was right. Alia was the single most genuine person he had ever known, and it was impossible not to be drawn to her. To give in to that would be a betrayal.

In the end, the only thing he could say was, “What about that bottle of stuff, did you get that off her?”

Shisum gave him a level look. “Did I go pawing about in her clothing while she was unconscious?”

“Did you ask?”

“We’ll have plenty of time on the way back to the Complex.”

“I am so looking forward to that,” Atrus muttered. “A couple mark-days of being frozen and starving with a strapping to look forward to at the end.”

“I can make sure we’re better provisioned this time around. Now we know Alia’s alright, we might as well get what rest we can.” He rang for Heshor, lingering after his friends had been led away to issue a few last instructions. Then he made his way upstairs, down the hallway to the left, and let himself into the room that had been his since he quit the nursery. 

He paused in the doorway, taking in the room beyond, all in shades of bronze and dark green. He couldn’t decide whether to be surprised that it hadn’t been purged of him in his absence. His ice skates hung from the wardrobe door as if he might need them at any moment, and the wardrobe was still filled with his clothing. 

At the head of the bed hung a painting of the harbor bustling on a spring morning, a great gash torn through its center where he threw something at it after coming in second place in an impromptu falconing contest at some silly picnic when he was twelve. He couldn’t recall whom he’d lost to, half the court had been there. He remembered why the damaged painting hung over his bed, though. He had tried to throw it away, Heshor had put it back. Wanting that he remember the incident, both the failure and the tantrum. 

Excuses are for lesser men, the old man always said to him. 

Scrubbing a hand across the top of his head, he moved into the room. A fire had long since been laid in the hearth, and the space was comfortably warm. He shucked his boots, reflecting on how harsh that would sound to his friends. They were what they were, though. Second place might as well be last for those trained to win. 

He stripped his shirt off, then went to the closet in search of a nightshirt. He remembered what Alia said to him, about how she had wished she might meet an Ivantreste. Like they weren’t human, but some strange breed only loosely related to their neighbors. 

Once he pulled the nightshirt over his head, he undid his pants and pulled them off. He tossed them onto a chair in one corner, kicking his underpants after. It made him wonder what Dsiabor was like. The way people complained about the heat and humidity, it didn’t sound like nightshirts were practical. He would find out for himself, provided they still let him join. He couldn’t share the worry with his friends, because it was hard to see how any confession regarding that situation wouldn’t lead to further confessions. 

He made for his bed but paused with one hand on the covers. After a moment, he reached out to take the doll tucked into the bed as if it were sleeping. The length of his forearm and extended hand, it was made of wood painted to imitate the uniform of the palace guards, its joints articulated so it could stand on its own and assume poses. It had been his favorite toy for years, a legacy you could see in the chipped paint, the places where the constant grip of his young hands had worn down the sharper edges. The hand that had been broken off and carefully restored. 

He hadn’t seen the thing since he was eight and wondered at its presence. Had someone pulled it out of storage as they readied his room this evening, to give him a smile? Or had it been removed from storage and tucked lovingly into his bed at some earlier date for other reasons? 

Bending its legs at the hips so it could sit, he placed it on his bedside table and climbed under the covers. He rolled onto his side and stared at the doll, wondering what would become of these people. A man maybe a decade his senior let himself into the room, moving first to the fireplace, where he stabbed at the fire with a poker before adding another log. He came next to the bedside table, where he turned down the lamp.

“Orgent. Weren’t you going to be married?”

“Was and am, young master.” 

“Congratulations.”

“Worked out alright,” the fellow agreed, scratching his shoulder thoughtfully. 

He dug through his memory and came up with a fact. “She wasn’t part of our household, unless I’m mistaken?”

“No, young master. She worked a vegetable stand down Halfturn Market, wasn’t half scared about climbing to the top of the Semoenkin!”

“She has a place here now?”

“Oh, aye, she’s one of Mistress Katyal’s assistants. Only see each other first thing in the morning what with the hours I keep, but it’s a good fit for her. Mila already knew her way around a kitchen, and I’m not sure it’d be wise to have her upstairs. Nerves, you know? Might be we’ll leave that to the next generation.”

“You have places picked out for them already?” 

The man made a face. “Don’t do to look so hard at the horizon we forget to watch our feet. Still, I’d be right proud to see my children serving upstairs. A valet, even…” He stared at the wall, lost in thought, then started. “Won’t ever happen if I set a bad example, mooning about when there’s chores to be done. We’re glad to have you home, young master.”

Once Marseviks wished him good night, he vanished out the door, closing it noiselessly behind him. He heard footsteps in the hall, muffled by the runner. Another door opened and closed quietly as Orgent ducked into Atrus’s room to tend to his fire. He ought to have seen to their guests first, and Marseviks wondered whether he had hoped to catch him before he fell asleep, in order to say hello and brag about his new bride. He made a mental note to ask Heshor why he was keeping a newly-married man at a task that kept him up all night, when his wife rose several hours before dawn and went to sleep not long after sunset.

Thinking this made him feel like the worst sort of hypocrite. He had abandoned these people when he ran away from home. Stela would inherit the house and the name, while Vidain married into another family. The one would steer their family through the next generation, the other would become their ambassador. 

As for Marseviks, they would have found him some suitable bride and moved her into this home where she could keep him company while he counted candles and visited bankers and kept things running smoothly so his eldest sister needn’t bother. Caring for this place should have been his life, and he had run away from it. 

“Marseviks. Marseviks.”

He opened his eyes, startled that he hadn’t heard the intruder enter. He must have dozed off momentarily. Heshor stood beside his bed, holding a single candle. The old man grabbed his shoulder, shaking him. “Marseviks.”

“I’m awake,” he promised. “What’s up?”

“There are ships in the harbor.”

He blinked, confused by this cryptic non sequitur.

“You must get up, Marseviks, there are ships.”

