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PROLOGUE
Spring, 764 c.c.

| was quitting the game. | would now, finaly, after dl theyears|’d played it for them. | would now, after
losing ayear of my lifein Siva, ayear burned up by that sun like water dried out of your skin. | lost
piecesof my lifein Mandera, in Karrim, in citieswhose names | cannot spesk. | would be done withit.
The game was never mine. | had played it, yes, and played it well, but | tired of it long ago. | grew old
and they were dill children.

Hewaswaiting for mein his office. His hair waswhite; he was still bareheaded. Othersin hisclass hed
taken to wearing wigs, and soon hewould aswell. He would never do anything to make himself
congpicuous. He could walk down any street and no one would know who he was. Some old man, a
clerk perhaps. Never the most powerful man in the Five Countries. He wrote the game, and he played it
best.

| thought | might beat him at it, or | would have, once. | was arrogant as achild. “I’' m quitting the game,
Loyd.”

Did hereact? Did his eyes betray anything, oneflutter, one damned twitch? | called him by name, without
any politetitle. It didn’t matter—it wasn't hisname anyway. “ Areyou?’ hereplied, mildly.
“I wasyour best, Loyd.”

These words, smple, foolish-sounding, they were dl movesin the game. Questions answered with
questions, remarksthat did not follow, words that plumbed for information but gave away nothing. Loyd
turned them back on me with an easy amile. “You dill are”

| had tried quitting once before, last winter. He hadn't listened to me then. But things were different now.
They had to be. “I can’t play anymore. You know | can’'t.”

“My dear.” He sghed, measuring out his breath and his voice carefully. He sounded as| suppose afather
might. “Do you think you can quit?’

| said nothing. Hewouldn’t yield to me, and | would say no words that admitted defest.

He measured his silence as he had measured hiswords. Then he pulled adrawer in his desk and took an
envelopefromiit. “Clear your things from the dormitory,” he said, laying the package on the desk, not
near me. “Y ou have two daysto find accommodations.” He rose from his desk and left mein his office.

Could I have resisted? Could | have waked out as quickly as he had, with nothing in my hands? The
envel ope contained some money, alittle, not enough to live on for long. A letter aswdll, with the usua
details. | crumpled it without reading it and thrust it back into its wrapping. He knew | would takeit.
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Tod was going to be late. The woman' s message said that she would come to see theflat precisdly at
noon. Keller didn’t have aclock in his shop, but Tod was sure it was getting close to noon, and he il



had to walk through Origh and two miles out of town to get to his cottage.

“It' sdl right Keller,” he whispered to the older man, trying to hurry him dong. “I'm sure they’refine, I'll
take them now.”

The printer looked up from the pages he was proofing, raising hisface only alittle bit, not relieving the
weight that the low hang of his head put on histired shoulders. He didn't say anything, but Tod heard his
answer very clearly. Keler never cut corners on ajob, even when he' d been swamped by three law
revisonsin one day, even when the Justices threstened him with shutting down his pressif they didn’t get
their ordersin rush time. Every page had to come out perfect, even if it meant that Keller didn’t deep.
The printer was doing Tod'sjob and he was going to finish it. Tod would just have to wait.

Findly, Keller’ sdry voice uttered, “Good,” and he gathered up the last of the barely dry sheetsand filed
them in abattered |leather portfolio. “It's done, now get on your way. Although,” Keller added, looking
through his cracked window, “you'’ Il have trouble hurrying anywhere.”

Tod had been thinking the same thing as he paced anxioudy past the window of the shop. Walking into
Origh thismorning, he’ d seen troops of Public Force guards marching toward the center of town. Not
that that was unusual—the pounding of their boots and the creak of the short heavy sticks and pistols
swinging at their belts was something he heard every day he wasin the city. When he' d first moved to the
cottage on the outskirts he' d been shocked at how quiet it was without that sound. But there seemed to
be more guards today than there usualy were, and as Tod stood at Kdler’ swindow and waited for the
printer to finish with hisjob, their numbers grew. Tod lost count of them; he didn’t know there were so
many in the whole Didgtrict. Then they stopped moving and backed up in the street. Something was
happening in the center of town and Tod’ sway was blocked.

“You there, back ingde’ aguard barked as Tod inched through the doorway. He startled and froze, but
the guard was shouting at a clerk who' d stepped out of the chandler’ s shop next door. The clerk, his
armsfull of boxes of candles bound, no doubt, for some Justice' s office, stepped up to the manin the
gray uniform and began arguing. A moment later the chandler was out in the street, adding his booming
voice to the argument, complaining about how this messin the street was harming hisbusiness.

“Better run for it whileyou can, lad,” Keller said & Tod' s ear.

He only had a glance at what was going on as he darted out of Keller’ s door. The Public Force had filled
up the street asfar as Tod could see, preventing anyone from moving forward, pushing anyone who
stepped out of their shops or houses back inside. Tod clutched his portfolio and hurried away in the
opposite direction of the roadblock, and found himself in the middle of athin crowd that was doing the
same, escaping out of abakery and away from the guards. From behind him, in the thick of the
blockade, Tod thought he heard shouts and the distant sound of breaking glass.

For asecond he stopped short. Breaking glass. Then it was himself he saw in the crowd, in the center of
town. Shouts dl around him, the press of bodies nearly sweeping him off hisfeet. Bricks were thrown,
rocks hurled through windows, matches touched to whatever would burn. Where they had gotten the
debris, Tod couldn’t remember and couldn’t imagine. He couldn’t imagine because the streets of Origh
were kept so clean, not to offend the Justices with the sight of waste. He couldn’t remember because he
had been drunk. He couldn’t remember what the riot had been about—what had so angered the
townspeopl e that they had scraped rocks from the ground to destroy whatever they could before the
Public Force came—because he had been drunk. That was enough of a crime on its own, even without
therioting. Tod had no idea how he' d gotten out of it, but he had, and he' d ended up at home, free and
frightened and deepless and sober. Sober enough to dream.



That had been four years ago. He had no taste for gin now, dmost. Only when he remembered the
dreams. He clamped his eyes shut, hard, asif the face of his nightmare were in the street in front of him,
and stumbled, hishand flung out for balance. Someone met his hand, grasped it, and steadied him. Then
something was pressed into his hand, buried deep in his palm. That someone was gone before Tod
opened hiseyes.

Behind him shouts were cut short, dull cracks sounding on bone or flesh. In front of him those people
who had gotten away were hurrying toward the edges of town. For amoment he stopped to look at the
wad of paper in hishand. It was anote, scribbled hastily.

Follow Nanian, not the law.

Tod dropped the paper likeit was ahot cod. Being found with it in his hands would be enough of a
crime. Those were the rioters, then. Mystics, Nanianists. Tod had never heard of people like that outside
of Cassle. Dabion wasn't acountry for religion. He kicked the note into the gutter—a strangely dirty
gutter—and started running.

Somehow he got out of Origh, onto the road home. When he was some distance away hefindly fdt it
was safeto turn and look behind him. No gray uniforms had followed him out of town. He sighed with
relief. Then he started thinking, confused, and looked behind him again. No one else was on the road,

ether. Where was his vistor? She must have been coming out of town, too. He started running again,

hoping she hadn’t beaten him home,

Thelittle mechanica clock on the mantel read just aminute before noon when Tod rushed through his
door. With afaint smile he dropped his package on histable, took a bregth, and lowered himsdf into a
chair. He would have time to rest, he thought asthe clock’ stinny bell began to ring. Then therewasarap
at the door. Tod jumped wearily to hisfeet. She must have awatch, he thought. That was foolish, though.
Only clerks had those things, officersin the Halls of Judtice. Hisfeet hurt from hislong run and this
irritated him so much that he forgot about wondering where his visitor had come from.

Tod opened the door. Elzith Kar stood outside. He regarded her for severa moments, thinking she did
not see him. She waslooking away, her head dropped casudly to the Sde asif surveying the herbsin his
neighbor’ sbox, and she said absolutely nothing to him. Any greeting Tod might have given seemed more
and more ridiculous astime went by, and so he only looked at her in the silence. Clothed in the manner of
Dabion’ sworking class, she wore aloose blouse of amute gray color, with abodice laced over it tofita
dight figure. Wedthier women now wore their bodicesinsde their dresses—so Tod had heard—and had
servants stitch the gown to the undergarment each morning. Elzith Kar was awasherwoman, perhaps,

but she seemed too thin to haul loads of washing. Was she alady’ smaid, forever stitching her mistress
into her clothing? Then Tod continued hisinventory and hated. The woman before him wore breeches.
Stranger ill, the breeches ended not at white stockings like his (though hiswere rather yellow) but at
boots, blackened leather pulled up to her knees. Boots like those worn in Mandera, the seaside country
to the south, or by the guards of the Public Force—

“Y our neighbor’ sathief,” Elzith said suddenly.
Tod opened his mouth but not even aridiculous greeting could come out thistime.

Thewoman was regarding him now. “Has he ever stolen from you?” Her voice was even and clear, her
words sharp at the edges. She spoke in acommand, though quietly enough that no one beyond his
doorway would hear her. It waslike the voice of a Justice, but no women worked in the Great Halls.

Shewaswatching him gtill. Tod felt himsdlf flush; he had not yet answered. “No,” he gasped. Elzith's
eyeswere green, steady, leveled on him in examination. Then, suddenly, she nodded. “Good,” she said,



only hdf to him, amoation of dismissad, and then, “ Shal | seetheflat now?’

Theflat wasthe lower floor of Tod's cottage, haf- buried in ahill. Here outside the city the land was
filled with smooth ralling hillsand valleys, blanketed with rich velvety grass. It was beautiful land,
peaceful, and amost empty. The cities of Dabion were scattered, built around the branches of the Great
Halls of Justice that were posted throughout the country: Insigh, Tanasigh, Kerr, Origh two miles away,
and others. Almogt al the remaining population had been ousted from the country generations before,
leaving the hillsand valleys nearly barren. The few commonerswho remained lived in cottages half-buried
in the dopes like the burrows of moles.

Tod stumbled alittle as he started down the steps that edged the dope of the hill, rough-hewn shards of
flagstone placed irregularly in the earth. Tod' s cottage was one of arow of three burrowed into this hill.
All three had lower floorswith doorsthat |et out at the bottom of the dope. Theinner stairwell that
accessed the lower floor in Tod' s cottage had been blocked to form a separate flat. The neighbors did
not use the outside steps, Widow Carther’ slower door, at the far end of the row, was even boarded
over.

“These stepsneed fixing,” Tod sad, hisvoicetripping, still alittle breathless from hisfrantic rush out of
town. “I’'m afraid they werelet go for along time—I just started trying to fix them up afew years ago. |
try to keep them clean, but the rain, you know, and mud, and then in the winter they get icy, then snow
coversthem up, and onceit mdtsin the spring...” Tod cut himsdlf short. Theriot, the note, they had
made him lose hiswits, and he was babbling like afool. He usually only spoke much in the company of
someone quieter than himself, and his great-aunt had been the last person to fit that description.

No taste for gin except when he remembered the dreams, his great-aunt’ s ghost face in them. He dmost
lost hisfooting completdly. It was too much to remember in one day. He swallowed hard and looked
around, searching for something e seto see. Behind him Elzith was navigating the steps, not sumbling at
al.

“I need to replace the stones, at any rate,” Tod said thickly. “1t's so hard to contact the landlord, though.
He' salesser Justice, of course.”

Tod did not expect his companion to finish histhought. “Of course,” said Elzith dryly, surprisng him.
“And what do they carefor us?’

Tod' s hand shook and rattled the keysin the lock. Speaking ill of the Justices was enough of acrime. He
had amad, sick sensation that the woman' s voice was carrying over the fields, where the guards massed
in the streets of Origh would hear it and come for her. For a second he was a so sure that she knew
exactly what had happened in the middle of town. He fumbled the door open and rushed Elzith inside.

The basement flat wastiny, cold, low-ceilinged. Morrn, Tod' sformer renter of Six years, hadn’t cared.

Morrn had been perfectly happy with theflat, until he' d been carried off to the Great Hall for keeping a
ditillery there. Three yearslater, the smdl of gin was dmost out of the floorboards and plastered walls.
Therenter Tod had had during those three years since Morrn left hadn’t seemed to mind, ether, but that
man had been aHeder. Heders were arace so strange, so mysterious, that Tod could say little about his
previousflameteat dl.

In the flat now was another mystery. Elzith made acircuit of the room in afew dirides, peering & the
walls, checking the skinny mattressfor fleas. She spent more time at the chest, opening its drawers and
looking insde them. Tod' simagination tried astring of explanations for her strange actions, then gave up.
Abruptly Elzith sraightened, fixing him with that gaze thet weighed him like abadance. “Isit available
today?’ she asked.



Tod floundered.
“Y ou have no other inquiries?’ Elzith restated.
Tod shook hishead. “No. Y ou could movein right now.”

“Good,” she answered, nodding asif she had known aready. She drew afold of notesfrom a pocket in
the breeches, confirmed the flat’ s price, and paid Tod for afull season. Hefailed to find another single
word. “Thekey,” Elzith prompted him after waiting slently for amoment.

“Yes,” mumbled Tod, fussngit off hisring. “But your things—"

“My things,” the woman said. She ushered Tod out of the flat that was now hers and locked its door. “I
will haveto get some.” Then she climbed theirregular steps up the dope and vanished behind the green
rise of the hill.
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“A tart, isshe?” Shaan Whedlwright pulled at his pipe and let out the smoke in broad rings of laughter.
“Strolled in herein her knickers, did she?’

Tod felt himsdlf redden and tried to keep his concentration on hiswork. “Not in her knickers,” he
corrected, telling himsalf to keep his voice steady, keep his knife steedy. “ She was wearing breeches.”
Theknife did through the paper smoothly.

His neighbor laughed on another puff of smoke and started coughing. “Well there’ sonly one reason a
woman’ swearing breeches, chap, and that’s so we' ll ook at them legs.” Shaan’ s round face was pink
with merriment. “ So did you see anything you like?’

Sash. Tod' sknife skidded off the fold in the paper and cut through awhole line of text. Tod gulped. The
book had ninety-six pages. Now he would have to cut apart the quarrels, unnest the stacks of folded
paper, get the ruined sheet printed again, and start over with his stitching. Hetried to bresthe evenly. He
would not lose histemper, hetold himsalf. No riot scenesin hishouse.

Shaan was bigger than he was, anyway, and could probably squash him under athumb like abug. “You
saw her yourself, Shaan,” he forced himsdlf to say coally. “ See anything you liked?’

“Aaah,” the man grumbled, “I only saw her as she was|eaving, through my window, and her halfway
down the road to town.” Shaan shook his head, looking sad as a marionette. Then he winked, grinned,
and said, “But I'll be seeing more of her soon, eh, mate?’

Tod turned his head aside to avoid the smoke flooding out of his neighbor’ sface. He found Shaan
overbearing but couldn’t ask the man to go away. Tod was familiar with the feding; he felt the same way
about his own brothers. He found himsalf eyeing Shaan suspicioudy. Why is he sitting so closeto my
desk?Did | see him open adrawer? His eyes half on Shaan, Tod brought the nested quartos closeto his
face, inserted the knife under the thread that held them together, and prepared to dice.

“So you don’'t know where she' sfrom, and you don’t know why she’ smoving in.” Shaan leaned in and
tried to get Tod' s attention by winking suggestively. “ And you don’t know what her busnessis.”

Tod frowned. “Nothing unlawful,” he uttered through closed teeth, trying hard to avoid Shaan's
suggestion. “Not after Morrn.”

“Poor Morrn,” Shaan was saying, shaking his head. “ A good chap, hewas.” Then his color came up



again and he leered. “ Shameif that’ strue about the girl, though. You'll havelost your chanceto get
deflowered.”

Tod put hisknife down before he could damage any more of hisbook. A protest lodged in the back of

histhroat, that he was twenty-seven and well past the deflowering age, but he wasn't really willing to start
cataloging his experiences for Shaan’ s amusement. Now Shaan was on hisfeet, strolling around the room
as he continued to bark stale laughs at his own dull joke. Where was he going? What was he looking for?

The mechanical clock started chiming.
“Damn and blagt,” Shaan muittered, “isthat thing right?”

Speechlesswith relief, Tod nodded. Shaan’s workday was asirregular as his own. While Tod did most
of hisbookbinding work out of his home rather than going into Origh, Shaan didn’t go into town until the
end of the day. Like most of Dabion’s commoners, Shaan' s family had never strayed from the work that
named them. The Whedlwrights did their businessin the late hours, mending and fitting the Justices
carriages with wheels at times when the carriages were not needed, so as not to disturb the process of
thelaw.

“Good luck ontheroads,” Tod put in, glad to change the subject. “ They were dl blocked up this
morning. Something going on in the middle of town. Public Force dl over.” They cracked the chandler’s
skull, he thought but didn’t say. There were mystics there, the guards arrested them, they’ re sure to be
executed. Tod felt ashamed, using them to shut up Shaan. But there was nothing he could do.

Shaan tapped out his pipe onto Tod' s hearth, muttering under his breath. He was overbearing and he had
no love for the Public Force, but he would never take the risk of saying what he truly thought of them
doud. “Well, if there s something to befound out, I'll find it out. I'll missyour renter’ sarriva, though.
Give her my regardd” He winked and raised his hand in cheery farewell ashelet himsdlf out.

Tod lifted hishand and smiled tightly.

When Shaan was gone he took a dustpan, swept up the ashes from the man’ s pipe, and carried them out
to dump in the street, in front of Shaan’ s door. “No wind?’ he challenged the sky, expecting agust to
blow the ash back into his home. He looked up the street and saw no thin silhouette approaching
opposite Shaan’ sthick one; Elzith was late enough that she would not have to ded with the man yet.

But where was she? Somehow the excuse of riots and guardsin Origh did not fed like the answer.

Tod looked down to check that the ash pile was till lying quietly in place. As he turned back toward his
own door his eyes grazed over the herb boxes that were arrayed along Shaan’ sfront wall. Beside them
lay alittle pile of tools: trowel, spade. And concealed aong the length of one of the boxes, along,
heavy-handled rake. It wastoo large for such small gardening. Shaan might have used it for keeping the
grasson the hill, but Tod knew he did no such work. Under a casual sprinkling of dirt, the tineswere
rusty with disuse. Tod stood before his door, where Elzith had stood that afternoon, his head tilted at the
same angle hers had been as he looked at the partly hidden rake.

He d felt uneasy with Shaan in his house this afternoon, but then he' d had no more than a suggestion that
the man was acrimind. He hadn’t been able to imagine glass breaking under a heavy wooden handle, or
the brittle sound of it shattering and the shower of glassy shards. Y our neighbor’ sathief.

Tod shivered and darted into his house.

It wastoo late for any more work. Tod would go to the printer’ stomorrow to replace the quarto that



he' d damaged. He still had moreto do; he' d falen behind, but that would wait until later. In thelast hour
of hisday, he would turn to matters of hisown.

Hedid not follow the usud tradition. Tod Redtanner was a bookbinder. His family—father, aging
grandfather with hands gnarled beyond use, two elder brothers following in the business of tanning—had
al ridiculed him. A foolish trade, bookishness. Weak and unmanly. Only the Justices were S0 learned,
and he had no reason to act so proud. Tod had tried to learn the family craft; he’ d been no good at it. He
hed failed at everything from dressing the skinsto mixing the dyesthat gave the leather its characteristic
red tone, afamily heritage handed down like an inheritance. He, the youngest, had received nothing. At
elghteen, after four fruitless years of gpprenticeship, Tod had left hisfamily.

It had been Morrn’s suggestion to lease the cottage, to block the inner stairs and make two separate
flats, to sublet the lower one to him. Tod had gone aong with everything, these plans fed to him by
someone he hardly knew. If Tod hadn’t been so blind with shame and anger at hisfamily, he might have
realized how bad aplan it was. Morrn dready had acrimina record—only petty crimes, he' d assured
Tod, but enough to blacklist his name with dl the Lesser Justices who owned the tenements of Dabion.
That was why hewanted Tod' s name on the lease. If Tod hadn’t been so blind, he might have
recognized the trouble in store when he found Morrn’ s till, but he fooled himsdlf into using it to hisown
advantage. He had dready started drinking, two years earlier, when his brothers had taken him across
the border to Karrim, where distilleries and other illegal businesses operated out of the sight of the distant
Dabionian government. If he' d had less temper, Tod might have quietly cast aside hisbrothers’ influence.
But he had things to drown out, shame and dreams, nightmare faces, so he went to Morrn more than

willingy.

Noise from the street shook Tod from his unhappy thoughts. He went to the window. In the distance, a
cart rolled by. He ran to the back window, thinking Elzith might have wa ked past the door and was
headed down the steps, but he saw no one.

He sat down at histable again. It was no good to resurrect old guilt, he knew that. He should think of
other things. It did no good to fret over his new renter, either. She would be like the Healer who had
lived in hisdowngtairsflat for thelast three years. Like him, she would come and go as she pleased, with
no tiesto Tod' s life. He had no reason to hope for anything else, no reason to feel sorrow over it. He
sghed, trying to convince himself, and reached for hisneedle.

Kéler had taught him the bookbinding. Tod had gone to the printer looking for some sort of work shortly
after leaving hisfather’ s house, on one of the rare mornings when he woke and remained sober long
enough to redlize he had no money. He had wandered into town, knowing therewasawadl in front of the
printer’ s shop where public notices were posted and hoping that he would find advertisement for work.
When he found the shop, he discovered that it had rained the night before, arain he had not heard or
remembered, and with his head still muddied he was unable to make any sense of the smeared script on
the crinkled scraps of paper. Desperation kept him from leaving. He stared at the notices, counting them
over and over, trying to tell himsdlf that he’ d be able to read them once the pain in his head went away.
Tod didn't redlize how long he had lingered at the printer’ s doorstep until he heard Kdler call out to him,
inagruff, rattling voice like whedls on cobblestones, “Wall, if you'rejust going to stand and block up my
door, come give ahand here.”

Tod at first became arunner for Keller, ddivering the printer’ swaresto his customers. He had been at
the doors of every Lesser Hdll of Justice in the town of Origh, every clerk’ s office, even the Great
Hall—just once, when he stood at the mouth of the servants' tunnel, at the foot of the enormous flight of
stairs reaching upward to the giant halowed doors. It had been asimplejob, and he' d had dmost no
delays, even when gin-lost. He never betrayed hisillega habit by failing to deliver an order. Then Morrn



was arrested and Tod could no longer pay the landlord.

Hewent to Keller’ s shop to ask hisemployer’ sleave, expecting he would have to return permanently to
hisfather’ s house. But the printer did not give hisleave. Tod had waited as Keller walked about his shop,
sorting through drawers and boxes of type, clinking metal |etters together as he searched for something.
Finaly he drew out a pouch, upended it, and dumped its contentsin a shower of scattered words, and
tossed the pouch to Tod. Tod caught it, barely, not understanding.

“Were you sober when you made that?” Keller asked.

Tod looked at the pouch, vaguely remembering having stitched it from ascrap of irregular leather. It was
badly matched, poorly colored, but the stitches were even and straight. “More or less,” he answered.

The printer had approached him then, crossing the room in long strides, and he grasped Tod' s head with
hisinky hands. He looked at Tod, holding his head so Tod couldn’t look away, and examined hiseyes as
he might examine a page he'd printed. “ Are you now?’ Keller had asked.

Tod had nodded solemnly.

“Thentry thisfor me,” Kdler said, releasing Tod' s face and hunting out some thread, aglover’ sneedle,
and sheets of paper he had discarded for stains or errors. He folded the sheets into fourths and made
quarrels by nesting them inside each other. “I did thisonce, yearsago,” Kdller told Tod, in the broken
speech helapsad into while working, words strung out like the metd letters scattered on hisworktable,
“but it takestime. A lot of time.” He threaded the needle and stabbed it through the sheets &t their fold.

“I think | havetime,” Tod replied.

Keler had worked for the Justices dl hislife; he knew how to manage them. He marketed Tod's
sarvices to them for less than their own bookbinders were paid, and when Tod' swork became known
for itsquality, Keller raised hisrates. What Keller hadn’t known was that one of the displaced
bookbinderswas arelative of Tod'slandlord, and the landlord raised hisrent. Tod found anew tenant to
sublet the lower floor to and went on with hiswork.

What he worked on now, late at night, was not ajob for hire. It was abook of hisown, an unusua
book, irregularly bound, made up of notices and sheets of different sizes, leaves saved from ajourna
he’ d written as a child. He was amost ready to cover it, but now he thought he wanted to add more
pages. It was not yet finished.

How did he know? Tod shuddered. There was an imagein hismind again, afaint thought, a snatch of
dream suddenly remembered. It troubled him, this shade caling to him from the shadows at the corners
of hiseyes, hiding when he turned, swelling when he closed his eyes until it was swallowed by other,
darker dreams.

His eyes snapped open. It was late, and Tod knew he should take these wild thoughts as signs that he
was short of deep. He put his book away, folding the pages gently and storing them in abox, then he
went to the window, which he' d |eft open to the late-spring air, to shut it.

There was someone outside.

Tod jumped a step back, shook his head, rubbed his eyes. He was seeing things, making shadows out of
fatigue, hetold himsdf, that was al. There was no one on the street, nothing out in the foothills. Even
Shaan wasn't due homefor hours, safely at work—if he' d made it there—and away from hisrake and its
illicit threet.



But there was something on the street, lurking at the side of the hill that curved away from Tod' sdoor. A
figure, cloaked. It broke away from the hill and approached. Tod could not move. He might have been
trembling, his heart might have thudded and his bresth might have raced, but he could fed none of it. The
figure came near, facing Tod outside the glasdess window. Tod' s hands tightened on the shutters but he
could not close them. Thefigure' s cloak was colorlessin the dim light of ahaf-moon, and fromwithinits
hood he faced Tod. Lamplight from inside the house illuminated the shadowed visage, the skin that
seemed too pale, snatches of hair braided and bound in streaks of color, and the piercing eyes. They
were not Smply penetrating like Kdller's, those eyes, or secret like Elzith's. These were eyesthat did not
belong in thisworld. Tod had seen such eyes before.

In astartled rush Tod found his arms and dammed the shutters closed. He felt his heart hammering with
such force he was sure his body couldn’'t contain it. He felt the breath that he couldn’t catch, his hands
numb and trembling. He fastened the latches on the shutters. And waited. And, reluctantly, unfastened
them. He looked out on the street again. No one was there.
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There was aknock at the door. It was light and quiet; Jereth might have mistaken it for amouse or a
servant or some other inconsequential noisein the old Hall. Certainly any passerby was meant to mistake
it as such. It was as Jereth expected, the summons to this most secret of meetings.

It would not do to call out to the messenger. Jereth would have to go to the door, open it silently, and be
prepared to accompany hisguide. First he would finish his preparations, though. He examined his
reflection in the narrow, smoke-colored mirror afind time. Only fifty- eight, yet Jereth fet likean old
man, aged past histime, hisface gray and wizened like withered fruit, his eyes dark with unfocused
dampness. He scowled at the image that |ooked back at him with weak jaw and drooping brows. The
somber black of his clothes—plain jacket, long vest, breeches—washed out the olive coloring of hisskin
and made him look like an invalid, pae and withering. Not that he would wear anything e se, of course.
The garments were the uniform of the Jugtices. Anything lesswould be like the weeds of acommoner.
Anything bright of color or rich in decoration was unthinkable; such garments were Manderan, from the
time before the economic collapse twenty years since and the recovery that had been led by Dabion.
Jereth was an helr to the power of Justice and he would, findly, comeintoit.

With areflex of salf-consciousness, Jereth ran his hands through his close-cropped hair. His head felt
strange and cold with no covering, its hair shorn to bristle lengths. In the glass he caught a glimpse of an
ancient creature, hairless with age or disease. Quickly he turned away, resting his eyes upon thewig on
its stand.

The peoples of Dabion and her neighboring countries of Karrim, Mandera, and Cassile possessed a
uniform coloring of olive skin and dark hair. Azass, thefifth of the Five Countries, was marked by the
red hair and ruddy coloring of her people. The wig, however, anew and elaborate ornament fashioned of
long, curled locks, was blond. Such coloring was to be found on aforeign people, in the land of Biora,
secluded by distance and mountainsin the extreme northwest. So Jereth was told; he had not been to
Bioraand had never seen her people. Y et he now found himsdlf the guardian of Bioran culture and its
gateway to the Five Countries, anew role, a powerful one. Jereth set the wig upon his head and adjusted
it blindly, with only hisfingertips guiding its position dong histemples, so that it was set in place when he
turned back to the mirror. The face confronting him was anew and foreign one. It was not weak, not an
invalid, not withered, but strange and secret and strong. It was not the face of a Lesser Justice whose
career was pocked with failure and who had little to do in hislong remaining years but wait to die. The
knock sounded again. Jereth blew out the candle and opened the door to his summoner.

The man outside, cloaked in shadowy garments and utter silence, led Jereth through the corridors of the



Great Hal. The Great Hall of Justicein Insigh was the center of Dabionian law, the home of itsgoverning
body intheland' s capita city. It had been the seat of power throughout the past two centuries of
Dabionian Civil Rule, but the building had been erected even earlier, and the grest cornerstones bore the
mark 200 c.c, the date of the establishment of the Common Caendar in the Five Countries. Bioran,
Jereth thought. The Common Caendar was Bioran, brought to the Five Countries by early traveling
scholars, five hundred years ago, in the time that no books recorded and no men remembered.

And I, the old Justice breathed to himself, imagining his voice to be deep and resonant asaforeigner’s
might be, | shall be the one to bring the secrets back to them.

He listened to the striking of his hard-hedled shoes on the ancient stone stairs, heard it echo inthe
deserted air of the descending passageway. Jereth had never been in this part of the Hall. Lost in his
thoughts, he had failed to note the direction he' d come from or when he' d started descending. Surely he
was below ground. Abruptly his guide brought him to the foot of the stair, and Jereth found himself
garing at ablank wall. He turned and saw thefaint light of the last lamps, above them, fifty yards higher
up the stairway. Then the guide opened some secret door and Jereth was swept into blackness.

“Takemy hand,” uttered the guide, and as the door swung shut behind him, Jereth was just able to see
the man’ s hand stretched out to himin the last light. He clasped it, ayoung, strong, sure hand, as hefelt
his own grow shaky with an old man’s pasy. Jereth sumbled, certain he would trip, plunge down a
stairway or an unseen precipice. He could not hear his footsteps, the floor was earthen. How wasthe
guide finding their way? Panic scattered dl of Jereth’ s thoughts. He would be lost, an old, forgotten
pebble beneath the feet of important men, trampled in adirty pathway in some cavern. Nervous,

hopel ess blood pounded in his ears; he thought he might have heard himsdlf cry doud. He strained to
hear. Lot and humiliated—that was hisfate. But as he listened he did not hear the cry of hisvoice, only a
rough dipping noise, something dragging, agloved hand on arope, like alaborer pulling some heavy

load.

Jereth’ sheart jumped. Thismemory horrified him more than the threat of falling into an unseen chaam.
The laborers, the rough, dirty men who had fathered hisfamily, would be discovered under Insigh’s
scrutiny. Jereth would be discredited, not only lost and humiliated. Vainly he reached for something,
anything, to pull himsdlf out of thisterror, and hisfree hand flew above him. It skidded coarsdly into the
dry twine of arope strung over his head, tied with many knots and merged with branchesthat might
divert intrudersinto blind paths of amaze. It was only arope, with which the guide was finding their
route, that was dl. Jereth was not lost, not hopeless. His heart began to dow. He had nearly regained his
composure by the time his guide opened another door before him, and he was blinded with light from
within.

“Ah, my lords, hereisour Advisor.” A voicerang in astrangely echoing chamber. Jereth blinked, unable
to clear hisvision, and he heard the voice grow closer. “1 trust you were brought here safely. The
passageis, admittedly, disconcerting. Each of uswas somewhat troubled, you might say, when we first
came here. Y ou do understand our need for secrecy.”

Through afilm that stubbornly clouded his eyes, Jereth saw the face that matched the condescending
voice come into focus. The spesker was dressed in the same uniform that Jereth wore, yet his had none
of the weathered and funereal ook of Jereth’s. He was not many years younger than Jereth, but his
wrinkled face had the qudity of fineleather, and his brushed chin- length hair had the sheen of slver. He
smiled smoothly into Jereth’ swatery eyes. Jereth despised him at once.

“My lords,” the smooth man said, turning elegantly toward the room. “May | present Justice Advisor
Jereth PAoman.” Jereth stiffly mimicked the man’ sturn. The room he stood in was circular, waled in
polished wood thet reflected aring of lamps hung below the incline of adomed ceiling. Eight men



regarded him from around a U-shaped table. The smooth man led Jereth toward the opening between
the arms of the U, where a podium stood stacked with the man’s neat papers. A second podium stood
besdeit, vacant, waiting for Jereth. He had nothing to place on it; his hands felt awkwardly empty.

Jereth was gtartled from his nervousness by aregd and weighty voice. “Welcome, Justice Advisor,” said
the man at the center of thetable, “to the Circle.”

There had been no monarchy in the Five Countries since before the Common Caendar, except in Azass,
where the people perssted in their barbaric structure of clansand chieftains. Such tribaism could hardly
be caled roydty, though. The man at the center of the table, however, was as nearly aking as any figure
from the peasant lore of Jereth’s childhood. His appearance was even more perfect than thefirst man's,
hisfacefiner and hisslver hair bright with an etheredl shine. He seemed taller than the other men, as
much because of his demeanor as hishigher chair. The richness of his garments and the manner in which
he wore them belied their black smplicity. Jereth felt asif he' d shrunk to the Size of a barefoot peasant
child.

“Allow me the honor of presenting to you,” the smooth man intoned, “Lord Councilor Muhrroh.” Jereth
caught his breath and bowed minutdly. The Lord Councilor was the head of Dabion’sruling body. The
Lord Justiceswho led Dabion’ s six digtricts and to whom the local Justices reported were under the
direction of the Lord Councilor. Jereth guessed that the other men seated around the table were the Six
Lord Justices; indeed, when he looked at the faces he recogni zed that of Hysthe, head of Jereth’ shome
district in the northeast corner of Dabion. Hysthe wore awig, as Jereth expected, and he watched Jereth
with the attitude of aproud father, though the man was barely forty. Jereth looked away from hisown
Lord Justice, and he noticed with something like joy that two more men wore wigs aswell.

The introduction continued. “Lord Justice Frahn of District One, Lord Justice Jannes of Digtrict Two.”
The two men bowed flax-crowned heads. District Two was of little note to Jereth, arectangle of land in
the southwestern corner, wedged between agriculturad Karrim and errant Mandera. District One,
however, was the seet of the capitd. Frahn’s support was encouraging.

“Lord Justices Timbrel and Nossdlin of Didtricts Three and Four.” Didtrict Three was more innocuous
than Two, bordered by the Azassian mountains on the east and on the south by Siva, aland so foreign
beyond itsisolating cliffsthat it was not counted among the Five Countries. Timbrel had the sort of face
that was forgotten as soon asit was out of sight, and Nosselin, whose jurisdiction sat above Didtrict
Three, was known as a stubborn cynic even to those who had never met him.

“Y ou know Lord Justice Hysthe, of course, and finally, Lord Justice Varzin of Digtrict Sx.” Varzin's
jurisdiction was on the banks of Lake Azin, which separated the northwest corner of Dabion from
Sor'rai, another land not counted among the Five Countries. The entire region was shadowed in rumor
and enigma, and Varzin, with his dark eyes and inscrutable expression, was nearly as unnerving asthe
land from which he came. Jereth’ s eyes darted back toward the man standing beside him. “I am
Secretary to the Council, Justice Bint. We are the Circle.”

“We are pleased to have you herein Insigh,” Frahn said. “With al respect to Lord Justice Hysthe, of
course, who will belosing you.”

“Of course” replied Hysthe, in the same liquid mercury voice that Bint used. Jereth smiled appropriately.
Hysthe had never supported him before, not until he learned that Jereth had collected alibrary of Bioran
writings, and that the Bioran influence was beginning to be felt in Digtrict One.

“We are anxiousto sharein your learnings of Bioran philosophy,” said Jannes. “ All we have yet seen was
brought to us by merchants. It will be preferable to be directed by a Justice.”



“Y et Insgh opened a school of Bioran philosophy seven years ago, on no better word than that of
merchants.” Thiswas voiced sourly by Nossdlin.

Lord Councilor Muhrroh responded with an ageless calm. “ And with the assistance of the Justice
Advisor, this school and other schoolsthat will follow it shal be enriched. Thereis great support for
Bioran thought in our land, and itsrationdity will undoubtedly help in the resolution of conflictsin
Manderaand Cassile. Varzin, what are your thoughts?’

All eyesturned toward the end of the table nearest Jereth. Varzin was the eldest man in the room and
thereby accorded the most respect, but his demeanor would have commanded awe at any age. Hewas
slent for severa breaths before replying, and the room waited on hiswords asif time had stopped.
“Rationdity,” the Lord Justice began, in avoice as quiet and commanding as Muhrroh's, “is certainly to
be desired. It will give us the weapon we require findly to subdue the mystics.”

“Wewill be closing the monasteriesin Cassile, of course,” agreed Frahn.

A murmur of accord filtered about the room. Jereth nodded obediently. The mystics were dangerous—
everyone knew that. Their threat had to be eliminated. If asked to articulate that threat, Jereth would
stumble, reaching fruitlesdy for words to describeit. Thisdidn’t matter, though. It was not Jereth’ s duty
to understand.

“And how many of these monasteries are there?” Nosselin demanded. “ How much longer will these
lessons delay their closure?’

“The process has aready begun,” another voice said. Jereth realized he had neglected thefind maninthe
room, asmal, white-haired, nondescript man standing at Muhrroh's shoulder. He had not been
introduced. He still was not.

“Let usalow our guest to prepare hislessons, then.”
Muhrroh said, putting the discussion at an end. “We will consult with you when you are ready. Bint.”

At the Lord Councilor’ s beckoning the Secretary directed Jereth to the door. Jereth paused for a
moment to bow again to the assembly, then he spoke. “Thank you, my lords.” His voice was surprisngly
even. He dmost felt optimism at hisrising fate. Then Bint opened the door and ushered Jereth into the
darkness.

4

Tod garted awake with avast painin his neck. He tried to move his head but it was stuck, and when he
tried to stretch hislimbs he found his body was numb. He had falen adeep folded into his doorway.

It was |ate afternoon and the air was starting to carry achill. Tod fdt it on hisface athough he could not
yet fed it on his hands, and he redlized how much of the day he had lost. The morning had been
productive, until he found the book he' d botched the day before and blissfully forgotten about, and at
noontime he' d gone to Keller’ sto have the damaged sheet reprinted. There were no guards blocking
Origh’ s streets thistime, but people gathered in scattered clumps al over town, and it took Tod long
enough to dodge through them. He tried not to linger and listen to their gossip as he passed. “ Twenty of
them arrested,” one voicetrickled out to him. “No, only six,” said another, “but dl of them shave-headed
monks.”

“Of course they weren’t shaved, but they did have those papers, those mystic writings.”



“No, they didn’t!” aclerk with ashrill voice shouted to no onein particular as he pushed around Tod and
into Keller’sshop. “And if there were such papers,” he added, with athreatening look at Kdller, “they
had better not have been printed here.”

Tod blanched, and hisfist clenched involuntarily asif he were still holding the forbidden note that had
been passed to him the day of theriot. Keller, though, ignored the clerk’ swords and went straight to the
cabinet where the finished jobs were stored. The clerk changed tack and started complaining about the
state of the prints, ink too dark on one page and too light on another, margins too wide or too narrow.
Tod knew hewouldn’t get Kdller' s attention for awhile, so he went to the window to look out while he
waited, and found himsalf watching a squad of the Public Force asthey strode through the streets. They
were aformidable sight, these keepers of the Justices laws, buttoned stiffly into their steel-gray jackets
that were crossed over the shoulder and around the waist with black |eather belts, ticks and lethd pistols
buckled at their Sdes. They marched as evenly as soldiersin childhood stories of war, the sound of their
sepsringing in the sreets. War was athing of old history and children’ stales, doubtful to be seen again
inthisage of order and the Public Force s gunpowder. Trouble like whatever had happened yesterday
was cleaned up in the blink of an eye. Tod recaled watching atroop of Public Force guardsmen
dismantle the downgtairs till and carry Morrn away in shackles, from the window in Shaan’sflat where
Tod waslucky enough to have been when the Force came. He was also lucky to have been unconscious
when they returned later to question Morrn’ s neighbors.

AsTod tried to brush these things out of hismind and get his breath to dow, something caught hiseye. A
narrow female face among the Public Force? Elzith? Tod opened the door dightly and peered out for a
better view. He did not see Elzith, but there was an irregularity among the rank and file of the Public
Force: aline of guards clad entirely in black, without the sticks but retaining the heavy pistols and their
accompanying sacks of powder and shot, asilent threet of strength.

“Out of my way!” snapped the clerk at Tod' s back. He had to abandon his observation of the guardsin
the street to step aside for the clerk, who somehow managed to look down his nose at Tod even though
he was a good head shorter. “Commoner!” the clerk added unpleasantly. For once, Tod did not haveto
check hisoutrage at being insulted. He was too preoccupied with the redlization that he hadn’t seen Elzith
that morning. He hadn’t seen her a all since she moved in the day before. It was an hour’ swalk between
Origh and the hill where Tod lived, and in the steadily warming afternoons, the walk home was growing
more and moretiring. Arriving at hisdoor, Tod knew he should get back to work. He wanted to watch
for Elzith, though, and didn’t want to miss her return. Tired, he sat down in the doorway, where he had a
good view of the road from town. He only planned to rest for amoment. It wasn't long before he dozed
off. Hewas haf-aching, haf-numb, and entirely annoyed with himsdlf for wasting the day by thetime he
woke. When fedling findly returned to hisfingers he ran them through his hair and rubbed his eyes.
“Foal,” he muttered softly to himsdlf, but he felt no anger. For amoment he was proud of himself.

Then he fet that he was being watched.

The memory of last night’s prowler shot into his head forcefully. It wasn't dark, though, and Tod was
utterly unable to imagine that otherworldly facein the light. Cautioudy heraised his head and found Elzith
standing above him.

“Y ou shouldn’t leave your door open,” she said.

Tod had intended to say “Y ou're back” or “Y ou’ ve been gone so long,” but now such remarks seemed
slly. Uncomfortably helooked over his shoulder at Shaan’s door, at the rake under his box, and edged
himsdlf to theinside of hisdoorway. “1 shouldn’'t?’ he echoed.

Elzith nodded, peering critically at Tod. By the time he looked back up at her she had turned and started



toward the steps down.

“Elzith!” Tod cried suddenly. “Can | invite you to dinner?’ He paused in hisown surprise, feding hisface
redden. “Hospitality, you know. I’'m not so good at it but | think | should try.”

She watched him for amoment. He couldn’t tell whether she was congdering his offer or considering him
afool. But then shenodded. “Yes. Yes, you may invite me.”

Not that Tod had much to offer. He hurried into hisflat and cleared a stack of paper and boards from the
half of the table that had seen no guests since the Hedler who'd lived downgtairs. That seemed like ages
ago, the one and only time that Tod had entertained his enigmatic former renter. Now he dragged achair
away from the fireplace where Shaan liked to sit and pulled it to the table opposite his chair, then cleared
more partly finished books from hishaf of the table and stacked them on the steps of the unused
staircase. He looked at the space on the table and couldn’t remember what to do next. It had been too
long. Plates, bread, cheese. He thought he had applesin his pantry. “| think | have sausages, too,” he
thought out loud, searching through that little closet.

“Don’t put yoursdf out,” Elzith said, Stting calmly in the chair, which she had canted allittle at an angle.
“I'll have plenty here”

Tod backed out of his pantry, askillet in his hand, confused. Unsure what to do with the skillet, he set it
on the stove and began to fry the sausages anyway.

“Oh, pleasedon’t wait,” he said afew minutes later, noticing that Elzith had touched nothing while he was
cooking. He a'so noticed the angle of her chair. It occurred to Tod that if she'd left her chair straight,
facing his, it would have put her back to the door. Why would she be so concerned? And what made
him think of it? She reached for an apple and Tod turned back to the stove.

Elzith had finished her apple and was starting on a bit of bread by the time Tod cameto thetable. He
became aware of the slence but could think of nothing to say, so he busied his mouth with eating. Elzith
was casudly surveying hisflat. He watched her eyes make acircular path from the door, acrossthe front
window, the mantelpiece with its clock, the stove and pantry, himsdlf across the table, the door behind
him that led to his bedroom, the desk cluttered with paper and boards and rectangles of |eather and pots
of glue, the downward staircase. The clock chimed the hour and Tod jumped dightly at the sound.
Elzith’' s eyes drifted back to the timepiece but she did not react. She finished the morsdl of bread, and as
Tod hadn’t taken an apple, she reached for a second one.

“Don’t you like sausages?” Tod asked meekly.

She chewed camly, undisturbed by Tod' s asking her aquestion at the moment she' d taken abite. “I
can't eat them,” she said at length.

“Can't eat them?’ said Tod, puzzled. *'Y ou mean they make you Sick?’

“Inamanner of speaking.” Shetook another bite and left Tod despairing of further information. He gave
up, Sghed, and went back to hismedl. Asif thiswere acue, Elzith continued. “I had an injury to my gut.
The Hedler who mended metold me | could no longer eat anything but what came out of the ground or
the water. | wonder sometimesif he could have mended me better but Ieft me thisway to play atrick on
me”

Tod frowned. The lawmakers ascribed such trickery to the Hedlers, of course, but Tod found it hard to
believe. Elzith watched him frown, her eyes hdf-interested, watching for something. Tod didn’t know
what to say.



“I'm sure hewould tell me hedid it to teach me alesson,” shefinaly concluded.

Tod took abreath and Sighed it out in relief. He didn’'t have to reved histhoughts after al. Hetried to
remember what he' d served the Hedler who' d come to dinner that onetime. “1 don’t have any turnips,
I’'m afraid. Or carrots.”

“Don’'t worry yoursdlf.” Elzith looked straight at him as she spoke, and Tod let her hold hiseyesfor a
moment before the contact became too disconcerting and he looked away. He looked up again a
moment later and found her still watching him. Her mouth was dightly open, caught amost unawaresin a
long breath. On another person it would have been an expression, it might have betrayed surprise or
some other emotion, but on Elzith' s stedly face it only made Tod uncomfortable. He retreated back to the
view of hisplate. When helooked at her athird time she was again glancing casualy at the clock.

“This—thisHealer,” Tod asked, “how long ago did you see him?” That must be it, he thought
reasonably. The man who had stood outside his window the night before had the desperately strange
eyes, gray green blue and aways changing, of aHeder. That must have been what he was, Tod soothed
himsdf. Smply aHeder asking after Elzith’ shedth.

“Why?" Elzith asked flatly, facing thefireplace.

“Someone was by last night,” replied Tod, trying to sound as casud as she, and not doing aconvincing
job of it. “He looked abit like aHedler. Might have been looking for you.” He decided not to mention
damming the shuttersin the man’ sface. Looking back, it seemed rather rude.

When Elzith looked back toward Tod, her face had resumed the expressiveness of awall. “I can’t
imagine hewas. But I [l keep an eye out for him.” She placed the second apple core on the plate. “ Thank
you for dinner, it was most kind. Now | hopeyou'll excuse me.”

Tod watched her stland with his mouth full, and hurriedly he rose to open the door for her, only catching
up to her as shewas dready halfway through it. He wasn't good at hospitality, he thought glumly, not at
al. But Elzith wasn't an easy guest. He caught alast glimpse of her before she disappeared around the hill
and down the steps: black shirt, black breeches, black boots. No jacket, though, and no belt or pistol.
But shelooked very pae, out there in the shadows. Too pae, and abit too tall. She didn’t look back or
wave goodbye. Tod's somach tightened, the food cold in his mouth. She was redlly gone, he thought,
and he should close the door. But she’ d never answered his question, redlly, about when she' d beento
the Hedler.

5

Coincidences mock me. My lifeis chaos, of course, repetitive though it may beinitsgrinding
endlessness. Everything isthe same, but nothing isthe same. | wastraveling again, to some new place,
somewhere I’ ve never been before but ajourney like so many others, step after endless step. There
should be no coincidences.

There would be no reason for the Healer to come. It was only twelve days ago that we parted company,
when | |eft the north coast with hishill of health and anearly empty belly. Hedlers don’t wander around
following their patients. They finish their business and go on. The sameistrue of thisone, except he goes
nowhere. Heisblind. I’ ve never wasted time wondering why he' s never hedled himself; Hedersare
strange that way. Loyd got him, certainly, dug him out of some prison or asylum where he' d been locked
up because he couldn’t get away. He' s part of the camp there now, on the north coast. He can't leave,
can't follow meif hewanted to, or if he were able to seethe way.

But it had to be him.



Coincidences mock the game. There' sno sensein them, no reason, no evidence that can be pieced
together to solve them. There sno reason the Hedler should come. | could look for the evidence that
would explain it and find nothing.

No, it couldn’t be him. These thoughts were usdless. | kept marching, urged forward in thoughtless ranks
with the other guards. We were suited up in black, to match the Justices we were assigned to watch.
They were leaving Dabion, going out into the wide wide world on their important business, and they
needed us specidly to take care of them and do their dirty work. And not to ask questions. We followed
our orders and we marched, our boots pounding the earth asif the Justices wanted it punished for the
insolence of existing. None of uslooked at one another; none of us wondered what mad thoughts we
entertained ourselves with as the rhythm of the march vibrated our sensesout of us.

Mad thoughtsare dl | havel€ft. I've aholein my belly and onein my mind. Cracks, scars, likethe
pockmarks of coincidence. They’ re points of weakness, breachesin my armor. If | let them through
they’d break me. I’d lose thisway. | knew better. There’ sno way the Hedler could have come, no
reason he would have, so it’s doubtful it was him. It was someone el se, then. Someone dse. | didn’'t have
enough information to speculate who. There was nothing to be done for it now. We were marching to
Cassle,

They were sending usto close down the monasteries. The mystics were dangerous—that was Dabion’s
officid word. Unarmed, unskilled, half-starved, these men and women whaose eyes were more on the
invisible beyond than this world somehow had the power to scare the Justices as much as any army

they’ d ever fought. Now we were going to disband them, arrest them, kill them if they didn’t submit.
Because the eyes of the mystics were not on Dabion, not on the law. Nanianism had the nerve to suggest
there was something beyond the law, and Dabion couldn’t tolerate the threet.

Yearsago | went to Cassile, back when | was till playing spy for them, before they decided | wasn't
good for thework anymore and they handed me over to the military. Back then—that was twelve days
ago. But it' sheen years sinceit wasagame. | went to one of the villagesin Cassile, those clumps of
humanity that stab the landscape between monasteries, inhabited by people who haven’t become monks
yet. Oncethevillageswerefull of millsthat made velvet for Mandera, in the days when Manderahed
money. Now they make velvet for Dabion, for the Justices who pretend they don’t have money. But the
Judtices thought there were men in that village who still had dedlings with Mandera, tiesto some criminad
cell that was plotting the demise of the Five Countries. | went to that village and watched al the people,
the managers of the mills, the weavers bent over their looms. | watched them tear their fingers asthe cloth
crept out inch by inch, watched them argue with the clerks who came to collect the taxes, watched the
few who had an ideato resist get thrown down on the ground. | collected every one of their words and
reported them to the big men. That was my first coincidence: The man | gave my report to wasonel’d
met before, one I’ d never expected to see again. Not one of those words | gave him had anything to do
with Mandera. The Justices were wrong. But those words | collected said something else, something
about Nanianism. The villagers had religion, and they were telling others about it. Nanianism was
spreading. It had to be stopped.

So now | was going to fight the big men’ s battles for them, as| ways have. | went into Sivafor them,
got attacked by my second coincidence, and came out with aholein my mind. Then | tripped over the
third coincidence when | went to Manderafor them, and left with aholein my gut. | dropped through
that hole and out of the spy trade—they can’t use me now with such avisible scar, one that even the
Heder with dl his magic couldn’t mend. Or wouldn’t mend, I’ [l never know. The big men can't just et
me go, of course, so they put me away in the Black Force where a thousand men with guns can watch
me, make sure | don’t give away any secrets, make sure every step | takeis straight and tedious, with no
coincidences. But I’ ve dropped into another coincidence anyway. What will | leave with thistime?



But it might have been nothing, no connection, not the Hedler at al. Tod might not have known what he'd
seen. He hadn’t seen the rusted rake at his neighbor’ sbox, atool his neighbor would never need for any
legitimate reason. Tod wasn't the sort to question. He didn’t push me when | baited him with half
answers. He sthe sort | might call trustworthy. If | could trust.

Then there were his eyes—so widely, truthfully open. He offered me hospitality, not a bribe, not atrick.
Real generosity. He was honest.

| wouldn't pursue this lead, though. Tod could give me nothing. | would have to wait until | saw more
mysdf. I’ ve never hated waiting before. I’ ve spent whole winters waiting, tracking my subjects and biding
my time until | had the chance to catch single words, ice flakes of information. | would never before have
been upset by the smell of damned sausageswhen | couldn’t eat any. Cracks, scars, points of weakness.

The bridge across the Grest River wasin sight, and Cassile on itswest bank. The commanders were
caling usto a hdt, and we, two hundred black gnatsin four obedient files, stopped to pitch camp. We
would wait until morning to thrust the law down the monks' throats. More waiting. We bundled into the
triangles of our tents and waited for our rations to be deposited, into tin bowlsthat we held out like
orphans. The salted mesat | couldn’t eat. The hardtack | sucked on tastelessy. When the Justices called
the end of the day, | lay down on the ground with my hands folded over the scar of my last coincidence.

6

It was summer in Cassile. The common calendar dictated that the season was only just turning, that the
heat of summer was't due for weeks. Cassile was one of Dabion’s stubborn children, too late in abiding
laws, too early with the weather. The Western Seathat washed against the country’ slong coast
drenched Cassilein humidity, and the southern haf of the land was miserably hot in the summer. Inthe
wilting dampness, acrowd of black was gathering on the heavy grass around amonastery’ sdark and
aging sonewals.

A Dabionian Greater Justice stood before the door. He lifted the wig that sat uncomfortably on his head
and ran ahand over hiswet, bristle-haired scap. Struggling to fill hislungs with the saturated air, he
reached a hand out to one assistant for aflask of water and to another for a speech etched on a scroll of
paper. Thetall wooden doors of the monastery were barely open, afew thin faces peering out & the
strange sight of foreigners on their grounds, but to this meager audience the Justice began to read his
Satement.

“On the order of the High Council of the Five Countries, thisfirst day of the second season in the year
Seven Hundred Sixty-four by the Common Caendar, thisingtitution is declared mysticd, subversive, and
unlawful...”

The foreigners who were ranged on the grass shifted and panted in their heavy black garments. Some of
them watched the monastery doorswarily, hands at their sides, fingers twisting sacks of powder asthey
made ready to prime their pistols. Others tugged restlessly at the buttons of their high-necked jackets.
The Black Force had been assembled in the past year, trained to guard the Justices asthey traveled to
Cassleto close the monasteries. It wasthefirst timein twenty years that the Justices had gone personaly
into the foreign lands under their jurisdiction. The rebellion in Manderahad findly been controlled, and it
was now time for Dabion to bring Cassileinto line. All the Five Countries would soon be perfectly under
Dabionian order, with no wasteful commerciaism or dissident religion, once the Justices had their way.
The guards who escorted them had been drawn mostly from the Public Force, and had been trained to
expect resistance.

“The doctrine referred to as Nanianism is hereby censored. Those acknowledging themselves as



followers of the sixth-century mystic Nanian will be duly prosecuted...”

“Look at that,” murmured one bored guard to his shuffling fellow. Their eyes were diverted avay from
the monastery, where there was till no activity, and turned toward afemale guard they did not recognize
from their training barracks. “Letting women on the Force. Madness. And look how thin sheis. Shecan't
fire that wegpon, the kickback will throw her adozen yards.” The woman in question, though in the range
to overhear these words, displayed no reaction, but gazed calmly at the narrowly opened doors.

The Justice finished reading his proclamation and stepped away. The front ranks of the guards moved in
to force open the doors. Insde the stone walls there was some rustling, some cries of protest, but
overwhemingly there was quiet. Then from adlit of an opening in the rear of the monastery ayoung
ascetic began running madly toward an outbuilding.

The guard who had spoken in boredom afew minutes earlier snapped to attention, drawing his pistol,
priming it hagtily, and aiming its heavy barrel over hisforearm. The femae guard had reached the
escaping boy first, though. She ran alongside him, blocking the aim of the other guard. Then she clapped
her handsin a sharp rap. The boy stumbled, darting his head in the direction of the noise. His eyes were
wide in shock. And then hefroze.

More guards were storming the outbuilding, asmoking shack hung with the monastery’ s scant supply of
meet and hot with fires. It was deemed arash and hasty attempt at defense, anill-thought plan to use the
fire as a crude weapon. Or the boy may have been trying to evade arrest so that he might warn other
monasteries. The guards could not question him, though. He was senseless, eyeswide-openina
corpse-gtare, hunched near the ground. The guards were cadled to round up the other asceticsin the
monagtery. The woman stayed in place, slanding afew feet from the boy, never breaking her contact
with hiswide, shaking eyes. “I’ll bring him,” she uttered to the withdrawing guards. Asthey whispered
among themselves that the boy must have tripped, must have been so terrified he couldn’t move, they
didn’t notice that the female guard spoke through clenched teeth. When they were a distance away she
let her breath out with agasp. The boy dropped flat to the ground.

He did not stop shaking as the woman approached him. His eyes widened impossibly farther as she knelt
beside him, and he shrank into himsdlf asif he weretrying to get away but was till trapped. He craned
his neck away but his eyeswere fixed to her ill. “What—did you—do to me?’ he sammered.

“Hush!” the woman commanded, seizing the collar of hisrobe. “Y ou tripped.”

The boy shook his head furioudly, trying hopelesdy to struggle out of her grip. “Y ou—you did—" He
sobbed through uneven breaths. He clenched his head in his hands and findly closed his eyes, hisface
creased inpain. “ It hurts—till hurts!”

The woman shook him until his eyes sngpped open again. “1 did nothing,” she hissed. “Y ou will say
nothing.

If you go quietly they’ |l take you quietly. If you try to fight they’ Il kill you.”
Through adeep, racking gasp, the boy cried, “Y ou could have killed me!”

It was the woman who wrenched her eyes away thistime, breaking a contact that made her face even
harder than before. She stood, dragging the boy to his feet behind her. She averted her eyesfrom him as
sheled him toward the other prisoners.

Z



The Public Force were out again, and Tod couldn’t even get to Keller’ s shop. He had to wait a most half
an hour, he guessed, for them to move on. Only when hefindly got closeto the door did heredize
they’ d been in Keller’ s shop itsdlf.

He sneaked through the door just asthe last guard came out, shrinking away from the long-barreled
pistol at the man’s side, ducking his head so he wouldn’t be recognized. He was afraid to ask Kdller
what was going on, so he only widened his eyes and hoped to catch the printer’ s gaze, but Keller didn’t
look up. The older man was exhausted, it was obvious, his shoulders dumped and hisface dark and
shadowed. Tod finaly gave up trying to get his attention and wandered over to the cabinet, to rearrange
the bound and finished books.

“What are you doing here?’ Kdler said eventualy, coming toward him with abox of typein hishand,
sorting through it noisily with the other hand. “Don’t you have something at home waiting for you?’

“No,” Tod-said absently, hisarmsfull of books. “Elzith’ s gone three more days. Sheleft anotethis
time”

“Oh, isthat it?" Keller chuckled, clinking hismetal |etters as he teased. “ Somebody’ slovesick.”
Tod turned toward him, sill distracted. “What?’

Kéler laughed again gruffly and shook the box of type. Tod frowned, knowing he wouldn't get an
answer. “What were they doing here?’ he asked quietly, gesturing with his chin toward the Public Force
guardsthat could still be seen through the window, making their way down the strest.

The printer shook the box harder. “Investigating,” he said shortly, drowning himself out. “Making sure
I”’m not printing contraband. Again.”

In the noise of Kdler’ swithdrawa Tod amost didn’t hear what he' d said. He turned to watch Keller
shuffle back toward hisworktable. “Again?’ Tod asked, but Keller would not answer him, because at
that moment there was agreat banging at the door. An ingtant after this cursory announcement, the door
was flung open and a dozen guards marched in, new guards, foreboding in black uniformsand pistols.
Tod turned shakily and Keller came out from behind histable, hisface savere but hisvoice silent.

“Kdler Blackletter,” announced the black-clad man at the front of the troop. It was not aquestion; he
looked directly at Keller and waited afew seconds for the man to acknowledge him. Then he turned and
sad, “And thisis Tod Redtanner.”

Tod nodded, dry-mouthed. These guards knew him. He hadn’t escaped the riot four years ago after al,
or they’ d found the note he' d dropped in the gutter afew days earlier and knew it had come from his
hand. Helooked nervoudy at Kdler. The printer was examining the guards with narrowed eyes, too
weary to keep the mistrust out of his expression. But the guards did not make any moves toward them,
and no fingers moved at any pistols. The two linesthey stood in formed an aide from the doorway, and a
figure was moving through the aideinto the shop.

It was an old man, withered-looking, hunched around a parcel that he grasped againgt his chest likea
child’ stoy or amadman’ sfetish. A wig was perched on his head, dightly skewed. At the head of the
alde he stopped and looked around the printer’ s shop, like atortoise peering reluctantly out of hisshell,
hiseyesdim and watery.

“Jugtice Advisor Jereth Ploman,” the foremost guard announced flatly.

The old man blinked asif the light hurt hiseyes, or asif he didn’t recognize hisown name. “You'rethe



printer,” he rasped to Keller.
“Yes, your honor,” Keller replied. “Y ou have an order?’

The Jugtice moved forward with hating steps, clutching his parcd tightly asif he didn’t want Kdller to
takeit after all. Helooked up at Tod suddenly, panicked at thisintruder he hadn’t noticed before.

“The bookbinder,” assured the guard, emotionless.
“Ah, yes” the Justice murmured, “the bookbinder.”

Finally he released the package from hisarms and tenuoudly extended it toward Keller. The cloth that
concealed it dipped awkwardly away, and Tod saw a sheaf of papers, wrinkled and scrawled with rows
of ink, bound with alesather cord. “I will—hereis...” Theold Justice licked hislips and bit the end of his
tongue. “My lessons.” He drew a deep breath and seemed emboldened by it. “A book | will be teaching
from. | will need seven copies.” His hands shook dightly as Keller took the papers from them.

“Andyou |l need it when?’ Keller’ swords were never laden with niceties, and less so when he was
fatigued.

The Justice’ swords were far more confident as hereplied, “1 start the lessonsin one week.”

Tod sjaw dropped. “ Seven copiesin aweek?’ he gasped, before he could stop himsdlf. The old
Justice’ seyes turned on him, wide and stunned. Justice Paloman might have been shocked at having his
words questioned, but it was not Smple offense that smoldered in the old man’ s eyes. Not righteousness,
not superiority, but desperation, afever, amadness.

“Will you send aclerk or do we ddliver it?” interrupted Kdller.

The Justice turned dowly back to the printer, his discomfort obvious again. “Haveit deivered,” he
answered, “to Lord Justice Frahn.”

Therewas astomping and creaking and clattering as the guards withdrew with their guns and their
Justice. Tod thought he saw the old man turn and cast alook back at him, but before Tod could examine
that look and guess at what it meant, the Justice was swept out in awash of black.

“Wadl,” came Kdler’ svoice, hard and short, “I’ll be starting on thisnow.” He circled around his
worktable and untied the bundle of papers.

Tod peered at the uneven hand that covered the pages. The Justice had completed his notes hastily and
messly. “Hell!” gasped Tod. “How can you reed that?’

Kéler said nothing, shook his head, and rubbed his eyes.

Tod knew better than to ask what would happen if they didn’t finish thejob in time. He also knew Kdler
would lose more deep to finish the printing in a hurry and give him enough time to bind the books. And
then he' d haveto deliver them—*Wait!” Tod cried. “ They're going to Lord Justice Frahn. Not Jannes,
not our Lord Justice. They’re going to... to...”

“Didtrict One,” answered Kédller, dill leaning over the difficult script.

“But that doesn't make sense,” Tod protested. “Why would he come dl the way to Origh from District
One? There’ sgot to be printers and bookbindersin Insigh. Why would he come here?” Tod redlized he
was rambling an ingtant before he redized K ler had looked up from histable and wasfixing him with a



deeply seriouslook.

“Don’t ask those questions,” the printer said. “Don’t read these laws when you sew them up. | never do
when | print them.” He leaned back toward the table, dowed by the fatigue in hisbody. “Knowing
what’ s coming won't hep.”

Still Tod lingered by thetable, trying to read the hand-scrawled notes with awrinkled brow, until Keller
sent him away to pull acomposing stick and abox of type.

Five, maybe six dayslater, Tod lost track of the date. All he did was count books. He had four |eft.
Kéler had taken three days to finish printing the quartos, and Tod had spent those three days anxiousy
watching the clock. He d worked himsdlf into afrenzy about the deadline before Keller even got the
pagesto him. It dmaost made Tod nervous enough to drink, if there had been any gin around. When he
finally got the pages from Kdller, he took the mechanism out of the clock. It no longer mattered what time
it was. Thejob would get done no faster than he could doit.

The sun was going down. Tod had thought severa times over the last hour or so that he needed to close
the shutters and light the lamps. He wondered if he' d eaten dinner aready or if that had been yesterday.
Looking up from hiswork, he noticed it was darker than he thought. He was finished stitching his current
book; he had only to fix it into the boards and glue the cover on. He could dlow himsdf abreak, he
thought. His legs were giff as he clambered out of hischair, he rubbed his eyes and his aching fingers,
and he began hunting in the dimness for matches.

“I left them somewhere,” he murmured to himself as he sorted blindly through adesk drawer. “Did |
leave them on the mantd 7’ He shuffled toward the fireplace, hisfoot grazing over something crumpled.

There was anoise from the street. Tod leaned toward the open window, still too preoccupied to
remember hisfear of the outside. Suddenly he redlized that in losing track of the date, he no longer knew
when Elzith was due to return. He went into his bedroom to look out of the back window. There was no
one on the steps that skirted the downward dope of the hill. The sun was gone and the bottom of the hill
wasin shadows. Tod leaned out asfar as he could to see whether there was light coming out from
Elzith' swindow. Then, among the shadows, he saw movement.

“Elzith!” he shouted. But he couldn’t hear his own voice, because the air within hishead wasfilled with a
shattering sound like glass.

There was no glassin hiswindows, nothing that could have broken like a shop window inariot or a
wesdlthy man’s pane under the handle of Shaan’ srake. Tod started to run back into the main room, but
he was hdted by atwist of fear. The shutters were still open. Had the intruder returned? Through the
doorway he saw light. He hadn’t lit the lamps yet. No, he hadn’t found the matches. The glow drew him.
It pulled him out into the room, alure around his neck. He was through the door, at histable. Light
emanated from below it. The light crept out at his ankles, pulled him closer. He was on his knees. Hewas
at the source of thelight. A tile, asquare of clay. Thered earth of it shone from within. It was hot, hefelt
the heat on hisface. His eyes were drawn aong the carvings of it, three curved lines, the shape of waves.
Waves, the water. He could hear water in the heat. The hedt, the light, washed over him like water,
pulling him, pulling him downward—

Tod—Tod—Tod—"*Tod!” A voiceinthewaves. “Tod! Get away fromit!”
Away. He couldn’t move, couldn’t turn hishead. His eyes were too heavy to lift away. “I can't.”

There was noise above thewavesin his ears. Pounding, shaking, boots on the floor. Elzith was running
toward him. He saw her boots at the edge of hisvison. A foot moved under the table, blindly. Then her



boot met the tile and covered it. The water washed out, the light was gone. Tod could move.

“What wasit?’ he sammered. He backed out from under the table, brushing hishead on it as he moved.
Elzith did not answer. As Tod looked up he saw that her hand was splayed over her face, her eyes shut
tight. She drew her foot backward, scraping the tile from benesth the table. Not taking her foot off it, she
leaned over it, holding the edge of the table and supporting her weight on her arms. Her eyeswere ill
closed. “Elzith?

“Stay back,” she said, her jaw so tight it did not move.
Shewasworking thetile under her hed. “ Close your eyes, don't ook &t it.”

Tod crouched in the doorway of hisbedroom, his eyes averted, his hands covering hisface, but he could
not resist looking, turning his head back just afraction. Elzith was standing in the same posture, frozen,
head bent and hands on the table. Tod could see her silhouette in the moonlight from the window. She
lifted her foot, very dowly. Thelight began to bleed over the floor. Her eyes opened, for asecond. Then
she smashed her hed onthetile, grinding it to dust.

Her figure sagged againgt thefaintly lit window. “Y ou havealampin here,” she said, unquestioning. Tod
clambered to hisfeet and searched again for the maiches, finding them in his bedroom. Helit thelamp
there and brought it to the main room, where Elzith was still bent over the table. Her fingerswere
clenched, her knuckleswhite. Her hair fell down around her lowered head and shadowed her face.

Tod noticed himsalf shaking, throwing thelight in eddies over thefloor. He put the lamp down on the
table. “Elzith,” he said, hunting for hisvoice. “What wasit?’

Sheraised her face to him then, aface drowned in the utmost fatigue. Her voice was no longer flat and
casud. “Do you have ablank page?’

“You didn’'t answer me.” The dregs of fear kept Tod from curbing hisvoice.

“I know,” Elzith said. She drew abregth, straightening very dowly. “1 can’'t answer you.” When shefixed
his eyeswith hersthistime, her gaze did not carry so much power. “1 will find out what | can. Someone
will comefor you. Wait for them,” she said, acommand, aplea “Talk to no one before then. Please,
Tod.”

He nodded, very solemnly.

“Do you have paper?’ Elzith repeated, and Tod scrambled in his desk for ablank leaf. Elzith took it and
knelt down, scraping the dust from under her boot into the paper and folding it into an envelope. “You
should keep the shutterslocked,” she said, absently.

“Butit’sgetting hot.” He said it without thinking. It was aridiculousthing to say. He started laughing,
irrationdly, adry laugh that split hislips, and he gasped to swdlow the air that would tifleit.

Elzith glanced up a him. Therewas adight wrinkling around her eyesthat might have been asmile of
irony or derision. “Wait,” she murmured, and, diding the envelope into her pocket, she let herself out the
door.

8

TOD WAITED UNTIL IT WASALMOST DAWN. Hedidn't think of trying to deep; it took him an
hour even to sit ill in achair again. He fastened the shutters, replaced the clock’ s parts, set it for atime
he thought might be right, and wound it. Herefilled the lamp with oil and findly sat a histable. Thework



strewn across the top was pushed back dightly from the edge where El zith had been leaning. Tod found
he was afraid to stretch hislegsinto the space below the table, and he timidly collapsed to hands and
knees, carrying the lamp with him, to examine the floor. He watched the clock move forward, dowly. At
length he went back to work, careful, deliberate work. He finished only afew pages before the knock
came at the door.

Therazor point of the glover’ s needle sank into Tod' sfingertip. The book dropped from his hands. He
was frightened. But an intruder who meant him harm surely wouldn’t knock. He thrust hisfinger into his
mouth before the drop of blood welling there could spill on his papers. The knock came again, quiet but
sharp. Tod looked at the clock, wondering if Shaan would be on the streets, returning from work, or
watching from hiswindow, eager to spread the gossip.

The knock sounded again. It had to be after four, and Shaan would be in by now. The men outside knew
that, Tod guessed. He went to the door.

Two men stood outside. Clerks, they might have been, dressed inconspicuoudly in their typical black
auits. They weren't black guards, and they weren't armed, asfar as Tod could tell. They wore no
inggnia, no specia markings. Not even the placid expressions on their faces gave any indication of their
secretive purpose. Nothing was notable about them but their presence here, well before dawn.

“Tod Redtanner,” one of them said. His voice was quiet and smooth, awhisper of velvet. He could have
been receiving adelivery, some dull papers Kedler had printed, in aplain officein town. Tod hesitated
before answering. It was arhetorical question, probably; he was sure they knew exactly who he was.
The clerkswaited, politein their cam silence, perhaps. The datsin their lantern cast grids of shadow on
their faces, lighting an eye, acorner of amouth. Then one spoke again, which one Tod couldn’t tell. “Are
you ready? Y our door needslocking.”

Tod knew he used to walk to town after dark, when he was making Keller’ s ddiveries, in winter months
when the sun went down early. Since he began binding books, since he stopped drinking, he’ d had no
need to be out at night. Though he walked the road into Origh almost every day, in the darknessit was
unrecognizable. The clerk with thelantern held it out to the Side so that it lit Tod' s path as he followed,
but the skirt of the man’ sjacket flapped over thelight, and each timeit did Tod seemed to find arut or a
stone in the road. The men did not speak; Tod had little to concentrate on but the blackness of the
clerk’shand. At some length he worked out that the hand was black because the man was wearing a
glove, to protect him from the heet of the lantern.

They were headed for the Great Hall. When Tod looked up from hisfeet, he saw the mass of it against
thefaintly lit ky, abuilding so large he could fed it, even though the setting moon cast too little light to
make asilhouette. They went around to the east Side, to the tunnel entrance, where Tod had been before.
Soon there would be servants at this door, readying the Hall for the day of business, and then clerks,
deliverymen, and others would flock here. Even at this hour the tunnel was not deserted. It was as
brightly lit as day, dready, and Tod squinted at the few servants who were about, their eyes averted as
they began their duties. It was an ordinary day in the Great Hall of Justice, the center of law, the center of
light. Asif there were no secrets.

Thetunnd under the Great Hall was alabyrinth. Tod was utterly lost in the many turns, and there was
such anumber of doors and side passages that he couldn’t begin to imagine what went on behind them
al. One of them certainly led to the kitchens, Tod thought with an aching ssomach. It was crazy, he
scolded himsdlf, being hungry a atimelikethis. He wasled around another turn, and his disoriented head
kept turning. He couldn’t imagine what was & the end of the passage.

Suddenly they were there. The end of the passage was aflight of stairs that ascended into acloset. The



guideslit their lantern again, asthere was no other light, and Tod was surrounded in confining shadows.
Thewadls of the closet were crammed with shelves and dense with books, eating up even more of the
tiny space. Tod looked behind him and couldn’t find the opening he' d come through. They waited for a
few momentsin silence. Tod was about to clear histhroat and ask his escorts what was going on when
another door, hidden among the dusty volumes, swung outward and open.

Hewasled out into a courtroom. He had never seen one before, never having been admitted past the
outer doors of the Hall with hisdeliveries, never having been dragged farther by hisown faults. From
material in the books he had bound, he was able to piece together an image in hismind, though the
scraps of description that he found in court records and law statements were hardly picturesque. He had
wished for anovel—another piece of contraband he' d seenin Karrim—astory, rich in description, setin
acourtroom, to bring to life the dull papers he bound. The image he'd made in his mind was not quite
accurate. Tod would have devoted hisfirst words, had he been writing the nove, to the hugdly arching
ceiling that made a cavern of the courtroom, opening before him, enormous asjustice and eternity. The
room was lined in wood, floor, walls, vast ceiling, polished and impenetrable. The Table of Justicewasa
massive marble block set on adais. Tod entered the room from adoor to the side of it and it loomed
before him, high over his shoulder, taller than he was. He was torn between dropping his eyesin humility
and staring in awe at the Table and the Justice who would be sitting behind it. There was no one there,

though.

“Isthisthe break?’ avoice asked, echoing in the room. Tod' s attention was drawn toward aman sitting
a one of two tables that stood facing each other dong the sidewdlls, perpendicular to the dais. Tables
where the prosecution and the defense sat, Tod guessed. He wondered which side this man was sitting
on. It must be the prosecution’s side, he thought. Of course, it would have to be. There was no reason he
would be brought here except to be prosecuted. Tod swallowed coldly, alump catching in histhroat.

“Thisishim,” one of the escorts answered.

The man at the table angled his head down dightly, surveying anumber of papersthat wererangedin
front of him. “Hmm,” he uttered. Tod wondered how much more intimidated he! d fed if this man were
clad in Justices robes and sitting behind the marble. “Tod Redtanner. Twenty-seven, bookbinder,
Barrow-under-Origh.” The man looked up from the papers he was reading from, judging for hisimpact.
Tod could do little more than blink hisdry eyes mutely. The man’saready thin mouth drew into atighter
line. “I suppose,” he said, and for the first time Tod noticed that there were other people itting at the
table, “your operative has the complete information on this security breek.”

Immediately beside the intimidating man was alarge man in aBlack Force uniform. He wasn't the one
being addressed, though, and he sank back in hischair. At the end of the table sat asmall, old,
inconspicuous man. Helooked asif the wind would blow him away, but he did not shrink from the
intimidating man’ s sarcasm.

“Yes,” theold man said camly, “I suppose she has, if onewished to test her.”

The intimidating man narrowed his eyes, then cast them toward the far corner of the courtroom. Standing
there, arms crossed, in the familiar black guard’ s uniform, was Elzith. She met the man’ s critica gaze with
eyesjudt as shap, but therest of her face was emotionless as ever. “Isthelocd director asking his
superior for authority to conduct such atest?’ Elzith asked, with exacting formality. Tod thought she
sounded alittle bored.

Theintimidating man, theloca director, snarled silently. “Y our damned report, Kar.”

Her eyesdidn’t even twinklein victory over the man’ s rudeness. She started speaking, then Tod woke



up enough to be shocked.

“Tod Redtanner,” Elzith began, “born 737 in Origh to Warith Redtanner, occupation obvious, sill in
sarvice a Thirtieth Street. Y oungest of three, unremarkable youth. The eldest brother was noted inillega
establishmentsin Karrim between 752 and 753, didtilleries, brothels, and the like. One citation also notes
the middle brother. It can be deduced that Tod was aso present at some of these incidents, but thereis
no formal record of such. In 760 he was witnessed on the scene of a street riot, but the withess was
discarded as unreliable and no evidence was brought against Redtanner. In 761 Morrn Weaver, who
was subletting aroom in Redtanner’ s cottage at the time, was arrested for operating atill in this sublet.
Redtanner was summoned for questioning but excused dueto illness; he was sent to aHedler after an
excess of alcohol. A cousin, who was aclerk under Gregter Justice Umbrin, had the summons dismissed,
aswell asthe charges of using acohol, and Tod was reeased to hisfamily. In three yearsthere have
been no further incidents on hisrecord. The only Justices| found who had any remarks about him noted
prompt and competent work.” Elzith smiled thinly. “Isthe damned report complete?”

Thelocal director looked sourly at his papers. “Complete, yes.” Then helooked up a Tod.

The shock Tod felt deteriorated into fear. They knew about the riot. He hadn’t escaped—they knew
about theriot. And theillegd establishmentsin Karrim—suspicion of being there was enough of acrime,
evenif he hadn't actualy been there, which he had. The lampsin the courtroom made spotsin front of his
eyes. He'd completely forgotten why he' d been brought to the Great Hall.

But the local director turned away from Tod, looking unconcerned.  So, nothing more than common
folliesof youth?’

Elzith answered, “Nothing.”

“No tiesto Mandera, Cassile, Siva, or off continent?’
“None.”

“No further tiesto Hedlers or other suspicious parties?’
“None.”

“And heisthe only bresk?’

“The only one. There were no others present.”

Theloca director nodded and collected his papersinto astack. “Are you satisfied,” he asked dryly,
turning to the old man a the end of thetable, “sr?’

The old man nearly smiled. There was something like pridein hiseyes. “Of course,” hereplied. For a
moment, an odd thought passed through Tod's mind, that the old man was Elzith' s father. But somehow
he didn't think that wastrue. “ Adminigtrator Traite,” the old man continued, “would you introduce your
guard?’

The uniformed man in the middle got to hisfeet, obvioudy rdieved that the conflict between his
companions had cooled. Once on hisfeet, helooked like nothing could shake him. Administrator Traite
was an enormous man, astal asaHeder but broad aswell. If it weren't for his coloring he might have
been accused of being aforeigner.

“Redtanner,” the Administrator addressed Tod, sharply asan order. “My Black Force Guards. Kar,” he
said, gesturing precisely toward Elzith’ s corner, “and my other Guards are aspecid force, arranged to



escort the Justices in their businessto foreign and hostile areas. We are adivision of the Public Force.
Our assignments, Red- tanner, are of the greatest importance. But Kar comes to us from beyond the
Black Force.”