He sat, scrubbing both hands across the top of his head. “Heshor…” 

“Setting fire to every ship that hoists sail,” the old man added. 

That woke him up. “How many?”

“I could not say, but many more than there ought to be.”

“Ancestors…”

“Come with me.”

He cast the covers back, shuddering at the chill. His fire had been refreshed at least once, and he realized he had been asleep for hours. He shrugged into the heavy dressing gown Heshor passed him and stepped into his slippers, waiting at the edge of the bed as if he had never left. Then he followed the butler out of the room. 

They went no further than the balcony overlooking the manor’s entrance hall, where tall windows gave panoramic views north and west from the height of the tallest hill in the area. From here, he could see both the palace and the harbor clearly. Both were on fire. He gripped the railing until his knuckles ached.

The burning palace made it obvious how that battle progressed. It was less clear what was happening in the harbor; it was well-lit thanks to all the burning ships, but the scene was so chaotic he could make no sense of it. Even in their busy port there were more ships than there should have been, most of them with sails up or hoisting them. A score were on fire, and it was eerily beautiful at this distance, the human toll invisible. 

“I do not know what returned you to us, Marseviks, and sent you sneaking into the Rinasdered in the late watches, but it might be best that you leave before those ships reach shore.”

“I can’t leave now,” he protested, turning to the man beside him.

“Did you come home to pay me a visit? Or because you had something important to do?”

“Heshor…”

“Shall I wake your friends?” It sounded like a question but was instead a command. 

“I promised I would guard the passage…”

“If he isn’t already on his way, he isn’t coming.”

Giving up, he returned to his bedroom. He dressed briskly, feeling like a traitor and a coward. It was stupid to him that he should feel so wretched about doing what he knew to be right, but that didn’t make it go away. 

He was the first dressed and returned to the entrance to supervise the corps of frightened, sleepy servants making ready their departure. He watched the foodstuffs packed with a sense of foreboding; there was no way the cook would be able to supply them with adequate stores of preserved food. It wasn’t something anyone kept lying around in large quantities, and the markets would have been closed when they arrived. It had only been last night. 

Shisum was the first to join him, looking tense and greeting him with nothing more than a nod. Fiyaza was right on his heels, and she dispensed with the nod, going straight to the windows to watch the scene in the harbor. It took another few minutes for Atrus to appear. Then they all stood around, cloaks on, gloves in hand, waiting. When Alia showed up, she came swanning down the stairs with a look of remarkable complaisance on her face, like she hadn’t a care in the world. He found this so strange that it didn’t even offend him. 

Then there were no further excuses to delay. He slipped his pack on, said his goodbyes to the people around them and asked them to convey his affection to their families. He couldn’t bear to look into their eyes, but it couldn’t protect him: he could See their fear. He gave Heshor a hug, but only got away with it for a moment. Then the old man took him by the arms and pushed him away. 

“We will be fine if it’s possible. If not, all the more reason that you go in haste.”

He could find nothing to say and allowed himself to be steered toward the door. His friends followed him out into a frigid predawn, stars only just winking out. With one last glance over his shoulder, northward toward the harbor eclipsed here by the house, he led them south.

They had made it maybe a third of the way down the hill when he noticed movement at the end of the street. He froze in the intersection where they stood, the others following suit. There was no reason it must be anything sinister, but goosebumps prickled his arms. 

Slowly, he led them back toward the meager shelter of a nearby wall, shadows barely cloaking them. Around them stood the homes of merchants and senior bureaucrats, tall and finely-crafted but fronting the streets without so much as a tree in sight. There was nowhere to hide, and these people would never dream of shirking their lamp duties the way some of the nobles did; the winding way blazed with illumination.

What he had glimpsed as darkness in shadow passed into the pool of light beneath a lantern. Some twenty soldiers paced up the street, each with a raggedly-dressed person stalking ahead like a hound on a leash. All of them were small, for too pale for locals, their golden or ink-black hair glinting in the lamp light. 

He crept back around the nearest corner, keeping carefully in the lee of the dark stone walls. When they were out of sight, he turned his friends in the opposite direction. They were heading northwest now, walking with exaggerated caution lest noise reveal their presence.

“They’re coming in from the country, too,” Shisum whispered when they halted at the next intersection. “They must have the city surrounded.”

They had a clear view of the rocky coast where the first rowboats were just now beginning to disgorge their passengers. Some of those ships must have stopped earlier, out of sight of the harbor, to send people ashore. While he surveyed the scene, the others argued behind him. He stepped out into the new way and they heeled him automatically, paying more mind to the conversation.

“The city’s too big for them to surround,” Fiyaza protested.

“They’re coming in from all directions, Fi.” Atrus’s tone was conciliatory.

“I think Fiyaza is right,” Shisum said. “They may be positioned all around us, but they couldn’t possibly be that numerous. Hopefully we can slip out as they close in.”

An opening more alley than street appeared to their right, heading due east. The direction they needed to be traveling. Marseviks peeked around the corner and his breath caught: this way wasn’t empty, just devoid of life. Most of the streetlamps had been doused, but the sprawling shapes of bodies were visible in the shadows. The lacquered timbers of a palanquin glinted in what light remained. 

No more than a street away, screams arose. Marseviks ignored this and his friends’ urgent hisses as he hurried toward the scene of recent death. A dozen people lay strewn across the cobbles. Some had fought their attackers, others cut down from behind. Guards with short, heavy-bladed swords that had not saved them, unarmed bearers and maids, the sigils on their livery hidden by darkness and congealing blood. 

The palanquin lay nearby, one of its poles hacked off, its wood shattered in places as if it had been dropped, curtains torn to fluttering ribbons. Several paces from the ruined structure, a still-lovely woman in her middle years lay on her side, a fabulous cloak of dark velvet pooled about her gracefully. Marseviks’ Sight revealed the hole in her breast where a sword had pierced her heart, setting loose her soul. Her haughty face appeared… affronted. Squatting, he closed her eyes. 