“From my organization,” interrupted the loca director. “And let meimpress upon you, Mister Redtanner,
the severity and importance of these assgnments.” The two men drew themselves up giffly, like generds
of opposing armies. Tod wished he could drift back toward the door of the closet, away from the
battlefidd. “And,” the director ingsted weightily, “the utter secrecy of them. Theinformation you will
receiveisminimd. You shal not divulgeit.” Theman leaned toward him, ever so dightly. “Do you
understand me, Mister Redtanner?’

On either sde the clerks who had brought him drew perceptibly closer to Tod. He hadn’t seen that they
were armed, yet their nearness fill felt threatening. Reflexively he raised his eyestoward Elzith. Shewas
attired for work, a pistol belted at her sde. Cold rumbled in his ssomach. He couldn’t imagine Elzith
doing harm to him, though. Filled with fear and not fear, he looked at the local director and nodded.

“Good,” answered the director. “Now understand that Kar was previoudy an operative in the Secret
Force’:— he looked pointedly at the Administrator of the Black Guards—" my Secret Force.” The
Adminigirator’ sfacefdll and he stared at the old man at the end of the table. Even Elzith raised an
eyebrow and looked at the old man for areaction, but the old man merely smiled, anbiguoudy, and said
nothing. The director continued. “The work she has done for the Secret Forceis most critical, and most
dangerous. We believe that last night’ s attack may have been in retribution for activitiesthat she was
involved in previoudy.”

“Retribution?’ echoed Tod faintly. “Y ou saw someone outside your flat sometime ago.” The director
demanded, turning toward Tod. “Y ou said he looked like aHealer.”

The old man spoke now, patiently cutting through his subordinate’ sinterrogation. “Tod, can you describe
him?’

“He—looked likeaHeder,” Tod sammered, theintruder’ s face having evaporated completey from his
mind.

“What did hewear?’ the old man pressed gently. *“Healers wear smple undyed wool robes. Isthiswhat
hewore?’

Tod felt asforgetful asif he were drunk. He wanted to ook at Elzith but felt ashamed. “I don’t know.”

“What timewasit?’ Thevoice was Elzith's. “1t was night. It wasdark. | couldn’'t seehim.” Then he
caught it, the memory. “No—he had on acloak. | couldn’t see his clothes, they were covered with a
cloak. It had ahood. | could see some of his hair, it was braided, with things braided into it. And he was

pae Very pde”

The old man smiled lightly. He nodded and seemed about to spesk, but the local director spoke over
him. “A madman,” the director pronounced sourly. “ Escaped from hisasylum. Theincidentsare
unrelated.”

The othersin the room seemed unconvinced. The old man asked, “Elzith?
She shook her head. “1 don’t know. | told you the impression | got from the rune.”

“Takehimout,” the director ordered sharply, waving a Tod without looking a him. “He s enough of a
bresk asitis”



“| «ill havewordsfor him,” said the old man.
“Then send him out to wait!” ingsted the director.

There was a silence as the men regarded each other. Then, with utter calm, the old man made asmall
gesture and directed Tod and his escorts out. A ook of victory glowed on the director’ sface, but it was
the old man who amiled, asif he knew a secret.

They did not go back into the closet, but instead went through the courtroom and out the main doors into
abroad corridor. Through adistant window light was beginning to break. Tod redlized his heart was
pounding. Retribution. Elzith wasin danger. Tod wasin danger. Secret Forces. Things he knew nothing
of and could not control. His hands were shaking. There was nothing he could do.

No taste for the gin, except when he was scared. He' d never been more scared in hislife. Outside the
Great Hall, down the street, was adepot where he could get awagon to Karrim for the money in his
pocket. He could get oblivion by nightfall. But as soon asthat image cameinto hismind, he had a picture
of Elzith there aswdll, leaning over histable, her hair obscuring her tired face. Please, Tod. And he could
not go. The window wasfull of light now. It was morning and he had work to do. Quite alot of work.

The courtroom doors opened. It was Elzith. She passed Tod by afew paces and |ooked out the
window, arms crossed, the emerging sun lighting the long gray barrel of her pistol. Then she turned back
toward him, acrooked smile painted on her face. “ So, welcome to the place. How do you like it?’

Tod let out abresth of laughter.

“I know you have thingsto do,” she said. It sounded like an apology. “They’ll send you out through the
tunne again, like you' re one of their servants.”

“Will you find im?’

Elzith stopped, her eyesfixed on him. Therewasaflaw in her cadm. “Wewill try,” she said, looking awvay
from him. Then she uncrossed her arms, and when she looked at him again her expression was perfectly
contrite. It was rehearsed, Tod had to believe, but still hefelt it was truthful. “1 have to gpologize for this,
Tod. I can collect my thingstonight. Will you need afeefor theflat until you can rent it again?’

It was amoment before he redlized what shewas asking. “No!” he said hurriedly. “No, | don’t want you
to moveout.”

“Tod, you understand you may bein danger.”

The urge to escape had passed. “From what you told me, | could be in danger anyway.” And once he
saidit, hewas no longer afraid of Shaan. The worst his neighbor could do wasrob him, asif Shaan
wanted his books. There would be no surprises.

Elzith nodded. “ Thank you,” she said. Then she turned and headed down the corridor, disappearing
around acorner.

The doors opened wider; they had not shut. “Tod,” issued amild voice. *Y ou may wait without,
gentlemen.” Tod' s escorts held back and Tod dowly pressed forward.

The old man was done in the courtroom. There was abench aong thewall at the back, next to the outer
doors, and he gestured for Tod to Sit beside him.

“So severe, don't you think?” the old man said, musingly, looking around the courtroom. “ These dark,



empty wals. All wood, no ornamentation. Bioran architects. The old style, fifth century, when the Biorans
weretravelersin the Five Countries, before we sent them back. The old style, severe. Believing augterity
isameasure of truth. Have you been to Azass, Tod?’

Astounded, Tod shook his head.

“Youmay cdl meLoyd,” the old man said, smiling. “Painting on thewalls. Frescoes. Very eaborate,
artigts, those Azassans. It’ stheir heritage, folk art. Manderawas highly decorated aswell, of course, but
that was obvioudy asgn of wedlth.”

Tod was reminded of his grandfather, hisrambling stories and ancient red-stained fingers. He smiled, felt
himsdlf relax. Then Loyd changed hiswords, suddenly, without warning.

“Areyou sure you understand, Tod, the danger you could face? Of course you do, Elzith knows you do.
But why would you take the risk?’

“What...” Tod began to redlize that the man had been listening through the open door. “What do you
mean?’ But he knew what the old man meant. Of course he did. Dabion had an army of spiesand this
grandfatherly old man wasits commander. Tod felt light-headed, grasping at the edge of the bench.

Loyd did not challenge Tod' sfeeble protest but went on asif he hadn’t spoken it. “ She has assured me
of your sincerity, but neither one of us can deduce acausefor it. Now listen, Tod, thisline of reasoning is
important. Reason isdl we have. We are given this man—you—who isacrucid link in the chain, though
he may not redlize how crucid heis. Wemust test that link. Y ou could be— now | don't think you are,
though that popinjay in there called you one—abreak in the chain. | do not think you are one, but you
could become one. That’ swhy we must learn what thislink is made of.”

Tod had to be half-adegp. The old man’ swords washed together without making sense. Tod blinked,
wordless.

The old man softened, laughed abit. “1 know you'rein love with her, but that' s hardly an explanation.
Such infatuations pass. It won't sustain you through this danger. Ah—you' re going to deny it!” Tod felt
that his mouth had dropped open, though his voice was still out of working order. “My boy, I'vehad a
lifetime of reading expressions, and you are not what one would call aclosed book. | could seeit in your
first glance a her. | am surprised, though, that Elzith said nothing of it to me hersdf. Shetold me of your
invitation to dinner, but she only took that because she wanted to see whether you were a counterspy.”
Loyd' seyeswere drifting around the room, asif he were not giving adebriefing, asif heweresmply a
rambling, dotty old man. But aman in his position wouldn’t be cardlessly spilling secrets, Tod thought
with dow difficulty. He must be doing it intentiondly, trying for an effect, trying for something. Towin his
trust? Tod was very tired.

“Y ou passed her tet, of course,” Loyd continued. “Y ou didn’t pick up any of the leads she threw, didn’t
ask her any suspicious questions. She judged you truthful, but she never went back to analyze the real
reason for your invitation. | believe she does not redize you'rein love with her. Our dear Elzith hasa
blind spat, it would seem.”

Tod fdt hisface burn red. Then the old man turned again to look at him directly, shifting into anew role
aseadly asatraveling actor on anillega stagein Karrim, but the role he played now wasten feet tal and
frightening.

“Which brings meto my true concern, Tod. With an ordinary girl you would hear this speech from her
father. | am the nearest Elzith hasto one. Sheisour finest agent; even dismissed, there is none better than
her on the Force. Sheis akeen observer, absolutely emotionless. | admit that | have taken advantage of



these strengths. But sheis human, and as such she must have wesknesses. | will have,” Loyd sad, his
voicefaling, dowing—*no onetake advantage of those. | will not tolerateit if you trouble them
unwittingly. If you hurt her with intent | will sacrifice my position to come after you.”

“But that’ swhy | want her to stay.”

Silence followed the eruption of Tod' s voice. He was so surprised to hear himsdlf that he floundered for
amoment, wondering how to finish. “I want to help her.”

The man cdling himsdf Loyd watched Tod for along minute. Even when threatening, hisface was not
unkind. Tod didn’t know whether to fed assured or worried by this. Then the old man nodded dowly. “I
believe you,” he pronounced. Then he stood, motioning Tod toward the doors, and just before he shut
Tod out, hesaid, “Now tdll it to Elzith and we' |l seeif she does.”

9

A wagon rolled through the streets of Insigh. It was afamiliar sight to the commonerswho lived on the
outskirts of the capital, these wagons that 1ooked like the weekly refuse collection but were guarded by a
detail of Public Force. They came infrequently but steadily, and more often when there was unrest
somewhere. They rolled in from the west, through the thinly peopled Dabionian villages, from Karrim,
having begun their long circuit in Mandera. When faces gppeared a the windows of the shops and tiny
houses, drawn by the noise of heavy horses and rolling whedls and the clattering guns of the
guardsmen—if not their pounding fists on the doors of those who dared deep too late—those guards
reached into the wagon to put its contents on display.

Thiswagon carried a colorful assortment. Dabion’ s guardsmen had found atreasure. Clothing was lifted
on pikes, abright blue shirt, ared petticoat. Suchillicit dyes were banned in the Five Countries, not to be
sold, not to be made from secretly cultivated plants. Those who subverted the Dabion-authorized fabric
trade would not go long without punishment. Strings of beads were held out on tongs, glass baubles,
precious stones, gold chains. Mandera could not hide the last of its wasteful riches forever. Paperswere
held up in the gloved hands of a guardsman, chapbooksfull of poetry, that Karrimian distraction born of
Manderan excessin the last century, and | etters that carried other forbidden words. The guard did not
deign to read any of it before throwing it back onto the trash heap. The Justices would not | et the words
be spoken—the very sound of them might cause corruption.

The Justices ordered the people to follow the wagon through the city and beyond its eastern limits, where
the fire would be set and the takings in the wagon burned. News of the recent riot in Origh had traveled,
and Insigh’ s people wererestless. A calming influence, acorrective, was necessary. Arresting riotersand
removing them before their actions could attract any more disruption was effective, and confining the
masses while the crimina s were taken away preserved the order, but these procedures did not educate.
A demondtration was needed, and fire was aways agood ad to ingtruction. The firewould not burnin
Insigh, of course. The ash would dirty the Streets.

The Lord Justices Frahn and Jannes stood at the side of the road, waiting for the wagon to pass, their
hands held lightly in front of their mouths and noses asthey watched it roll by. To the people, the
peasants, the dirty, shuffling pedestrians who tracked dust in its wake they turned their heads and
presented the backs of their carefully fashioned wigs. “A vile necessity,” one muttered to the other from
behind the shield of his hand. What the men truly thought—that Jannes regarded the parade through the
sreets as adisgusting display, and Frahn condemned Jannes for shirking his responsbility by alowing
Digtrict Oneto do al thework of collecting contraband—neither said.

Frahn did not dlow hisirritation toward his colleague to disturb him much, though. He had every reason



to be pleased. Thelessonsin Bioran philosophy, brought by Muhrroh himself to the Circle, were nothing
lessthan an officiad endorsement of Frahn's school. When he had opened the School of Bioran Science
seven years eaxlier, the other Lord Justices had not been supportive. Tuition brought to the school by
students from throughout the country would raise revenue for Digtrict One, they complained, but it would
bealossto dl the other Didtricts. They tolerated the school only because Muhrroh gave them no
instruction to opposeit. But then evidence was brought forward: the mystics were dangerous and needed
to be subdued. Bioranism could subdue them.

That followed, Frahn thought with a satisfied nod. The rules of Justice may have originated at the time of
the mystic Nanian and the religion he created, both movements born in response to conflict among the
early Bioran scholars, but &t this late date there was little resemblance. Dabionian Civil Rule had been
shaped by the rulings of the great Justicesin those early centuries. Those patriarchs wrote their own
interpretations of Nanian' s doctrines, to be sure, but their interpretations were grounded in logic and
rationality. They had nothing in common with the mystics. The mystics were past their time, overgrown,
like weeds to be rooted out. Bioran learning was the ancient foundation upon which the rationa
movement was based, and it wasthelogica tool to use against the mystics. The Circle was convinced.
The Insigh School was given approval. Frahn was vindicated.

Asfor Jannes, hedid not care about mystics. He had no interest in going to the Circle and listening to the
lecture. He had finished school years ago and had no interest in going back. But he had even lessinterest
in going to the Circle and hearing Varzin' s accusations of the evils of the mystics. The lessons, at leadt,
would be achange. A pointless change, he thought, and awaste of time, like the dog-and-pony show he
was subjected to nearly every time he cameto Insigh, the contraband cart and its parade of clowns. He
wrinkled his nose as he watched it disappear down the street. But this was what Justices did, the act they
played, every day, throughout the years. It was al pointless. 200 c.c: Biorans cometo Dabion, al the
world becomes Bioran. 495: conflicts break out, the Light Controversy, scholars cometo blows over the
shape of aray of light, dl the world goesto hell. 523: Dabion makes|aws againgt Biora, following the
words of some mad mystic. By 541 Biorais shut up, al theworld isNanianist. Two hundred yearson
Nanianislegidated out of existence and al theworld is Bioran again. And Janneswould send his son to
the School of Bioran Science when the boy reached the proper age, sending his money to District One,
because that was what Justices did. He patted the wig on his head to make sure it was set correctly.
Why Lord Councilor Muhrroh supported the suppression of the mystics, Jannes could not guess. It did
not matter. Jannes would go to the lecture and learn the rules of logic, then he would go back to his office
in Origh to do afew things Justices did not do. He needed to find the money to pay tuition to the Insigh
School, after dl, so that his son could grow up and learn the rules of logic as he was supposed to.
Otherwise, he might turn into a contrary nuisance like Nossdin.

“My lord,” Jannes said in perfect form, and asif on cue, to the very nuisance he had been thinking of, as
he passed through the arched entryway at the top of the stairs of the Great Hall and across the paths of
Nosselinand Timbrd.

“Hmph,” Nosselin grumbled, ignoring the dips of the wigged heads that greeted him.

“My lords,” Timbrel uttered weekly toward Jannes and Frahn, trying to catch his breath. He was running
late. He hated traveling, he hated the Great Hall and its mountain of stairs, he hated meetings with the
Circle. He hated being a Lord Justice, for that matter. He wasin over his head. Each step, up the stairs,
through the marble corridors, down into the distressing |abyrinth that led to the Circle, waslike trudging
through quicksand, every one sinking him alittle degper into amire he couldn’t get out of. The
adminigtration of Didtrict Three was too much for him on its own: the masses of paperwork, trid records,
laws, and the uprisings of rebdllious communitiesin the Digtrict’ s southeastern reaches. Now he would
have to study. He was never agood student; ideas were like aflood and he couldn’t swim. He never



reslly wanted thisjob, Timbrel thought desolately. WWhen he was younger, an aspiring clerk, apromising
Lesser Justice, he had regarded the seat of Lord Justice as the highest achievement, the prize at the end
of the race, the coveted accomplishment. Now he knew better. There were rumors about the seat of
Didgtrict Three, rumors he had somehow never heard until after he was gppointed, after hisfeet werein
the quicksand and there was no getting out. They said that his predecessor had been nated. They
said that Timbrel had been chosen for the gppointment because he was inoffensive to the hands
responsible for the predecessor’ s murder, but it was those hands that held the reins, and Timbre did not
know where he was going.

Nosselin glanced over his shoulder as Timbrd shuffled along behind him, not bothering to disguise the
scowl on hisface. He wished the man would grow abackbone. In front of him the ridiculous blond wigs
bobbed on the heads of Frahn and Jannes. Leeches before, insects behind—Nossalin was surrounded
by vermin. The entire Circle was nothing but agang of sycophants pandering to Muhrroh, and Bioranism
was just another example. Dabion had outlawed those white-headed northern scholars two centuries
ago, and that was one of the few sensible things ever done. The Light Controversy was just the start of
the troubles that Biorans had brought. When their wooden-brained lessons got to Azass, the barbarians
took them over and started awar over who would be in control of the schools. One of them, Byorn

I’ Gayeth, even tried to attack Biorain 510, hoping to conquer the whole damnable country. Getting rid
of the scholarswas what |et Dabion get hold of power, and now they were throwing it avay, reversaing
everything, so that afew poalitica vine-climbers could scarf up some crumbs.

Nossdlin fumed as he and the other Justices assembled at the door of the council chamber that held the
secret mouth of the labyrinth, waiting for the guard who would open it for them and lead them through.
Hefrowned around at his peers, Hysthe who was dready there, the others shuffling into their places,
looking like bratty schoolboys. Timbrd didn’t have the persondity to show an opinion, and Frahn,
Jannes, and Hysthe had donned wigs the second they heard Muhrroh supported Bioranism. Nosselin
would let himsdf be turned onto the streetsto arve like abeggar before he would put on awig. He
wondered if the breath of sycophants would poison the air in the corridors of the labyrinth, and he
plugged up his nose asthe guard arrived to lead them into the dark tunnel. It occurred to him that this
was the most absurd ritua he could conceive of. He dreamed briefly of quitting his post, alovely image
that vanished too quickly in ashot of annoyance. He couldn’t possibly leave his hateful position. There
was no one else who could run Digtrict Four right.

Hysthe would not have been disturbed in the least by Nossdlin’ s accusations that he was a sycophant. He
let go of the rope guide above him for amoment to straighten hiswig, which he had, in fact, acquired as
soon as he' d heard his subordinate Jereth had been appointed to teach lessons to the Circle. Not that he
had read any Bioran books at that point, or had even been interested. He learned in a hurry, though,
memorizing thetitles and the dates of the classic texts: Rationdity and Logic, 238; The Art of Didogue,
274; Structures of Thought, 312; and then the secondary source, Da’ Nilaran's Classics of Bioran
Learning, 491. That inferior text was the one upon which the Insigh School was founded, brought by
traders to Dabion when the borders of Biorawere reopened. Jereth Paloman, Hysthe' s Justice, had in
his possession the three primary documents. His lessons would be authentic. Hysthe did not miss any
opportunity to remind the Circle of thisfact. He had to take every opportunity that came hisway; there
was little enough of it on this continent. Hysthe often wished he had been born ageneration earlier, a
century earlier, when the Ikinda Alliance was at its gpex and the ships of the Alliance could carry aman
away from the Five Countries, into worlds he could not imaginein hislandlocked life. When the Alliance
failed the whole continent had become depressingly myopic, and it had not yet recovered. Hysthe had
little to do but ded with Azassans, traffic going into Azass and traffic coming out of Azasd, the same day
after day, year after insufferable year.

When the Justices came out, squinting, into the circular room, Muhrroh and Secretary Bint were aready



there. Bint was laying out books, their new textbooks, each one neatly bound, shiny like aschoolboy’s
new primer. The Secretary was the guardian of order and never seemed affected by the worries that
plagued the others. Muhrroh never seemed affected by anything. The Lord Councilor wasinscrutable,
Stting at his place in the center of the table, placid and wise and impenetrable. So few people had ever
seen him away from his seet at the table that one might imagine he never left it. No Lord Justice would
speak such irreverent words about Muhrroh, though; they would hardly even think them, no matter what
they thought of one another. They would follow hisword unquestioningly. So they had been taught to do.
History may have been a curse, and the faults of men may have plagued the L ord Justices, but the law
was sacred—yperhaps the only thing that was, the only standard and strength—and Muhrroh wasthe
embodiment of the law. Muhrroh gave the command that the mystics were to be subdued, and so they
would be. His mativation for this command was unknown and irrdlevant. Muhrroh’ sword was as
unmovable as his place at the table, from which few had ever seen himrise,

The Lord Justices were disturbed by alate opening of the door to the chamber. Justice Advisor Paloman
was entering, and with him Lord Justice Varzin.

“Ah, yes” Varzin said smoothly as he dipped abook out of Bint’s hands. “Y our work. Most impressive,
isit not?’

Jereth nodded nervoudly, trembling and grasping at his podium. “Impressive, yes, my lord,” he managed
to utter. “1 hardly recognizeit.”

“Y our words are destined for nearly the same greatness as the classics from which they are drawn.”
Varzin smiled as he paged through the volume. * Such afine job. A fortuitous recommendation, don’t you
think? The bookbinder in Origh?’

“Yes, yes, the printing. A finejob.” Jereth fumbled for the glass of water that sat upon the podium.
Printing, he thought—did Varzin say printer? What did he say about the bookbinder? His hands shook
again and he had to put down the glass, afraid to spill the water.

Varzintook hisplace a thetable. “My lords, Lord Councilor,” he said. “I beg your pardon for my
tardiness, but | have had the pleasure of escorting our Justice Advisor to the meeting today. With your
leave, hewill begin hisfirg lecture.”

Jereth blinked at the faces around the table, smeared in his blurry vision. Only Varzin appeared clear to
him. His breath quickened with ahint of what he dmost recognized as enthusasm. He seemed to have a
powerful supporter. Looking at the book that Bint placed before him, he opened the cover. His
words—these were hiswords, pressed into paper and bound, like the words of his precious books. He
raised his shaky voice and read from the first page. “Rationdity and Logic,” he began, “wasthe first
codification of Bioran thought. It laid out the rulesfor logic. Theserulesarelisted in thefirgt chapter.”

The Judtices followed little of the first Iesson, though they remained dutifully hunched over their books.
Any impulse they might have had to flip through the pages or inspect their fingernails was quelled by the
presence of Varzin. That he wasthe eldest of them and his seventy years demanded respect was only
one reason for them to emulate his studiousness as he attended to the lecture with conscious gravity. He
had the same wise and inscrutable aspect that Muhrroh did, and when that placidity was disturbed by
uncharacterigtic stridency, it was reason to take notice. Varzin had brought a matter of great import to the
Circle, and he was determined that it be acted upon. He had found evidence of the dangers of mysticism,
evidence that was strong enough to convince even Nosselin that Nanianism should be iminated. Even
now, as the wagon filled with contraband rolled by on the streets above them, bound for the fire that
burned outside the city, it carried evidence: |etters, trestises, writings about Nanianism. Prayersfrom the
subversve faithful. Admonitionsto follow Nanian instead of the law. Assertions that Nanian was greater



than the law. Everything in the wagon had been gathered from outsde Cassile. The rumor that the rioters
in Origh two weeks ago had had mystica writingsin their possession had not been confirmed even by the
guards who arrested them, but the contraband wagon proved that such an unimaginable thing wastruly,
terribly possible.

Manderawasin ruins. Without the money that had given it life, it had falen, this giant that had once been
the greatest force on the continent. If Mandera could fall—every Justice in the chamber knew as he bent
his head over his book, whether that head was wigged or not—then Dabion could fal. That the people
would disregard the law was as unimaginable as a L ord Jugtice holding Muhrroh in disrespect, and yet
evidence of that disregard had been found. Varzin had brought it in with his own hands. The one last
standard and strength that supported Dabion wasin danger of crumbling. The men below ground would
fight to hold it fast with words, and with the arms of the Black Force, and with the fire that cast its smoke
over theroofsof Insgh.

10

Tod had gone so far asto buy the carrots and peel them before he decided it would be foolish to invite
Elzith. From the mess on his desk he pulled a pen and an ink bottle that was not dried up, then opened
the box where his own book was stored. He took out afresh quarrel, a packet of pages that were till
blank. He' d decided to begin ajournal.

No reason E should cometo dinner. First timewas test. Now |’ ve passed, no reason for her to accept.
Fed slly if she saysno. Wasted carrots.

Hefdt aneed to put Elzith in hisbook. She would be part of hislife now, oneway or the other. Some
unknown danger had decided it. Strange, he thought, that the unknown was deciding the course of his
life. The problems he knew about had aways been quite enough for him.

There was apage in his book that he had forgotten about, one he saw now as he was turning through the
pages. It was near the front, and had been one of the first he' d sawniin. It wasasmall square, thin, and
nothing was written on it. It was a sheet woven of ddlicate fibers, made by the first Healer he'd met, the
onewho' d tended him—in Elzith’ stidy words—" after an excess of alcohol.” Tod remembered little of
that encounter, and had forgotten about it entirely until Elzith reminded him with her report. Of course,
he' d been unconscious for much of that time, and had missed whatever powers the Healer had worked
on him. When hel d woken up, lying disoriented within the canvas walls of one of the tentsthat Hedlers
normally lived in, the man had been Stting harmlessy beside him on astool, working intently on weaving
this sheet. Tod had peered at it through blurry eyes. FHax? Straw? Tod il didn’'t know what the sheet
was made of, but it was so fine that the light shone through it when he turned it.

Now Tod remembered something else. The Hedler had spoken to him, afew wordsin the seconds
before departing and leaving Tod to his consegquences.

“I’ve mended you, but I’ ve not cured you. That work isyour own. Not yours aone, though. Y ou will
find helpfor it.”

Tod picked up his pen again and continued writing on the new pages.
Help—Keéller. E dso mended, not cured. My turn. Should' vetold Loyd.

Of course, he hadn’t remembered it when he talked to Loyd. He hadn’t remembered the Hedler’ swords
until he found the woven page.

“Why are you doing that?’ he d asked the Hedler.



The man had smiled. “ Patience.”

“Y ou've been doing it snce—sinceyou...” Tod hadn’t wanted to mention the hedling, and even though
he hadn't felt any magicin him, it still bothered him to think of it.

“I’'vebeendoing it sncel knew you,” the Hedler had replied, hisvoice secretiveas mist. “A Sagetold
me | should makeit for you.”

Tod had wondered about that. He' d made himsdlf dizzy with wondering, redlly, and now that he recalled
this conversation, he was amazed that he’ d forgotten it for so long. Sages were what the wandering
madmen called themselves.

There were hundreds, maybe, of the wanderers, traveling alone and in packs. Tod had seen one himsalf
when he was younger. The wandering woman had been sitting beside the road, halfway between Origh
and the Karrimian border, talking to hersalf. She was pae and bony, with wild eyes and wilder hair. Tod
remembered it had been stained in streaks of color, braided and strewn with feathers and leaves, and he
felt foolish now for not recognizing the same hair on the intruder outside hiswindow. Tod' s brothers had
thrown rocks at the old woman—nhe thought she must have been old, but there was redlly no way to
guess her age—and she hadn’t moved. Tod had been stunned, and had hung back as they passed.
“They'll arrest you if you stay here,” he' d tried to warn her. The woman had continued to talk in some
sort of bizarre poetry, uninterrupted, asif he hadn’t spoken, but she’ d looked right at him. Tod searched
hismind to seeif hisrecollections were pulling back any of those strange words, but he couldn’t
remember even one of them.

Thewandererswere d| utterly mad, so mad that the lawmakers succeeded where they’ d failed with the
Heders. Every wanderer they got their hands on waslocked up in an asylum. The madmen apparently
made no attempts to escape or evade capture, which was odd, since they claimed to have magica
powers. There was afolklore among the Heders that attributed powers to the wanderers—Sages—that
were even greater than their own abilitiesto hedl. If the madmen ever showed any of these powers, Tod
thought, it might keep them out of prison. The Hedlers' powers earned them respect, at least; eveniif the
lawvmakers didn’t like them, they |eft the Healers aone. Maybe the wanderers had no magic after dl, and
they’ d just gotten mixed up with fairy taes and myths about witches and magicians.

There was no reason to take the Healer’ swords serioudly, Tod thought. A Sagetold me | should makeit
for you. A Sage could just as easily have told him he should sprout wings and fly. Tod tried to scoff but
he couldn’t. He couldn’t bring himself to ridicule the wanderers, madmen though they were. The same
lawmakers who wanted to shut them up in asylumswouldn’t be any more merciful to Tod if they knew
about hisdreams,

Tod gripped his pen tightly and stared hard & hisjournal. He wasn't going to think about the dreams, the
shadowy faces he saw in them. He had to get his mind back to where it had been before. He' d been
thinking of Elzith. He wanted to see her. He was in love—according to Loyd—and the only way to solve
the problem wasto beredigtic. He' d talk to her. He wouldn’t invite her to dinner; she had no reason to
accept. If he wanted to talk to her, he should just go down and do it.

When she opened the door to his nervoudy tardy knock, he saw that she was holding abook. He
wanted to seeit, but as his eyes drifted toward it they passed her pae face, the black shirt unbuttoned to
its center seam and untucked from her breeches, her bare feet. Within the shadowy plunge of her shirt
her ribswere visible, stark against thefair skin between her breasts. So fair, so pale, because of that
black shirt, hetold himsdf. She only looked that pale. The scar he couldn’t seeterrified hisimagination
from somewhere below. Tod swallowed and looked down &t her feet. They were small, the toes amost
childlike, like her handswith their smal fingers, hardly seeming ableto grip apistol. Tod shook himsdlf



and focused his eyes on the book.
“What are you reading?’ he began.

Part of asmiletwisted the corner of Elzith’smouth. “Have alook,” she said, casudly handing the volume
tohim.

He was captivated. The book was exquisite. The leather was of atexture he' d never felt before, evenin
hisfather’ s best work, more like fine fabric than anima skin. The corners were edged with caps,
ddicatdy wrought of metal and jewds. The embossing on the covers was pigmented brightly, and the
edges of the pages were gilded. Tod opened the covers, examining the endpapers and their painstakingly
detailed illumination.

“It' ssomething, isn't it?’ Elzith said. “Manderan, obvioudy, of the last century.”

Tod findly looked at the book’ stitle. A History of the Glorious and Sovereign Country of Mandera, it
said in ruby-colored letters. He searched for the printer’ smark in the flyleaf. P L Rathsen 643. The
numbers and the printer’ sinitiaswere crafted into fanciful animals. “It' s—it’ s beautiful,” he gasped,
looking up a Elzith.

The chill struck him without warning. It happened when he met her eyes, dark and black and deep as
water. But her eyes are green, apiece of hismind said. It was drowned by the chill, the deep cold, so far
down inthe core of him that he could not fed it on hisskin. It froze hismind in alast image of fear.

And just as suddenly, it was gone. Elzith had turned to attend to something on her diminutive stove. Her
eyeswould again be green, Tod was sure. He had imagined it, he told himsdlf, his daydreaming had
gotten the better of him. But he recognized the fearful image hel d been left with, and it wore his
great-aunt’ sface, and it smelled of desth and dreams.

“It was hard to find that book, asyou canimagine,” Elzith was saying, idly, her face to the wall wherethe
stove was propped.

Tod redlized the volume was till in his hands, the cover turned upside down. Herighted it. A History of
the Glorious and Sovereign Country of Mandera. “Y ou read history?’

There was the sound of laughter. If Tod hadn’t known better he’ d have looked for someone elsein the
room. “| have aninterest in reading higtory, yes,” Elzith replied. “Finding it is another matter. That book in
your hands callsitsdf history. It' safinelittle story meant to flatter its author’ s patron. Those merchant
leaders liked to make themselves ook good, and they were more than willing to hire other peopleto do
it. That was written at the height of the Ikinda Alliance, when Manderawas ruling trade overseas and
pulling in money likewater. Y ou d think they were every name of god. It's something else entirely to read
Dabion’shistory of the same period. All the Dabionian histories were written after the Ikinda Alliance
failed and the economy collapsed. The evil, wasteful Manderans were doomed to misery and
subjugation, to hear the Dabionianstell it. It's hard to find out what Dabion wrote before the collapse.
The Judtices are dways rewriting things.” Elzith turned from the stove, back toward Tod. “Do you
remember your grammar school classes?”’

“Ah...” Tod tried to think back. Childhood was another lifetime, before the gin, before his great-aunt’s
death. “ Something about benevolent law, Dabionian Civil Rule, the Manderan economic collapse, 742.
Thelaw saving usfrom chaos, that sort of thing.”

“Just what they wanted you to hear,” Elzith said. She began to eat out of the pan in her hand, something
mashed and bland-looking. “Forgive mefor not offering you dinner,” shetold him, “but you wouldn’t



want thisanyway.”
Tod fdt himsdf laugh, and felt the weight of the book in his relaxed hands.

“But | never thought that was enough,” Elzith continued. “1 dwayswanted to know more. Certainly my
employerstold meal | needed to know about modern palitics, but | wanted to know why things are this
way, what made them thisway.”

She paused to take another bite. Tod looked at the book again. The detail on the endpapers was a series
of interlocking fish wearing crowns. Sovereign Country, Tod thought. That claim must have driven the
Dabion lawmakers mad. Imagining it made him fed overwhelmed.

“Do you wonder?’ Elzith asked him. “Do you wonder what made things thisway?’

Tod nodded. History fascinated him in the same way that the books of the Justices did, great secretive
tomes read by other people. He could ask Elzith about history and he had no doubt she could answer
him, but it would be asif she were spesking adifferent language. Another ideawasin hismind. “1t must
be londy work.”

She ate silently for several minutes. Her brow did not wrinkle the way Keller’ s did when hewas degp in
thought. When she spoke it wasin adrier voice than before. “1’ ve never given much thought to
londiness,” shesaid. “That isdl thereis”

Tod could think of no reply. Whatever polite conversation he' d hoped to have was fruitless. Elzith asked
whether he d seen anything unusua around the flat, another stranger, any suspicious movement from
Shaan. Tod had not. He' d been deeping in the afternoons for the past few days, trying to replenish the
deep he' d lost while working on Justice Paloman’ s job, so he had not seen Shaan at dl. Elzith assured
Tod she' d seen nothing in the last few days that suggested a threat. She wished him agood evening and
showed him the door.

He did not work on his book anymore that night. He sat by hiswindow for some time before he fastened
the shutters, watching the empty road that led into Origh. Tod wasn't thinking of Shaan, though, and he
wasn't worrying about anyone coming down that road. He found it easy to imagine he' d never see
anyone on that road again. Londinessisdl thereis. It wasthefirg timein three yearsthat he' d redized
hewas|ondy.
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| could play him, | could play him so easily. But it wouldn't befair.

The classic confidence gameisthis. Make your subject place his confidence in you, even despite his best
judgment. The greater the risk, the more he hasto silence his doubts to believe in you, the better the
game. Y ou only need to take atoken from himin order to win. There are men who call themsalves
confidence artists who prey on widows or wedthy spingters, hel plesswomen keeping afloat on old
money, and these men seduce the women to gain their fortunes. That isno game. Such men are nothing
more than common thieves— worse, Since even thieves have their honor. The helpless, the fragile, will
givether confidence to anyone who looks strong enough to pull them out of their misery. It' sno gameto
winit.

| did play him, it’ strue. | made the first moves. Thisbook, have alook at it—I said. It'ssomething isn't
it? Manderan, of the last century. History is something | know alittle about. | can deduce Tod does not.

Bookbindersrarely have timeto read what’ sin the pages they put together, and they revere them like



some sacred mystery that buysthem life. That book in your hands, afinelittle story meant to flatter et
cetera. Let metell you about it. It's something | know that you don’t. | can give you alittle of this
knowledge, | can share alittle of this secret, if you trust me.

The next step, encourage your subject to relax in your presence. Never mind that you' ve seen mewith a
gun, or that your lifeisin danger just by living in the flat above me. I'm going to tell alittle joke—mashed
turnips, ick, you don’t want any—and you' re going to laugh. Y ou don’t want any. Trust me.

Now make your subject think he' sin control, think it' s his game. Rouse his curiosity, get him to ask
questions. Questionsyou' |l feed him, of course. Here salittle bit about me, haven't you wondered what
I'mlike? | know you have. I [l sharealittlewith you. | like history. Ian't that interesting? Here' s a secret
about the big men, the ones without names—they won't teach me history. Now I’ ve given you something
that other people don’t know. Y ou should be excited, you' re in on the secrets. The big menwon't tell me
how things got to be the way they are. But | want to know. Don’t you want to know? Aren’t you
curious? Why don't you ask me? | know things. I’ m an expert. Y ou can trust me.

That isyour last move; you only have to wait and seeif you' ve won. Listen to what the subject says now,
seeif he asksfor your knowledge, seeif he givesyou histrust. But he doesn't say what | expect.

It must be lonely work.

He turnsthe game around on me. He demands the answer. He wants me to give him my confidence.
He s playing me now, as | suspected al along. Why did he come down here, if not to play me? What is
he? A counterspy? An agent of Manderaor Azass? Or an even longer shot—does he know that
intruder, that Healer or madman, that Sage, whoever cast the rune, whoever wastrying to spell me?

But it'sdl ridiculous. Tod is no agent, no counterspy. I’ ve read him before, | know he'shonest. I've
trusted the power dl my life, and it’ s never failed me.

It swhat makes me Loyd' s best. Among his associates he' |l speak of my detachment, he'll tell the
abandoned child story, he'll speak of the lack of mother love that made me hard and unemotiond, an
idedl observer, excdlent for espionage. Even the big men have ataste for melodrama. But of greater
vaueto Loyd ismy ability to read truth. Poets and others have called the eye a passage to the soul. Their
figure of speechisred for me. | can read that soul through the passage, seeif it istruthful, and do more,
sometimes. There are afew others of usin the Secret Force. Some years ago we were called Sor’ raian
operatives, a precious nickname bestowed by the big men. The Healers have been traced to Sor'ral,
athough you' Il never hear them speak of their homeland, and the madmen seem to come from there as
well. We operatives may dl be descended from that sort. Then the insurrectionsin the other countries
intengified, and Dabion' s lawmakers stepped up their hatred of al things not themsalves. The suggestion
that there were foreignersin their own Secret Force was unthinkable. The nickname vanished. If | ever
met any of these other operatives, any of my distant kin, | didn’t know it.

| have no reason to doubt the power. | read Tod and | know he's honest. | only doubt because I’ ve
cracked. My performanceisflawed. | trembled when | found the rune, and | hesitated when Tod asked
if I could find the man who cast it. Even someone as naive as Tod could have seen through my act. The
hole in my gut took my composurewithit. I'velost my perfection. | wanted to play Tod to prove | could
dill winagame.

But it would not befair. | know more than he does. | doveinto his eyes, looking for areason why he'd
cometo my door, and he saw me do it. He recognized it without knowing what it was. | felt the chill of

that recognition sweep over him. He hasfdlt power, something other than the invisible hand of a Hedler,
who would have left no memory of hiswork. Tod hasfelt power and he does not understand it. This



makes him vulnerable, like the helplesswidows. | could play him, it would be an easy game, but it would
not be afair game.

Theruneisthered game. Thisiswhat | should think of, rather than wasting my efforts gaming with Tod.
Therunewas aspdll, an attack of mind control. Whoever cast it, | can guess, knowswho | am and
knows my powers.

Intheingtant that | dlowed it contact | felt that it was targeted to me. That is not asound deduction,
though, as clay has no eyes and no thoughts, and there isno other evidence to explain its source. If the
intruder Tod saw was a Sage, as he described, thereis no way of connecting the rune to him. Not
enough is known about the Sages. | can deduce nothing until | learn more.

| did not report al of thisto theloca authority or the Administrator. Only Loyd knows of my power. |
told the others only that it was aspell of attack. Most of the big men would be just as happy to blame it
on Cassile. There are rumors that those mydticsin their monasteries are wizards. It' saridiculous rumor. |
saw inthe eyes of that boy | bullied in Cassile that he' s never touched anything like magic. | can’'t explain
to the big men how | got my proof, though. Asif it would matter. Proof means nothing to them when they
have warsto wage.