An explosion rocked the city to the east, filling the sky with a torrent of fire. Buildings all over the neighborhood were bursting into flame with a suddenness that was hard to understand, the orange glow flickering off a low ceiling of clouds. His friends took off running without discussing what they thought this was accomplishing, racing each other down the street. Cursing, Marseviks charged after them.

With the hill to shelter them against noise, people in this area had slept through the assault on the palace. Now doors crashed open and shutters were flung wide. Citizens stampeded out into the streets. The acolytes were forced to slow, ducking and shoving through the throngs.

They rounded a corner, heading northwest, strung out in a line and barely in control of their limbs. A group of soldiers trotted out of an alley just ahead. Half wore armor that glared in the red light of the fires, breast- and back-plates strapped over leather jerkins. Round helmets topped by spikes perched atop their heads with flat disks of metal like coins hanging to their shoulders. 

The other half of their party were the ones who held his attention. Wearing nothing but long, sack-like garments, their feet were bare. Some of them looked like normal people, but more than a few bore some freakish mutation, one ruby-red eye, furred and pointed ears, small, lopsided horns. As if they had taken one step along a path of transformation into the realm of the mythic, only to stop. 

To his Sight, they were even more impossible. He could See their presence as pillars of bone and tissue, but they had no auras. They weren’t actually people. What made this truly horrifying was his certainty that they must once have been. 

Each of them wore a broad leather collar about the neck, which the soldiers were now unfastening. There were perhaps forty Kandeshuli in the street with them, watching avidly like spectators at a carnival. At the far end of the curving way, beyond the squad, Alia and Shisum had stopped. The latter was walking back uphill.

Marseviks flung up a hand. “Don’t.”

One of the armored youths laughed, a woman several years his junior. She pulled an object from a bag at her belt, what looked like a bottle with a tuft of rag in its mouth. Their eyes met and she smiled.

Then she spun away from him, hurling the bottle at a three-story building across the street. In the middle of its trajectory, the rag burst into flame. The bottle disappeared between open shutters on the second floor with a smash of breaking glass. Shock immobilized him: it must have been the Vision that set the rag alight, there was no other explanation. 

“Take the young. Kill the others!” The girl raised a saber.

With a hollow whoomp, fire burst from the windows on the building’s second floor, throwing wide those that had been shuttered. Everyone stumbled in the shockwave, and as they struggled to collect their wits and make certain they had their feet under them, the leashed people were among them. A man came at Marseviks with arms swinging, weirdly silent. He hacked down where neck joined shoulder, not thinking what he did, and his assailant crumpled to the pavement. Only then did it strike him: he had just killed someone.

It had been easy on every level, and he looked down at the body, feeling puzzled. It should have given him pause to kill another person; it should have taken effort. This was a new experience, everything about it contrary to expectation. 

Only two had made for the mages, though, the other dead already at Fiyaza’s feet. The rest were attacking the Kandeshuli civilians, who quailed in the face of their aggression and tried to flee, too startled to fight back. Already, citizens were down on the pavement, too still.  

It seemed the context for an inspiring battle cry. What came out was, “Fight them, you idiots!”

Along the street, people turned to stare. Then an old woman stepped up behind one of the people throttling a woman in her nightgown and rained down blows with a cane. Around her, tentatively, Zaeldrougans were beginning to defend themselves. 

He had no time to watch their battle: one of the soldiers approached him. It was the girl with the bottle, and she flashed a grin. “I hoped I might face you.” 

“I am pretty handsome.” 

Her lip curled. “You’re a leader. We need people like you.”

There was something strange about her. Something aside from the fact that she was halfway around the world from anywhere she had a right to be, burning people’s houses down. Her aura was just all wrong, bright as a mage’s, sharply-bordered as that of the Un-. He had never seen anything like it and wondered what it meant. 

He wasn’t getting time to wonder: she chopped at his waist. He jumped back, and as he landed, her blade arched upward and across. He caught the blow, and there hadn’t been much strength behind it, so he stepped in and dealt her a shove. She staggered backward, lashing out one-handed so he couldn’t follow. She lunged the moment she had her balance, and he knocked the attack aside.

As they fought, it sank in only slowly that this girl was armed with a saber the precise same shape as his. Long, thin, curved, and single-bladed. She wielded it with both hands more often than one; she hadn’t been taught to fight with a shield on her opposite arm. What had felt natural became horrifying. The girl’s blade wasn’t a mendijhür, but it had been made to look like one. Her forms were sloppy and imperfect but familiar to him. 

She had backed him up against a building, and he took a step to the left, which put his head too close to a torch’s flames. It gave him an idea, and he imagined the fire gusting toward his opponent. When she raised a hand to shield her face from the fire, Marseviks struck. The blade cut into her left side below her upraised elbow, striking flesh and shearing through it. Not a small sidelong swipe across the muscles of her belly but a deep cleft carved far too far into her waist. 

She didn’t scream, but her aura did: he Saw her pain with such clarity that it was his. She seemed too stunned to react and fell to her knees, all her attention on the injury. She slumped forward, and her helmet fell onto the stone. It rolled a distance with a tinny sound, revolving around the spike on its top. 

Marseviks stared down at her, immobilized. Her long hair was pale brown shot with gold; it had been pulled up atop her head by a heavy black cord, and now it spilled free across the icy cobblestones. Only then did it strike him that she had been pretty. He would never have the chance to discover why her aura was so strange, because it had ceased to exist. He had snuffed it like a quenched flame, and the world was darker for what he did. Killing that man had been nothing, like stabbing an empty suit of clothing. As if whatever made him human was already gone. This was something else. 

In every wise as terrible as he had expected it would be and fit to haunt his dreams.

“Marseviks!”

The shriek jerked him out of his reverie. The fellow citizens out on the streets had defeated the last of those robed and weaponless attackers and were moving about with more purpose now, comforting one another, tending to the injured. He saw no sign of Alia or Shisum. 