What, then? What do | do now? | have no choice but to wait, again, wait for something to cometo me,
some hit of evidence, some explanation. Or something else, another spell, another attack. Another
invitation from Tod. Will | play him again? Will | find out what that thing in hismind is, that recognition of
magic, that bizarre honesty? Or will | kegp my promise not to be unfair? Even thieves have their honor. |
wonder if old broken spies do.
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Lord Justice Varzin was returning home. He spent as much time ashe could in Inggh, preferring it to his
home officesin Aligh in Digtrict Six. The weather was better, hetold hisretainers; the food was finer and
the service more competent, he admonished his household. Then he would vanish into his chambers, not
to be seen again unless his Greater Justices required him for counsdl.

The men in his stables claimed to know him best. Y ou could tell much about a man by tending the horses
he' sridden, they said. The Lord Justice' s horses were always spooked. A nervous man, some of the
stable hands claimed, lowering their voiceslest an eavesdropper report them for subversion. Beneath the
cam and despite his seventy years, they said, Varzin had the quaking heart of aterrified infant, and the
horses knew it. But others— those who were more likely to have relativesin the Halls of Justice to watch
them—said it was because he rode the horses close to Lake Azin on hisroute back from Digtrict One.

Lake Azin, in the northwest, divided Dabion from Sor’rai. An odd property of the lake wasthat it could
be seen from any point in Digtrict Six, even at the farthest corner, asif the borders of the Digtrict had
been established by determining where this effect ended, and the other Digtricts lawmakers had put
themsdaves firmly outside of that line. That was not the lake' s only strange property. Azin had resisted dl
attempts to be crossed. Exploration vessals had been turned back, their crews befuddied, their captains
reluctantly and tersely declaring the body of water unnavigable. Cartographers had been confounded in
their attempts to map what could be seen of Sor’'rai acrossthe lake. Their sketches, done one day, never
matched what they observed the next. No one seemed willing to crossthe rocky land bridge that
separated the lake from the ocean in the extreme north, yet there were often reports that people were
camped there. They were the only people who could be described as citizens of Sor'rai, and even they
were only observed leaving it. No humans had ever been seen acrossthe lake, dthough children’ s stories
placed fairies and elves there, dancing on the shore on the Sor’ raian side. The nomads were usually
described with the physica characteristics of Hedlers or madmen. That waswhat led the authoritiesto



declare that both groups were of Sor’rai. Hedlers never identified their homeland, but they were not
nativeto any of the Five Countries, nor could their lifestyle or unusud gifts be linked to what was known
of the peoples of Bioraor Siva. The wandering madmen called themselves Sages and claimed to have
magica powers, which they never displayed even when captured, tortured, and locked away to starvein
asylums. No evidence outside of those rocky straits could link the nomads more conclusively to Sor'ral,
and by the time the authorities of District Six reached the campsto investigate, the wanderers had aways
disappeared. Thelake and the land acrossit remained an unsolvable mystery.

Lord Justice Varzin' s retainers verified that his homeward route passed closeto Lake Azin. It was part
of hisjurisdiction, they defended, and he was going to enforce the law there. The region’ senigmatic
nature made it an ided attraction for the lawless, who might lurk there hoping to evade timid authorities.
The Lord Justice was not so timid. If no one else would bring order to the land acrossthe lake, he
would. Let no onejeer that Varzin often hated his party’ s progress, leaving them to wait on the grass as
he urged his nervous horse ever closer to the banks of Lake Azin, his eyes combing the forested
distance, searching for sgns of evil among the unpopulated trees. He was the prime agent of thelaw and
such vigilance was his prerogative.

Intime this agent of the law withdrew, turned his horse away from the water, and led hisrelieved retinue
back toward their homes. Asthe travelersleft the lake behind them, one remained. He watched asthey
drew away and grew small, breathed deeply astheir scent faded, narrowed his eyes asthe Lord Justice
dissolved out of sight.

The man on the shore was not part of Varzin's party, athough he was dressed like any one of them. He
could impersonate them easily, if he wanted to. He would give hisname as Magusif he thought it was
necessary. If he wanted to not be seen, though, and he usualy did, he would not be seen. But he could
not do onething, and that wasto leave the shore. He watched this party of intruders withdraw with as
much resentment asrelief, but he remained silent. When ayoung and incompetent clerk scurried back to
the lake to retrieve some document or piece of rubbish that had fallen out of his hands, he would not
know the man cdled Maguswasthere at all.

13

Tod was serious thistime, he was going to ask Elzith to dinner. He was going to make her carrots and
invite her up for some company. He could encourage her to talk about history—she seemed to like that.
He didn’t spend time imagining the ways she could decline. He went straight down the steps and
knocked on her door.

There was a moment when he was ready to abandon his resolve, when he heard all those imagined
refusdstardily echoin his head. He was standing in her doorway, watching her look at him, her head
dightly tilted in that attitude of carelessness. But shedidn't refuse. “All right,” she said neatly, and ducked
behind her door to fetch the key to itslock.

Tod' sworktable was more cluttered than usua, but most of it was on one side. He pushed the lighter half
clear and dragged both chairsto that Sde. Elzith did into one chair with the grace of acat, alarge cat like
the onesthat came from Siva, atiger. There were stories of tigers from Siva; people used to seethemin
circusesin Mandera. Tod decided his comparison was too much. “1 haven't looked closdly at your
work,” Elzith was saying, her voice notably polite. “Do you mind if | do?’

Tod answered that it was fine, as he turned to busy himself at the stove. In the timethat followed he
noticed the quiet. Elzith wasn't saying anything about history, nothing about books, and she had no
questions for him. There was only quiet, and the occasiond whisper of turning pages.



Tod cleared histhroat lightly. “ Have you found out who the man at the window was?” he asked in the
slence. There had been no sight of him since thefirgt night, and no sign of threet at dl sincethe strange
rune. Tod found himsdlf not caring much who the man a the window was.

“They're diill investigating. They have someleads, and they’ ve aready addressed some parties who might
have proven dangerous. We shouldn't be bothered by intruders anymore.” Elzith sounded as
unconcerned as Tod fdt, and alittle rehearsed. Tod was happy when shefinished her answer and the
easy quiet returned. He sighed, feding contentment. Quaint, he thought. A quiet evening at home. Given
the choice, he could get used to it.

“You certainly have patience,” Elzith remarked as Tod brought the food to the table. Sheran athin finger
aong the many rows of dtitching in ahaf-finished book.

Tod s, less gracefully than Elzith had. “It can be learned,” he answered.

Elzith nodded very dightly, atrace of asmile on her face. Then she put down the book, thanked him as
she served hersdlf, and there was quiet again asthey ate.

Everything was peaceful, Tod thought, until there was afurious rapping at the door. Hisfork dropped
with aclatter and hisface wrinkled up. Elzith did not react, waiting until she' d swallowed before asking,
smoothly, “ Expecting someone?’

Tod went to the door and opened it to Shaan’ sruddy face.

“Evening, chap,” he said, hissing urgently while attempting—badly—to sound casud. He was hunched in
such away that his shouldersfilled up the doorway. “1 can comein for asecond, right?’ He blustered in
without waiting for an answer. “Need you to hold something for me.” He drew asmall sack out of a
voluminous pocket and thrust it into Tod' s hand, hurrying toward the window to latch the shutters.

Elzith continued to eat, looking unsurprised. Tod was at aloss. He started back toward his chair, untying
the sack to see what Shaan was so worked up about. An instant before it fell open, he realized he should
have misgivings about this. Aswith letting Morrn and hisstill movein, Tod redized it abit too late.

Inside the sack was a dagger, an ornamenta wespon, ornately carved, studded with finely faceted gems.
It was sheathed in impressively tooled legther. Tod redlized his eyes were huge before he thought about
how he was gawking over Shaan’ s theft. He snapped his eyes away and sank the loot back into the
sack. Then helooked at Elzith. Her face was emotionless as aways, but her eyeswere trained on the
sack. She had seen the dagger. And then Tod looked across the room. Shaan had seen Elzith.

“Ah, chap!” laughed Shaan, losing dl his nervousnessin amass of leering. That, a least, was convincing.
“Interrupting something, am |?Ha-hal” Hiseyes bulged at Elzith.

Tod tried to distract himself by dropping back into his chair, taking another bite of his dinner, and turning
toward Elzith. Then he saw something very strange. Elzith was returning Shaan’ slook, even more
convinangly.

“What have we here?’ Shaan was drawling. “ Haven't met this pretty one,” he said, or something likeit.
Tod was used to ignoring Shaan’ swords. He was not, however, used to Elzith giggling, batting her
eyelashes, or fawning on his own arm. She seemed to be enticing Shaan by clinging to Tod. Shaan was
adoring it.

Elzith draped herself on Tod' sarm, drawing up her kneesin away that was coy and artificidly naive. Her
fingers brushed the back of hishand, he felt her breath near his cheek. “ Oh!” she cried in amost foreign



voice, “can | seeit? Please!” Tod found himself suddenly glad to be sitting down, and behind atable.
Having lost his voice, he handed over the sack, which she opened with an attitude of rapture. The gold of
the dagger’ s hilt reflected in her wide eyes. She can't be serious, Tod inssted to himself, watching Shaan
continueto leer. Tod started to giggle.

“It' sbea-u-ti-ful!” Elzith crooned, as Shaan hung on each syllable. “Where did you get it?’

Shaan laughed throetily. “ Ah, now, littlemissl” heteased. “I can’t tel you that, but, well, maybe | can
boast alittle” He seized the chair from the corner of the room and dragged it to thetable, Stting onitina
rakish sprawl. “Let’s say |—ah—borrowed it, from acertain chap in the city. Big house on Scrivener
Street, wallsdl around it, and full of guards. Not very understanding, those guards, sods! But—yes, old
Shaan got around them, yes| did!” He laughed again and Elzith echoed it. Tod thought Shaan was afoal,
Elzith being an agent of the law, but he noticed she was out of uniform, and Shaan probably had never
seen or recognized her init. What she wore now was like the clothes that Tod had first seen her in, the
gray shirt untucked, the breeches baring her legs below the knee. Shaan went on about the house and
guards, barking dogs, and hisincredible skill at picking inconvenient locks. Elzith went on fawning. Tod
darted thinking about illega establishmentsin Karrim and how long it had been since he last visited them.
He flushed. Get back to the moment at hand, hetried to tell himsdlf. Shaan was athief. The evidence was
infront of him.

“Wadl then,” Shaan said finaly, “I hateto leave, but can’t stay in one placetoo long!” He laughed and
winked, asif he were talking about sweeping the street rather than committing a crime that could make
him disappear. He got out of his chair, not bothering to return it to its place near the shuttered window,
and sauntered toward the door. “ See you again, chap.” He winked at Tod. “ Sometime later! And you
too,” he dropped hisvoice at Elzith, asif arranging atryst without Tod' s knowledge. He was laughing till
as hewent out and closed the door behind him.

Theingant it settled in the jamb, Elzith was on her feet. The mooning look had vanished; she moved
quickly and straight, with no more of the flirtatious and easy posture. She latched the door, and as she
turned back toward the table she was tying up the sack in her hands. “I’m sorry if that made you
uncomfortable,” shesaid to Tod, her voice low and serious, “but | think thiswill be safer with me.”

Tod cleared histhroat. Hisface felt cooler but his hands were now starting to shake. “What isit?’

“Nothing important in itsglf,” she said smoothly, “except for the man Shaan Soleit from. And theman
who had it before him.”

“But Shaan wouldn't tell you who he got it from.”

Elzith sat down again. “Hetold me enough,” she said. “With someinformation my employers have, we
can determine who the owner was. The answer can be put together,” and here Elzith raised her eyesand
fixed them on Tod, “but | would advise you not to. Y ou don’t want information that could prove
dangerousto you.”

Sheturned her attention back to her plate, resuming her medl asif there had been no interruption. Tod
picked up hisfork but found he' d lost his gppetite. His attempt at being ahost wasfailing again. “ Y ou've
donethis before.”

“Oh, that act?” A wry smile crossed her face, briefly. “It' sbeen awhile since I’ ve donethat, but | did a
good enough show. Not that it was a challenge. He was too easy agame.”

“Y ou were wonderful” tumbled out of Tod' s mouth.



Elzith abandoned her plate thistime, turning to face him fully. The posture did nothing to create a
connection between them. Her voice was as cold as an empty courtroom. “Tod, | won't play you,” she
sad. “I won't manipulate you, | don't have anything to gain fromit. Y ou'rein danger here, but | won't
put you in any moreif | can help it. Keep out of it, Tod. Keep your distance.”

She rose then, the sack in her hand, and headed for the door. “Lock it behind me,” she said, and waited
there until he got to hisfeet. She was out of the door before he could try to say anything to her. He'd
asked her up for company.

It'sher training, he told himself as he began to clean things up. The sun, which had only started to set
when he' d started dinner, was entirely down. He' d let it get dark again and had to search for matches.
She hasto be cautious, he told himself. She hasto keep secrets, to keep her distance. Forced
withdrawa, he scribbled on a page of hisbook, which he' d lft out of itsbox. Must be lonely.

He put the fold of papers back in the box and put it away. It might take along time, he thought, to help
her. He' d wanted adrink every day at the start, but in time that thirst had lessened. He had practice at
patience. He would wait.

14

The office was underground, not high in the towers of the Great Hall, where crystalline windows |ooked
down on Insigh. It was not in the conceal ed barracks where the Secret Force operatives weretrained, a
building tucked among the repetitive facades of lesser courts, guarded by aclerk indistinguishable from
the hundreds of others. Loyd's office was buried in amaze of storage rooms under an old, lesser court
building, where inferior clerks without the status to work in the Great Hall scurried like miceto retrieve
records for the important men. Loyd, in his nondescript clothing, was not noticed by the clerks, who
never raised their eyesfrom their weary feet. When the woman arrived at his door, shewasin the
uniform skirt and bodice of a cleaning woman, abasket a her hip, nodding with lowered eyesin answver
to apassing clerk who gave her an order to mop adirty floor severa doors down.

“They won't let you rest, will they?’ Loyd said.
Elzith let out her breath shortly through her nose. Loyd didn’t expect any more of alaugh from her.

“Although | must say | wasintending to give you ares, taking you off the Force. | certainly never
expected two formal reports from you within your first season away.”

“Y ou took me off the Force because | have identifying scars, Loyd,” shereplied, refusing, asusud, to be
humored. “ And you can never expect coincidences. Especidly not thiskind.” She reached among the
dirty ragsin her basket and pulled out asmall but heavy sack.

Loyd untied it with no show of curiogity. He recognized what he saw ingde, though, from reports that
had described it, reports that could not be admitted into court to prosecute the man who had allegedly
owned and wielded it. “Thisiswhat | think it is,” he said, the characteristic question-not-question.

Elzith nodded. “ From the Smyth assgnment. Let metell you how | got it.” Sherdated the visit from
Shaan and repested his description of the house he stole the dagger from.

“The house of Smyth’s connection in Dabion,” Loyd said, confirming Elzith’ s deduction. “Wdll, with that
description, and knowing which of the Justices would have had the ability to suppressthe crimina reports
againg Smyth, we should be able to narrow it down.” Loyd smiled lightly, the proud father smile. “ Good
work, Elzith.”



“It wasn't my good work,” she answered. “1t was dumb luck. Coincidence, that dagger fdling into my
lap, two years after the assgnment.”

“But we can identify Smyth’sindgder now,” Loyd soothed. “ That isthe point. It hardly matters what
means were used.”

Thistime Elzith laughed doud, and bitterly. “Of course. It hardly matters.”

In another life, Loyd might have felt guilty about leading Elzith on like this. The guilt was eased by his
redlization that she knew exactly what he was doing. Shewas hisbest. “But it would be hard for you to
think so, wouldn't it?'Y ou endured quite a bit on the Smyth assgnment.”

She met hiseyes, judging hiswordsfor only aningtant. “ Y es, Loyd. Why do you mention it?’ Flat,
unemotiond, unyielding, but those eyes had awearinessin them. There were wrinkles beginning to form
there, and gray strandsin her chestnut hair. Elzith was twenty- eight.

“It can't befar from your mind,” Loyd said, “especialy with thisreminder. The stress of it must be
remarkable.” He turned the dagger over in his hands. “ Elzith, you aretired.”

Shedid not reply. Therewas no reply.
“Y ou asked me yoursdf for aleave from the game.”

“| asked to quit the game,” Elzith corrected, expectedly. “Obvioudy | was under somedelusion. | can't
just walk away from it, knowing wheat | do. But & thetime I d just recovered from nearly having the life
stabbed out of me. | was not entirely rationa.”

“But you werein need of rest. | waswrong to give you another assignment so soon.”
Elzith' seyes narrowed. “What are you telling me, Loyd?’
“I am offering you arest. Two weeks off from your assgnment.”

“Soyouwon't let meleave, but you'll let me sit at home and wait to be called in again. A dog waiting to
hear his master’ svoice.” She shook her head. “Y ou wouldn't play melike that, Loyd. What are you up
to?

Loyd sghed and patted Elzith' s unresponsive hand. “My dear, so diligent in her work.”
“I hate my work. | have no respect for these men and their games.”

Loyd dropped hiskind paternd attitude. “But you have respect for me,” he said. “And | am ordering you
to take leave of your assignment for the next sixteen days.”

Shewould not argue. Loyd knew she would not. There were aspects of her that he did not understand,
athough he' d tried to find acause for them in her past. He had to accept these aspects as given, like the
hours on the clock. He knew them well: her loydty, her obedience, her trust—a most—of avery few. He
was among that number whom she had inexplicably found worthy, and Loyd knew her loydty and
obedience would not fail him. Elzith stood and took up her servingwoman's basket, nodded a curt
acceptance, and exited his office.

Hewasindeed afather figure to her, he supposed. Why she should have aneed for such afigure, given
her history, was beyond him. Otherswith similar childhoods had no recognition of authority. But if
environment was not the cause, perhapsit wasin her blood, like her rare gifts. He prized Elzith for these,



ashedid for her detachment, as he did for her utter loyalty to him, which surpassed the blind patriotism
or hatred of other countries that drove most of his other operatives. She was more reliable, more
effective. The best player at a game she despised. She would play it for him until it destroyed her.

Loyd rubbed his eyes. Age was beginning to affect him, he thought, watching his hands sheke. He
needed arest himsdlf. To quit, perhaps. But to whom would he go with histhreatsto quit? It was as
foolish afantasy as Elzith's had been. Still, he would protect her as best he could. He needed her safely
away from the Black Force, out of public view, for ashort time, while he conducted some investigations.
One of hisother Sor’ raian operatives was missing, and he did not know why.
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“If primeistrue and second istrue, then prime or second istrue.”

Jereth was reading from apage in his book, histranscriptions of Rationality and Logic. The Lord
Justices, arrayed in their ring before him, pored over their copies like school children.

“If primeistrue and second isfalse, then prime or second istrue.”

It was histhird lesson with the Circle. Jereth had utterly forgotten the first one, and only Bint’s meticulous
notes reminded him where he' d ended it. That planning proved usd ess, though, as Nosselin was absent
from the second meeting, sending an assistant who recited alengthy forma complaint and sparked
severd hours worth of objections and injunctions and lega arguments of acomplexity that Jereth had
only ever read about in hislong-ago years of schooling. The session had dragged on into the late hours,
long after Jereth was dismissed, so he did not hear its outcome, but when he arrived today he saw
Nossdlin gtting morosdly in his place. Jereth was directed to his podium and began the lesson where it
should have started on the second day, by enumerating the rules of logic.

“If primeisfase and second istrue, then prime or second istrue.”

Jereth paused to moisten histhroat. As heraised aglassto hislips, he glanced around the Circle. Frahn
was nodding but his brow was wrinkled. Timbrel’ s face was crumpled in utter confusion. Hysthe' swig
lay in aheap beside his book, and he ran his hands over his cropped hair. Jereth wondered, in amoment
of levity so rare he nearly choked on the water, whether Hysthe was trying to massage in the information.
He put the glass down quickly and looked away toward something el se. Jannes was scribbling intricate
notes on asheet of paper, periodically crossing things out. Nosselin stared at his book and had not
objected once. Lord Councilor Muhrroh watched Jereth and nodded in what seemed to be approval
rather than understanding. Varzin was doing the same.

“If primeisfase and second isfase, then prime or second isfdse”

Jereth had aways been enchanted by the words of his precious books. They whispered their secretsin
their rustling pages, carrying him back to an ancient time. When he read them he wasin the presence of
the ancient Biorans. When he spoke the words doud it was with their ghostly voices. They changed him,
possessed him with their wisdom until he was awise man. But there was something el se about the words
of the ancient scholars, something he redlized as he watched the faces of the Lord Justices. The words of
his books were not only powerful, they were his done, a secret language only he understood, a magic
only he possessed. The other men in the room, for al their temporal power, could not grasp it.

“If primeistrue and second istrue, then if prime then second istrue.”

A giddinessfilled Jereth. It was afeverish feding, afear that what he saw wasfadse, that his senseswere
deceived, that he was dreaming or possessed of fancies. The thought that it was true was even more



feverish. They did not understand and he did. His star was rising. He was coming into a power of which
hisfifty-eight years had been deprived, until now.

“If primeistrue and second isfdse, then if primethen secondiis...”
“How much moreisthere?’ cried Nossdin, findly looking up from his book.

There was agenerd sigh around the chamber, as the Lord Justices gasped for breeth at this unexpected
reprieve from their difficult lesson. Then Frahn said, wryly, “We gppear to be hafway down page eight.
It would seem we have hdf apageleft of therules”

The wooden room echoed again with abreath of uncomfortable laughter. Nossdlin, though, chose not to
take the bait. He turned to Muhrroh for an apped. “What use can these rules possibly beto us?” he
pleaded. “ They mean nothing.”

“No rule hasmeaning in and of itsdf,” the Lord Councilor decreed. “It isthe significance of the rule which
ismeaningful.”

“Andif I might add,” Varzin said softly, from the end of the table, “the significance of theserulesisthe
new paradigm which they represent.”

“A paradigm can be summed up in asentence,” growled Nossdin. “ The Cassiliansare mystics. The
Azassans are warmongers.”

“But if we do not wish to be as smple asthis, we must have a deeper understanding.” The room was
findly quiet at these words of Muhrroh’s. Even Nosselin would not dispute him a second time. “These
rules are the foundation upon which Bioran thought was based. To understand that paradigm and to
convey it to our people, we must begin at the start. Justice Advisor Paloman, please continue.”

“If primeisfdseand secondistrue...” Unlike the second day, when Jereth had watched the legd battle
in cold agony, today he was unmoved by this conflict in the Circle’ s chambers. For dl their tempora
power, these were only men. Their quarrels were petty. Their words were harmless. Jereth had
knowledge beyond their understanding. “ ... if primethen second istrue.” Varzin nodded. Jereth had his
support. Nosselin rubbed his eyes and dropped his head over hisbook again. Varzin smiled. Jereth had
nothing to fear.

“I have some materials which may interest you,” Varzin said to Jereth when the lesson was finished and
the chamber was emptying. He took from the satchel he carried a number of papers scrolled in aleather
binder and unrolled them for Jereth. The sheets displayed grids that werefilled with symbols. “A
summary of your rules, which they use at the new Bioran school herein Insggh. They are not asfineas
your work, certainly, yours being taken directly from the original words of the scholars. These tables
were drawn from Dal’ Nilaran’ s book, which you mentioned before, the secondary source, whichisall
the Insigh schoal has had. They smplify the rulesin graphic form, and there are some among us who may
find the smplification useful.”

Jereth alowed Varzin to put the scrallsinto his hands, murmuring gracious thanks at the compliment. He
was gaining practice a that gracious murmur.

“The next meeting of the Circle and our next lesson will bein threeweeks,” Varzin added. “ Time enough
for the printer in Origh and the bookbinder | recommended to you.”

“Certainly, my lord,” Jereth said. *Y ou have my great thanks. | am indebted to you.”

“Of course,” Varzin intoned, and |eft the chamber.



Not asfine asmy work, certainly, Jereth thought as he bundled the Insigh school tablesto carry them
back to hisrooms, and he thought it again later, when he unrolled them to examine them. But Varzin's
encouraging voice had faded by then. The tables were incomprehensible. The symbols were gibberish to
Jereth. Thoseinferior scholars with their battered copies of DA’ Nilaran's plagiarized book had
concocted alanguage so far beyond him that Jereth could not recognize it as human.

| am afool, he thought. Hisreflection stared, wrinkled and rheumy-eyed, from its mirror across the room.
Jereth seized the |leather tube that had encased the scrolls and threw it at the offending mirror. It missed
shattering the glass, which was what Jereth had hoped for, bouncing off the frame instead and rolling
under the chest of drawers.

He sat for atime staring at hisfailure. In the past, he' d spent hours each day staring &t piles of records,
amended law certificates, his decisons overturned by higher authorities. He d watched them stack up
while his docket of new cases went neglected. Asto be expected, he’ d told himself. Paloman wasn't
even hisname. Hisfather was a Ploughman, the last son of adespised family of farmers, the only one
alowed to stay in their part of Digtrict Six when the rest of them were displaced to Karrim. There was
dirt in hisblood and no mind in his head. He wasn't suited to justice. The waxen seals of other authorities
that were stamped on his court records were proof of that.

The tube moved under the chest, most likely pushed by awandering mouse. Jereth painfully pulled
himsalf out of his chair and crouched on the floor beside the chest of drawers. He could not reach the
tube, though the sight of his hand sent the mouse scurrying. He had to pull the lowest drawer out of its
frame completely to retrieve the leather case.

He dmost replaced the drawer immediately. 1t was the drawer that contained, wrapped carefully in
layers of fabric, hisbooks. | do not deserve them, he thought, but once he laid his hands upon them he
was under their spell, just like thefirg time.

The books had come to him four years ago, the eightieth and final day of the first season, the year 760 by
the Common Calendar. Jereth still had the court record preserving that date. The new Insigh school had
been open for three years, and Jereth had read a copy of Da’ Nilaran's Classics, which one of hisclerks
had confiscated from ason too rebellious and full of scholarly aspirationsto follow quietly in hisfather's
footsteps. The book had been idle reading for Jereth, but it had sparked a strange curiosity, causing him
to daydream like a child about the mysterious mountains of Biora. A warning of senility’ sondaught,
Jereth had thought.

Hisfind case of that day had involved three merchants attempting to smuggle undeclared goodsinto
Azass. Such incidents had been common since 748, the year Jereth had finally ascended from aclerk’s
officeto his seat asa L esser Justice, and the year that the borders of Biorawere reopened after two
centuries of embargo. The old conflictsingpired by Bioran learning were forgotten, the collgpse of
Mandera s economy drove merchantsto find other sources of trade, and so the peacekeeping forces that
had been stationed at the narrow mountain pass that connected Biorato Cassile and the rest of the Five
Countries were disbanded. Not that the merchants found much in Biora. The country had falen into ruin
initstwo hundred years of isolation. The merchants who had crept out of Biora, crossed the Great River,
and made their trail across the northern passage and into Jereth’ s hall, were practically empty-handed.

“Devil’sAdvocate,” Jereth had caled, summoning the merchants nomind defense.

“These men were only carrying books, your honor,” the clerk who played devil’ s advocate had said,
gesturing to the pile of illegal goods that was stacked on his table before the accused men.

“Wasit with intent to sall?’ Jereth had asked the guardsman at the opposite table, who had led the arrest



of the merchants.

“Of coursel” crowed the guard. “Doesn’'t matter what it is. Azassians don't know their purse from their
sack— they’ll buy anything. It’s contraband, books or bricks!”

“Books are hardly contraband,” the devil’ s advocate had protested. He grasped one from the top of the
pileand carried it to the Table of Justice behind which Jereth sat. “Boards and paper. Thereisnothing in
the law that assigns vaue to them. Only what is valuable can be judged as smuggled goods. These men
will testify that even the Biorans saw no vauein them. Shdl | call upon them, your honor?’

Jereth had not responded.
“Y our honor, shal the accused men speak?’

Jereth had shaken himsdlf and nodded absently, ignoring the merchants as they stood one by one and
told of run-down shacksin Biora, starving women surrounded by sunken-eyed children, emptying out
battered trunks and pulling dusty boxes from basements, searching for any scrap or trinket that would
fetch a penny from the foreign merchants. Jereth did not care. He had just deciphered the archaic letters
that spelled out Rationality and Logic. He recognized thetitle from its reference in the confiscated
schoolbook. A foolish dream had suddenly been transformed into redlity.

“Contraband, obvioudy,” Jereth had ruled. “ These men shdl be imprisoned for the requisitetime. The
books shdll be seized.” Let a Greater Justice overturn his decison and set the smugglers free. Few would
make an attempit at the lengthy and convoluted process required to release the goods from seizure. The
books were Jereth’'s.

16

“What are you doing here?’ Tod asked, stopping halfway down the steps. Elzith was at the bottom of the
hill, on her kneeswith ahand rake.

Shedidn’'t look up as she answered, “ Raking. Watch the fourth step, it’ s till crooked.”

Tod looked at the stones under hisfeet. They were siwept dean, and though they were till old and
cracked and in need of repair, the dirt had been molded under them so that they were more stable. “Y ou
did this?’

Elzith sat back on her hedls. “ Y esterday. Early, before you went into town. Didn’t you notice?’

Tod laughed alittle a himsdlf. It had been five days since Elzith had |eft with Shaan’ s dagger, and during
thefirst day he hadn’t been able to keep himself from checking out the windows, looking for her return.
Then he'd cmed himsdlf. Patience, he remembered. She' d be back. He' d gotten so patient that he
hadn’t even looked out the window for the past few days, and he'd missed her work. “1’m sorry, |
didn’t. It looks wonderful.”

Shedidn’'t drop immediately back to work, as Tod expected. She actudly stayed there, sitting on her
hedls, surveying the steps and the hill and the earth in front of her door. She nodded dightly, not quite
amiling with pride or contentment.

“But why—" Tod ventured. “What got you started on this?’

“I’'m bored as hell,” answered Elzith. She brushed damp hair out of her eyes, rubbing atrail of dirt across
her brow.



“Can| offer you adrink?’

It was less surprising that she accepted the invitation thistime, since it was warm and Elzith was
understandably thirsty. She sat at histable without dispute, drinking the water that he offered deeply, and
thanked him for the damp cloth he brought so she could clean her face and hands. Tod sat across from
her camly, without tripping over any of hisfurniture. He waslearning. “Y ou don’t have—what do you
cdl it—an assgnment?”’

“I"'m on vacation,” Elzith muttered from behind the cloth. “ This doesn’t sound like agood thing.” She
lowered the cloth, eyed him quizzically. “Would you like avacation? Shall | do your work for you?” Tod
redized she was joking with him. He laughed.

“Well, | have alarge rush order coming in afew days.” he started. Keller had just received another job
from the Justice from District One, and Tod would haveto bind it. “But | have afew thingsto wrap up
before then.” He reached into the pile on the table, drew out a partly stitched quarrel, and searched for
the needle at the end of thetail of thread.

Elzith pulled her chair in closer and leaned toward the work.

“Y ou nest the quartos like this, and then you stitch, over and under.” She watched him make afew
stitches, and when he held the pages out toward her, she took his suggestion and grasped them. Quickly
she continued his chain of stitches, small and even. “Careful of the needle,” Tod warned, needlesdy, since
shewas s0 precise. He doubted she would put red spots on her pages. “Y ou're better at thisthan | am.”

“No,” Elzith said, speaking evenly in time with the needle. “I couldn’t keep it up for long.”
Tod sorted through his papersto find something to work on himself. “Not very exciting, | guess.”

Elzith finished out her quarrd. “No. Much less exciting than getting stabbed or shot a.” She twisted the
needle between her fingers. “What' s next?’

Tod searched for the next pages, found them, checked that they matched the right book, and started
folding them into quartos.

“Amazing,” Elzith said. “How did you find the right page? Order out of chaos.”

Tod laughed again. Histable was cluttered, but he knew where everything was. “I don’t have much to
keep in order, not as much asyou do, I'm sure.”

“Order?’ Elzith scoffed, sounding more mournful than sarcadtic. “ Bringing order to the big men’sgameis
beyond me.” And then, “Why am | tdling you this?’

“You'rebored as hdl?”’

Elzith nodded, and the edges of her mouth turned crooked. It was, Tod realized, asmile. Then she
pointed her needle at the folded pages that Tod was handling, and said, “Are you done with that yet?’

They worked until the light ran out. Tod was grateful for the help, of course, but he was much more
pleased about something else. Out of boredom, maybe, or londliness, Elzith spoke.

“There sacity in the south of Karrim,” she said, so absently that Tod was paying more attention to the
rhythm of her voice than her words, until he realized what she was saying. She wastelling him astory
about the city where she was born.
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There sacity in the south of Karrim, at the junction of two rivers, the Manderan River a its southern
border, and the Greeat River that cutsit al off from Cassile. The City, unique in acountry of scattered
villages and endless farmlands, was established in the last century. Manderan trade was strong overseas
then, and the heads of industry extended their reach into their northern neighbor. The City wasa
clearinghouse for Karrim’s produce; farmers went there to unload it, Manderan businessmen went there
to tradeit, and workmen from al over went there to collect it and ship it across the Five Countries.

Another curiogty of that time wasthe traffic from Cassle. Theland of religion happened to breed aclass
of wandering poet-musicians, the mingtrel's, who sang the most earthly of songs and were adored by
Mandera. They crossed theriver, often passing through the City because—yet another curiosity—agood
bridge had been built across the Great River at that point. There were many Manderan elite who took
mingtrelsinto their patronage and started them on the road to immortality right there in the City. So with
the mingtrels' salons, the corn exchanges, and the inns and taverns and shops necessary to serve such
mobs, the City was quite athriving metropolis. Until 742. Good news aways floats awhile before it
takes shape, but bad newsiswildfire. Within days of the failure of Mandera s aliance with Ikinda, the
City wasashambles. It didn't die, though. Generations had been born who had never touched the
plough. Therewas no going hometo the farm for them, so they stayed in the City. Its position was il

the crossroads to three countries, though the travelers were no longer wealthy businessmen but stiff-faced
lawmakers. The City survived.

Weaways cdled it the City, that' sal. The Manderans, men with their important business, had another
name for it, and the Dabionians had another onefor their law books. Say one of these namesto anative
of the City, and he'll say “Where?’ He needs no other name. He Il never go anywhereelse. Hisvisonis
gmall. Mine wastoo, once.

The place where | was born was smdll. Ten feet across. It was acircle, ringed by afour-foot-high wall of
brick, atrash heap. Merchants once threw their chaff and scraps there, giving scavengers the opportunity
to pick it over for anything useful before it was torched. More recently, awider and less useful
assortment of refuse was thrown into it: bones, rags, dead animals, the occasiona smdll child. | couldn’t
have been born there, actudly, though | know nothing of my birth. I couldn’t even have been there long,
or I’d have been caught in one of the not-so- frequent blazes as the trash was burned. | might have been
inthe heap for ayear or so before the day | was dragged out of it.

My first memory isscreaming. | believe it wasthefirgt timel had doneit. My infant brain had the sense
to keep quiet to elude discovery, and | must have done so for some time. My unknown early life
probably involved agreet ded of hiding, from angry mother or drunken father perhaps, from the fera
dogs | competed with for food. It was quite ashock to be pulled into the cold, empty air, held by the
ankles, helpless, discovered. My discoverer claimed it was ashock to find | was dive, afact he' d been
doubtful of when hefirst saw me among the refuse, but which was proven adequately by my screaming.
That was how | met Big Geordie.

Big Geordie was aman of many talents. He was a clever scavenger. He could find the chance last piece
of dlver in arubbish hegp—or the chancelost child. He was ataented thief, never so greedy that he

took foolish chances and got himsdf caught. He was asmart man, much smarter than anyone gave him
credit for. By my size he judged meto be three years old, then heraised it to four, to account for the
malnutrition | had no doubt suffered. And he was the best con man in the city. Big Geordie was scarcely
five feet tdl and made of bones. He would threaten people who didn’t know him in hisown name, and
offer them protection from himsdlf at aprimerate. He could tell peopleliesto their smiling faces, with
them knowing it al aong and believing it anyway. Big Geordie was the man who raised me and taught me



histrade.

My second memory iswatching aman’ sthroat cut. The City survived, in spite of itsdf, in spite of its
people killing each other off for hatred or afew coins or because there was nothing else for them. A day,
maybe, after I’ d become aware of other people in theworld | was watching them die. It hardened me,
Loyd and hislocd authorities would say, made me a good operative. Damned good operative. One of
their best.

| was four years old and could not speak. When Big Geordie—he being a clever man—tried to piece
together my life before hisentranceinto it, he said | must have been abandoned. Children learn to spesk
by mimicking their eders. | must have had none. Then he dtered the story, since until | wasweaned |
must have been fed by someone, fed but not cared for. A castoff, a pariah, despised by someone with
just enough humanity to not let me starve, until they tired of me or became so overwhelmed with hatred
that they threw me away.

Geordie could not imagine what would stir such hatred toward an infant. Even if I'd been
Azassan—which | couldn’'t be, since | lacked the red hair and ruddy coloring—someone should have
cared for me. | had anidea. | wouldn’t have told him, though, or anyone. Only Loyd worked it ouit.

(Tod doesn't ask the question. He lets these provocative words go without pursuing them, amost asif he
hasn't heard them at dl.)

It was a so Loyd who worked out my absence of emotion. With no elders to teach me to speak, | had
none to teach meto laugh or cry, ether, and while language can be learned, thelack of familia bondsin
infancy can never be compensated. A strength of mine, Loyd called it. Damned good operative. Geordie
would have agreed. Emotionswere aliability. People who left themselves open got stolen from, raped,
their throats cut. | could tel, mute at four years, that the man | watched bleed out from histhroat had
reached out in friendship to the man who killed him.

18

At awindow in asmal, white-walled, wood floored room, awoman sat at her needlework. Shewas
dressed plainly asawidow, in unadorned black silk that had no shine onit, the cut of the dresssmple,
the corset to which the bodice was stitched rigid and straight, the neckline square and not low. Her sole
ornamentation was a collar, white lawn afew incheswide, pinned to the neckline and faling lightly over
her shoulders and modest bosom. There was no lace on the collar, and none of her industrious
needlework appeared anywhere so conspicuous as her clothing. Decoration of that sort was an
extravagance of times past, before her birth, times that came to an end when shewasasmall child, too
young to be aware of them. Y et despite the severity of her dress, one who guessed she was awidow
would have been incorrect. She was the wife of Lord Justice Jannes. The home of Jannesand hisfamily
in Orighwas smdll, al things consdered, for the persona home of a superior member of Dabion’sruling
class. Newly built inthe rational style, it was compact and well proportioned. It was not decorated with
the expensive paintings and sculptures or inlaid floors and ceallings seen in Mandera at the extremes of its
wedlth, or the strange ethnic painting seen on the walsin Azass. Therooms of Jannes s house were
sguare and smoothly plastered, and decorated with nothing save in Ciceline' sroom, where he had
alowed hisyoung wife the fancy of putting up bits of needlework on thewalls.

Ciceline was surrounded by flowers. There were no flowersin Origh; errant weeds that were so bold as
to poke their heads up among the halls of law were quickly exterminated. But Ciceline had grown up at
the outskirts of town, where the Lesser Justice who was her father owned avery old houseon a
sprawling expanse of property. Asa child she had spent long hours among the rolling green hillsand
fiddsof flowers. She grew out of her childhood, though, and eleven years ago she dutifully left her



youthful fields, married the Lord Justice, and bore him ason. It was by the grace of her birth and the law
that she was not awoman of work, and that she had the leisure to spend such frivol ous time making
mementos of her childhood, stitching roses and violets and wisteria branches.

“Madam,” aservant said quietly at the door.

The Lord Justice' swife sighed, popped the embroidered cloth out of the hoop in which it was stretched,
returned the work to the basket by her chair, and bade the servingwoman enter.

Cicdine sonly personal servant was awoman of middle age, the brown in her hair dready lost to gray,
her face heavy with wrinkles. In the leven years Ciceline had known her, she had changed very little.
She' d spent her life asaservant, so far as Cicdline knew, athough she spoke little of herself, or indeed of
anything. There were no marriages or births on the records, as Jannes had scrupuloudy investigated.
When akitchen servant once spread arumor claiming otherwise, Jannes had ordered the kitchen girl
thrashed and turned out, and threatened the same to anyone who repeated what he had proven untrue.
“The master ishome, madam,” Perasaid as she entered, bobbing tensdly in an arthritic curtsey. Shedid
not meet Ciceling' s eyes when she spoke. Efficiently she walked about the room, smoothing a bedcover,
straightening awindow shutter, seizing up Ciceline s basket of needlework to shut it away in a cupboard.
As she passed Ciceline she reached into the pocket of the apron that she wore over her plain, gray dress
and bodice. “ A message for you, madam,” she said, at haf voice, and handed her acarefully folded

paper.
Cicelinedid not read it, but tucked it among thefolds of her skirt.