Another group of warriors was pouring into the street a block away.

“We have to go!” Fiyaza was at his side, tugging on his arm. Atrus looked frantic. “We can’t fight all of them.”

Nodding, he sheathed his mendijhür and ran.

 




Chapter Two

flight through a trap-lined maze

Kandeshul, Zaeldroug

Shisum crouched in the lee of a building as the sun coasted off its apex. This neighborhood was silent and utterly still; its residents had either died or learned to stay indoors long since. He had no pity to spare for them. He could think only of the woman squatting behind him with one hand resting on his pack. 

They had spent the last ten minutes standing beneath the awning of this smithy, catching their breath and getting their bearings. They had been trapped for hours in the nightmare maze of this city, fleeing in circles and never escaping. Ducking around corners and running when they could, fighting for their lives when that was the option presented to them. 

“Do you have any idea where we are?”  

“Unless I’m completely turned around, we’re where we need to be. I smell brine. And that hill has trees at its summit.”

Not responding, Alia rose, slinking toward the distant hill just visible above the nearby buildings. They hadn’t gone more than twenty-five yards along this curving way when it ended against a building, intersecting another street at a right angle. They paused, but the sound of approaching feet from the south sent them scurrying. Beneath the panting of his breath, Shisum could just make out the rhythmic thump of many people running. Just another close scrape in a day replete with them. 

Alia turned right, ducking into an alley. Shisum rounded the corner and just managed not to crash into her: she had stopped and was muttering to herself. Her voice buzzed softly over the pounding of his blood and the throbbing tremors of the running feet behind. 

And ahead.

The alley let onto another street, and there were people approaching at its far end, too. Running in step, which made it unlikely to be their friends. If they just sat down and made themselves small against the wall, he wondered if they might go unnoticed. He had yet to get a handle on the competence of their enemies; they weren’t Un-, but what they were instead wasn’t clear. He had seen them use the Vision, but they didn’t appear to know how to use their Sight. That was completely backward, but he had watched as they failed to perceive what they should have, reacted slowly when they should have been swift. Fell for hollow feints. 

Still, they had eyes. The day was overcast, but it was close to noon. And no amount of superior skill was going to see him unscathed through a fight with a score of enemies front and back. 

Alia had already reached this conclusion and whispered, “Can I get a boost?”

Squatting, he made a stair with his laced fingers. As Alia stepped onto his hands with one boot, she touched his cheek before placing both hands on his shoulders. He turned his burning face away from her proximity.

“Ready.”

He straightened, lifting as he leaned his hips back against the wall for support. Alia sprang as he hefted her, leaping upward with hands outstretched. With the weight of her pack, she would never reach the high window ledge, but she landed on the narrow lip of stone anyway. Shisum let out a breath as if he had been punched in the gut. 

She vanished from view, but only for a moment. When her head reappeared, she was looking down. “Come on.” 

They had still been learning the basics of manipulating their Vision and this was the next thing to flying. It would have been a challenge under ideal circumstances, and now his head felt fuzzy with fatigue. Before uncertainty could paralyze him, he jumped. 

As he did it, he knew he erred. He dove up, but at an angle; he had to fend the wall off with both hands as he plowed along it, the knees of his breaches tearing on the stone. He caught the ledge just in time and hung there, face pressed against the wall. 

Shouts went on either end of the alley: people had heard or sensed something that struck them as interesting. The sound of running feet had fallen off in both directions. Alia had him by the shoulders of his coat, tugging. Together, they hauled him onto the sill, where Alia dragged him the rest of the way into the room.

He had collapsed across the floor, and when he leapt to his feet, the pack swung him off balance so he almost went down again. The building was silent and seemed deserted. The movements of their foes in the street to either side were clearly audible. Shisum wondered if the people who lived here had fled into the streets to be killed, or if they were huddled in the cellar. 

Alia followed him upstairs, to the third floor. They were in the uppermost level of the building now and Shisum turned his chin up, searching. There must be an attic: the ceiling didn’t slope with the angle of the roof. 

“There.” Alia pointed to a small trapdoor. When he pulled on the length of rope hanging from it, a wooden ladder descended into the hallway. 

As he had hoped, a narrow gable poked out of the attic. Three of its four glass panes were present; the missing pane had been covered by a scrap of animal hide, which the wind had ripped open down the center. Shisum examined the casement: it must be meant to open because there could be no purpose for a window in this space but to access the roof.

His questing fingers found a latch. When he slipped it and pulled, nothing happened. The window didn’t even stir, only creaked in protest. Not the hinges, then; the wood was swollen, stuck tight. Heating it up to dry it out would take a long time, and if he tried to rush, the wood might catch fire.

“We’ll have to pull it out of the wall,” he told Alia, stepping away from the window.

The casement splintered, wood tearing. One of the panes shattered, then another. They did so in silence, and the shards of glass were scooped up in midair and shunted into a corner. All of this was Alia’s handiwork, and he just stood there watching, feeling like a dunce. 

The window came loose in a cascade of splintered kindling. Alia scrambled out the jagged hole where it had been even as she set the window aside. Shisum followed her, tearing a shin on the rough wood in his haste. It was difficult to maneuver the bulky backpack through this makeshift egress. 

He stepped onto the steepest, most slippery surface imaginable: ceramic tiles with fresh snow on them. He took one cautious step, slipped, and caught himself. Alia was a good twenty feet ahead already, walking along the ridgepole like a tightrope-walk act in a circus. 

It struck him that he had never seen Alia so confident. There was nothing wrong with this, but the timing was odd. It was a stupid thing to worry about at a time like this, so he climbed to the roof’s apex and hurried after her. 

This row of buildings ran north for the length of a block, intersecting at its end with another string of shorter houses leading east. They were almost out of the city by now. Close to freedom.

The street below was quiet, which he noticed an instant before someone shouted, “There’s someone on the roof!”

Alia’s head snapped up, and she stopped, vibrating like a birder gone to point. She was running by the time he noticed. Shisum hesitated, wondering if he could trust that snow-slick, curvy pottery was a sidewalk he could run on. Asking the question was an answer. “You’re not sure you can do this,” he muttered, “but Alia can, right?”

Below, their enemies exhorted one another to give chase. He wasn’t sure why they considered two people in a massive city of such interest, unless someone had noticed the unconventional way they entered the building. It didn’t follow that they would be compelled to give chase, and he put a pin in the oddity. Return to these questions when he wasn’t running for his life.

He kept on cautiously for another few feet, until he reached the point where Alia had started running. Only then did he imitate her. There was a way in which he knew he was the one responsible for this, but the Sight didn’t work via logic. The rules were what you believed them to be, and what you had faith in was what was worthy of your faith. Alia was able to do this, and he felt like he could only do it too if he was running on a path she had created. 

She’d reached the intersection with the east-west row of buildings. She slid down the steep slope of the roof without sitting down and inching forward sensibly, leaping for the next. Halfway through the arc she slowed, landing with a gentle impact on all fours. 

Cries rose from the street to his right as one of them came into view for the first time. There were voices behind him, too: some of their hunters had followed them onto the roof. Five people picked their way toward him, unhurried, as if they were less interested in catching them than preventing them from turning around. He hadn’t wanted to anyway and hopped off the invisible bridge, sliding down to the lip of the roof. At the gutter, he jumped. 

As he landed beside her, Alia took off running again. They hadn’t gone far when he felt an impact behind him: one of the pursuing soldiers had jumped down after them. The next misjudged the landing and slid off the roof into open air with a scream. The four who remained scarcely paused before continuing, and so far as Shisum heard, they never said a word to one another. Something such as ‘how unfortunate’ or ‘should one of us go see if he survived?’ 

At its end, the building grew wider, like a spade. They skidded to the tile’s verge as they studied their limited options. They’d reached the outskirts as intended, which meant the structures were inconveniently far apart, squatter and squarer than those in the city center. They must be warehouses and abattoirs, judging by the rank scent crystallizing in the cold afternoon air. 

A group of twenty soldiers awaited them below. One of them waved, mocking their stranded prey. He opened his mouth to comment, and Alia jumped. She sailed cleanly out through the open air, over the heads of the astonished onlookers, and slid along the ridgepole of the large, windowless building opposite. So great, they were going to dispense with ‘the next thing to flying’ and go right to flying. 

The youths moved to surround the next building. There was no time to weigh the wisdom of making his first-ever attempt at flight running on half a night’s sleep and a brutal adrenaline hangover: Alia needed him. In spite of his distraction, or perhaps because of it, he alit beside her without a wobble. He made to grab her arm, but she had already taken off again. While he was still staring in shock, she disappeared from view down the far slope of the roof. 

Shaking himself, he hastened after. When she came back into view, she teetered unconcernedly on the last lip above the gutter, peering down. She turned to meet his gaze, smiling gaily, and stepped off the edge. 

This didn’t leave Shisum with much of a choice, so he slid down behind her. He failed to stop at the roof’s edge, however, flung into open air when he hit the eaves. After one breathless, weightless moment in which he had time to remember he could fly but not time to remember how, he plummeted. 

Something grabbed him, jerking him in midair. He fought it away on instinct. When it gripped him more tightly, he cried out. Flailing, he fell again, but only for a second before he hit something and slid. Splinters were driven into his forearms, his buttocks, as he shot down a wooden chute. He hit the end and was spat feet-forward into the air again, legs kicking. He landed hard on his back a moment later, and he must have found the ground because he finally stopped falling. 

He lay still as he contemplated the massive bruise spreading across his lower back: he had landed on the metal pot in his backpack. He was wondering if he had shat his pants but couldn’t bring himself to feel more than distant curiosity.

When he pushed himself upright unsteadily, he understood the smell: he had fallen into a holding pen for livestock, empty of animals but not manure. The chute protruded from the side of the building beside him. Some kind of feeding device or something. 

Alia stood at the fence to the yard. She had stopped running, but this wasn’t comforting. A rank of Towtielan and Pathmelonin youths stood shoulder-to-shoulder around the split-rail fence enclosing them. “Who are you?” one of the waiting soldiers demanded.

“What are you?” another amended.

“Mage!” a third answered. The word made them all mutter and twitch.

Their reluctance to approach her was as tangible as their hatred. In the midst of all this hostile attention, Alia stood hipshot, turning to each speaker in turn as if it were a polite conversation. When they fell silent, she said cheerfully, “The Diode sends his regards!”

A wave of angry mutters lapped around the fence. One of the watchers, bolder than the others, stepped up and laid a hand on the uppermost rail. “You’ll get worse, mage! We’ll burn those stains right off your face!”

Emboldened by these defiant words, the youths climbed onto the meager protection of the fence. Shisum positioned himself near Alia. He wasn’t going to be able to kill so many, but if he could cut a path for her…  

Beside him, Alia murmured, “Burn?” 

It was the only warning he had before every inch of wood the length of the fence burst into flame. With a little hop, Alia took off straight for the wall of fire. This time, Shisum was ready and set off a step behind her. Fire sheeted around her as she stepped from the top rail onto the shoulder of the young man who had threatened them, kicking his neighbor in the face as she went. 

Shisum jumped after her, shoving the inferno away. Through the heat haze, he saw Alia land on the packed dirt. In one smooth movement, she unsheathed her mendijhür, turned, and drew it across the back of the boy who had taunted her. To describe this as out of character would completely fail to capture how shocking it was: Alia hated hurting people, it was why she was a terrible fighter.

She pulled the blade back in both hands, holding it horizontally at shoulder height. She tipped forward on the balls of her feet as though to charge back into the fight they had escaped. She hadn’t killed the man she cut, but Shisum wished she had. Kicking feebly, whimpering in pain from the deep cut across his back, he rose off the ground, limbs dangling. 