“And your son is expected within the hour,” Pera concluded. Having finished her ordering of the
mistress' s room, she bobbed again and passed silently through the narrow door.

She never expected afriend, Cicdine often reflected.

Friends were afantasy from childhood, like the flowers, except that the flowers had beenred. 1t no
longer mattered, though. Ladies maids were sometimes companions but often only servants. Ciceline
had other duties. Her son was home for the break between sessions at the grammar school where he
boarded, and her husband was home aswell. Managing them both would leave no time for daydreams.
She rose and went to her husband’ s study.

Filanar Jannes s chambers were the largest in the house, spanning half of the ground floor: study, library,
and bedchamber, interconnecting squares in immeaculate white and polished wood. Jannes himsdf was
segted at the desk in his study, writing camly in aledger. Ciceline never asked what he wrote.

“Good day,” Cicdline said to her husband, waiting properly in the doorway.

Jannes continued to write until he wasfinished, then he put up his quill, corked theink bottle, preened the
aready perfect wig on his head, and findly looked up to acknowledge hiswife. “Isthe boy homeyet?’
he asked her.

He was answered by a crashing noise from the foyer and the shouting of a child' s voice. The page he had
S0 carefully written crumpled in hishands.

“Shall | have the cook prepare you adrink?’ Ciceline suggested. She did not turn to watch the chaos
going on behind her, down the hall. Jannes s manservant was dready there, trying to restrain Aron and
carry him to hisroom upgtairs. “ Perhaps a cool restorative?’ Her husband answered her with atight
wave of hiswrist and she withdrew to the kitchen.



Aron had bawled himsdf into exhaustion and silence by the time Ciceline returned with the drink, so there
was no further noise to disturb the household. She passed the manservant at the door of the kitchen,
holding acompressto a bruise on hiswrinkled face, and she discreetly bowed her head to avoid eye
contact. When she reached her husband’ s study, she found him gazing out the window, hisface setina
wooden placidness. A pile of crumpled and torn paper was scooped nestly into abin. “Y our pardon, my
lord,” Ciceline said to announce herself, and carried him the porcelain tankard.

After taking severa long, dow draughts, Jannesturned away from the window and, for thefirst time since
seeing her, smiled at hiswife. “Heavenly,” he said. “ Nectar of the gods, if the heathens of our continent
ever had gods that deserved such afinedrink.” Then he reached out his hand and touched Cicdline's
wrigt, arare gesture of fondness. “And no other man deserves such afinewife.”

Ciceline dropped her eyesdemurely. “It ismy pleasure, Filanar.” Shelingered for amoment beside him,
feeling the intimacy of using her husband' s given name, not looking directly a him lest she overstep her
bounds.

Then the need for her there wasfinished, and sheleft the study.

Her son was sprawled on his bed, his head thrust under apillow. “Go away!” he shouted, muffled, ashe
heard the door open. Ciceline closed the door behind her and took achair by the bed. Aron grumpily
took the pillow from his head to glare a the intruder, then subsided into erratic sobbing. Ciceline reached
out ahand to soothe her son’sdark hair.

“Your har islong like your uncle's,” she murmured. It cameto his chin and was spread over his
tear-streaked face. “Y ou may haveit cropped, if you like. Are they wearing wigs at your school 7’

“| hate that school!” Aron sobbed. “I never want to go back!”
“Let me bring you something to edt, you'll fed better.”
Aron wound his mouth into afrown. “I’m never eating again if you send me back there!”

“Weadl have our duties, child,” Ciceline whispered. She handed him the pillow that he' d dropped on the
floor, and he thrust it over hishead again. “Let me bring you some cakes. Lemon ones. They’ re your
favorite”

Aron sniffed loudly from behind the pillow. “With sugar icing?’

On her second trip to the kitchen she found the broken pottery. The sole decoration in Jannes' shome
was a sculpture of the scales of Justice, the symbol of his position. It had stood on ashelf in the foyer,
until Aron had knocked it down this afternoon.

“Can you find another one of these, Dal?’ Cicdline asked the manservant, careful not to look at the
purple mark on his chin. “Whatever the expense. Bring it by nightfal.”

The old man nodded, wearily. “ Asyou wish, madam.” He went to the rear door and let himsdlf out.

Beforeit closed, Ciceline caught aglimpse of afigure outside, on the narrow road that ran behind the
Justices houses, dressed in gray like aservant but wearing ametd plate on achain around his neck. She
hurried to gather the food for her son and darted upstairs.

Much later, the man on the back road |eft, accompanied by asecond figure concealed in alight cloak.
“Why were you so0 early?” the cloaked woman admonished in awhisper. 1 was supposed to signd you
with alantern from my window,” she said, pointing at the plate that the man woreto catch such asignd



light.

The man hurried his companion along through the darkened streets, taking quite afew strides before
answering. “Areyou dways S0 chattery?’ hefindly replied. “ Quite unlike the dutiful wife of aJustice.
One would think you were afisherman’s shrew instead.”

Cicdine st her mouthin aline and hurried on, slently.

They cameto the Great Hall in the center of Origh, and descended into itslower tunndl. Ciceline ducked
her head and pulled the hood of her cloak farther over her face. Her guide seemed to be walking faster,
to spite her. At one point she thought she had lost him, but suddenly a door opened before her and she
heard the guide svoice. “Thewoman ishere.” Ciceline stepped forward and entered the room, |etting
down her hood. The guide closed the door behind her. Shelooked up into the broadly, boldly smiling
eyes of another man, well dressed, Stting on alounge in this secret chamber.

19

“Honor among thieves, that' s not only asaying.”

Elzith was|eaning back in her chair, her booted feet crossed at the ankles and resting on atiny
uncluttered spot on the table. Piles of stitched quartos covered the table s surface. With Elzith’ shelp, dll
the copies of Justice Paloman’ s rush order were stitched, but Tod had to catch up on pasting them into
their boards. A needle dangled easily in Elzith' s hand. Tod looked up as she spoke, caught by her voice
and thelight glinting on the needle that swung like a pendulum.

“Y ou might not call them honorable, and the Justiceswouldn’t, of course. It’ stheir own honor. Not
poaching another man' sterritory. If there’stoo many in one block, you move. If you can’'t move, you
make an agreement with him, divvy up the dreets, the daysyou' Il hit. Anything dseisgarving him; it's
dishonorable. Not draining your quarry, that’ s another one—not hitting the same shop over and over until
it' sdry, not decimating your resources. That's starving yoursdlf. Dishonorable.

WEe rethieves, not jackals. Not Justice tax collectors. You see. It's perfectly sensible.”

Tod laughed alittle. Asmad as it wasto hear such things, he' d heard stranger. There were theatresin
Karrim, boards set up in inn yards where playersin shabby costume acted out scenes from folktales and
corrupted history. Tod used to watch them in groggy fascination. Those plays, though, had been just
gorieswith little truth behind them. Elzith’ s monologue about thieves was disturbingly red. Still, her voice
was more captivating than an actor’s, and Tod listened as she continued, rapt.

“Big Geordiewas athief, that was his trade. The confidence game was his avocation, his dream, but
therewas no money init. He was athief to put bread on the table. Not that we had atable, of course.
Welived in the streets, dept in aleyswhen the weather was mild, in tents under eaves of abandoned
buildingswhen it turned cold. A few times Geordie conned our way into some rich man’s house, playing
himsdf as amisfortunate father and me a dear suffering daughter. | wastiny then, people thought | was
darling. Until | stole from them, of course.

“Geordie taught me histrade aswell as hisdream. |, too, had to eat. | was good enough &t it. The City
had waifish children by the cartload. The butchers and fruit selers were dways on their guard when the
noisy oneswere around, but | was quiet so they didn’'t watch me as closdly. That wasmy in. Thieving
was dull. | wanted to seewhat else | could get. | made it into one grocer’ s own home, he told me he
liked me, wanted me as his assistant. He wanted me on histable, more likely; he was adirty bastard. But
he was afool—the game was't what he thought it was. | pinched hisfavorite bottle of cordid off his
shelf and dipped out the window. It was cut glass, fancy like diamonds, more excessve than aManderan



banker. | showed it to Big Geordie. He cried for an hour out of pride.”

“Hewas proud of you,” Tod said, squinting at glue fumes as he bound a sheet of leather to the boards of
abook. “Like afather.” Theleather wasn't the least bit red; he never used that coveted color, trying not
to remind himsdlf of hisfailure. *'Y ou must have been happy to get hispraise”

Elzith shook her head. “I didn’t care. No emotions, remember. | played the confidence game because |
won at it. | stayed with Geordie because | respected him. Hewas good. | couldn’t play him.”

Tod looked up from gluing down an endpaper. “You didn’'t care?’ he breathed. He felt hiseyeswiden.
“No,” Elzith answered. | just played the game. | wasgood at it, wasn't 17’
Tod nodded.

“I wasgood. | still am.” Her face sharpened more, if that was possible. “I'm playing you now. You're
drinking up every word | say. Y ou believe every bit of it, | cantell. You' regullible, Tod. | could betelling

you anything.”

He shrugged his shoulders, capping the jar of glue and rubbing hisirritated nose. “Why would you lieto
me? | don’t expect you to.”

Elzith laughed shortly. “ Ah—truth. The Justices game. Everyone plays by the rules of discourse. You
ask aquestion, | tdl the truth.” She dropped the needle on the table and the sarcasm from her voice.
“Haven't you ever been lied to?’

Tod closed the book and turned it over in hishands. It was something, this book he' d made, an
accomplishment. Like winning, maybe. Hewas good at it. The truth wouldn't blot out what he'd
accomplished, not evenif hetold it. “Yes, | have,” hesaid. “By my brothers.”

He started on another cover. He' d have to keep busy while he talked about it. “I gpprenticed to my
father when | was fourteen. My brothers—I have two, they’ re older than me, Wen and Lor—they never
hestated to tell me how awful | was at the work. A few yearsinto it, though, they started complimenting
me. Half compliments, you know. Good work, Tod, it'samost right. | should have noticed them
snickering. They started going away then, days at atime. It wasto Karrim, | found out. One day they
asked meto go with them.”

There were straps of leather laced under the threads that held the quartos together, and he’ d carved
grooves in the boards to paste the strgps into. They set in place easily, comfortingly. “Why don’t you join
us, little brother, they said. Just like one of us. | had to go. | was going to match them, for once. | was
going to keep up with every dram they swallowed, every tavern they visited, the bawdy houses—well,
illegd establishmentsin Karrim.” He opened the glue jar and let out the fumes. It gave him the chanceto
rub hiseyesand half hide hisface.

“I had atemper then, it wasthe gin that did it. Temper got mein trouble, not with the law, not yet, but
amog. | wasinfightsdl thetime. | think my brothers put me up to them, got me drunk and put mein the
way of big angry men. | remember them sitting back and laughing. | don’t remember much, of course.
Oncethey told me I’ d roughed up one of the girls, but | think they lied to me. | don’t remember doing
that. | hope | didn't. It's hard, though, with al those holesin my memory.” Helooked up, took a bregth
from hisramblings. Elzith watched him closdly with her inscrutable gaze. “Well, you know that, about the
illegd establishments, Wen and Lor getting in trouble. 1t’ sfunny, they put mein the middle of dl that, set
me up so they could, | don’t know, laugh a me, and they’ re the oneswho got in trouble. | dways
tripped and fell down, or someone punched mein afight and | was unconscious, but Wen would be the



first one by the door when the Public Force camein.” Tod let out his breath in alaugh, one he' d never
before given to thisstory. “ It wasjugtice, | guess, from fate or the gods or whatever.”

Elzith nodded very dightly, and said, “1f you believe that sort of thing.” Her words were clean and hard,
like stones or rare pearls.

A little dizzy from fumes or confession, Tod closed the gluejar. “ So that’ s my answer. Y es, my brothers
lied to me. Conned me, | guess. Corrupted me for their amusement.”

Elzith’ sface turned as hard as her words, asif ng adishonorablethief. “Not agood game,” she
declared. *'Y ou were a child, avulnerable one.” Then she met his eyes, and her expression changed
subtly, asif reading something new. “But you weren't afoolish child. You had amind inyou. Yes... and
you knew what they were doing.” She shook her head. “Why did you let them?’

There was only amoment’ s pause before Tod answered, “1 wanted to let them.”

He redlized he was seeing something that few people had seen before. Elzith' s eyes widened dightly, and
her mouth opened amost imperceptibly. Shewas surprised. “ That’ sthe truth,” she murmured, with dow
and heavy certainty. But the surprise lasted only an instant before her voice went quick and sharp again.
“Y ou werewilling to buy their attention at the cost of your life”

“Very nearly,” Tod agreed. He had not felt the touch of the Healer who brought him back from hisgin-
drowning after Morrn’sarrest, but he was certain he would have died without it.

Elzith’ s eyes were drifting toward the window, over her shoulder, as she sat at an angle so her back
wasn't to the door. 1 never wanted attention so badly,” she mused. “I never wanted it at al.”

“Isthat agood thing?” Tod asked.

The sunwasinvishble, fallen past the windowsill. Tod often found himsdlf looking out that same window,
watching the last of the day’ slight die before getting up to light alamp so he could continue hiswork.
Elzith’ sface was shadowy, dimly slhouetted against thewindow. “Yes,” shesaid.

“My lovdly little vacation isat an end now,” she said afterward, quickly, abit too quickly. “ The master
has called meto hed again. I'm going to Cassile tomorrow, off to do the work of the honorable
Judtices”

Tod asked, “Why do you go back?’

“Why?’ Elzith repeated, reaching for one of the finished books. “ These choices aren’t mine.” She opened
the book and peered at a pagefilled with strange symbols. “What do you think it means?’ she asked him.

“Kdler tedllsmenot to ask,” Tod answered.
“And do you?’

Tod opened another copy for himsdlf. “I’d like to know what it says. T istrue, Fisfdse, visor, | don't
know what thisis.” He poked a square on the chart, running his ringer over the foreign symbol asif his
touch would trandateit. “ All the truth in the world could bein here, if | could read it. I d be the smartest
man of al time.” He smiled to himsdif, laughing at theidea. “I’d liketo go to the school in Inggh, if |
could.”

“Would you bdieve what they told you?’ Elzith asked, tossing her book on the table.



Tod turned afew pages, looking for the few sentences written in alanguage he knew. “Maybe.”

Elzith stood. “Don’'t.” She went to the door. “Keep your own mind. But don't tell anyone.” Then shewas
gone, as abruptly asever, and Tod rose routindy to latch the shutters and lock the door behind her.

What stayed in hismind, repesating itself as hetried to fal adeep, was aword—attention. Images
followed it, his brothers looking down on him, sneering, but it didn’t matter. Then Elzith was saying that
she never wanted it, that attention. Isthat agood thing—he heard in his own voice, and Elzith
answered—Y es. If he could judge her the way she' d judged him, if he could proclaim her wordstrue or
not, he' d have said she waslying. Elzith knew things, things he could never know, and she had askill at it
that he couldn’t imagine, but he knew things aso. For once, maybe the only time, he thought that he
knew better than she did.

20

The school wastoo noisy. All the students sat in neat rows, never speaking out of turn, and the lecturer’s
words were S0 clear and ordered that Jereth could have drawn adiagram of them, but till it was noisy.
Thewalls of thelecture hall were high, white, hard, and reflected sound like mirrors. Jereth fought the
urgeto cover hisears.

“Dd’ Nilaran shows us throughout the importance of rationdlity,” the lecturer was saying. “Rationdity is
the only force that can combat chaos. Give me DA’ Nilaran’ sthree genres of chaos,” he ordered his
students, pointing to them one by one, straight acrossthe first row. The young men stood obediently, the
hedls of their shoes clicking on the polished wood floor, their voices echoing painfully in Jereth’ s head.
He knew nothing about Dal’ Nilaran or his genres of anything. He closed his eyes, wished the heedmaster
hadn’t invited him, and hoped he would not be asked to speak.

The Schoal of Bioran Science in Insggh was nothing like the school of Jereth' s childhood. Behind hisold
closed eyes he saw the sprawl of low buildings across the empty hillsin the northeast. The school
grounds had been quiet, not surrounded by the busy streets of any city. The buildings were dark, thick
with bricks and rugs, cold even in summer. The boys walked from their dormitoriesto their classesin
slence, and in the classrooms the voices of the professors whispered their lessons low and heavy.

A boy called Piers had been Jereth’ sroommate in the boardinghouse. They were assigned to the same
room because their namesfell next to each other in theroster, or at least that was the official reason.
They had shared other common ground, though; they shared a great secret, and they spent their first
three years at that grammar school in fear that it would be discovered.

They went to their classes, Jereth and Piers, listened to the words of their professors, recited them in the
cavernous quiet of thelecture halls. “Thisisthelaw,” whispered the professorsin Jereth’s memory.
“These are the truths, the teachings of our masters, the old Justices.” Then one day Piers spokein class.
He stood timidly, having waited all morning to be recognized, and cleared histhroat. “ The Justices
interpreted Nanian, professor?’ Piers said, trembling as the old teacher in his black robes nodded to
verify the boy’ s puzzling statement of fact. Then Piers asked the question that could not be alowed, the
chalenge to authority and truth that would make him disgppear from the school.

“Why don’'t we read Nanian’ swords?’

When Jereth returned to hisroom, Piers and everything belonging to him had vanished. The secret had
been discovered, no doubt, and Piers had been sent back to the family of Karrimian farmers he' d left to
snesk into the Dabionian school. Jereth would be more careful than ever before, never spesking out of
turn, never saying awrong thing, never giving his superiors reason to peer too closdly at hisown family,



hisfather dutifully working the Lord Justice’ slawns, the unclestilling the dirt in Karrim. No onewould
learn his name was Ploughman, no one would make him disappear.

“Power, wedlth, and superdtition,” the lecturer echoed in the white room. “Name the process by which
rationality eiminates each of these three genres of chaos.”

Jereth’ s eyes started open and he swayed in his hard wooden chair, ssumbling out of hismemories. He
was the Justice Advisor to the Circle, and aguest of the headmaster at the Insigh Schooal, yet he ill felt
likeatimid boy holding histonguein adark classroom, afraid someone would find him and cast him out
asanintruder.

“We must use these lessonsto fight the forces that oppose us,” the lecturer was concluding. What
forces— Jereth wondered, ashamed at |etting hismind drift. The word supergtition lingered in his head,
one of the genres of chaos. That meant mystics, Nanianism. We don't read Nanian’ swords. Somehow
the lesson was the same, after dl these years, even though Nanianism had been accepted then and was
prohibited now. The law was truth. The mystics were dangerous. All that was not Dabion was
dangerous. The professor dismissed his students and they stood in abody, preparing to be ushered out
of the lecture hall, and behind this shield Jereth ducked out of the white room.

Hedidn't care about the mystics, redly. Theredization of it pounded in histhroat as he hurried out into
the Streets. He didn't care about the Justices' truths. He wanted to get back to hisrooms, back to his
books. He had followed the Justices and their ordersfor years, and dl it had earned him was mediocrity.
The bookswere dl he had. If he could climb between their boards and disappear, he would.

As he lunged headlong across a street and toward the Great Hall, he narrowly missed being run down by
apublic transport, too smothered by his own thoughts to see or hear the pounding horses or the creaking
whedsrolling toward him. He failed to notice the cursing driver or the faces that peered out at him. He
did not recognize one of the faces asthat of the unnamed man who had stood with the Circlein the round
room, the first time Jereth had been admitted, and whom Jereth had not seen since. He would not have
questioned, had he or anyone el se known, why the leader of the Secret Force was riding public transport
southward, out of the capital, toward Origh.

An hour later, his heart pounding, Jereth was running through the Great Hall, through ancient hallways
and stairwells, lost. He passed other Justices who kept quartersin the upper floors of the Hall, blurred
faces contorted in confusion asthey regarded his mad chase. He did not know who he waslooking for,
but he had to find someone. The bottom drawer had been pulled from the chest, and Rationality and
Logic wasgone.

The Great Hall in Insgh was not like Dabion’s newer buildings, with their gridlike order and square,
white rooms. The Great Hall was alabyrinth, full of twisted passages, some of which Jereth had never
been down. Some one hundred Justices, men of importance in the workings of District One, lived in the
Great Hall, aboveitsrows of courtrooms. Jereth normally tried to avoid his neighbors, never looking into
their eyes as he passed them, lest they recognize his weakness. Now he wished he knew even one of
them, one of the doors he rushed by, so he could call on someone’ sassistance. Findly hislungswere
taxed to their limit and he sank to thefloor.

With his head bowed to his knees, he did not see a servant—drably dressed, plump, elderly—pass at the
end of the corridor. It was the same servant that Jereth had failed to see enter and exit hisroom that
morning, as he wasleaving to visit the school. He wouldn't have questioned awashermaid’ s presence,
though, as she gathered hislinens. Servant women were never questioned, and hardly even noticed. The
woman turned a corner and met aman in ablack suit. She passed the man quickly in the narrow hallway,
not raising her eyes, only pausing long enough to alow him to retrieve a bundle from her basket.



The footsteps that Jereth was too weary and distressed to hear parted, the woman’ s decaying into the
distance, the man’ sturning in on the corridor and approaching. Jereth heard them then and began to raise
his heed, in blind supplication to whoever it might be, hoping beyond hope that the stranger might help
him.

“My lord!” cried Jereth, stunned.
Varzin sood before him.

“I beg your pardon,” Jereth stuttered, trying to force arthritic and uncooperative kneesto rasehimto a
ganding postion.

“Do not trouble yourself,” said Varzin smoothly, extending one hand in ahdting gesture.

Embarrassed, Jereth abandoned his attempt to stand, and instead gazed up dumbly, like amonk to the
mythica heavens. Then he saw something that could have moved him to converson then and there. Inthe
other hand Varzin held hisbook.

“My—my—my—Iord!” Jereth was beyond words. “Y ou—found...”

Varzin smiled etheredly. | feared it was yours, stolen by some ruffian. It was not enough to cast the
inferior classes out of the land and into Karrim' sfields. We still depend upon servants, and so we will
aways be surrounded by the dregs of mankind. The lawless are among us even in thismost lawful of
cities. | shal have the superintendent install a better lock on your door.” He held the book a arm’s
length, admiring it asaholy relic, but keeping it outside of Jereth’s desperate reach. “ Rationality and
Logic. The cornerstone of the great philosophers' thought. A shame, adreadful shame it would have
been, had this vanished from our sght.”

Jereth nodded mutely, reaching for the book like a parched man for water, dizzy with thirst.

A cool smiletill on hisface, Varzin tucked the book under his arm, offering the other arm to Jereth.
“Allow meto escort you to my Insgh quarters, Justice PAloman. They are very near, and | believe you
must bein need of arest after this shock.”

Varzin had been given szable quartersin the Great Hal, a suite of rooms ouitfitted with heavy furnishings
and thick rugs and tapestries. Jereth was seated on amassive chair near atapestry that depicted a hunt
scene. He' d had no idea such decorative hangings still existed.

“Allow meto pour you adrink,” Varzin said as he deposited his guest. “Will you take water, nectar, or
another retorative?”’

The suggestion of acohol waslost on Jereth. He wanted his book. “Water
is—good—fine—satisfactory,” he stuttered, “my lord. Thank you.”

The Lord Justice disappeared into another room to fetch the drink. He must have taken the book with
him, surely forgotten, till under hisarm. Jereth Sghed, hearing achildish whinein hisvoice, and he
muffled it by turning hisface to the tapestry. The hanging conceded awindow. Jereth pulled the tapestry
away from thewadll, its dust stinging his eyes, and saw that awhole series of plate-glasswindowsran
aong thiswall of theroom, affording an excellent view of the city. Varzin had it entirely covered.

“Hereisyour drink,” the Lord Justice announced, entering the Sitting room again and setting acrysta
tumbler on a petite table near Jereth’ s chair. “ And hereisyour precious volume.” Varzin drew up an
ottoman and perched on it, at Jereth’ sknee, opening the book and turning the pages, inches away from
Jereth’ sfingers. He murmured appreciatively. “What atreasure. Impeccable. These are the hands of the



masters, as clear asif they were written yesterday. Y ou are afortunate man, your honor.”

Varzin closed the book, extended it subtly. Jereth snatched it back. In the curtained dimnessthe Lord
Jugtice smouth turned dightly at the corners.

“M—mog fortunate, my lord,” Jereth uttered in an attempt to salvage his manners. “I am lucky that you
were able to rescue it from that thief.” He continued to clasp the book closeto his chest while Varzin
watched. | must look like a batty old man, Jereth thought. He hardly cared. The book was back with
him; its very presencein his hands soothed him. He fdlt theracing of his heart dow.

“Every father fed's such joy when hismost precious child isreturned to him.” Varzin spokein alyric tone.
He smiled placidly. “And this, not only yours, but the child of time. Y ou are ecstatic. | am most happy to
bring you thisrdief.”

Jereth could finally bresthe normally again. He loosened his grip on the book, letting it rest in hislap.
Varzin motioned him to take adrink from hisglassand he did so.

“Remind me, your honor, what isthe date of that book?’

Jereth swallowed. He could act knowledgeable once more, if only he were up to it. “ Two thirty-eight,”
he said, doubt creeping into hismind, asif he hadn’t memorized the year like that of hisown birth. “Only
afew years after the advent of the Common Caendar, and the arrival of Bioransin the Five Countries.”

“Of course,” smiled Varzin. “Y our other books are of the same era?’
“Y es, within ahundred years. The Art of Dialogue, 274, and Structures of Thought, 312.”
“The volumes are undoubtedly smilar, physicdly. Same congtruction, size, binding?’

Jereth knitted his brows. He knew the pages asif he had written them himsdlf, the shapes of the letters,
the arrangement of ink on each page, but he had paid little atention to the boards that bound them. Ashe
thought about it he realized he couldn’t even remember what colors the other two books were.
“|—yes—certainly they must be—they are.”

“I should explain mysdlf,” Varzin said. “I amin possession of anumber of old books. They were given to
me by an associate, many years ago. The books have suffered a great deal of decay, unfortunately, and
in some casesthe printer’ s mark is damaged. My associate claimed that these books date from the third
century, but | have my doubts about the truth of his assessment.” Varzin leaned forward, confidingly. “I
am afraid that | havelittle knowledge of old books. It isadeficiency of mine; | wouldn’t know an ancient
book from one bound yesterday, but for the dust.”

Varzin smiled morewiddy at hisjoke, showing histeeth alittle. Jereth’s mouth was tugged up into an
echoing smile, asif the corners of it were on puppet strings.

“But you certainly have more knowledge than |, your honor,” Varzin continued. “Y ou have handled these
exquiste volumesintimately. Y ou arethe madter in thisfield. Generationswill remember you for your
expertise, as the man who brought Bioran learning back to theworld. | trust | can rely upon your
superior knowledge to help me authenticate my books.”

Jereth didn’t know whether to revel in the praise or to cower in the back of the massive chair. The water
in his glass was splashing. He shakily put it down on the table. “ Thank you, my lord,” he rasped through a
suddenly dry mouth. He knew nothing about authenticating books.

Varzin stood, replacing the ottoman and towering over Jereth again, no longer asaving vision.



“Y our recent series of lessons has been excellent,” Varzin said, the words sounding hollow and distorted
in Jereth’ sears. | believe the Circle is becoming enlightened by your teachings. Even Nossdlinis
absorbed with your words. | knew that once support for your work was felt, the otherswould see the
vaueinit”

“I have you to thank, my lord,” Jereth whispered.

“It has been my pleasure, your honor,” Varzin replied, drifting easily toward a heavy cabinet, which he
opened with aprofound cresking noise. “1 am bound for Aligh in the morning, very early,” hesaid ashe
unearthed avolume from within the cabinet. “1 will return for the midsummer meeting. That will betime
enough for your evauation, will it not? It isa shame we will have to wait for the verdict. But it will give
me something to look forward to, in addition to the reading of the year’ slaw changes.” He showed his
teeth again in ajoking smile; the midsummer law reading was reported to be never- ending, guaranteed to
put the most impassioned of Justicesto deep. Jereth did not know how to laugh. Varzin held afragile
book out to him, aloose wrapping of gauze holding together its dry and flaked binding, and reluctantly
Jereth took it. “ Thank you, Justice PAloman. | know you will not disappoint me.” Jereth’s heart was
thundering in his chest again. He was a charlatan, he was afool. He would be found out and sent back
home, proven afailure by the very man who was his greatest supporter. He thought he could fed the
book disntegrating in his hands. His own book was forgotten on his knees.
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Cassile was unbearable. Main camp had been established in the north, &t least, at one of the evacuated
monasteries, the second largest in the country. 1t would figure that the Cassilianswould build their largest
monastery, Naniantemple, the closest thing that these ascetics had to acapita city, in theinferna southern
half of the country, near the western seacoast, where the humidity made breething nearly impossible. No
sense, these monks.

Justice Geremain frowned. He would be in Naniantemple as soon as the closures reached it, and it would
likely be before the season was out, while summer il held Cassileinits stifling grip. 1t would not be an
easy closure, elther. That monastery was reported to be the buria place of Nanian, the prophet and
madman who was responsible for starting the entire monastic movement two hundred years earlier. Some
of the ascetics seemed to think that he had been assumed bodily into the heavens, and so Naniantemple
wasn't literdly aburid place, they clamed. Still, the stewasfull of relics and peopled by the most faithful
and impassioned of followers. That closure was sureto be aviolent one.

Geremain hadn’t been summoned to hold court & Main Camp because of violence, though; just the
oppadite, in fact. Dabion had given him the assgnment of overseeing the monastic closures, and he made
acircuit of the Stesto verify that the acting Justices and their troops of Black Force guards were doing
their jobs adequately. He was holding today’ s court in the refectory, the only sensible structure that the
monks had ever built, along and low room, kept dim and cool, ventilated with a series of opposing
windows that allowed ablessed cross breeze. A disobedient guard was being called to account.

“The guard failed to fire upon an insurgent,” Geremain read aoud from the report that he held. The acting
Greater Justice who had been on the scene and who now stood before Geremain nodded, causing his
wig to dip down his swesaty forehead and into his eyes. Geremain thought they were foolsto wear wigs,
especidly in thisheat. Biorans were blond-headed from living in that tiny, cold, sunless,

mountai n-wreathed country. Dabionians weren't blond. It looked absurd, and they claimed it was a
symbol of rationalism. Geremain shook his head and kept reading the report. The guard was afemale, he
saw. Well, that explained it. Dabion promised to employ the women aswell asthe menin countrieslike
Karrim and Mandera, to keep those populations out of starvation and poverty. There was no need to
carry the practice to extremes. He was surprised that failing to fire was the worst thisfemale guard had



done; he would have expected wantonness and scenes of hysteria
“Oh, wdll, bring her in,” Geremain said. He had to adminigter justice fairly, after dl. “Devil’ s Advocate!”

“The guard has been assigned one, your honor,” an unfamiliar voice called out. A young clerk, red-faced
and panting from recent travel, rushed to step in front of the Lesser Justice who normdly filled the role of
devil’ sadvocate in Geremain’'s court.

“Who the hdll are you?” asked Geremain, with narrowed eyes.

“I’ve been digpatched from Insigh, your honor,” the man panted, stretching out ahand full of papers.
Geremain scrutinized them. It wastrue; the clerk had been assigned to the case of Elzith Kar by
Administrator Traite, head of the Black Force, and the document had been signed by Lord Councilor
Muhrroh.

Geremain’shand dropped. “Let her come forward.”

The woman was maddening. The heat did not affect her. While everyone elsein Main Camp waked with
bent shoulders and agait dowed by heat and fatigue, Kar stood ramrod-straight. Sweet dampened her
face and neck, but her expression was so sharp it wasinsolent. She bowed briefly and stood before
Justice Geremain. “What does she have to say for herself?” The devil’ s advocate mopped hisface with
his deeve and began reciting. “ Adminigtrator Traite has acknowledged years of satisfactory service by
Guardsman Kar, your honor. He gpped s to this record to excuse her recent error.”

“It wasn't an error.”
The papers dipped out of Geremain’s hand. The woman had interrupted. “What did you say?’

“Itwasn't an error,” Kar repeated. “I was part of an advance guard that was flushing out agroup of
resisters who had escaped monastery number twenty-six. One monk was standing on the road in front of
some brush and forest cover. | anticipated that more of the ressters were hiding in the brush. Had | shot
the single monk, who was certainly adecoy, the others would have been derted. They would have come
out and overwhelmed us. There were only two of us. The resisters could have attacked and gone into
hiding again before the rest of the party got there. | did not fire, | walked through asif | did not seethe
monk, giving the rest of our party timeto catch up. We had the numbers then to subdue and capture the
resserswithout violence.”

“And the other guard in the advance unit?’ Geremain managed to ask, through his astonishment.
“I took hispigtal.”

The acting Greater Justice had had enough. “Y ou disobeyed orders!” he shouted. “ And you influenced
another guard so that he was unable to obey orders!”

“The orderswere sensdess,” Kar said calmly.

The Greater Justice threw hiswig down on the floor in arage. “ The order wasto shoot resister ascetics
on sight! You have no authority to question that order!”

“Y ou would rather |et the rebels pick us off one by one?” With al the heat and temper that filled the
room, Kar did not even raise her voice. “ That' s what they would have done. They may preach peace
and mysticism as asect, but there are some of them who'll fight when you back them into acorner.
Those are the ones who have escaped. They’ re smart enough to hide. If you want to stop them you'll
have to be smart enough to flush them out. Y our order can’t stop any more than the one or two that let



you seethem. It' sasensdess order. Do you know why it was even given?’

Geremain could amost hear the blood pounding in the Greater Justice' stemplesin the silence. “I know
why the order was given, Kar,” Geremain said to the infuriating woman. “ And it isyour duty to follow
orders. Asitismy duty to reprimand you.”

“If it please your honor,” the devil’ s advocate pleaded in a helpless-sounding voice, “ Administrator Traite
had aready recommended punishment for the guard.” He gestured toward the papers that Geremain had
dropped. Another clerk hurried forward to gather the papers and put them back into Geremain’s hands.

“Reassigned,” Geremain scanned, “off active Black Force duty...installed on household guard for Lord
Jugtice Jannes. .. persond guard to Aron Jannes.”

Geremain snorted. “I've met the Lord Justice' s son. HE' s as obnoxious asyou are. It safitting
punishment.”

Then, irritatingly, Kar snapped her hedls and bowed efficiently. With agrowl Geremain raised ahand to
dismiss her. Before he could make the pronouncement, she spoke. “A boon of the court, your honor.”

Geremain rolled hiseyes. He had to adminigter justice fairly. “What isit?’
“Why was the order to shoot on sight given?’

The order had been given in confidence to the acting Justices. It was not a matter of public record, but it
wasn't under terms of secrecy, either. It would be agood instruction to this arrogant guard, who thought
she knew everything. “ Send Kar to my chambersin ten minutes,” Geremain ordered his assigtants.

It was not ashamed or contrite guard who left Geremain’ s chambersfifteen minutes|later. “Y ou’'re mad,”
she'd said in response to officid revelation. *Y ou have no ideawhat you' re talking about. And you don't
even know what the source of the order is.” Although her attitude as she turned and |eft without the
Justice' sleave was dl anger, not smugness, Geremain felt the humiliation of having been shown up again,
because she was right. He had no ideawho had originated the order or why.

“She knew you sent me.”

“Of course shedid,” Loyd said, somewhat distracted by the news his operative had brought and hardly
listening to the man’ swords.

“That’ swhy she told me about the order. She wouldn’t have otherwise.”

Loyd blinked and turned to face the young man. “Y ou’ ve done good work, Callin,” he assured the
operative. Collin was superbly talented at playing roles, even more so than Elzith hersdf, but hewas
young, and required the frequent reassurance that children did. Elzith had needed no such coddling, even
a hdf Callin'sage. “But | will need you again for an immediate assgnment.”

Collin’seyes sparkled like an eager puppy’ s. Loyd turned away to busy himsdlf with papersthat he
didn’t need. Having lost hisfather at fifteen—and acold, drunken, lovelessfather at that—Collin had
bonded to Loyd instantly when Loyd rescued the boy from a prison cell where he sat for stedling bread.
Loyd was assured of Callin’sloyalty; the young man would gladly risk death to earn Loyd' spraise.
There were benefits to recruiting operatives when they were youths, fifteen or sixteen, or even younger.
A quietly interfering part of him wished he had never done so and never would again.

“I need you to get into the clerk’ s offices of each of the Lord Justices. The shoot-on-sight order must
have come from someone with their authority, but it wasn't given in the Circle or | would have known



about it. Someone has bypassed the Circle to his own ends. | need to know who.”
“I can get into their retinues,” Collin offered, “ each one of them.”

Loyd nodded. Callin could serve as persond secretary to al six of the Lord Justices and they would
never know he was the same man, even if they did compare notes.

“When | find out who gave the order,” Callin asked, with the confidence of youth, “should | attempt
forging a counterorder?’

“No,” answered Loyd. “I don’t want to risk his discovering it and knowing we re watching him.” The
lives of rebel ascetics, in this unfortunate case, were not worth what Loyd suspected was at stake.

“Butit'snot asif he'll runif hefinds out we'reonto him,” Collin protested. “If he'saLord Justice, where
would he go?’

Loyd shook his head. It wasn't amatter of the quarry running. It wasn't amatter of discovering who it
was, efther. Not precisdy. Loyd knew, but he needed to find out. He also knew what would happen
when the quarry learned they were on to him. But in the meantime he said, “It' s not where he might go so
much aswhat he might do. So use caution, Collin.”

The young man nodded obediently, and once Loyd drew up the necessary documents, he went on his
way to assume hisnext disguise.

Sometimes he wished he had awindow, Loyd thought as the operative closed the door behind him. If he
had awindow, he' d be looking out of it now. It would have to bein atower high enough to see past
Insigh’ s negtly ordered streets, though. He' d want to see past the grid of the city and the law it
represented, that thing he’ d pledged hislife to protecting. He' d want to see Dabion’ s green hillsand the
lonely peace he was enforcing upon them, and the rest of the Five Countries beyond that, bending under
the rule that he was responsible for sustaining. That would not be al, though. Somewhere beyond thet, in
the hazy horizon, would be the scarce-remembered mists of home, untouched by his hand. He dwelled
on theimagefor an ingtant before turning fromit, to put on his jacket and make ready to leave.

He d falled to find hismissing Sor' raian operative, or any Sgn of him or explanation for his
disappearance. It was not surprising, though, since the man was a shapeshifter. Loyd had an intuition that
Elzith was somehow endangered by this, and athough he hadn’t resolved the problem in thetime he'd
alotted, he' d had to send Elzith out of safekeeping and back to duty. He could not keep her off the
Black Force any longer without attracting attention and suspicion. The news Coallin had brought him
indicated even greater danger. Someone wanted the mystics of Cassile dead. Escaped or resister
ascetics were to be shot on sight on the chance that they were magic workers, gathering in the woodsto
launch an attack againgt hel pless and unmagicked Dabionian authorities. It was preposterous. There was
no evidence that the monks had any possession of magic. Not even their legends spoke of magic, and
Cassile had no records of Heders or wandering madmen in excessive numbers. Nanian was nothing
more than aman possessed of wild ideas and charisma. There was no connection whatsoever between
mysticism and magic. Elzith could verify that, if there were any doubts. But someone disagreed. Someone
hated magic enough to destroy it, and asthe mystics were easy targets, someone believed the mystics
were close enough to being magic to judtify their desths.

Loyd could not help but suspect that the Sor’ raian operative' s disappearance was somehow connected
to the order to kill mystics. And if someone wanted holders of magic dead, then the danger that the
operative' s disappearance posed to Elzith was greater than Loyd first imagined. It threatened hisentire
network of Sor’raian operatives. It threatened Loyd himself.



At least Elzith had gotten hersalf back out of Cassile. Something wasn't right at Jannes s house, though.
Loyd had had information on it for sometime, athough he' d never considered it serious enough to act
upon. Now hewas afraid for Elzith. He dmost wished he didn’t need to send Callin away; he didn’'t have
another operative he trusted well enough to watch Elzith. Fear wasirrationd, though. Elzith hersdf would
tell him that. So wasintuition. Theirrationdity of it didn’t sop him from having it. He d had the intuition

al hislife. He d seen the moment of his own desth.

Elzith wasthere, in hisvison of that moment. He died before he saw what happened to her.