Shisum ran at her, arms extended in supplication. “Alia!”

Something seemed to reach her, his familiar face or the sound of her own name. She let her arms drop, and whatever had suspended the youth in midair dropped him in a mewling heap. None of their attackers were paying them any mind now: some rolled on the ground, trying to put out patches of fire on their clothing. A good half of them were burning like horrible candles, jerking and screaming while their fellows grappled with them, trying to put out the flames.

Alia trembled violently, almost dropping the mendijhür from fingers gone slack. Shisum prized it from her grasp and slid the blade into its sheath. Her eyes were glassy, gaze uncomprehending. A puzzled frown creased her vylles. 

This was alarming, but before they could worry about it, they must escape. They were right at the city’s margin here, the sanctuary of forest visible between the buildings to the east. Taking Alia by her elbow, he led her away. 

***

Marseviks ducked into the relative shelter of a doorway, giving himself a moment to breathe. On either side of him, Atrus and Fiyaza slumped, exhausted. The nervous energy that fueled them through the early hours of their flight had leeched away as they scurried like rats through the trap-lined maze that Zaeldroug had become. 

He rubbed his grainy eyes with both fists, blinking forcefully. Fires continued to rage across the city, belching out a blanket of smoke that covered the sky. It was difficult to be certain behind the pall of smoke and the natural clouds of winter, but he thought it might be midday.

Chafing his chilly hands together, he looked along the street where they hid. They were near the western edge of the city, close enough to the river that they could hear it. It looked as though the attack had struck here earlier: the bodies that littered the streets had gone cold, their blood congealed, then frozen. Even the firebombs had finished their business. He wished there were still a burning building nearby for the warmth of it.

The morning had been harrowing, watching his countrymen cut down on their doorsteps, his natal city burning. Separated from their friends and with no clue as to their fate. At the moment, though, he felt nothing so much as an overwhelming sense of frustration. All he wanted was to walk a mile uninterrupted in a direction of his choosing. 

They were trapped against the river here, not that they wanted to go further west. North would leave them hemmed in by the sea for a long time before they might slip out into the wilderness and lose themselves. South seemed the better direction. 

He moved out of the doorway’s shelter, his friends heeling him. There was an intersection just ahead, and he made for it. He stopped before rounding the corner, peeking his head out to make certain the way was vacant. The street beyond was clear aside from a couple bodies and an overturned dykal, humble cousin to the palanquin, used to transport goods within the hilly city where beasts of burden weren’t practical. 

Foreigners always complained about the hills and demanded to know why the Kandeshuli hadn’t built their capital on the flatter land east of the harbor, but they rarely listened long enough to discover that the question had an answer. The mountains north and east of here were prone to violent earthquakes that caused flooding along the seaboard, stunning not only in its scope, but in the suddenness with which sea could swallow terra firma. They had not wished for their city to be swept away. If one side effect was that it inspired foreigners to do their business swiftly and leave, all the better. 

For the length of three entire blocks it looked as though he might get his wish. He was only three yards from the next intersection when a group of those mutant-people drifted into their path. He had begun to think of them as ghosts, although they were the opposite; not an individual who had lingered in this world after their body died, but a body that kept on moving after the individual who gave it meaning departed to the afterlife. 

It was snowing again, and it was difficult to see through the thick eddies of windblown white, but there looked to be half a dozen of them. The ghosts were well out into the crossing, looking neither right nor left. They looked frequently up into the lowering sky, though, which chilled him. These people came from lands where rain was rare and snow a myth, and it was terrible to think that some part of them remembered this. 

Fiyaza elbowed him. Atrus was shaking his head, but Marseviks ignored him. Both hands at his left hip, he fell into a trot. He pivoted his weight on the ball of his left foot, allowing the momentum to flow through his body, up and out along the extension of his arms. The thing he had struck dropped away and he held the stance, feeling the rightness of his balance, the mendijhür a part of him. 

Then he spun right, drawing his sword in across his chest. The next ghost tried to kick as it closed and he caught the flying limb with his foot, knocking the thing down. As it fell, his mendijhür came up hard with a deep cut across the throat. He cut another across the meaty muscles of its legs, and when it fell, stabbed two-handed into its back until his blade met pavement.

His friends were finished and waiting for him. He stooped to wipe clean his sword on the tattered rags of the nearest ghost, noting that the thing’s extremities had been left bare to the elements. They were too mindless to care for themselves, and apparently their handlers didn’t bother to husband their wellbeing. Shaking his head, he motioned his friends forward again.

As they made their way south, they encountered and destroyed two more bands of ghosts, roaming the frozen city with no apparent purpose. They also encountered more than one dead body, covered with a light dusting of snow and unmarked by an injury: they were beginning to die of exposure. Mindless, driven only by a consuming urge to hurt, they lacked the sense to come in out of the cold. 

He found himself wondering what purpose they served. Their capacity to keep moving through brutal injury was noteworthy, and the sheer weirdness of them was alarming: it had struck terror into the city folk. The moment one person managed to control the panic and fight back, though, the spell was broken. 

Lost in thought, he had ceased to pay attention. Atrus hissed, making a grab for him too late: he had already walked around a corner into the next intersection. And this street wasn’t empty. The soldiers had been preoccupied, trying to recapture strayed ghosts, but turned the moment he came into view. 

They backed away from the ghosts as if they did not trust them. They were six in number. As they laid hands to weapons, Fiyaza rushed past him, iyzür already drawn. With a sound half-grunt, half-scream she fell on them, and they fell back in sheer shock. Then they were closing in around her.

With an unconscious shrug, Marseviks went to join her. A ghost stepped in front of him and he hacked at it sidelong without slowing. He leapt over the falling body to confront the young man armed with an actual weapon and a mind with which to wield it. His opponent struck first, and he parried. He cut back and the enemy ducked beneath his blade. 

He brought his mendijhür back into his chest to deflect a thrust at his abdomen, then shoved the soldier backward hard. Strength need not be the determining factor in a fight – he had lost enough against Shisum to know it – but this was only true with an opponent who knew better than to close. The youth stumbled back, almost tripping.

Marseviks charged while his opponent was trying to catch his balance and cut him hard across the chest before he could get his blade up. The impact jarred his arms to the shoulders, and the soldier he had struck screamed as the blade cut him from his left elbow clear across to his right shoulder, shearing through muscle into the ribs. He fell to the ground, sword cast aside as his hands groped at his injury. It occurred to Marseviks to wish there were weapons that bypassed gruesome wounds in favor of instantly killing their victims. Then he realized that would be worse. 

He turned away from the dying man, filled with disgust. Someone had given these people enough secret skills to make them think they could fight, but not enough to make it true. Whoever was responsible had a great deal to answer for. 

There was only one enemy left, making for Marseviks, Fiyaza closing at his back. He held his mendijhür beside his boot, ready. When the man cut for his shoulder, he raised the blade halfheartedly to catch the blow as Fiyaza struck, one iyzür to the neck, one to the opposite waist. He had already forgotten the man behind him.

It turned out the Towtielan hadn’t forgotten him: a hand clamped closed on his right ankle and jerked. The street was covered in snow and slick with blood, the attack unexpected. Both feet flew from beneath him with such violence he couldn’t bring his Vision into play. He hit the ground hard on his belly right at the feet of the final opponent, and rolled to the side, onto his back. Just in time to watch the man above him die, and dying, drop his sword. 

Marseviks saw it coming, far too late. He just had time to shout before it hit him in the face. 

 




Chapter Three

an odd interloper is discovered, an offer of mutual trust made

Northern Rhyna, the Complex

Arms clenched across his chest against the cold, Mairid strode aimlessly and vigorously through gardens dead for the season, eddies of frost swirling around the hem of his white robes. His staff, tucked in one armpit, felt like an icicle. Temperatures had continued frigid at the Complex the last mark-day; this was a bitter winter, and he had long since lost the hardiness he once possessed, the indifference to cold shared by those born to the north. He had been a mage of southern Dsiabor for three hundred years, and it had reshaped him. He shivered, clenching his teeth to stop them chattering.

He had never been particularly suited to the cold anyway: he was too thin. He’d heard rumors that he fasted regularly or ate only plain bread and fruit like a hermit seeking purity through self-abnegation. Did they imagine he whipped himself with a scourge, too, late at night in the privacy of his Abode? 

He was hardly the only thin person; a mere fact of physiognomy need not have spawned such legends. Nor would it have, had the person in question been anyone other than him. The myth had been seized upon and retold eagerly because it was exactly the sort of off-putting weirdness that fully justified their universal desire to avoid him.

Still, the fact that people found him weird was old news and not worthy of note; it wasn’t why he was stomping around out here in a tizzy freezing his dick off. He had been badly rocked by recent events, and thinking about it rendered him too agitated to remain indoors, to hell with the weather. He might as well have hoisted his robes up to his waist in front of them all, he had exposed himself so thoroughly. He had started off well, arrogant but easily routed, smart but stupid. Then people started talking torture! 

He hadn’t been able to hold to his ruse in the face of a twist so disastrous, but his input hadn’t been necessary. The woman had already understood the implications, or at least understood it was a bad idea. She hadn’t needed him to save her. 

Although he had known this would be challenging from the moment he considered it, he had failed to appreciate how much difficulty he would face confronting his adversary at close quarters. The constant, nagging fear that would muddle him. Why this surprised him, he couldn’t say; it was why he had behaved as he had for so many years.

It was just possible the others had been too shocked by the series of sudden changes to take note of the fact that he had been making eye contact and arguing as if he had a right to an opinion. As if he did not fear their power or crawl cravenly after their approval. But the stakes were too high to make such assumptions. It had begun in earnest now, and he couldn’t allow himself to be so careless again. 

He could already guess the Lahar would have spotted it. She would wonder. She was profoundly suspicious of him, and he had caught her glancing at him when his expected protests didn’t emerge. He occasionally attempted a point, selected at random, to give the others an opportunity to abuse him. He didn’t particularly want to rub her face in it, but she needed to see the situation as it was. 

Sheer good manners wouldn’t be the only reason she twitched in frustration whenever he trotted the truth out in front of her. She suspected him of some scheme. She wanted to know what it was, what he planned, why he obeyed so readily. Because she didn’t trust him, she could hardly ask: she would believe nothing he told her. 

The remaining Haimar didn’t think he should be permitted to attend their conferences, merely wheeled out of his Abode like a parade float when they needed his vote. They barely allowed him to speak. It was the perfect screen: she couldn’t get close. Could find no avenue of approach. When he reached a stage where he was ready to disclose what he needed to, it would be on his terms.

Her suspicions were neither new nor problematic. The only danger was that she might share her doubt too freely with the other Haimar, and he needed them secure in the knowledge of his impotence. The Gorol would already be aware of her wariness, as the buffoon was her constant companion and confidant, but he could reliably be counted upon to dismiss Mairid as a nullity. Mairid knew this for a fact, because he had revealed himself to the man many years ago, and Liona had refused to understand. He had never been so glad for his universal reputation as a twit. Nothing was going to change the man’s mind now, not if that had failed to. The arrogant fool.

Mairid wasn’t the only one who had laid himself bare at that extraordinary conference. He had been an arrogant fool himself, he saw now. Hadn’t seen as far as he had, eh? How wrong he had been: Mhadroi had gotten there, too, and she had gotten there first. It was good to be reminded that he wasn’t the only clever person scheming at the Complex. It was better to know who and why. 