Once he' d had passion, he remembered as he exited and locked hislittle door, blending silently into the
shuffle of drop-headed clerksin the tunnels benesath the Hall. Asayoung man he' d been driven by
dreams and ambitions, he' d fought for his causes without heeding the cost. Preserving Elzith'slifewould
have inspired the most amazing effortsin him, at the age of twelve. He was much older now, though. He
had looked at the limits of hisability for years, and he' d gazed at his hazy dreams beyond those
boundaries with an aged and jaded eye. But he knew what he was able to do aswell.

When he reached ground level he sought out a public trangport station, scuffing his shoesin apile of dust
from agutter that had escaped cleaning so far that afternoon. He would look unimportant enough to
escape all notice. The Justice Advisor, PAloman, did not see him as he walked in front of the wagon that
Loyd rodein; of course, he hardly saw the wagon, either. Imperceptibly, Loyd shook his head. He' d
congdered putting a shadow on Paloman, to make sure the man didn’t accidentdly kill himsdlf. In the
end, though, Loyd knew, Bioran learning would hardly be important. The words that men in power
exchanged among themselvesin public places never were.

It was not such along ride to Origh. There was a stop overnight, and Loyd dept amost comfortably in
his seet in the wagon, alongside those commoners who could not afford to rent aroom. It was
adventurous; it reminded him of his childhood, the years when he craved danger.

Knowing when he was going to die was liberating. He could walk unarmed into the house of enemies and
fear nothing.

No one noticed him walk into that house, as he expected. A nondescript old man dressed like aclerk
walking down Scrivener Street to the door of some Greater Justice or other was hardly unexpected. The
servant who let himin led him to the Justice' s private study without question. The Justice looked up from
his papers with nothing but mild irritation on hisface as Loyd handed him arolled sheaf of papers.

“What isthis?’ the Greater Justice asked blandly.

“Something | wanted to return to you, your honor,” Loyd replied. “Y ou should open it over your desk,
though. 1 would hatefor it to fal on thefloor.”

The Greater Justice was too stunned to do anything but follow the old clerk’ s order. Wrapped within the
papers—reports from Secret Force operatives about the actions of a Manderan crimina known by the
name Smyth, if the Justice had stopped to look at them—was a jewd -hilted dagger.

“Where did you get this?’ the Justice Stuttered.
“Where did you?’ Loyd returned. “Wait, | know aready.”

The Greater Justice stood in an outrage, drawing a breath to shout for his servants. The servants would
never hear him, though. They would not hear hisbody fal on thefloor, either. Loyd caught him.

Good work for an old man, Loyd thought as he | eft the house, as unobserved as he'd come. HE'd



avenged the harm done to Elzith by the Jugtice s associate Smyth. It would not make up for the things
Loyd had failed to do, yearshe' d lost in an untouchable past, but it was something.
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Aron Jannes was everything they promised me: obnoxious, disobedient, maddening. Onething the clerks
and retainers missed in their description of Lord Justice Jannes s son, however, was intelligence. Not
surprising; it had been left out of my description aswell. Aron appeared at his door scrubbed, neet, and
quiet. | took my place a his side as the party made its procession to the Great Hall, and through that long
march there wasn't apeep out of him. He waited until we were up the gairs, into the Hal, into the huge
atrium where hisfather was to make some official speech, where the old marble dome made every word
echoinfinitely. That'swhen Aron started screaming at the top of hislungs.

Two burly men cut short his string of insults at the stupidity of everyone, hefted him out of the atrium, up a
narrow set of sairs, and into asmall chamber. | followed and was shut into the room with the boy. The
men, who had sustained a good amount of damage to their shins and knees from Aron’skicking fedt,
regarded me with the doom-filled look of executioners as they limped out and locked the door.

Aron kept screaming and kicking at the wals for ten minutes or so. | sat in the chair next to the tiny, deep
window, and looked down at an aley. Aron findly quit shouting so he could catch his bregth.

“How come you're not looking a me?’ he whined.
“Areyou moreinteresting to look at than thisaley?’

Hewas quiet for aminute, trying to figure it out. Then he decided the window was ameansto escape
and lunged for it.

We' retrained to withstand torture. Early onin the Force | spent a season getting pins stuck in my hand
every day. My nerveswere burned out in the year | spent in Siva. The last of my capacity to fed notable
pain was used up when someone put aholein my gut. It was never completely hedled, so every day it
hurts, afact | know without bothering to fed it anymore. Aron did hisbest to kick hisway out of my
grasp as hetried to get through me to the window. He kept kicking even after he redlized it was no wider
than hishead. | kept hold of him around the wai, not flinching and not fighting back. When hewastired
| dropped him in aheap on the floor, where he stared up at me with his mouth hanging open.

“Y ou’ ve got blood on your nose,” he said.

“Do 1?7’ He d dbowed mein the face. | took a handkerchief out of my coat pocket and daubed it at my
nose. He stared at me while | let the blood staunch, waiting for me to do something. After afew minutes|
bunched up the handkerchief and put it back in my pocket. Aron started rocking restlesdy on hishedls.
Soon he was back on hisfeet, kicking and shouting at the door. Every few minutes he' d sop and look
over hisshoulder a me. “ Areyou done?’ | asked him once.

He chewed on hislip. “Yeah,” he answered, flopping onto the floor again. Then he started messing with
the buttons on his jacket and vest. “I’'m hot,” he complained.

“Would you like to open the window?’

Helooked at me like he thought | wastrying to trick him. With my foot against thewal | pushed mysdlf
away to give him room to get around my chair. Skeptically, he stood and inched forward, then bolted to
the window and pushed it open.



He stuck hishead asfar out as he could and let it hang there for afew minutes, then said, “1t’s hot out
there”

“That happensin the summer,” | replied.
“You'restupid,” he muttered from outside the window.
“Am|?

He sighed loudly enough for meto hear him from insde the room. “It’ stoo narrow,” hefinaly
announced, pouting as he pulled his head back insde.

“| tried to jump across alatrine ditch once,” | said, as soon as he was bored enough to listen, before he
could start throwing tantrums again. “ Do you know what they are? They don't have themin Origh.”

“They havethem in the provinces” Aron answered, twisting hisnosein fascination with al things
gruesome. “They're nasty.”

“You'reright, they are. Someone put aboard up as abridge over it, but it was a quarter mile down the
road, and | didn’'t want to walk that far. Big Geordie—he was like my fathe—and the Thin Man—he
was like my uncle—they were going on down to the bridge, but | told them | could jump acrossit. They
said it wastoo wide. | backed up, asfar asthat wal isfrom that window, and | ran at it. | jumped. |
didn’t makeit. | dropped my foot in and twisted my ankle. They had to pick me up, one under each arm,
and carry me around.”

| watched Aron’ sface as he thought about it, curling his face as he imagined the smell, then frowning as
he recognized being carried around by a man under each arm asamirror of himself that afternoon. “Do
you haveascar,” he asked, changing the subject thoughtlesdy as children can. “Y ou know, on your
ankle?’

“No,” | answered.

“Oh,” hefrowned. Then, “I’'m Aron.”
“1 know, I’ve heard.”

Hewaited. “Who are you?’
“I'mBzth”

“Oh, you're my new guard.” He stretched out on his back on the floor. “ 1’ m supposed to shake your
hand. | hate that. It' s stupid.”

“WM!
Hethought. “1 don’t know, | just don’t want to do it. My father says| haveto doit al thetime.”

“Thenit’'sagood thing I'm not your father,” | said, and kept my handsto myself. Aron was chattering
placidly about the scars he had on his knees and the ones he' d given other boys at school by thetime his
father' s party cameto retrieve him.

“I want to walk back with Elzith,” he announced, asif that wasn't dready the plan, and that was dl he
said to them for the rest of the day. The entire party, not the least of dl Jannes himsdlf, stared a mein
astonishment, and said something | would never expect. They proclaimed me good with children.



It'sodd they would make that claim, | said to Tod when | told this story to him later. I’ ve had virtualy no
contact with children, even when | was achild mysdf in the City. The clever thieves among them were
kin and competitors; | stayed out of their territory. All therest were dien to me. | knew nothing of their
tears and tantrums, fears, nightmares, laughter. Big Geordie had no children. The Thin Man, who took up
with usthe year | was—supposedly—e even, had about thirty of them, but disowned them all.

The Thin Man wasn't aconfidence artist, only athief, and an audacious one. He was aimost asthin as
Geordie, but closeto seven feet tal. We thought he was a Healer or amadman cut off from histribe,
except that he spoke normally and had no powers, even for subtlety. He did absolutely nothing to
disguise himsdlf as he broke into buildings and picked pockets. He had avoice that carried for blocks.
Hegot a least five children in the year that | knew him. Thefirst thing he did when he met mewasto
search the front of my dressto seeif | had breasts yet. Geordie threatened him thoroughly, but the Thin
Man protested hisinnocence. “1 don’t do the young ones, not anymore,” he said, “but there's some that
does, and the lass could make afair piece of slver for alittle piece of skin.” Geordie never trusted him,
and after the Thin Man took me to meet some of the talented women he knew, anger was hisfirst
expression every time he saw the Thin Man.

| was never angry at the Thin Man. | was never angry at al. | recognized the repulsion on the faces of
other people who looked at him but felt none of it. | neither loved nor hated him when he joined us. The
day he helped Big Geordie pull me out of alatrineditch | felt no embarrassed rage a him, no desireto
cal him or mysdlf stupid. | recognized my mistake asif someone else had doneit. | regarded the Thin
Man as| did thedirt in the street or the poxy beggarswho dept in the dleys, or even the sun, dways
present, apart of theworld, and that was all.

| watched emotions, of course. | had to learn to mimic them in order to play an effective game. | watched
those children although | didn’'t understand them. Learning from themwas dl | needed to do. | learned
well, too; | convinced awhole herd of foolsto take me home, feed me, give me coin and shoes and the
coats off their backs, by squeezing out afew tears and agood story about a dead mother or a starving
baby sster. Thetearsweren't red, though, and | knew | lacked the thing that generated them, the thing
my peers understood but that | had no grasp of .

Lessthan ayear after hejoined us, the Thin Man was arrested. They carried him off to the square to
have his head chopped off, snce thiswas Karrim and executions were festive public events. Dabionian
Justices were scarce and so were their hypocritical claimsto cleanliness and order. Thievesand
miscreants didn’t Smply disgppear in Karrim; they were done away with in the full light of day, and the
spectatorsin thefirst row would have the blood on their clothes and their facesto testify.

On the day the Thin Man was executed, | lied my way into the old guard tower and watched the affair
from above. The crowd wasfull of taunting, cheering, noisy people, and two wailing women near the
front. | recognized them astwo of his ddliances. One hedd amessly swaddled infant in her arms, and the
other was till pregnant. | watched their bizarre displays of emotion and concluded that they had falenin
love with the Thin Man. Wretched fools. The one with the infant was hoisting that squalling bundle up
above her head, crying to the man on the platform to give his son his name. The other one seemed to be
pledging her love, promising to follow him to the underworld, and some such. | knew the Thin Man well
enough to have heard him scorn al women and their thoughts of love, and to commend al children to
hell. In fact, he mounted that platform with a sneer on hisface. Once the black-hooded man with the axe
stripped his shirt, though, cutting it off him with a pass of aknife up his chest and hacking the deeves of
his bound wrists, and then pressed him to hiskneesin front of the block, the Thin Man changed. Hisface
went white, his bony shoulders shook. Just before his neck went down to receive the axe, he stretched
that doomed throat and shouted out his real name, the name that would survivein his son.



But hedid not die by that axe. | did not tell Tod that; | let him think whatever he wanted about the Thin
Man's death. But when he looked up with that white face, the shock of seeing desth opening his eyes
wide, | found my way into them. Not only into hismind where | could see the truth of him, but into the
center of him. | could reach in and stop his heart before the executioner’ s axe, which he hadn’t bothered
to sharpen for such acommon crimina, met the Thin Man’sneck.)

| till remember the name that the Thin Man shouted out, asif it matters. I’ ve dways had a head for
names. Another thing Loyd valuesmefor. | also learned, that day as | watched the Thin Man look on his
own death, to take al evidence with agrain of sdt. The cavaier attitude with which he' d lived had been
thoroughly convincing; he' d even convinced himsdlf. Then he saw the end of that careless and arrogant
life, and the whole act crumbled asa sham.
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Theletter Fwas missing. Tod had looked al over the shop and couldn’t find its box. He had fourteen F' s
that he' d taken out of the press and nowhere to put them. He could hardly wake Keller up to ask him,

though.

“They must have some young printer they’ re breeding to take my place,” Keller had said when Tod
walked in, once the door had closed completely behind him. He didn’t say what he meant, although Tod
could guess a the meaning: The Jugtices were working him to death. A fresh job lay drying on the tables,
and others till hung from the ropes above them. The job that Tod had come for wasn't done, though,
having been pushed aside again.

“I'll finishit for you, lad,” Kdler said, inavoice cut in haf by fatigue, “just give meaminute.” He
dumped into achair and dropped his head onto an inky hand.

“No youwon't,” Tod said on impulse.
Kéler looked up with deepy surprise on hisface. Tod never talked back to him. “1 won't?’
“You'vebeen up dl night again,” Tod stumbled.

“Of course,” Kdller began, and took a breath. After the breath he would say, “Not like | haven’t done
that before,” or some such thing, asusua. Tod cut him off before he got there.

“WEéll, you' re going to bed now.”
Keler stared at him, speechless.

“Come on, off with you,” Tod prompted, boldly taking Keller by the elbow and leading him to hisown
room at the back of the shop. Keller was seated on his bed and had his shoes off before he could even
sart muttering bout ink and deeping and irritating binders. Tod closed he door on the printer with asmile
on hisface.

Thiswas how Tod found himsdlf putting the type way for Keller, and at alossto find the F s. There were
boxes of letters scattered al over the shop, and Tod was sure he' d checked all of them twice aready.

He went to he crooked set of shelves behind the front door to check here again. When the door was
flung open it nearly hit him in the head.

“Y ou—Redtanner!” It was Justice Paloman. He was shaking, hiswig was askew, and his face was damp
with exertion and the heat. He let the door dam on his guards, leaving them in the street. He reached out
ahand and grasped Tod' sarm. “Y ou're here!”



It was only the second time Tod had seen the old Justice, Since he hadn’t been at Keller’ s shop when
Pdoman’slast job camein. Tod remembered the desperate look, though. If anything, the Justice was
more desperate, more frantic. He was adrowning man and Tod was the only one who could save him.

“Helpme,” the Justice pleaded.

Tod reached out, asif tolift him out of the water. What could he do? He sought the man’sface for
answers.

“I havethis” Jugtice Ploman ssammered. Under hisarm he held aparce, wrapped in layer after layer of
cloth like swaddling. “I have to authenticate it. The—the Justice—the Lord Justice,” he was struggling to
say, unwinding the wrapping in strips that began to pile up around their feet. A smal, very old book was
reveded. “1 don’'t know what to do,” the old man nearly sobbed. Then helifted hiseyesand met Tod's,
with alook that was shameful and imploring. “Y ou can help me,” he whispered, “can’t you?’

Tod stared at the book. He took it carefully in his hands, while Paloman seized him by the arms, and Tod
turned the book gently, peering at it through the layer of gauze that was till tied around it. That activity
kept him from having to speak. It took him some time to figure out what he was being asked. Paloman
had this book, and he needed to authenticate it. He didn’t know how. He thought Tod knew how, being
abookbinder. He wanted Tod to authenticate the book.

But Tod didn’'t know how to authenticate it. He considered telling Justice Paloman this; the words amost
dipped out of his mouth. He caught them back, not wanting to make the Justice any more frantic.

The old man’s hands tightened on hisarms. “ Can you do it?” he rasped.

Tod looked up. The Justice' steeth were not so yellowed as his grandfather’ s, although Tod had guessed
they were of an age. Maybe the Justice wasn't as old as Tod had thought. Looking at histeeth, Tod said,
“Yes, | think 0. Let me seeit.” Then hewas ableto pull out of the man’ sgrip and wak away, turning
toward one of Kdler’ stablesto set the book down, to open it, and to think.

He had an idea, actualy. He thought he knew what to do; he wasfairly confident, in fact. The thing that
truly bothered him was something else entirely. He' d have to leave the shop, and since Keller was
deeping, the shop would be unattended. Tod wondered if he could get the door locked, but he was
afraid it would hurt Keller’ sbusiness to have the shop closed up in the middle of the day.

For aminute it occurred to Tod that he was playing Justice Ploman. He wondered if Elzith would think
he was playing agood game. He felt atwinge of self- consciousness, adap of guilt. Then heredlized
suddenly what he could do to solve his problem, and he forgot that twinge in an instant.

Jereth PAloman couldn’'t wait until he reached Insgh to write the letter. It wasate, and though the
coachman offered to drive al night and get the Justice back to District One by morning, Jereth refused.

“Find meaninn,” he commanded the driver. A few minutes|ater, he pounded the roof with awaking
stick and brought the rolling coach to ahalt. “Firgt, find me agtationer’s.” The coach obediently took him
there. When he climbed back in afew minutes|later, hisarmsfull of purchases and his head full of
uncommon victory, he was shaking with something like ecstasy.

“My lord,” hedictated to himsdf, not able to wait for the table that aroom in a proper inn would bring
him, “1 have fulfilled your command.”

The answer had been hard-gained. It was an hour before they had even departed the printer’ s shop, as
Red- tanner told him he had to wait for a printing job to be finished. The press used specid ink,



Redtanner said, and it had to be monitored asit dried to be sure it set properly. Then the bookbinder
went next door to the chandler’ s shop, telling Jereth that Keller had not yet returned from an errand, and
he had to borrow the spare key that the chandler kept to lock the shop. Findlly, Jereth waited as
Redtanner penned a note for the door directing customersto the chandler. “He s probably in there
deeping, the sod,” joked the fat, sweating chandler. He was as waxy as the candles he made, he had an
ugly, black bruise on hisforehead that he had not covered, and Jereth turned away from themanin
digagte. “He sfooling you, lad!”

Redtanner blushed, obvioudy in embarrassment at the chandler’ steasing. “Well,” the bookbinder
answered, “if he snesks home without your noticing, you might just find him doing that.”

At last they were on their way, and Redtanner led him to the archives building. “ Thisbook has apartia
printer’ smark,” Redtanner told Jereth asthey walked. “In the archives, thereareradllsliging al the
printersfor the last five hundred years or more. Keler’ s shown it to me. | can match up the mark, and
then we'll know who printed the book.”

“Y ou're certain you can match the printer’ smark?’ Jereth asked, having looked at thetitle page over
Redtanner’ s shoulder. Half the leaf had crumbled away. But Redtanner had nodded enthusiasticaly and
quickened his pace.

| cantell you with all assurance, my lord, that your book was produced between the years 450 and 480
by the Common Caendar, in Dabion, by the printer Dalanis Black.

Jereth fdt utter cdm as he wrote these words, findly dtting at atablein theinn, carefully tracing lettersin
new ink on fresh paper. His hand did not even tremble. It was asif another hand waswriting, asif he
inhabited another body entirely. He was ascholar again, aman of power. He had not been thiscalm
before, when Redtanner was scanning page after page of historicd rolls, turning leaves endlessly asthe
light began to die out of the high, narrow windows. A clerk cameto turn up the wicks on the lamps
above their tables. Jereth became so nervous that be began seeing his own fear in the bookbinder’ sface.
Then, suddenly, another page turned, and Redtanner exclaimed, “I’ve got it!” Jereth nearly cried out with
joy. The only part of the mark that remained was the top of some creature’ s head, wearing a
seven-pointed crown. In therolls of printers, astamp of arampant horse was annotated with the words:
“Thisisthe only mark bearing an animal crowned with saven points. The slandard crown has six.”

| wish to thank you, my lord, for your inva uable recommendation of ...

Jereth stopped himself short. Varzin had expected Jereth to authenticate the book based on his own
knowledge. Even if the worthy bookbinder had cometo Jereth’ s attention on Varzin' s recommendation,
it would certainly be shameful to admit that Jereth had relied entirely on Redtanner to complete the task
that Jereth had been assigned himsdlf. Jereth’ s hand began trembling; he could amost fed himsdlf
ghrinking back into hisold, tired body. It would be better not to mention Redtanner at all.

... thistask. It has given methe greatest of opportunitiesto demonstrate my loyalty to you. Y ou can trust
that | will be dwaysat your service.

He signed the letter and dropped his quill before the shaking of hishand could mar his penmanship any
further. He sighed deeply and unevenly. He believed he was now safe.
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Aron had found, Ciceline learned, anew way of harassing the servants. She could hear him shouting
downgtairs. Her husband was quartered away in hisrooms, burning thingsin the fireplace that was
unnecessary in this season and drinking large quantities of restorative. Ciceline waited to hear the



pounding in the stairwell that aways came at the end of Aron’stantrums, when Da would findly get his
hands on him and wrestle him up to hisroom. It would be her cue to go in and soothe him, and she had
to beready for it.

“Look at me, Mother!” she heard near her door, her son’ s voice drowned by loudly pounding feet. “I'm
aguardsman!” Therewasaclick, asnap, and abrief yelp of pain from Dd. Cicdinetried to imagine
what had snapped, curiosity driving her to open the door before her cue. Her son was outside,
brandishing apistol. Ciceline froze. Her body was torn, wanting to hide from the danger her son held as
much as she wanted to cover him and protect him from it. The clicking happened again. Ciceline knew
nothing about firearms, but it clicked again and again as Aron pointed the pistol at various targets.
Nothing happened. The weapon was disabled. For effect Aron pulled amarble out of his pocket and
threw it at Dal, who ducked to avoid being hit again. “Bang!” shouted Aron.

Then there was another voice, from below, echoing up the sairs. “He' s done what?’

Ciceline stepped backward and shut her door. The guard had arrived. Ciceline sat down and went back
to her titching with as much concentration and calm as she could muster. The woman wasin her house.
The needle pricked Ciceline sfinger and she gasped, dropping the stitching into her Iap. Shethrust her
finger into her mouth so that the blood would not stain her work. She had to regain her composure. It
was her husband’ s house, and he had hired the guard, to mind Aron while he was home from schooal. It
was not for Ciceline to doubt her husband’ s orders.

Sheressted the temptation to stand behind the door and listen. Cicdline would do nothing unsuitable; she
would smply continue her stitching. Thetiny flowers had been ruined by the noise, her hand having
shaken so badly that she stuck the stitches al out of place, but she could dter the petds and make them
into large blooms. Roses, perhaps, which she hadn’t seen since her youth. Flowers were not alowed in
the city of the Judtices, yet this woman-guard was, wearing her men’s clothes and apistol a her sde.
There must be some wisdom in it, something the Justices saw that she did not. Even in Karrim women
worked alongside men in thefields. It increased productivity and made use of the ignorant masses; it kept
peace and order in the lands under Dabion’ s guardianship. Filanar said as much himsdlf. Perhapsthey
needed to make use of the lower-class women in Dabion aswell. There were villages, weren't there,
outside the cities? Such places had to be full of peasants who needed to be brought to order. That wasit;
this woman was no threat. She was a peasant.

“What are you doing?’ the woman’ svoice said in the next room.
“I'maguardsman,” cried Aron. “Bang bang!”

“Why areyou doing that?" The woman wastaking to Cicdine' s son.

“I'll shoot you! Point your pistol at me!”

“I will nat, and you will not, either.”

There was acrash. Aron must have dropped the object. “You'reno fun at al.”
“It'snot my job to be fun. Where did you get this?’

“Why should | tell you?’

“Only the Public Force has weapons authority. That means| dready know where you got it from. No
onewould give you aweapon, S0 you must have stolen it. Why did you do that?’

“Ask mehow | didit.”



“No, | want to know why you did it.”

“They were taking arubbish cart through the streetsthismorning. It was early, it was so early it was lill
dark! The kitchen door was open * cos cook was taking out some rubbish. | went outside and looked,
and thereit was. They had old uniformsin there, too. They’d just come from the barracks, I'm sure. |
could' ve golen auniform!”

“So you're crawling around in other peopl€’ s shit and scraps. How charming. Y ou gtill haven't told me

why.”

Then, suddenly, Cicelinewas at her son’ s door. She could no longer sit quietly. “1 will not have you
gpeak to my son in thismanner.”

The guard was silent immediately, and she turned to face Cicdline. It was obvious the woman-guard did
not think of herself asapeasant. She did not lower her eyes, or bow her head below the level of her
betters. Cicdine trembled alittle and reached her arms out toward her son, who was standing on achair.
“Aron, come here.”

The boy clambered off the chair and went to his mother, scuffing hisfeet. Ciceline grasped his shoulders
and held himin front of her until her shaking subsided. Aron tilted his head up to look at her backward.
“Is Father going to punish me for going outside without permisson?’

“No on€ sgoing to punish you,” Ciceline said, looking Straight at the guard, trying to look equally strong.
“Y our father was't there, so hewon’t know.”

If the guard took her words as a chalenge she did not show it in her face. She clasped her hands behind
her back and bobbed the short bow of aservant. “It was not my intention to undermine your authority,
madam,” shesaid. “I shdl await the order of yoursalf or your husband.” Then sheleft, and Aron began
squirming like asnakein Cicdine shands.

The guard perssted in arriving every morning shortly after dawn and staying until sunset. Cicdline
watched her calendar, counting the days as they moved toward the end of the season and grew shorter.
Shelooked with anticipation to those occasions of state that drew her husband, her son, and the guard
out of the house. When they were at home, Ciceline listened carefully but inconspicuoudy to the
woman' slectures, and knew when she could find Aron aone and petulant in his room, ready for Mother
to bring sweets and wipe tears. Ciceline would do nothing so obvious as stedl the guard’ skeysor
defame thewoman in front of Filanar; those thingswould be inappropriate. A wife was bound to protect
her family, but she did it with the Sedlth of a Sivan cat.

Then oneday, in one of hisfits, Aron broke the mirror in Cicdine sroom. Cicdline had been ingpecting
the cleanliness of Filanar’ s study, and arrived upstairsin time to watch the guard drag Aron to hisown
room by the collar.

“Why did you do that?" said that maddeningly calm voice from behind Aron’sdoor. Her son’s answer
was muddled and distorted, and Ciceline could not hear what he said as she drifted, shakily, into her
room.

“What are you so angry about?’ the guard' s voice went on, clear but far away.
Ciceline sank to the floor amid the broken glass.

Methodically she began to pick the pieces up, one by one. Her breath caught in her throat. She closed
her hands on the biting edges of the shards. She could cut them up, her hands, her clothes, thelinenson



the bed, scratch the clean white paint from the walls. She sobbed, cast the shards away from her. Her
hands stung in streaks of blood.

There was someone at the door, and Ciceline jumped. It was the guard. Cicdine turned her face away,
wanting to wipe the foolish tears, but unable to do so without smearing blood on her face.

“| took these out so he wouldn't bregk them. There s till water here, if you want it.”

Turning only alittle, to see from the corner of her eye, Ciceline noticed that the woman was carrying the
pitcher and basin from Aron’sroom. “ Aren’t you going to stay there and watch him?’” Ciceline asked,
trying to keep the tears out of her voice.

“There snothing he can do now but finish crying, and he can do that without me.” The guard set one foot
in the room, to set the basin and pitcher down next to Ciceline s—which were empty, perhaps? Ciceline
couldn’t remember. The woman noticed what Ciceline hadn't; she must have seen the cutson Cicdine' s
hands as well. Then the woman turned to leave, saying nothing el se about what she’ d observed.

“A dlly thing to fret over,” Cicdinefound hersdlf saying. “Thismirror. It' sonly glass.” She stood, shook
out her skirt, and tried to walk smoothly to the basin to wash her hands.

The woman had paused in the doorway. Ciceline would have the chance to demonstrate her composure,
after dl. Then the guard spoke, unexpectedly. “Y ou don't believe that.”

Cicelinelooked up, splashing water out of the basin.

“The mirror wasimportant to you.” The guard was weatching her intently, looking into her with eyesthat
were, Cicdine noticed, quite disturbing.

Ciceline looked back down at her hands, at the water. She had atowel, but where was it? She searched
her bureau blindly. “My father gave methe mirror. But he got it from aManderan trader. It was a symbol
of wedlth and vanity. It' sjust aswell it’sbroken.”

“But it wasimportant to you,” the guard repeated, “and your child brokeit. And you let him get away
withit. You dwayslet him get away with misbehaving. Why?’

Cicdinetried to counter the accusation with anger. “1 am his mother and | will not stand for this—for
your...”

“I' know how you fedl about me,” the guard interrupted, not rising to the attack. “How do you fed about
your son?’

Cicdline had to stop to breathe, and fresh tears dampened her cheek again. “1 would do anything to
protect my family,” she whispered.

The guard had no other argument. Sheread Ciceline' s eyes for amoment, then nodded, and | ft the
room.

Two dayslater Aron dipped anote under his mother’ s door. Ciceline picked it up gingerly in her
scratched fingers and read: Dear mother sorry for the broken mirror your son Aron.

“Didyou put him up toit?" Ciceline asked the guard. The woman was Sitting outside the door to the
small, square yard, watching Aron hit aball againgt the wall with aracket.

“No. What did he do?” The woman watched the game with a careless attitude. A net had been erected



over the game area so that the ball wouldn’t be lost in aneighbor’ syard or the alley. Surely the woman
was respongible for thisact, this careful measure, though she regarded it with such detachment. Ciceline
reached into her pocket and showed the woman the note, and received anod in response. “I wondered
what hewaswriting.”

“But you didn’t tell him to writeit?’

“No. | did ask him how he thought you felt. | don’t think that ever occurred to him before.”
Cicdinelooked at the note and sighed her reluctant concession. “Y ou’ re good with children.”
“They tdl methis” Thewoman shook her head. “I’'m just good at observing people.”
“Certainly you re good with your own children.”

“I have none.”

Wordsfdl out of Ciceling’smouth without giving her timeto redlize she shouldn’t say them. “But you
must be asold as| am. How haven't you had children yet?’

She flushed alittle as the woman turned toward her. “ Twenty-eight?”’ the guard asked, and Cicdline
nodded.

They were the same age exactly. “ My life might have been much different,” the woman said quietly. “It
wouldn't have been by my hand, though.”

“What was your name? Elzith?’

They remained in the yard until the sun went down. “Aron can't possibly seethat bal,” Ciceline
remarked as her son continued to jump around the yard. “He |l ruin hiseyes.”

“Only if hetriesto write any more notesin thislight,” Elzith answered.

Ciceline laughed. “He shouldn’t write any more notes at dl! Did you see his penmanship? And that
gramma—what do they teach him at that school 7’

Elzith shook her head, and Ciceline thought she heard her laugh. Then she saw afirefly and looked about
the yard, among the obsessively manicured trees and shrubs, trying to find it. It darted at the edge of her
vigon. It came from beyond the yard, from the alley that ran behind the house.

“I should go inside and check on the servants,” Cicdline said quickly. “ Supper should be prepared by
now.” But she didn’t go to the kitchen. Instead she went to her chambers, lit alantern, and opened its
shade at her window.

25

Kerk was his best assistant. It wasn't easy to find good assistants in Rayner’ sline of work; he’' d gone
through at least twenty of them before he' d found Kerk, and twenty blundering idiots they had been,
awaysfailing at their tasks or getting caught. Almost al of them had been called up before Tables of
Justice for stedling or trespassing, and Rayner had been summoned, grudgingly, out of his blessed
secluson so that he could testify againgt them. Two or three of these worthless creatures had done him
the courtesy of getting killed in the progress of their mistakes, saving him the trouble of going to court to
condemn them.



Then, six years ago, Rayner had found Kerk. The man was perfection: competent, secretive, unshakable
when confronted. Rayner believed the man could even withstand torture, and in his moments of bored
daydreaming he imagined waysto test the theory. Kerk almost certainly had some connection to the
Secret Force, that pet project of Lord Councilor Muhrroh’ s that no one was supposed to know about.
Wedl—Rayner thought— he doubted anyone did, except those asintelligent and crafty as he. Kerk
probably wasn't an operative; he didn’'t spew words of loyalty to the honor of Dabion or waste any
breath on the need to crush her enemies. Kerk bowed sensibly to the ultimate power of gold. Rayner
knew he' d found a perfect match at once.

Kerk became, like the misfits before him, Rayner’ srunner. Rayner himsdlf didn’t go out. What wasthe
use, with nothing to look at in thisdull town but rows and rows of buildings screaming monotonoudy
about justice? What was beyond Origh—nhills? Trees? Rayner certainly wasn't going to filthy Karrim, or
to Mandera, where they’ d failed miserably in their pursuit of wedlth, and the other countries were out of
the question. Rayner was too old to bother with the outside anymore. After seventy years of tolerating
theworld, he fet he'd more than earned his retirement. Rayner rather liked it here, among the countless
rows of buried and semisecret passageways below the Great Hall of Justice. The old foolsin their Halls
couldn’'t keep track of the tenants of those sunken rooms or what business they carried on there, and so
Rayner found it easy to commandeer asuite of roomsin the lower tunnels. When he was called to make
those tiresome appearances in the courtrooms, the Justices thought Rayner was coming from far away;
they had no ideahe was under their noses. Theirony delighted him.

Thelocation gave him perfect accessto the information he needed for hiswork, aswell. Some of the
underground tunnels led to records storerooms, where the lives and crimes and disappearances of the
wretched were chronicled. Rayner didn’t visit the storerooms himsdlf, of course. He preferred to stay
home and watch his ever-growing horde of money, and some of those clerks who scurried around the
archiveslike ants might recognize him, which wouldn’t do at dl. Fortunately, Kerk was as good a
reading as hewas at running. Rayner didn’t even have to send him off with explicit directions about which
recordsto pilfer; Kerk was bright enough to determine who would be agood target on his own. Of
course, this meant there was adanger of Kerk poaching: hitting targets of his own without notifying
Rayner or sharing the profitswith him. Rayner sighed for amoment and thought of hislosses. Then he
looked at hisledgers, at the numbersthat had grown so impressively over the last Six years. Aslong as
Kerk kept him in cash so well, Rayner could |et the man siphon alittle on the side. It waswell worth it.

Thefirst step of his scheme was reading the records and determining the targets. Second wasthe
approach. Since most of the targets had “ disappeared” and wererotting in their chainsin Dabion’s
prisons, the second step required amaster of disguise and subversion. Thiswas one place where
Rayner’ s previous assistants had failed, and most of them had been locked up in the very prisonsthey
had tried to infiltrate. Kerk never failed. He always came back—from the unpopul ated reaches of
Dabion where the prisons were built, where no one would have to look at the foul things—with news of
SUCCess.

Mogt of the wretched weren't hard to bargain with. Conditionsin the prisons were gppalling, as Rayner
knew. When acrimina disgppeared in Dabion he was gone forever. But Rayner knew whereto find him,
and Kerk knew how to get there. It was easy to get anything out of a prisoner with asmple offer of
release. Thieves reveded the location of their stashes, smugglersidentified their suppliers, servants
convicted of stealing from their employers gave directions for breaking into cabinets and safes. Kerk
used thisinformation to easily duplicate the actions, without the bit about getting caught. Kerk wasa
genius. The payoff was Rayner’s.

Of course Rayner didn’t actudly gain release for any of the prisoners. They were criminds, after dl.



Kerk didn't limit himself to the captive quarry of prisoners, either. In the records, he found evidence of
even more tantalizing targets, wrongdoers whom Rayner had long suspected but had not been able to
access. Powerful men made any evidence of their actions disappear, as surely asthe criminals
disappeared. Like the criminas, Kerk could find it. Rayner was now on thetrail of aprize like no other,
his old commander, his old supremefool, Lord Justice Jannes himself. Rayner grinned like a schoolboy to
think of it.

Grest prizes entailed great challenges, though, and Kerk was the man to meet them. When the
ever-resourceful Kerk wasinterrupted in histask by the Lord J swife, he wasn't swayed, didn’t give up,
and didn’t bungle the job. No, he saw the opportunity for an even greater gain, and made the most of it.

And here hewas at Rayner’ sdoor, his priceless assistant, with new quarry in tow. Rayner stretched out
gppedingly on thelounge. He cut afinefigure, even if hewas an old man. It wasn't often that he
entertained awoman in his quarters, il less often the same woman asecond time. It wasamost a
shame shewasthefathful sort.

She was afool, though, wearing that cloak in this heat. It was her attempt at being inconspicuous, of
course, the same kind of ineptitude that got so many of Rayner’ s prior assstants locked away. Kerk
knew how to keep the stupid woman out of sight, at least.

“Welcome again, my dear,” Rayner said, smiling. “| trust your walk here was pleasant.”

Jannes swife, for dl her attempt to be cool and strong, trembled. Rayner had abandoned his jacket and
vest and undone the six buttons on his shirt. He laughed to himself, enjoying the game of unnerving her.
All this entertainment, and more money aswell. Kerk was ajewd.

“I have what you asked for,” Cicdline said. So serioudly.

Rayner decided to draw a bit more from this ddightful new target. “Do you?’ he purred, reclining on the
lounge. “I think there are things | haven't asked for yet.”

The woman' s eyes flew wide, amusingly, and she looked wildly in Kerk’ sdirection for aid. Kerk stood
motionless, leaning against thewall in hisgray servant outfit, arms crossed, no expression on hisface.
Rayner knew Kerk was as capable of playing arole ashewas, and could easily have joined in with his
young man’slustiness, had it been some other woman. Ciceline Jannes had stumbled upon Kerk &t the
door of her husband’ s bedchamber, though, bottle of poison in hand as he was about to soak the cloth
intended for suffocating the Lord Justice. The woman wasn't very smart, of course, but shewouldn’t be
convinced that Kerk was anything other than her husband’ s would-be murderer. Kerk stayed out of the
fun.

“Ohdon't fret,” Rayner said, sitting upright. “Come, show me what you' ve brought. Come closer!” he
ordered as she shied away from his outstretched hand. “Don’t be achild! | asked for the agreed amount,
and now you owe it to me!”

He expected that ridiculous cloak would be concedling an armload of female things: dresses, lace, things
women vaued. Someone Ciceline' s age wouldn't even have jewd s, those relics of Manderan trade that
the Justices had outlawed after the economic collapse twenty- odd years ago. But Rayner was pleasantly
surprised. Here was awoman who knew her husband’ s rooms, probably considering herself agood
housekeeper. In ashaking hand she extended a purse, filled with perfectly counted coins.

Rayner opened the purse and spilled its contents into his hand, enraptured. “My dear!” he exclaimed.
“Thisisbeautiful!”



Kerk watched the golden cascade with the concealed interest of the professonal that hewas. A
fortuitous interception, indeed. Rayner would give him a generous share of this profit.

The woman spoke then, unbidden, desperation in her voice. “Now you won't hurt my husband?’

Rayner poured the money back into its pouch and smiled sweetly. “No, my nasty assstant won't appear
at your husband' s door ever again.”

Jannes traveled frequently, though, and any number of accidents could happen on the road. Rayner
thought of telling Jannes s dutiful wife that, as he watched her pull up her hood and prepareto leave,
wondering how much more he could get from her. Better not to push hisluck, he decided. The woman
might spook and tell Jannes, or more likely, Jannes would discover the missing money and start to
investigate. Rayner wouldn’t be greedy. He' d have enough cash once Jannes was dead.

Jannes was involved in his own schemes, of course, like so many of the hypocritical Justices, those
guardians of law and order. In the storeroom were abundant records of illegal enterprisesin the Five
Countries, and the most profitable of them were neatly ignored once the reports reached Dabion, buried
in the archives by the scheming Justices. One of the most notable of these was adidtillery in Karrim,
actually aseries of small producersthat evaded the notice of the incompetent authorities who were
supposed to be preventing such stills from operating. Operate they did, though, and produced a
formidable amount of liquor and an impressive amount of money. Rayner had seen the numbersin the
records Kerk brought him, recordsthat had al been signed and dismissed by a certain Lord Justice.
Kerk did some further investigation and identified the go-between who interacted with the manager of the
digtilleries, diverted the attention of the authoritiesin Karrim, and collected money that he brought back,
dutifully asalittle dog, to Jannes.

It wouldn't be long before Kerk could intercept the go-between. He had tracked the man’ s movements,
learned dl the details of hisinteraction with Jannes, and would soon be able to step in and convince the
go- between that he was the new collector. Or perhaps Kerk would just €liminate the go-between and
take his place, and collect the money directly from the manager of the didtillery. It hardly mattered to
Rayner, aslong as he had Jannes stakings.

The Lord Justice till had to be killed, of course. If Rayner merdly intercepted his cash flow, Jannes might
investigate. He had a history with Rayner, having been gppointed Lord Justice in the last few years before
Rayner’ stimely retirement, and Rayner could not be certain that Jannes would not deduce his
involvement. If Jannes were dead, though, no one would come forward. The other Justices would never
risk implicating themsalvesin illegd activities by claming they knew about Jannes' s misdeeds. Anyone
with less status, like the clerks and servants who aided Jannes and carried his reportsto their
disappearing place, would fear arrest. They would say nothing for fear of disgppearing themsalves.

But what about the dutiful wife? She knew both Rayner and Kerk now, and could identify them. A
foolish little woman she might be, but she had the nerve to steal money from her husband and follow a
strange man to a secret meeting place, and she might be bold enough to talk. This would have posed no
problem in years past. The words of women never carried any weight before. Women who had brought
land or property claims before Rayner’ s Table of Justice never represented themselves;, they had needed
amaderdativeto speak on their behaf. How things had changed. The other day, Kerk brought news
from the outside, since Rayner liked to hear such things occasiondly, as entertainment. During one of
those ridiculous processions that the Justices were so fond of, Kerk had observed females among the
guards that formed their armed escort. If Rayner hadn’t known Kerk so well, he' d have accused the man
of lying. Such athing would never have been thought of ten years ago, when Rayner was a Grester
Justice. His former fellows were going mad. Cicdline Jannes might get her day in court, after al. Rayner
might have to do something to prevent that.



He was so absorbed in his thoughts that he didn’t notice Kerk’ s customary scoping of the corridor when
he opened the door. He didn’t notice that Kerk saw someone out there, fifty yards down the hallway.
Rayner certainly wouldn’t have guessed that the person was one of those very femaeswho were part of
hisformer fellows armed escort. Kerk didn’t even recognize her for that; he saw amiddens-keeper, in
dark clothes stained by foul labor, wearing an equaly foul-smelling hat that conceded the person’shair
and face, and carrying rake and shovel. Kerk turned up hisnose and led his charge in the opposite
direction down the corridor.
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| know what | looked like, but even | have pride. | covered myself in mud; it's only imagination thet fills
inthe smell. Tod looked horrified when | appeared at his door, asking if he had an extrabucket of water.

| didn’t answer him at once when he asked what I’ d been doing. | told him storiesinstead. The Thin
Man's desth waswhere | 1eft off.

That summer there was adrought in Karrim, and the dim business that sustained the City al but dried up.
The thieving that had fed Geordie and me was no longer enough, and Geordie | eft town periodicaly to
find other targets. He wouldn’t take me with him, but Ieft me behind with admonitionsto Stay put. When
the boredom became an annoyance | went out, picked pockets when | could find any that weren't
empty, followed the Thin Man' s advice about making afair piece of silver. Theloca lavmakerswere
usually good for this, asthey were the only oneswho had the silver to pay for it. Once, on aday when |
was bored with that men’s sport, | talked my way into awoman’s home, and had her convinced | wasa
long-lost niece and the sole inheritor of her meager fortune. Then her husband came in, and he recognized
me as the urchin he’ d given acoin to for afavor under the bridge afew days before. He covered his
sputtering red-faced shame by putting me under arrest immediately.

Had Geordie been in town he surely would have found me and smuggled me out of the cattle pen that
Karrimian lawmakers called ajail. He didn't have time to do so. Within afew days the embarrassed man
who' d arrested me secured a prison transgport and sent me to the big house in Dabion.

| didn’t try to escape. Tod is surprised. To play the game, sometimes you have to play aong. So | went
to the prison to see what move | could make there. | was put in acdll with the other women, the
progtitutes, the wives who stabbed violent husbands with kitchen knives, the hags who gave out herbs
that got rid of unwanted babies, the midwives who warned women not to trust the mae physicians. |
watched them and | learned their expressons, their emotions, anew range of rolesto play.

| wasn't there long before we received avisitor. “The big man,” one of the women said, whispering into
my ear. “He slooking for crafty ones. I’'m too old, but you can get hisattention. 1t'll be your releasg, if
you do.” Then thejallers came for me, and took meto play the father of al confidence men. That was
how | met Loyd.

He' d devisad quite atest for me. He was holding awatch when | was brought in, abright golden thing
that he quickly tucked into a pocket in his coat. Easy enough, | thought. The prison wasin the northern
part of Dabion, amassive stone building that was cold even when it wasn't winter. We prisoners were
treated with no comforts, the cold being part of our punishment, but thisadminisgtrator’ s office had a
fireplace. No firewaslaid, though. | waited to hear what the big man had to say.

“You ve an excdlent record here,” Loyd read from some papers on the desk in front of him. “Compliant,
unrebellious. What were your parents like?’

“My mother was asaintly woman,” | began spinning, squeezing out fat tearsin appropriate places as|



listed her qudlities. “Even after my poor dad died, and we were paupers. My poor mother worked and
worked, and the innkeeper took all her money. He lied and said she broke dishes and had to pay for
them. We had no money for food. I had to find money. | had to find”—another tear—"those men.” Sob.
“We had no wood for fuel, and it waswinter.” | shivered miserably and gawked at the cold fireplace.

Loyd shouted for a guard outside to bring firewood and a blanket for me. Then, just as| planned, he
took off hisown jacket and draped it around my shoulders. Now | had to figure out how to get the
waich out of his pocket without hisnoticing. “Do you have children?

There was awindow behind Loyd and he turned to look out of it, but not far enough. He gazed through
the glasswigtfully, with me il a the corner of hiseye. “My children.” He sghed. “They’ re grown now
and have no timefor their old father. But they used to play in ameadow just likethisone.”

“A meadow?’ | sniffed. “I used to play in ameadow, but they won’'t et me now.”

His expressions were perfect: thoughtful as he searched my wide-open face, doubtful as he scrutinized
the papersin front of him, then excited as he proposed his offer. “Come look,” he beckoned, and | let
him lift me over hischair, grasping me sexlesdy under the armsin that paternal manner. | crammed mysdlf
close to the window and crooned, and with him at my back | pulled the watch out of the jacket and
dropped it into the pocket of my shift.

The guard camein and started afire. Loyd took his jacket back and replaced it with the blanket brought
by the guard, and | sat in my place again. Then the prize: Loyd started patting hisjacket pockets, his
brow wrinkled.

“Looking for this?’ | said, pulling out the weatch.
He nodded, without surprise. “Y ou could get in serious trouble for that.”

“Sure,” | said, and tossed the watch on the table. He did raise an eyebrow then, at my disinterest. |
didn’t try to keep the watch or useit to bargain my way out of punishment. | stared flatly into hisdightly
sartled eyes, and saw how shalow the expression was, how carefully measured. “1 don’t have amother,
ether.”

“I know,” Loyd replied. “I don't have children. What’s on your leg?’

At firgt | thought he was serious. | looked down and saw abright red streak down the side of my shift. |
grasped the dress and looked at it. Blood? No. Then | looked up at Loyd. In his hand he held ared wax
crayon.

“Looking for this?’ he said. | repected him at once.

For two days L oyd interviewed me, fetching me from my cell inthe morning, stting meinthe
adminigrator’ sofficein achair before the fire, and kegping everything far enough away from methat |
couldn’'t reach it or stedl it. He questioned me dl day, asking me about Big Geordie and the trash heap
where | was found, giving meriddlesto solve and versesto memorize, testing meto seeif | knew my
numbers and | etters. Geordie had taught me to read—he' d said a confidence artist always had to know
more than histarget, and not knowing how to read put you at a disadvantage. | solved Loyd' sriddles
and repeated dl his verses back to him, turned them around and said them backward. My mind had
passed histests. On the third day, Loyd put mein adress and a coat and took me out to a carriage
bound for aplace | won't name. On that journey, | asked him why he chose me, what else he was
looking for with his questions besdes my wits.



“I had a sense about you,” he answered, and that was al he said abot it.

| went to the training dormitory. My lessons happened mogtly inisolation. | had individua quarters, and
the few common areas—the dining room, the firing range—were supervised. They didn’'t want operatives
communicating, lest we share restricted information. | didn’t desire their company, anyway; | wouldn't
have even if I’ d been ableto fed lonely. A competitiveness festered in the dormitory, each operative
wanting to prove he was stronger and smarter than the next, trading boasts in euphemisms since they
weren't allowed to discuss details. When my two years of training ended and | went out on assignments,

| was asrelieved to berid of them asif they were squawking birds.

My firgt assgnment was Tristam. | can say that because Dabion has put their interaction with that seeside
Manderan city into officia record. They broke down acrimering there and want to make sure everyone
knowsit. Dabion isking and no one can hide. | no longer have to conceal my presence there. Dabion
sent spiesto Tristam and | was one of them.

What they called acrimering was aunion of fishermen, unauthorized by Dabion and thereforeillegd. |
didn’t care about fish or unions. | wasthere to play agame. The heads of the union—who divided and
rotated their rolesin an attempt to disguise themsaves— were charismatic, energetic, and full of secrets:
excdlent pawnsfor the game. It wasthefinest thing I’ d played to date.

| went in posing as afishmonger, and one of the leaders was so chronically loudmouthed that | heard a
good ded smply by scaling fish while he was in the room. That trait, however, kept the other leaders
from telling him anything crucial. | did pick up auseful name, though, when he dropped it, and crafted
that name into another guise. | took on the role of an idedlistic young boy, an apprentice | created for the
fisherman who bore the dropped name. That fisherman of the borrowed name was from avillage severd
milesaway. He and his colleagues were interested in joining the union but hesitant, and so | claimed to be
scouting for them. This got the second leader, the recruiter of the union, to tell me all about its
organization. The third leader was the keeper of the greatest secrets, and he was the most taciturn. | got
to him with my most audacious ruse, posing as adeaf housekeeper. One of the prison women had told
me abundantly of her deaf daughter, enough that | could create a satisfying likeness, and Loyd' straining
had taught me more of what | already knew: how to react to nothing. | passed dl of thethird leader’s
tests of my deafness, dl his attemptsto startle me with loud noises, and once he was convinced of my
ability to keep his secrets, he proved to be in need of aconfessor of sorts. | won the games, triumphed
over these men, gathered up their secrets, and brought them back to Loyd.

Thiswaswhat dl those early assgnmentswere like, the first ten years. | was playing my game—I was
young enough to think it was mine—and | waswinning. | culled secrets from across the Five Countries, |
broke down men who thought they were infalible, | had ten years of it and a perfect record. Loyd' s best.
Hewas proud of me.

Was| loyd to him? 1 must have been. | didn't care for the gameitsdlf, | only wished to have the victories.
| felt nothing about the people | conned, and | was't interested in their secrets. Even winning began to
bore me. | wouldn’t leave the Force, though; | began to redlize | couldn’t. | began to seethat | had made
ablind move into someone else' sfield, and | had no control over it. | couldn’t have left evenif I'd known
| wanted to.

But now I’ll play their game no morethan | haveto. | could have gotten mysdlf into it tonight. | was
following someone, out of habit, | suppose, though | had no reason to. That curiosity, that impulseto
search and win what | could, drove me asit dways has before, even after it should have been burned
right out of me. | followed my target as she wasled to some meeting place, disguised mysalf so they
wouldn’t suspect me of watching them, and saw her go behind a door and come back out afew minutes
later. Too littletimefor any carnd activity, not with the layers of clothing these proper women wesar, so it



must have been an exchange of money. When she had first come out of her house, when | began
following her, I'd heard ajingling with her footsteps, and after she came out of the meeting place, into the
empty halway that made every sound echo, the noise of coinswas gone. Judging from what | knew of
her position and Status, | guessed it was blackmail.

And there was more. My lifeis pocked by coincidences, and here was another one: | knew the man who
had escorted my target to her meeting place. He had been with me at the dormitory, fifteen years ago. He
trained with me on thefiring range, and | sat across from him &t the dining table. He wasn't there long. |
noticed his sudden absence, and questioned Loyd about it. | didn’t care about the vanished student or
what had happened to him, but | liked to nettle Loyd with my questions. Loyd told me he'd dismissed the
student as unsuitable, not loya to Dabion, or the Five Countries, or even Loyd himself, but only
motivated by money. This man’s presence with my target supported the blackmail theory. | could have
found away into the room, or followed the man after he left, or pursued the woman more closdly. | could
have learned what was going on. | could have referred the caseto Loyd, if | weretoo weary to do it
mysdlf. But | didn’t want to do any of that.

| tried to tell Loyd | was quitting the game. Perhaps | can't, but | won't play any more than they make
me. Why should | step into agame that doesn’t concern me? Why should | jump like adog at their
command? Tonight they didn’t even command me—I’ m anticipating then- word like adog waiting to be
kicked. | don’t care about thiswoman or why she' s being blackmailed or what danger she might bein.

| expect Tod to call me heartless. Fine. When did | have time to grow a heart? Call me dishonorable and
you won't anger me, either, since | care nothing for your words. | know my own honor. I’ ve blocked
shotsaimed at unarmed targets, not because I’ m soft for those targets—who might kill me with their own
handsif they get the chance—but because it’ s dishonorable to take gunpowder against an unarmed man.
These arerules| will keep despite the orders of the men who cdll themselvesjust. Blackmail hasitsown
rulesand | don't careto investigate to learn where thoseruleslie.

Tod didn’t cal me dishonorable, though, and he didn’t call me heartless.
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Aron Jannes was Sitting upside down on achair, his back in the seet, hislegs extending upward, his head
hanging down and his hair brushing the ground. His guard was sitting cross-legged on the floor in front of
him. She was teaching him how to chest at cards.

“I can’t wait to go back to school and try this,” Aron boasted, gawking at the cards that he could barely
see from hisreversed vantage point.

“I thought you weren't going back to schoal,” Elzith said.

Aron humphed. “Father will make me. Unless| can be aguard likeyou!” he suggested hopefully.
“Youcan't”

Hefrowned. “Then I’m going back, | guess. But | can chesat everybody!”

“How do you know they haven't dready cheated you?’ Elzith asked, folding the deck. “That’swhy I'm
showing you this, if you haven't figured it out. People are going to chest you, and you have to recognize
it. I'd advise you to think hard before you cheat someone e se, though. There' sawaysaprice, and you
gtand to lose more than you gain.”

Aron flipped hislegs down and turned himself out of the chair. “ So why are you telling me this?’



Elzith looked at him. He liked that; no one else ever did it. Servants and common people weren't dlowed
to look at him because of whose son he was. They bowed their heads and dragged their eyes on the
ground. When hisfather and histeachers and other men in charge talked to him, to give him rulesand
scold him, they never looked at him. They looked down on top of his head, they looked around him, but
never right at him. Even when his mother looked a him, Aron thought she was seeing someone else. She
looked somewhere near his chin, like he was shorter, like he wasfive or sx. “Wel, likeit or not,” Elzith
sad, straight into his eyes, “and that goes for both of us—I’ ve been put into the position of mentoring
you, and thisiswhat mentors do.”

“Right,” Aron said, and he stretched on his belly on the floor, took the deck of cards, and started
stacking them into acastle.

“Heismaddening,” Elzith was saying. She' d picked up aknife and taken the bowl of vegetables right out
of Tod' s hand, depositing asack in his hands instead. “But he' s not as bad as everyone says.”

Tod opened the sack and found aloaf of bread and a cut of meat wrapped in butcher’ s parchment. * Of
course, your idea of bad isabit different from everyoneelse’'s.”

Elzith nodded. “ Granted. Most people don't have to compare things against getting stabbed or shot at.
And I’'mtold Aron hasimproved since my arrival. He' s gone awhole week now without afit of any
sort.”

“He s getting attention,” Tod mused. As he emptied the contents of the sack, he saw Elzith looking up at
him, waiting for him to say more. Tod tried to put hiswords together and went on. “He wasn't before,
and it was making him angry. Now heis, so he’ snot angry anymore. | did the same thing, with my
brothers, getting angry when they didn’t notice me. Then they noticed me only when | got angry, so | got
angrier. Now | don’t need them. Other people notice me and notice what | do. No one else matters. So
I’m not angry.” He shrugged. Elzith was till looking a him. Her eyeswere sharply focused. He d said
something new, something that commanded her attention, if not actudly surprising her. “What? Didn’t
they teach you that in spy school 7’

Elzith’ seyeswrinkled at the corners. Tod had learned thiswas a smile. “We learned types of people.
Everyone we ded with islooking for power, and it’s either out of greed, or because they think they
deserveit, or to gain attention. We only learned how to get information out of them, though, and with
attention-seekersthat’ s not difficult. We never cared about why they wanted attention.” Elzith nodded
consderingly. “But that’ sinteresting. Why does Aron want attention?”

Tod burst out laughing. “Because he' sten! Y ou don’t know much about being a child, do you?’
Thewrinkles gppeared again. “ Y ou’ re getting awfully bold, Redtanner.”
Tod fought back ablush of sdf-consciousness. “Well, I'mright.”

Elzith looked down and resumed her efficient chopping. “So,” shesaid, in areportlike voice. “I'm helping
the child merdly by listening to hisrantings. Well and good. He doesn't require my advice. Also good,
gncel have noneto give”

Tod smiled broadly, turning toward the stove to start preparing the meat. He was content. He fdlt, for the
firgt time, something he could truly call joy. It was not the mock exhilaration of hisbrothers atention, or
the dizzy rush of gin. Thiswas different. He had succeeded. He' d given help to Kdller, and to Justice
Paloman, and to Elzith. He was content. The unknown enemies who were coming for Elzith could burn
down his house, and hewouldn’t fed the angst of being rushed to his degth, or the rage of being cheated
out of life. He would be content. That was how his great-aunt died, Tod redized. Though it had horrified



him, haunting his deep and hiswaking hours with nightmaresthat he' d risked hisown lifeto blot out, she
had passed peacefully, like one who had learned the secret and needed nothing more here.

28

How do | describe what changed? Tod wants to know, as he'slistening to these stories. The last onel
told him was about the game, how | played it, how | was good &t it. It's not agame anymore, and he
wantsto know why. That's how hetellsa story, his brothers manipulated him, he let them, then one day
he didn’t let them anymore. His changeis definite—he dmaost drank himself to death. Almost dying will
do that to you. I’ve dmost died too many timesfor it to matter. And the game began to change more
dowly than that.

In 759 | went to Cassile, to Alderstand. It s one of the names |’ m dlowed to say, that little village with
the velvet mills and the managers who weren’t redlly plotting with Mandera. Dabion waswrong, so there
wasn't anything for them to keep secret. | wasthere for along time, two seasons, the longest I’ d been on
any assgnment until then. Did the game change because | was bored? | recorded al the words that were
sad around me, nothing about Mandera, many things about religion, then the reconnai ssance man came
to get me and bring me across theriver to Karrim, where the big men waited for their report. And | gave
it to them, every word. It wasn't my job to interpret what I’ d heard, to decide they wouldn’t care
because it had nothing to do with the supposed tiesto Manderan criminals. | played my movetheway |
was supposed to, and | told them everything. And then the world changed. I’ m the one, then, who
brought down the monasteries. What does Tod make of that? But that’ s how the world changed, he says
camly, more camly than any civilian |’ ve ever met. How did you change?

| didn’t know then, of course, what would happen when | gave up this information about the Nanian
followers. | knew something would happen, though. That waswhere | met my first coincidence. There
was a certain Justice there in Karrim when | gave my report, someone | didn’t expect to see, someone
I”d seen before, earlier that year. Where, when, who, thistime | can’t say. I’d stumbled acrosshim on a
different assgnment, both of usin a place where we weren’t supposed to be. He wasn't happy to see me
again. He was so unhappy he could have killed me. | knew it, | saw it in him. | stopped him, | got away,
it wasn't much trouble, but he hung on me even as| left him behind. Not thefirgt time anyone had tried to
kill me, of course, and not the last, but the first time—the only time | think—anyone wanted to kill me,
just me, not because | happened to be his enemy or in hisway but because he hated me that much.

Thework went on, of course. | |et the coincidence drift to the back of my mind, and | went to Azass in
760. I'm alowed to say so because Dabion has never made their domination of Azass asecret. Azass is
aninferior race, they say, and the natives must be kept in line. Y ou wouldn't keep it secret that you tied
up your dog. The Public Force crawls over Azass like cockroaches. | can't reveal which houses | had
contact with, of course, but the names hardly matter.

In 760 | was twenty-four, and too old to pull off the sad-urchin game. | had been for sometime, so the
big men started sending me off with firepower. Add another number to my value—I’ m adamned good
shot. These pistols are notorioudy inaccurate, and more likely to explode in your hand than hit their
target. I’ll never understand why Dabion threw out the Manderan practice of using swords; it's obvious
why they made dl the Manderan fencing masters disappear, but they could have at least learned
something from them firdt. | had skill with the pistols, though, and more than alittleluck. Thefirst timel
used oneinthefidd, I shot out the knees of aman who' d been chasing me. Someone with more heart
might have laughed with joy.

| didn’t kill the Azassan with apistol, though. | might not have had to kill him if | hadn’t been wearing the
damned thing. Dressing as Dabionian Public Force was only a cover to get me close to the houses of
certain chieftains. There are gold minesin Azass, and control of them hasfueled conflict in that country



for centuries. Y ou shouldn’t have to wonder why Dabion wantsits handsin the affair. After the
Manderan market crashed in 742, Azass was Dabion’ s only remaining competitor, the only other mgjor
power in the Five Countries. If Dabion controls the clan that controls the mines, they’ ve got that power in
their fist. So | had to go in and find out who waswinning in Azass’ slittle war.

Dabion is ahomogenous country; they madeit so by throwing out everyone they didn’t want. Other
countriesaren’t like that. Y ou'll see red Azassan headsin Karrim, in Mandera, on the highways, and our
brown onesturn up in the households of Azassian chieftains. It wasn't so hard for me to pass as a servant
when | was out of my other work clothes. Azassian higher-ups aren't so different from Dabionian or
Manderan ones, no matter how the Justices protest. They till don’t look at servants, they can't be
bothered with drudges, and they’ re blind to what really happensin their houses. One chieftain told an
assistant his battle plans, word for word, while | wasin hisvery chambers, on my hands and kneesas|
scrubbed hisfloor. When | left my soggy post and climbed back into my Public Force uniform, |
commandeered a pigeon from that chieftain’s own gamekeeper, wrapped the secret plans around itsleg,
and flew it to the household that Dabion wanted to win. | never found out whether the strike was
intercepted. Asif it maiters. They’re dtill fighting over that gold and they will until the minesrun dry.

| got separated from the troop while | was writing that message. | was alone, a dusk, behind the
chieftain’shouse. | climbed up awatchtower to loose the pigeon, and as| came down | startled ayoung
clansman who was standing guard outside the tower door. He had come on duty late; he didn’t know |
wasin there. Hewasthat fiery sort of youth, anxiousto prove himself, lacking the discipline to think
before acting. When | caught his eyes, wide open as he lifted apike to thrust into my throat, | knew that
he saw only my pistol; he did not see my uniform, he was not going to seeit, and he wouldn't stop the
momentum of hispike until it wasthrust home.

| did not kill him with my pistol, though. There was no timefor that.

My actions were excused as a hecessity by the administration of the Secret Force upon report. | was
washed up and sent straight to my next assgnment.

A certain officid inacertain town in Karrim was suspected of failing to report al his profitsfrom the
parcels of farmland he managed. He was believed to have aring of managers who collaborated and
abetted, and | wasto learn their names. The official was afrequent patron of a certain brothdl. Thiswas
the winter of 760. There was never a chance of the absurd coincidence of crossing Tod' s path there;

he' d stopped going to Karrim years before. A whoreis an excdllent con, though, moreinvisblethan a
servant and able to get far closer, but | had no interest in this game. The names of the officid’ s associates
were aprize with no value. | wanted nothing more than to leave.

One night the proprietor sent to my room a drunken gpe of aman, who immediately started smashing
furniture. He was so drunk he seemed to have forgotten what he' d come to abrothel for, sSince every
time| got near him he threw me off. | findly got his breeches undone, tangled them around his ankles,
and tripped him into a closet. From behind the locked door he started screaming threasts at me. | climbed
out the window before he could break the door down. The proprietor was guarding the entrance to the
building and would have sent me back up to my room if I’ d tried to go back in through the front door, so
| had no choice but to Sit outside until the wood carrier came at dawn. It was snowing. | forced mysdlf to
stay awake, watching the snow, watching my bare toes go blue and bluer, wanting nothing more than to
leave the place and the officia and the assgnment. | wanted to give the Azassan youth back hislife. |
wanted to forget the face of that damned Justice who hated me so much. | wanted to go home. But
where was home?

Magus had company again. His solitary vigil on the shore of Lake Azin was broken by another intruder.
Therewas only onethistime, thankfully, some peasant, some fool, who had stumbled out of some human



city to stare gape-mouthed at aland far too inscrutable for any human to understand. Normally these
trespassers came to the lake in ones or twos, being too ashamed of their interest in elves and fairiesto let
many of their peers know where they were going. Magus could easly handle one or two. Thisintruder
would not see him.

Elvesand fairies, he scoffed. That was what the humans thought lived in Sor'rai. They invented stupid
talesto explain things that were beyond their pitiful grasp, then told the talesto their children to frighten
them. Some of those people had figured out that the Sages— whom they called madmen—came from
Sor'rai. It was the Sages that people saw dancing on the Sor’ raian shore, when they looked acrossthe
lake at night. On this Sde, the human side of the lake, they would lock the Sagesin asylums, not
recognizing them as the dancers. The humans never asked any questions about who redly lived in
Sor'ra. A civilization far older and mightier than any human could imagine was reduced by aworld full of
idiotsto achild’ snursery story.

Some of the humans had determined that the Healers came from Sor'rai aswell. Such witty little
creatures the humans were, stunned by the Hedlers' great powers. None of us can mend injuries so well,
or bring the dying back to life, they said to themsalves. These Healers must be great magicians, so they
must come from that magic land. The man on the shore scowled as he thought of it, the blind praiseshe'd
heard from the mouths of so many humans. They had no ideawho the Hedersredly were. There were
two races of Sor'raians, and the Healers were neither. The Healers were handicapped, mutilated by their
own hands. They were not Sages; they were not Magi. They tore themsdlves, incomprehensibly, from the
gresat race of the Magi, gave up dl but afraction of the power they were born to, to crossinto the human
world.

They contaminated themsdlves in the presence of those who could never hopeto grasp their greatness.
The man on the shore even | et the humans call him by the name of Magus, though they could not beginto
fathom what it meant.

The man caled Magus scowled even more bitterly. The intruder was gpproaching the lake, with aheavy
gait and a creaking sound like aswinging pail, afat milkmaid or a pimply boy carrying water. Magus
wearily lowered himsdf to hisknees and elbows, never dropping his head or taking his eyes off the
water. Then he projected histhoughts at the fool walking toward him, and quickly overcameitsfeeble
mind. Where Magus was crouched on the ground, only ahare would be seen.

If only it were someone on ahorse, he thought. Horses were never fooled. They knew he wasthere, he
could spook them easily, and they would run off and take their trespassing ridersfar away.

Once, ayear ago, he was seen. Knowing he should have learned hislesson, Magus turned to examine
this newcomer, to make sure he wasn't being seen again. Thistime he had guessed right; agirl witha
bucket was sitting on the grass, gazing stupidly acrossthe lake. There was no sharpness whatsoever in
her eyes, and as he sniffed the air with his nose—which to her would be surrounded by whiskers—he
caught no Sage odor. She was what she had seemed: asmple human female. Such was not dwaysthe
case. Those Sages who had walked out of Sor’rai, across the rocky land bridge like powerless pack
animals, had proven to be promiscuous as the hare that Magus was impersonating. The Magi lived long
and bred rarely, but the Sages copulated like beasts, not only among themselves but with the humans,
who didn’t share the ability to control their fecundity. There could be haf-Sages swarming theland like
fleas. Magus redized that was an exaggeration; certainly the wise Sageswould rein in their fertility, to
keep their offspring out of human insane asylums, if nothing ese. But Sage wisdom was beyond the
understanding of even the Magi. At least one Sage had failed to keep his seed in check, for reasons
never to be known, and even an untrained haf-blood Sage could bind aMagusiif he caught that Magus
inthemidst of working aspell.



Could the binding be fast, though? Magus had wondered this since the day he'd tried to project the
image of himsdlf as a stag over the mind of an intruder on horseback, and neither the horse nor the
intruder had been fooled. The man agtride the horse had stared at Magus, gasping 1 caught you! | caught
you!” over and over again. Surely the man didn’t know what he was saying, babbling in the weakness of
his human haf. But Magus had dropped to his kneeswith al obedience, saying, “1 am a your command,
0 Sage.” And so the mixed-blood fool had come to command him for the past year, not often, but
insgtently. He ordered Magus to remain at the lake, awaiting hisword, and there Magus remained.
Magus often thought of walking away, of testing that bond, amaost certain it would snap. But he was
afrad.

He himsdlf was hardly even aMagus, though what he wasif not of that race, he did not know. He was
the only child of his parents, both revered Magi in the true council, and they had borne him latein life.
They had not noticed hisfailure, asachild, to grasp the household magicsthat moved like air through
their dwelling. On the day of his presentation to the true council, they took him on the long journey from
their home, hidden in the forests deep in Sor’ral, through the underground tunnelsthat |ed to the floor of
Lake Azin. The meeting place was a the bottom of the lake. His father and mother had looked at him
with pride, and opened the door to present him to the community of Magi. Then the water flowed in and
the unimaginable happened. He began to drown.

Horrified, his mother seized him and swam toward the surface of the lake. It was an eternity away, and
the water crushed on hislungs, dragging him ever downward as his mother tried to pull him up. He
wished, in his saturated mind, that he was afish, whipping through the water, free of duty and shame.
Then he heard, in the heavy deadness of the waves, his mother’ s scream. “He'sgone! I'velost him!” The
hundred Magi launched themselves upward through the water at her cry. By the time he reached the
surface of the lake, his head breaking into the harsh air, he was joined by countless other heads, Mag
with dripping hair and robes. Beside him, his mother’ swet eyes blinked in confusion, as she looked upon
her son, no longer the fish she had seen in her hands during her race to the surface.

He could not walk under the water. He had no kinetic abilities, no household magics, none of the great
powers of the Magi. His sole ability wasin shapeshifting, or rather in causing othersto believe he had
changed his shape, and even then he could not affect more than one or two minds simultaneoudy. The
elders of the true council examined him endlesdy, probing him with powersthat stung and scarred in their
wake, but they could offer no explanation. He was Magus, yet hisonly power lay in the ability to cast his
mind, like a Sage. He had no trace of the wisdom of the Sages, though, the ability to seethingsthat are
not shown to the eye. He was like a Healer who had been born of Magi but sacrificed the best of his
powers, only he was not compelled by any sacred calling, such as the Hedlers professed to, and the
sacrifice had not been voluntary. He was nothing, nearly powerlessin the land of magic. He went to the
other side of the lake though he was not human.

He found some solace in tormenting the humans. Not only were they fools and idiots; the mgority of
them were dissemblers. Magus detested dissemblers, although—and perhaps because—he wasthe
greatest of dissemblers himself. The humans had built themsalves an entire organization on the practice of
lying, and Magusworked into it easily. He was admired by itsleader, aking of liars. He wandered the
human lands, hunting dissemblers, killing afew for spite. At length he bored of it, though. He did not
report to the king of liarsfor his next assgnment. He returned to the lake and watched his hidden
homeland across the waters he could not navigate. Sickness of heart paralyzed him; he could not go
home, he had no place e sewhere. Then the crud fate that had mutilated him put him in the path of the
half- Sage. He was bound. He did not know whether he could free himsdlf, or where he would go if he
werefree. Heremained in service, never far from his master’ s cal, waiting to be commanded. He spent
days a the lake' s shore, watching the homeland that was never his.



Therewas adissembler near him. Magusfdt theintruder traveling in the retinue of the Lord Justice, that
noisy crowd that harried him with their too-frequent passage, too close to the lake, too many to be
overcome. Magus found the smdll of the dissembler noxious. If he wished, he could crush that man likea
bird. Death was the only other power he' d found he possessed. Could he act without his new master’s
command, though? He feared |learning that he could not. So he remained at the shore, called and
neglected by the relentless voice of the water.
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Tod drifted out of deep inthewarmth of A beam of light dipping through the crack between the shutters.
It was morning, awarm and humid autumn morning, thick with heet that yesterday’ s clouds had held
close to the earth throughout the night. His hair, as he pushed it out of hisface, was damp with swesat. He
heard avoice near hisear, hazy and dreamlike, Elzith’ svoice. Ingde hisbody he felt his heart pound
quick and heavy. Dream scenes still caught him, clinging as he melted out of deep: breeth, sweat, skin.

His eyes sngpped open. One of hislegsjolted with a cramp, brought on by deeping in the wrong place,
inachair by thewindow. Tod iffly dragged himsdf out of hisdouching position, Sitting upright, rubbing
hisface with his hands. With his eyes closed he could still see the dream. Where had it come from? Oh
yes, he remembered, Elzith’s story from the night before. It had called back memories of those placesin
Karrim he had once visited, old and blurry memoriesthat he only had in snatches, abare arm, the canopy
of awoman’shair. The dream wasn't blurry though, it was quite clear, and he had seen perfectly and
with generous detail who wasinvolved init.

Tod shook his head energeticdly. Thiswasfoolish. Elzith would never have him, it wasridiculousto even
think of it. Not that he’ d thought of it, really—it was just adream, something that turned up in hisdeep.
Hewouldn't want Elzith like that anyway; the thought of the dream matched up with the brothel story that
inspired it made Tod vaguely nauseous. He reviewed her story to get the image out of hismind. He'd be
like that unwanted man who stumbled into her room and smashed the furniture. She d tangle hislegs up
and lock himin the closet. Tod snickered alittle. So much for his dream.

“Tod!” he heard again. Her voice. She was knocking at the door. He plunged out of the chair and rushed
to openit.

“A littleearly, am |7’ Elzith said, her head canted a ajoking angle, her voice sharp and her eyes bright
with something like laughter. Tod smiled, thinking with relief that thiswasthe red Elzith, hard and rough,
not some soft and willowy dream image, and trying to ignore how his heart twisted anyway. “I’ ve brought
some bread,” she added, handing aloaf-shaped package to him.

“How did you get it?” Tod asked, feding thewarmth of it in his hands. “ Did you go into town? This
ealy?

Elzith nodded, giving up on an invitation and brushing past himinto hisflat. “1 got to Jannes searly and
they told me the LJhad gone out and taken the brat with him. They want me back at noon.” She
checked the time on the clock and started rearranging the chairs around the table. “So | picked up the
bread before | |eft town.”

“Good,” Tod mused, “I ran out last night.”
“l know,” drawled Elzith. “| was here”

Tod considered it for a second and laughed. He was being silly, and shewasteasing him. That’ sdl there
was between them. He went obligingly to the kitchen to prepare breskfast.



No, there was something more between them, Tod thought. He could seeit in her stories, which he'd
collected so carefully, even if shedidn’t. Hefilled aneed for her. Like the union fisherman in her story
about Tristam, she needed a confessor. She had blood on her hands. Tod could imagine how heavily it
must weigh on her, like astone on her chest. He knew how it was. Though he’' d had no hand in his
great-aunt’ s death, till he felt responsble because he had known. Guilt had gripped his heart and blinded
him. When his brothers offered him their poisoned attention, they aso offered him escape. Hedidn't
notice the pain when al he could fed was ginin hisblood. He didn’t remember the nightmares.

Then one day helet the secret out, before the weight of it burdt his chest. Hewas at Shaan's, having
watched Morrn’s arrest. He was terrified, he was certain he would disappear himsdlf, but strangely those
weren't the words that came out of him. When Shaan returned, after sneaking into Morrn’sflat to rescue
alast hidden bottle before the Public Force came back to sack the place, Tod spoke. The guilt of his
dreams and his knowledge flooded out of himin arush.

“You'rescaring me, lad,” Shaan had murmured after along silence. He d thrust the bottle toward Tod in
ashaky hand. “Drink it up, you'll fed better. Make that stop.”

Infact, it did stop, athough not until after he’ d drunk the bottle and woken up at aHedler' sside.
Whether it was because of the unnerving company of the Hedler or the stress of facing the charges
againg him, the guilt Tod had felt over his great-aunt’ s death was entirely overshadowed. It never
regained its former power after his confession to Shaan. That wasn't to say hewasfree of it. He had to
fight off the blackness of it each day, the old guilt and the voice of the liquor. How much darker, he
thought, how much more painful the fight must be for Elzith, who' d taken alife with her own hands.

It troubled him in passing, atremor in his bonesthat would catch him unawares. Hisguest, Stting at his
table, taking bread from his hands, was akiller. Hisimagination screamed—she didn't kill the Azassan
with her pistol. How did she do it? She stopped the Justice and got away. How did she stop him? Tod's
mind filled up with adozen sinister half-formed answers. But he turned to look at her, and there shewas,
gtting at histable, afigure that was now so familiar, aface that was no longer as hard and impassve asit
used to be, her hands draped easily aong the table, deceptively thin and frail, capable of death, but not
here. There was no tension in her now, no weight of guilt. Tod had helped her.

“What'sthis?’ Elzith was|ooking at the work spread out on the table, which Tod had |eft out late last
night. He d fallen adeep unexpectedly in his chair and hadn’t put the work away as he usudly did. Elzith
waslooking at his own book.

Tod approached the table alittle nervoudy, carrying the torn pieces of bread as an excuse to come near.
No one e se had seen hisbook, and he hadn’'t even told Keller about it. It was only fair, though. She'd
shared her secretswith him.

“It' ssomething I’ ve been making, something the Hedl er suggested to me. Not the one you reported on,
who healed me three years ago, but the one who moved in downstairs after that, who used to live where
you do now. He said | should makeit. Said it would help me.” Tod laughed alittle, salf-conscioudy,
afraid it sounded foolish, but Elzith was listening serioudy. There was no sarcasm in her expression; she
even seemed respectful. “I wrote down what he said,” Tod continued, reaching for the book, “here, on
thefirst page. Aswel as| could remember it.”

He turned the book over to the front side, gingerly opening thefirst fragile leaves. They were sarting to
show wear, since they had never been bound into a cover to protect them. He hadn’t looked at these
first pagesin years, not since he recorded the words that the Hedler had spoken to him on the one night
he' d invited hisformer neighbor to Sit at histable. “Y our heart isgood,” the Hedler had said. “Thereis
nothing | can do to mend it. Let it go. Rest yoursdlf.” Tod had written down the rest:



Thereisan old custom, very old, from the days when your people wandered these lands whole, before
you divided yourselvesinto countries with laws and borders. Write down your words, your troubles.
Livethem again in your words, in theink and paper. Livethem for thelast time. Then cast them to the
fire. Cast the smoke to thewind. Thewind is greater than you. Let it go. Rest yoursdlf.

Elzith read the page, more than once, it seemed. Then shelifted afinger and touched the book, asif
trying to gppraise it without trespassing on hiswork. “It' snot finished,” she said, nearly aquestion.

Tod shook his head.

“You Hill havetroubles coming,” Elzith said, haf aquestion again, haf an admission, atrace of wry
sadnessin her voice.

Tod smiled. If hewas her confessor, then he wanted to absolve her. She wasn't responsiblefor his
troubles, no more than he was for his great-aunt’ s desth. “ Go ahead and have alook,” Tod said, pushing
the book alittle closer to her. “It’ s been quite something to bind, pulling dl the different piecestogether. |
think I managed it well enough. What do you think?’

Elzith took the book in her hands, gently turning it and peering at the stitching and folds. Tod remembered
that he had put the kettle on and turned back toward the stove.

“| was going to ask you, Elzith,” he began. A brief thought had passed his mind last night, and it cameto
him again this morning. He wanted to preserve something of Elzith in the book, apiece of her Sories,
perhaps, but he didn’t want to do it without asking her. Maybe she would write something in his book
hersdf. “I just wanted to ask if you would...” Tod repesated, coming back to the tablewith acup in his
hands. Then helooked away from the steaming cup, up a Elzith and the page she was examining, and
stopped short. The book was open to the leaf that the first Hedler had woven. Elzith’ sfingerswere onit,
asif they had brushed over it as she was turning pages, unintentionaly. Beneath her fingers, the delicate
fibers glowed with aninner light.

The hest that bled through the clay cup made no feding on Tod' sfingers. Elzith stared at her own hand.
She drew it away from the leaf, watched the light die, moved close again and watched the glow warm
around her fingertips. Tod redlized he wasn't bresthing. The lesf, the Hedler, the weaving at his bedside.
Why? Patience, I’ ve been weaving it since | knew you, a Sage told me—

“You'reaSage,” Tod whispered.