He had known something of that nature would be coming. In hindsight, he should have seen it at the time. Do you honestly think I finally chose to take sides out of boredom? He had discovered her in time to correct his scheme to accommodate for hers, but still it was worrying; she would never have attempted this if she hadn’t judged that his allegiance could be won. There would have been no point. The coup would have failed and she would have lost political currency. 

Well, perhaps she had simply gambled. The disturbing possibility remained, however, that she suspected him. He would be watching her closely now. 

His attention fell on something unexpected, and he stopped. The curious object lifted from the ground and came to hover before his shrouded face, spinning slowly while he inspected it. It shook briskly back and forth, and he heard a faint, dusty rattle. A seed pod, one with which he wasn’t familiar. Almost the length of his smallest finger, it was hairy, oblong and tapering at both ends. He didn’t know what plant it came from or how it had gotten here. He would want to investigate this, and it shouldn’t be left lying about where it could disrupt the gardens come spring. 

He unclenched one arm from its tight embrace of his chest. He held his hand out palm-up and the pod dropped into it. Closing his fist about this odd interloper, he tucked his bare hand back into his armpit and resumed walking. 

The Kanleacht, too, bore scrutiny. He couldn’t tell whether she was a bit of a sadist or simply exceedingly paranoid. The latter would be even more troubling than the former because it would make her extremely easy to manipulate. Mairid couldn’t imagine her hatching a plot on her own: it wasn’t her style. But the numbers as they stood were too close. 

They would want as many on their side as possible. Mairid, they would count as theirs and promptly dismiss. He was isolated and would do as told, whoever did the telling. They probably wouldn’t even bother to approach him again, and he need only appear as broken as possible to ensure it. But neither the Gorol nor the Ishka would betray the Lahar, not for any prize that might be offered. 

The new Diode, he didn’t trust at all, but he wondered if she were playing the same game as the others. That business with the anathematization had been decidedly peculiar. He knew Valmere Landaru; they had been students together. They hadn’t been friends, exactly, but they had not been enemies. If not a friend, someone he knew relatively well regardless. 

She wasn’t a woman of passions and tempers. Fiercely loyal, yes; he recalled with chagrin the fight she got in with two of their fellow acolytes who had been a bit too aggressive in making sure Mairid knew how odd and unwelcome they found him. She had been much better at the Vechodya than the rest of them from essentially the first lesson, and she had landed in quite a lot of trouble for the drubbing she gave them. So far as he knew, she had never repented it. 

Abrasive though she was, Valmere Landaru would only lash out if severely provoked, and she cared about people and principles, not her own pride. It seemed unlikely she could have developed so profound a devotion to the Lahar; they hardly knew one another. The entire measure was irrational and foolish. It created a worrying precedent, too. It would drive a nail of suspicion deep into their midst, turning their mages against one another. Creating an environment of fear. It hadn’t started the decay but would hasten the approach of the end. 

Provided Mairid could move faster, this wasn’t necessarily to be lamented, but it made his task more complicated. It also begged the question why. The woman he knew – the woman he had known for three hundred years, since back when both of them were kids, neither of them infamous – was too smart not to grasp that banning people and not the things that people did, using words like anathema and apostate, was societal cancer bound to metastasize. 

He was forced to draw up short: someone approached along the intersecting path and he had almost walked into them. The Lahar seemed equally surprised by the encounter. She was strong in the Sight and must be as moiled in worry as Mairid to have been so blinded by it: they must have been walking toward one another down a straight length of path for a while by then. 

“Lahar. I’m glad to see you looking well on this pleasant day.”

Her head turned as she cast her attention bemusedly across the dead and desiccated gardens. “It would be a good deal more pleasant if this cold snap broke, Haimar Miran. I hope I find you well, however chilly?”

He needed no thought to give the conversation his usual twist. “I find the cold invigorating!” His mien was cheerful but unsmiling as he hugged to himself the joy he always felt deceiving fellow mages. Anyone who believed no one could lie to them deserved to be lied to on principle. 

“Ah,” she said. He felt a warm note of hostility enter her. “Did you truly think I would allow mages to be tortured? At all, let alone as punishment for the actions of another?”

Mairid hung his head and made himself meek. It wasn’t hard to imagine himself into that place where she was his master and he gave a shit she was upset with him. “I apologize if I implied as much. I was simply so surprised it would be suggested, I got carried away.”

He could tell his answer didn’t suit: there was a hiccup when she should have responded to his apology and didn’t. She was smart enough to know she couldn’t trust him but too honest to spot his angle. It was there between them every time she looked at him, searching for the edge of this polite façade beyond which she might catch a glimpse of his motives. 

He felt rather guilty for giving the screws another twist but did it anyway. “You are popular even amongst mages not your own. They view you as a leader possessed of integrity. Probity and lawfulness are traits especially precious at a time like this, when external pressures are giving everyone plentiful excuses to bend their morals in pursuit of their agenda. Beyond the sheer ethical considerations, it would not be well for you to taint your reputation with injustice. To say nothing of tainting your reputation by association with the practice itself.” 

All of this was true. It was why he had protested, why he lost his head and leapt out unnecessarily to prevent it. 

She took it calmly, but he felt a blossom of confusion from her. It took her a moment to find a response. “I had been concerned primarily with the ethical considerations, as you put it. I’ll have to consider this reputation you speak of.”

“Lahar, it’s very cold. You must have been going somewhere before I interrupted you. May I walk you there, so you need not stand here freezing while we talk?” 

“That’s gracious of you, Haimar Miran. I wouldn’t want you to go out of your way…?”

“It’s no trouble,” he assured her. “I was only wandering about anyway.” He moved aside and gestured that she should lead. “You intend to send the Ultan and Diode off soon?” 

“As soon as may be. We should have done this months ago, I hope it’s not too late.”

He wondered if he should attempt to persuade her that she only needed one secter to scout, that Valmere, as the more experienced mage, should be the one to go. He wanted that mage away, off elsewhere with whatever strange devices
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