Elzith withdrew her hand and lowered it into her 1ap, below the table. Her mouth was drawn tight. She
spoke almost unwillingly, asif enthralled out of her secrecy by the strange force of the light. “They say my
mother was.”

They were slent, watching the sheet asif it might jump to lifelike acreature, but thelight in it had
vanished. Elzith drew a breath and leaned back, away from it. She was going to divert the conversation
again. “What were you going to ask me, Tod?’

His mind was't working. The woven sheet |ooked blurry, and heimagined he saw light till. His hands
told him they were burning from the stleaming cup he till held but he couldn’t fed it. His mouth moved
without any connection to hismind. “1 wanted you to go to bed with me.”

The cup dropped out of his hands and smashed on the floor.

Elzith showed no reaction, and Tod thought there might be achance he' d imagined saying it. But Elzith's
face was hardening. She pushed back from the table, leaning in her chair, rapping the hedls of her boots



on the table s edge as she raised them and crossed her ankles, a sharp and stagy movement. The delicate
hands had gtiffened. They were not fists, not quite, but those thin wrists were deceptive and he knew it.

“I'msorry, | didn't meanit,” he sammered.
“Yes youdid,” Elzith said.
He wanted to protest. He couldn’t. She knew, she knew everything he said, everything in hismind.

“It' shardly your fault,” shesad tightly. “I should have known. | can’t imagine how | missed it.” Her face
was blank and she did not look at Tod. “Y ou can’'t know why you'reafool. You havenoidea” She
dropped her feet to the floor with a crash and jolted out of the chair. Tod lowered himsdlf into the puddle
around hisfeet and started picking up broken pieces of pottery, so he wouldn’t have to watch her leave.

But she did not leave. She stood at the window, peering through the cracksin the shutters, it seemed.
When she spoke again it wasin adistant voice, asif she were aready on the road outsde. Tod did not
move, his knees soaked in the thin teathat was going cold, holding the broken pieces of the cup hard in
his hands so they did not rattle and obscure her voice. He clutched his hands so tightly that when Elzith
findly finished her tory, speaking her last words as the clock chimed the hour, and stepped out through
the door without afarewell, he could hardly open the stiff joints of hisfingers, the pamsthat were scored
by the edges of the shattered pottery.
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We cdled it the Smyth assignment. Smyth wasn't his name, and while | knew his name— you couldn’t
st foot in the town | was sent to without knowing his name—we never spoke it among the Secret Force.
Smyth had a contact in the Dabionian authority, some Greater Justice, most likely, who was able to cover
up dl thereports againg him. Loyd didn’t want that unknown Dabionian officia to catch wind of our
investigations, so we never spoke Smyth’sred name.

| won't spesk the name of the city, elther, because that would identify Smyth immediately, maybe not to
Tod, but to anyone who knew athing about Mandera. Smyth had come from along line of baronsin the
days of the Ikinda Alliance—back when barons meant something— and hisfamily name was
synonymous with the faded wealth and power of that city. Since then, his own name had become
synonymous with the corruption that comes when wealth and power rot. | doubt that name haslost its
meaning since Smyth's death. The man had alies, not friends, but associates, al of them nearly as sadistic
as hewas, and they would be certain to use his name to stoke their own fury if they knew who and
wherel was. To speak Smyth’strue name would be my peril.

It's possible Loyd has found Smyth’ s Dabionian contact by now, using the information that | snatched
unexpectedly from Shaan. Once the crooked Justice has safely disappeared, Dabion will be freeto brag
about how they shut down the biggest crimina in Mandera. They’ll bat Smyth’ sname around like a
child’' stoy. Mine might be unearthed, too, for Smyth’s old croniesto pounce on. But it hardly matters,
redly.

“I need you to get closeto thisman,” Loyd told me, not long after | returned from Karrim. He wrote the
man’ s name and the name of his city on a scrap of paper, letting me read it before putting amatch to it.

| laughed. It wouldn’t be easy. The operatives used to talk about their assignments there, even as our
magterstried to gag us and keep us from gossping about such things. There was plenty of information to
be had about Smyth; he made sure everyone in histown and the world beyond knew him and knew his
deeds, could imagine them in bloody detail. No one could get close to him, though, not successfully. One
of the operatives who worked hisway into Smyth’s company was killed within afew weeks. The next



man got too close, drowned in Smyth’slust for money and power, and never came back to Loyd. The
Smyth assignment was delayed while another operative was sent to take out the defector.

Loyd tried adifferent tactic next, attacking Smyth'’ s reportedly massive and lurid sexud prowess. The
first woman was a doe-eyed vol uptuous beauty, and Smyth completely ignored her. The second one got
in but broke. She managed to get her hands on the very dagger that Shaan would later stedl, to cut her
own throat before Smyth could get any information out of her. Loyd waited for two years before moving
forward, to make sure nothing had come out. In that time Smyth sucked up the last remaining businesses
inthreetownsin that part of Mandera, had adozen or so loca Dabionian authoritieskilled, claimed
respongbility for the hijackings of six transports of tax money from Manderato Dabion, and personally
st fire to the office of the Dabionian ambassador to the city, which had long stood vacant, just for spite.

The operatives who circulated on the periphery brought back reports of these actions by the cartload.
Nothing was admissible before the Tables of Justice. Someone in Dabion’ sruling classwas keeping dl
the official evidence buried. Loyd could wait no longer. | was hislast chance.

“So you need meto find out who' s protecting Smyth,” | asked.
“No,” Loyd told me. “I need you to nate him.”

The city smdled bad from the moment | set foot iniit. It was alarge city, formerly one of Mandera's
economic centers. During the Ikinda Alliance money had poured in and the heads of businessthere
glesfully and smugly shared it among one another. Their houses till stand, though haf of them have been
gutted by fire or vandds, their scul ptures are hobbled by missng legs and arms, and their fountains are
filled with mold and seething fungus. | paused by astinking fountain to look at the city around me and
think about how | was going to catch the attention of amadman.

One of hisminionsfound mein atavern, soliciting drunk men and knocking them senseless, their money
in my hand, an ingtant before they could crawl up my skirts. | was deemed enough of achalengeto
entertain the big man. They hauled meto his house and dropped me into aroom, where | was locked for
at least an hour before Smyth deigned to have alook at me. He entered the room and crossed it in two
strides, seized my breast with one hand and used it to drag me to my feet. He waited for a second before
seizing my throat with his other hand. He was pleased that | didn’t react. He laughed hisfoul breath into
my face, and he kept me.

| wasn't there for Smyth, though. The room he kept me in was aproving ground for hisrecruits. | was
one of the tests for these men who wanted to be Smyth’ sminions and snap up histable scraps. They'd
aready been tested for pain and other things, and by the time they got to me they wore bruises on thelr
faces and blood under their nails. They wore nothing else, though, in the room where | waslocked. | was
there to test their control. Smyth commanded me to seduce them, in that cool, aoof, bait-and-switch way
that | was known for from the tavern. He watched the men, their exposed secrets, watching how well or
how poorly they controlled themsdlves.

“Women arethe devil,” he'd tdll them asthey stood at my feigned mercy. “They’ |l tempt you, they’ Il try
to snare you. And men arefools. A woman gets near them and they lose their minds, let them have
whatever they want.” He d saize the men by the throat, throw the ones who disappointed him out of the
room. “I won'’t have men who are wesk. | won't have them vulnerable to awoman.”

Smyth watched me as he said this, taking his eyes off the subject of histest for amoment, fixing them on
me. He suspected me. He thought | was the devil, the snare trying to steal from him while hewas
distracted. | obeyed his ordersto placate him, to keep him from having any further reason to suspect and
examine me. Those foul orders soured my mouth but | said nothing. | itched at being locked in the room,



unable to investigate the house, unable to get near Smyth without the presence of other men buffering
him. It wastoo greet arisk to do anything else.

Time passed, two seasons and fourteen days. It was 762. | counted every day of it. There was nothing
elseto do, locked in that room. | counted minutes. | started to wonder what prisonersdid, locked in their
walls and chains, watching their years limp past them with no hope of release. In the City I d watched
thieves and batterers scream and tear their hair through the rusty bars of their jail cells. No such anxiety
touched mein Smyth’'sroom. | felt little in the empty hole where other people had hearts. The only
irritation | felt wasin my mind, as| looked at this puzzle | needed to solve and could find no way to do it.

Loyd wanted meto kill thisman. | had no weapons. These absurdly thin hands, this smal and worthless
body | was born in, they had no power in them to strangle, smother, break his neck, evenif I'd been able
to get close enough to touch him without his minions blocking me. | had only my mind. | could get into
himif | could shock him. I could read the truth in his mind when he spoke, and if he could be shocked the
barriers of hismind would drop. | could reach in and crack his heart. But Smyth could not be shocked. |
read every word he spoke and found no flaw in hismind, no weakness, no splinter in his confidence that

| could plunder. Two seasons and fourteen days, and | had gotten nowhere.

Then Smyth brought in atoy. A young man, who could only have been there for Smyth'svicious
entertainment. He would never have passed as one of his servants. He was pocked with bruises and
fresh scarsby thetime | got him, and he was sniveling and shivering in his nakedness. Hismind was|og,
his body unable to tell the difference between desire and fear. He failed Smyth’'stest before | could even
touch him, when | was gill astep away from him, hardly close enough for him to fed my breath.

“Weak,” Smyth spat, the most damning word that could come from his mouth. He drew hisknife, the
gaudy, gold-handled, bgewe ed dagger he' d inherited from abaron relative or stolen from some wedlthy
and dead merchant, the instrument of retribution for weakness. Smyth whipped the knife into the space
between me and the young man and cut histhroat.

Theyouth collapsed at Smyth'sfeet, but Smyth' s eyes were not on him. He was watching me as | stood
motionless, unflinching, with blood staining my face and drenching the scant gauze | wore. | read hiseyes.
| had an opening, | could reach him. Very dightly, | measured animage of fear and let it creegp into my
eyes, widened them, let them shinein the light and sweet stench.

It worked. Smyth smiled like awoalf, laughter rumbling in histhroat. | was released from the room and
sent to his own chambers.

Therewas achaisein Smyth’s chamber, the foot of it against awall where manacles were bolted. | was
locked into them. | dept there, Sitting upright with my wrists pinned. Guards camein twiceaday to let me
out, feed me and bathe me, since the man who soaked himself in blood detested the stink of the body.
Seventeen day's passed.

Each day | measured alittle more fear into my expression. Smyth brandished hisknife a me, that knifel
cameto know like another hand. Heran it over my feet, my thighs, my belly, my throat, trying to scare
me, threatening me with the sharpness of it, taunting me with thin lines of blood. | turned dl my attention
to the wounds as he put them on me, trying to test their depth. None of them would leave scars; they
were too shdlow, the knife too straight and sharp. One deep scar and | would be out of the Secret
Force, | thought, since they won't have operatives who can be so easily identified. One scar, oneflinch
from mein the wrong direction, rising up to meet the blade, and my work would be finished. | could not
determinewhat | fdlt, thinking of that.

Eighteen days and he unchained me. | sat free on the chaise. The door was not locked. He was



threatening me still, taunting me with escape. | wasn't supposed to try, | was supposed to stay pu,
shunning freedom asif it scared me more than hisknife. That was hisprizein thisgame. Each day | let
him see more fear, and | never tested the door, so that he would believe he was winning. | would have
something from him, soon. When? | searched him to see what he wanted from me next. He coupled with
me crudely as an animal, rough and painfully, twice aday after | was bathed. It occurred to methat this
was hisnext prize, that | would come to desireit, wanting this abuse like the kiss of the knife, more than
my freedom. It would be my next step in gaining his confidence, pretending to turn my body over to him.
My mind soured against the thought. | wondered if it wasanger. | only lived in the body, after dl, thisthin
papery shdll. Its heart did not matter to me. My mind only dwelled at the top of it, and | would not turn
over my mind.

Then | looked into my mind. That meaningless heart skipped abest. | did not know what day it was. My
mind had been breached. | looked at the images of fear and could not tell which ones| had crested and
which oneswerered. | stared at the unlocked door and my heart thudded at the thought of going through
it. Smyth had to die. | had to do it immediately.

But | did not know how. | had failed to solve the puzzle. | hadn’t learned the layout of the house, locked
first in one room and then another. | didn’t know how to avoid the guards, where to find some lethal tool,
or whereto find Smyth once | had it. | had no escape route. All my skills, al the moves| had perfected
inthe game, were usdless.

In the end it was dumb, blind luck. The master went out and one of hiswhelps sauntered into his
chambers, playing at being king. He had apistal in his pocket and a bottle of illegd spiritsin hishand. He
sat on Smyth'sfurniture and groped his femae pet. | made no use of my higher skills, the ones Loyd
vaued so much: | did not con the man or twist words out of him or touch hismind. | did nothing better
than acommon thief would. | picked his pocket.

When Smyth returned | was Sitting on the chaise, in the place he made for me. He took me like a habit,
then leaned back against the head of the chaise and fell into easy deep like aman who hasno cares. | did
not move from where| leaned againgt the wall, reaching down for the hidden pistol. My mutinous body
with its frightened hands threatened to spoil the preparations. Smyth woke, smelling the fear or the
powder. His eyes opened to the pistol, primed, cocked, aimed at his head. He was naked and unarmed,
too far away to reach me.

Then helaughed. Low, cold, animmortal’ slaugh. No one had learned his secret, the name of his
connection. And though he died his memory wasin me, would always be in me, bleeding through the
cracksin my mind, living aslong as| did. | would kill him but he had won. He laughed. | pulled the
trigger and felt my shouldersdriven back into the splintersin thewall.

My luck held. | wasn't caught as | escaped from the house. The reconnai ssance operative, who'd been
lurking at the outskirts of the town for weeks looking for any sign of me, found me and fetched me back
to Loyd. The wounds from the blade and the splintersin my back knitted over and left no scars.
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Kéler had been watching him for maybe ten minuteswhen hefindly said, “Well, lad, what are you
doing?’

Tod did not take the knife away from hisfingers. “Paring my nails” he answered shortly, running the
sharp blade close to hisflesh.

Kdler narrowed his eyes. There was nothing he could say, though, and he went back to work, peering



occasiondly around the pressat Tod. Tod kept at his nails. He hadn’t drawn blood yet. Not that scars
on his body would mean anything, even if he did flinch in the wrong direction. The knife could dip, or he
could hold it steady. Take the bottle or not. He might as well have been sixteen again. Some kind of
sense had driven him to Kdler's, though, and out of the dangerous solitude of hisflat. One more nail and
he would be done. He paused, turning the knife in his hand.

The door banged open. Tod didn’t look up. It was some Justice; he could see the black figures of the
bodyguards from the corner of hiseye. Only afew figures camein thistime, not the army that the Justices
usually dragged around on even their smallest errands. Tod thought he saw three bodies move across his
range of vision. Two guards, then, had been spared. The rest were on their way to Cassile, dong with
Elzith. She' d left Tod amessage that the whole Black Force had been recalled to Cassile, on some
mission important enough to require even ddinquents like hersdlf.

“Good morning, your honor,” Keller rasped, and Tod findly raised his head, to find Jereth PAdoman in the
shop. The frantic expression normaly on the Justice' sface was different thistime, twisted by some new
trouble. Tod didn’t question it. He dropped his eyesto the knife again.

“Do you have something for me, your honor?” the printer prompted as Paloman remained anxioudy
glent.

“Oh, yes,” the Justice answered, distractedly. He pulled afew coarsely folded papers out of his pocket
and dropped them in front of Kdler. Glancing up, Tod saw that Paloman’ s back was turned to the work
he' d carelesdy handed to the printer, and instead he was|ooking at Tod.

“What?" Tod mumbled.
Pa oman frowned sourly, doubtless offended by this rude and improper response. Tod didn’t care.

“I have areguest from—for you, Redtanner,” the Justice said. His voice sounded asif someone’ s hands
were around histhroat.

Tod peered intently at hislast fingernall, twisted the blade over it, cropped the nail cardesdy, and folded
Keler's pocketknife. He thought about creeping out asif no request had been mentioned. His reflexes
were more obedient, though, and his head turned toward Paloman.

“I—I’ve been,” Paloman attempted, seeming no more eager to make the request than Tod was to hear it.
“I have acertain collection of rare old books.” The imagined hands seemed to tighten. “1 can bring them
by for you to see. At your leisure. You live at—at...”

“The Barrow,” Tod mouthed. He didn’t care about the books. His mouth kept moving, obediently.
“Comeby, I'll be home. When are you coming?’

The Justice’ s mouth twisted. “I’ m due back in Insigh, and | won’'t be back here for severd weeks.”
Hesitantly he searched in his pockets, found a calendar, unfolded it. He peered at it asif he couldn’t read
his own handwriting. Findly he selected adate, pointed a shuddering finger at the number seventy-six,
and pushed the calendar in front of Tod.

Tod looked absently at the wrinkled map of the season. “Well,” he murmured. “Fine.” It was adate well
into autumn. Elzith ought to be back by then.

He noted PAloman’ sleaving in snatches. aclattering of guns, the damming of the door, the Justice's
absence. Tod spun the pocketknife around on the table. Elzith might be back, if she decided to come
back.



Somewherein hismind, Tod knew he' d made asimple mistake, only afew words, and Elzith’ s extreme
response didn’t suit the error. HE' d merely been honest, shocked into being more truthful than he'd
intended to be. He couldn’t have guessed how she would react to it; he hadn’t meant to offend her. He
was not the fool he fdt like. The thought crossed his mind somewhere, somewhere quiet and buried very
deep, below the overwheming noise of histerror.

Elzith had delivered her last story ruthlesdy and left him in the dark of his cottage, hiswindow shuttered
againgt the day. An hour had passed before he even stood and locked the door behind her. The next
morning she was gone, leaving amessage on his door and shadowsin his heart. The story haunted him,
horrified him, stole his bregth. There was too much of it to think about. He couldn’t even form the images
in hismind, the men and the scenes and the actions, to grasp them and make them familiar. The pieces of
the story loomed outside him, strange and harrowing. When he tried to make up faces for the characters
and invent higtoriesfor them, hefailed. He had no knowledge of that world, hewould drowninit. And
there was more than that. He knew more now, knew that Elzith could look into his mind, she had looked,
she could reach in and do—he couldn’t think what. It was too much. He gasped for breath as his hand
gripped the case of the knife.

“I don't trust that man,” Keller whispered.

Tod jolted. He d forgotten the printer was there. Keller, who had printed contraband. Secrets were
everywhere and there was nothing Tod could reach out for to steady himsdlf. “Who?’ hefdt himsdf
stammer, pulling away dightly from Keller. “Pdoman?’ He stared at his hand, wondering how to get it to
releaseits grip on the knife.

Movement drew hiseyes away. Kdler was shaking his head, frowning severdly. “He shouldn’t be so
interested. There' sno reason for aJustice to talk this much to commoners.”

Tod let go of the knife. There were creasesin hispalm from its case, red, like scars. He spun it on the
table and careened it away from him. “Maybe,” he said shortly. Maybe not, he thought. Maybe this
nervous Justice was athrest to him, instead of a harmless, tottering old man. Nothing was asit seemed.
Tod could be killed tomorrow. Somehow he didn’t care. His heart had run away in fear and hidden
somewhere he couldn’t hear it. He fdt reckless. He heard words come out of Kedler’s mouth, something
about canceling the meeting. Heignored it. “It'll befine” he said offhandedly, kicked himsdlf off of his
stool, and did out of the door.

Exhaustion struck him suddenly athough he hadn’t known he wastired. He kicked dust as he walked
home, too weary to lift hisfeet. Ingde his cottage he barely locked his door before collapsing at histable.
She'll come back, he thought flegtingly as his eyes closed. His mind refused any other thoughts. The story
of the crime bossin Mandera drifted out to lurk in the shadows. He forgot about the scene with Justice
Paloman. He was adleep.

Therewas slencefor awhile, darkness, then muddled images. Skin firgt, tangled arms, scenes from his
earlier dream. He could only see her in patches. Hetried to lift her hair to see her face, then shewas
gone. And he was elsewhere. Running. Someone was chasing him, shadows, pounding footsteps. Heran
through a building, turning corners, damming doors that wouldn't lock behind him. Heran up the dairs,
hearing them creak as his pursuer followed, feding them shudder under hisfeet. He reached the window
just as Elzith climbed out of it. He leaned out, looking for the ground, but the drop waslike acliff. He
watched her fal, the white of her gown shimmering about her as she floated into darkness.

Then ice clutched hisheart. He reached for her desperately. She dipped away from him. He was running
through afield, thick deep grass, soaked with moisture, sucking at hisfeet. Hislungs strained against the
hot, wet air. There was water on the horizon. He saw her facein it, then she went under.
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Monastery seventy-four was on the south-western coast. It was along trip, hot and miserable, and every
day or so it would rain like mad. Thedriver had seen hisfill of water by the time he got to the coast; he
certainly didn’'t want to look at any morein that swirling western sea. He didn’t stay at the coast long,
though. In no more than an hour his cargo was loaded and he was |eaving the monastery, or what was
left of it. Almost every guard in the Black Force had been recalled for the approach on monastery
seventy-four. Monks had been steadily trickling out of the condemned monasteries, escaping before they
could be arrested, dozens of them, even hundreds. The closures had grown increasingly difficult, the
ascetics more stubborn. They blocked the doors with human barricades that had to be shot through.
There were reports of some monks taking up makeshift arms, rakes and uncut branches of firewood, and
wielding them clumsily upon the entering guards. There was reason to suspect the escapees of growing
violence, and when intelligence reached Dabion that these runaway monks were congregating at
monastery seventy-four, it was consdered asufficient threet to require alarger force than the usua ten or
twenty guards with their short-range pistols. Black Force was recalled from al over Dabion to put down
the resstance.

The resstance was waiting for the Black Force, but not with the weapon that Dabion expected. The
guards and their muskets burst through the doorsinto athrong of rebels, haf adozen deep, screaming
likethefires of hdl, surging forward. The guards were treading on bodies before they determined that
they were unarmed. Nanian' s philasophy of withdrawing from the conflict of the world seemed to have
been interpreted by hislatter- day followers asadrive to suicide, to throw themselves out of the world
literally, at the hands of the guards. These followers were intent on going a step further by taking the
guards with them. They were not amatch for the greater part of the Black Force, though. The barricade
was down before the rear ranks even had a chance to fight. Dabion claimed the monastery.

The entry hollowed out into the cavern of the open sanctuary. The guards marched in to put down the
rest of the resstance, those murderous hundreds who were rumored to lurk insde. The guards were
dismayed to see no such thing. The sanctuary looked empty. A heavy presence lurked in the outer
shadows, around the nave, among the low columns. The guards aimed their pistols at the lurkers. Then
they heard coughing, heavy barking coughs, vibrating through the sanctuary, muffled by the mass of
bodies piled on the floor. The Black Force had claimed an infirmary.

Guards picked over the monks, looking for weapons. They hefted robed sacks of bones, scowling a
cropped scaps and bloody noses and mouths crusted with salivaand vomit. One monk coughed and
wheezed s0 loudly that aguard kicked himin theribsto slence him. “There sno resstance,” someone
said. Irritated voices echoed the words. The few monkswho had been any sort of threat could have
been put down by just twenty guards. The mission was awaste.

From the back of the contingency the supervising Justice swept in to assess the Stuation. Hiseyes
narrowed; he demanded a glove. Guards scrambled, hot, annoyed. Someone produced the unlikely
glove, the Justice sank his hand into it, and thus protected he grasped the jaw of the monk closest to the
door. Covering his mouth with a sweat-drenched deeve, he wrenched the monk’ s jaw open and peered
in. “Out!” he commanded, backing away fiercely. “ Everyone out!”

The driver had been told none of this. Hisonly order, other than the traveling directions, wasto say he
hadn’t seen any fire. That much wasfair; he hadn’t seen it. He was happy enough to have been spared
any more heat. He wasn't to make any such remarks, though—he had his orders. “Didn’t see any fire.”
He' d used the line twice dready. “ Just water for the horses, then on my way. Didn’t seeany fire.” The
driver was not to engage the public. Others would come to the villages to convince their inhabitants that
they hadn’t seen the fire, either. That wasn't the driver’ swork. Hiswork was only to drive. He had



avoided looking at the smoking ruins of the monastery, so he wouldn't have anything elseto not see. He
didn’'t look a what got loaded into his wagon. He hummed the tunes of drinking songs as he drove
homeward so that he didn’t hear coughing.

The news of the monastery’ s demise would be a disaster. Dabion needed to report avictory, they
needed to show strength before the Five Countries. Witnesses could be managed. The victims were
hastened to an end that most of them were aready within minutes of. When the guards, though, grew
feverish, short of breath, a quarantine wasimpossible. The numbersthat had been recalled had to return
to their regular duties. The failure of the mission could not be concedled if the entire Black Force
continued to go missing. The guards had to be transported back to Dabion.

Those who aready showed symptoms were kept in Cassile, in tents that were hastily erected among the
gtill- hot embers of the monastery. The rest of the guards were loaded by twos and threesinto wagons
dispatched by the Secret Force. They would return to Dabion separately and by various routes, in an
attempt to control the spread of disease and rumors. Operatives were arranging to have Hedlers
stationed near anumber of crossings on the Cassilian bank of the Great River, so those guards who
hadn’t died en route could be mended and sent back to their posts.

Thedriver could have pieced the story together: the rumors of the fire, the guards raking bones among
the ashes, the two black-clad bodies |oaded into hiswagon, the directionsto drive to a certain bridge
and look for the tents that were so unusud they could be nothing but the dwellings of Hedlers. He didn't.
Piecing things together was the work of other people. Hiswork wasto drive. When he made a
rendezvous with someone he uttered a code word—that was the bit he enjoyed, whispering the word
and waiting with excitement for the correct response—then he drove on. If it was a dangerous
assgnment, like carrying cargo out of Azass or Mandera, where the people lurked on the streets with
those hungry, bloody eyes, then the driver was given an outrider. That person would climb into the bed of
the wagon, making a clattering sound as he went. The driver didn’t ask what sort of contraption made
that sound, and he never talked to these companions. He hadn’t even been assigned one thistime, ashe
drove through the drenched and empty fields of Cassile.

As he approached the River he saw the faint outline of tents on its banks. Another wagon was pulling
away, headed toward the bridge. He pulled up his horses, got out and checked their hooves for stones
he could say they’ d picked up. He kept his head down long enough to avoid acknowledging the other
driver. Someone was waiting for him, though, outside the tents. He led his horses forward dowly. He'd
driven al over and seen people from many countries, even Azass, but none were as Strange asthe
Hedlers. They weretal, much too tal, much too pae, too quiet. The Hedler who waited for the driver to
drag his wagon forward was awoman, and she was covered in wool robes, despite the hest, that made
her indistinguishable from the men. She said nothing as he rolled to astop. Shelooked him directly inthe
eye, but he couldn’t meet those eyes. There was something strange about the eyes of Healers, and no
woman should look so directly at aman who wasn't her husband. The driver dropped his head and let
the Healer walk around to the back of the wagon.

“You havethe key?’ That voice made him shiver, and he reuctantly joined the woman at the padlocked
doors. He pulled out a handkerchief and held it in front of his face as the woman took the keys from his
hand, pretending he hadn’t seen other drivers and Justices do the same thing back at the monastery. He
tried to move away as the Headler swung open the doors of the wagon's covered bed, struggling to think
of an excuse about checking on the horses, but he couldn’t move.

“Can you speak?’ cdled the Hedler.

The voice that answered was faint, hoarse, breathless. It crept up the driver’ s spine asif it had come
from the grave. It drew him unwillingly forward, to peer into the back of the wagon, where awoman was



propped up on her ebows, squinting into the light that had been suddenly shed upon her, gasping to
speak through a swollen throat. “Thisoneis dead.”

The driver watched asthe Heder climbed into the back of the wagon. After amoment she began to back
out, dragging the other body by itslegs. She showed every intention of carrying the body hersdlf, and the
driver wasfindly shamed into helping her. He did not haveto lift the heavy thing far, though, or look into
its bluish face long, since another Hedler quickly appeared and relieved the driver of hisburden. The
femae Heder turned back toward her living patient, who had pulled herself up toward the edge of the
wagon.

“He stopped breathing early thismorning,” the sick woman rasped. She was looking at the dead man,
watching ashe was carried avay, as camly asif she were watching abranch float downriver. The driver,
who never asked questions, who never made opinions about the things he transported, felt rage bleed
into his ssomach like asickness.

“He showed symptoms two days ago. I’ m about eight hours behind him,” the woman continued, and the
Heder hushed her, laid ahand upon her throat. The driver was thankful for the quiet.

“Don’'t fight me,” the Hedler whispered. Her hands circled the sick woman’ sthroat. “Let meinsde. Let it
go.”

“I can't doit, not when I’'m conscious,” the woman answered through gritted teeth. Her face was stony,
drawn up like asoldier’s. The driver turned away and asked himsdlf no questions about why the woman
disturbed him so much.

Hewaked away, toward his horses, but he found himself in front of the tents. Coughing issued from one.

Another was dead silent. The man who had lifted the body from the driver’ sarms dipped out of it, his
head lowered. Behind him the driver heard adull scream, aviolent retching cough. He turned unwillingly.
The sick woman was buckled over at the edge of the wagon bed, dragging inlong and jagged breaths.
Thefemae Hesaler was gpproaching him.

“Her heart has been damaged,” the Hedler said, asif the driver knew or cared about the sick woman.
“She needs to go home, where she can rest.” The Headler held out hisring of keys. He was afraid to take
it from her, afraid of touching those hands. He didn’t want to climb back onto hiswagon and drive. He
wanted other work.

He hardly redlized he had gotten on the wagon and started driving after dl until he found himsdf onthe
bridge. Karrim lay before him in wide, endlessfields. Three days until he would reach Origh.

The Hedler' swords made him think about his own heart. It didn’t seem to best right. He would go for
mileswithout hearing it, then fearfully put hisfingersto theinsde of histhroat. Then hefdt it pounding, far
too fast, outrunning his horses. He couldn’t dow it down. His hands shook on thereins. Her heart was
damaged? That woman in the wagon had no heart. No one who had lain with the dead for hours and felt
nothing could. When he crossed the border into Dabion he stopped the wagon and flung open the doors.
Shedidn’'t wake until he'd pulled her hdfway out. He jumped away as she started to fight him, and her
weight was far enough out of balance that shefdl to the ground. He wasn't driving their cargo anymore.
He darted to his seat, leaving the doors unlocked, and urged the horses forward. He didn’t stop them,
limping, worn, bresthless, until he'd reached his own home,

33

Elzith' sface floated in the sea for three nights. It woke Tod up, shattering his deep into restless



fragments. It lurked in shadows at the corner of his eyes, when hetried to work, when he struggled to
stay awake through the days. In hisfatigue time drifted, and he would find himself places without
remembering how he got there, at histable, outside Elzith’ sempty door. He started off toward Origh one
morning and found himsdf lost, saring at the hills around him, trying to remember where hewas. Findly
he realized he was on the road west, toward Karrim. He' d taken that road many times before, years ago.
Without pretending he didn’t know where he was headed, what was at the end of that road, he turned
and forced hislegsto carry him back home.

“What do you want meto do?’ he wailed at the fading images when they drove him awake on the third
night. He searched blindly in the darkness, asif the face might be there, lingering in the blackness, solid
behind layers of air and dreams. He thrust the heels of his hands againgt his closed eyes and stared at the
violent patterns.

Then he opened his eyes and saw his great-aunt’ sface. He was dreaming. He' d tipped his head to the
pillow and fallen into afragment of deep. The face was hazy and the eyes had no color; it had been too
long since he' d seen her and he could not remember these details. He watched her walk, somewhere
ahead of him, turn, smile gently, and turn away from him. Tod watched, knew where she was going. He
had watched before. She walked farther. Tod could not stop her. At the end of aroad he would never
see, her hand clutched at her heart, she sank to her knees, and the color of her face drifted like smoke.

Tod bolted upright. His heart was pounding. It labored in his chest like he wasfilled with water. He
stumbled out of bed.

Elzith’ sdoor stood gar. Tod gpproached it warily as he came around the curve of the hill. It wasn't like
Elzith. Someone must have broken in, some unnamed enemy like those he’ d been warned of. Someone
could still be within. Tod' s heart would not stop pounding. He pushed the door wider and plunged inside.

Theflat was empty. Almost empty, but for the presence he could fedl on the floor. His eyes tracked
around the single room to make sure no one else was there before he let them drop. Elzithlay ina
crumpled heap, her knees under her and her face turned down. Tod lowered himsdlf to her sde. He
reached for her wrist, wondering if he knew whereto fed for apulse, but at the touch she stirred and
gasped for breath. Tod gasped himsdlf; he hadn’t breathed since he’ d pushed open the door. He looked
at her hand, found it scraped and bloody under a crust of dirt. Therewas dirt on her leg aswell, Tod
could seeit as she moved and extended it, and the knee of her breecheswas torn and stained at the
jagged edges.

“You crawled?’ Tod murmured.

The bloodied hand seized into awesk figt. Elzith's eyesfluttered open, areflex, unwillingly, and she
forced hersdlf to blearily focuson Tod. “It'syou,” she uttered between cracked lips. Her eyes drifted
shut and thefist loosened.

“How far, Elzith?" Tod persisted, not wanting to believe what he was asking.

“Miles” shedurred. “Ladt... night. Two, three nights? Wagon. Bastard.” She gasped again, not enough
breath to continue.

He wouldn't have thought twice about moving her. He scooped her up in his arms before he could
anticipate her struggle. She had drifted out of consciousness again and didn’t know who wasllifting her.
Too week to fight serioudy, she kicked her legs vaguely and rolled her head against Tod' s shoulder. She
recognized him and stopped struggling. Therewastension ill in her body, though, the muscles drawn
tight over her birdlike bones. He clutched her close and carried her toward the dangerous steps.



He amost didn't think twice about undressing her, once he’ d gotten her to hisroom. Her clothes, he saw
as helooked more closely, were covered in dirt and grass and stains, and needled through with small and
large tears. They needed to come off. As he began searching for buttons, though, he hesitated. Bits of an
earlier dream flashed through his mind. He frowned, chastising himsdlf. Elzith wassick. Then he
remembered other things. Under the dirty clothes were scars, not like the small needle pricks and cuts he
hed dl over hisfingers, but something large and serious and frightening. A holein her gut. Tod gripped his
eyes shut, trying not to imagineit. He pulled a sheet up and laid it over her, undid the buttons with hasty
fingers and worked the clothes out from under the shest, then wrapped the sheet around her and settled
her in the bed.

He poured water and scrubbed at her hands, lifted the edge of the sheet to clean her knees. She winced
in her half deep but did not open her eyes. He combed the clotted mud out of her hair and washed her
face. He brought a cup of water and et it on the small table beside his bed. She didn’'t wake up
aufficiently to drink it. He sat at her side, watching asthe light of sunset faded and her face dimmed. She
did not stir. Carefully, Tod bent, lowered his head, touched his ear to her chest to hear her heart.

Hewoke, not redlizing he' d fallen adeep. The sun was bright outside windows he' d forgotten to shutter,
and the room was cold from the midautumn night. He reached for a blanket and bumped something
unexpectedly. “I’m sorry!” hewhispered in arush, but Elzith did not wake, bardly moving the limbs he'd
disturbed. The skin on her exposed shoulderswas cold. Tod pulled up blankets and wrapped them
around her.

After watching for what must have been an hour, Tod left Elzith's Side to go about his business. He spent
what was |eft of the morning stitching quarrelsin even sessions: ten stitches, check on her, add aquarrd,
ten stitches, check on her. She roused enough to drink the water once. Night came and he dragged a
chair into the bedroom, leaned it against the wall with hisfeet on the foot of the bed, and dept facing her.

Two days later shewokefully. Tod raised aneck stiff from degping in the chair to find her watching him,
eyeswide-open.

“What happened?’ Tod asked. The shutters, thistime, were closed.

Elzith’ svoice was dtill weak, her throat raw with traces of sickness. “Diphtheria,” she said, with no effort
to hedge or conced. “The monks are dl dead. HAf the Black Force aswell, probably.” She paused,
letting Tod hold her eyes. 1’ ve been cured of it. The Hedler burned it out of my throat. It damaged my
heart before it was done, but it's out of me now. Y ouwon't catch it.”

“I wasn't thinking | would,” Tod answered.

“I know you weren't.” Elzith's eyeswerefull of weary reproach and pity. She doesn’t understand, Tod
thought. She can’t imagine making a sacrifice, taking arisk to carefor someone dse.

“What istoday?’ she asked.

“Sixty-two. Third season,” he added, asif she could have become so disoriented that she’ d forgotten it
was autumn. He watched as Elzith calculated the timein her head.

“No on€e' s sent for me? No one' s come by ?’

Tod had to admit he hadn’t been watching carefully for movement around the house. Elzith would know
he was thinking that, of course, without his saying it. “No one sknocked, at least,” he said truthfully.

“Loyd will have the report from the Healer. | wonder what he did to the driver,” she mused absently.



“What did they tell the Lord Justice?’
Elzith shrugged. “ Something. He won't worry himsdf much over me.”
“But they don’t know where you are,” Tod gasped. “Y ou could be dead!”

Elzith’ sface was very pale, tired and aged. “Y es. And they’ll hardly care. Except Loyd. Maybe. But he
won't do anything if it would ruin the act. They have to cover up seven hundred monks burned to desth
and haf their best troops killed by disease.”

Tod stared at thefloor. But | care, he thought quietly. Elzith would never hear it. The voices of the
Justices and the big men were much too loud for him to drown them out.

“Tod,” shesad, interrupting him casudly, asif they’ d been talking about westher instead of power and
hatred. “Why did you come down to look for me?’

Hedidn’t answer. He thought of Shaan, and how Tod had scared him when he told him about his
dreams. He knew how it would sound. But thiswas Elzith. She could reach into minds. Nothing would
sound unbelievable to her. He looked up. Elzith was watching him with no impeatience.

“I had adream. Y ou were drowning, you were in trouble. Y our heart was hurt.” He paused for her
reaction. She watched him serioudy, absorbing hiswords, weighing their truth. “I1t’ s happened before. |
dreamed my great-aunt was dying, the same night she died. | saw it happen, but | was nowhere near her.
The next morning my father told me. | was sixteen.”

Hetook along breath. Other things weren’t remembered as easily, buried under years. “It happened
earlier, though. When | wasachild | used to walk through the town. We' d pass houses where people
died and | knew it. | could say, an old man died there, or agirl drownedin awell. I’d tell my brothers
and scare them. They started teasng mefor it. My father told meto stop. | made the thoughts go away,
at least while | was awake. | started dreaming them instead, but | never remembered the dreams. Unless
it was someone important.”

He was trembling as he finished speaking. The only other person he d told about the dreams, when they
first began tormenting his deep, was his great-aunt. He' d been aboy of about ten, and she had folded
him in her arms until the shaking passed. Tod knew he couldn’t expect that again. Elzith sat, her aamsthin
and cold, watching his eyes without looking at him. She didn’t understand comfort.

“Who was your mother, Tod?” she asked then.

He shook his head. “ She died bearing me. She wasn't—shewas't...” He couldn’t say what he realized
Elzith was asking. “ She wasn't awanderer. She came from afamily in town. She must have. Father
wouldn't have married her otherwise.”

“That could be. But you have the blood, Tod, somewhere, some amount of it. Y ou seemewhen | do
this”

And suddenly shewasin hismind. He stiffened with shock and cold. He remembered it asthe same
feding he’' d had when he' d gone down to talk to her and found her reading the book from Mandera.
He d felt her read him without knowing what she was doing.

“Yes, youdid,” Elzith answered to the words he hadn’t spoken. “Few people can, even when | go that
deep. Only two others have. | know oneto be a Sage. The other isaso, | assume. Y ou have the blood,
Tod. At least abit.”



Tod shook his head again. “But my brothers don't. It makes no sense. If | have—if—if | do, then they
should, but they don't.”

“Maybe they don’t. Maybe your mother passed it to you when she died. Or maybe they do, but they
can't reach it because they’re afraid to.”

Tod laughed and shook his head more vehemently. “ They' re not afraid. I’ m afraid of much more than
they are”

Hewas cold again, athin chill that might have been the air in the room. His head buzzed with afaint
dizziness. Something danced on the edges of hismind, he guessed. Did she know she' d hurt him, and
was trying to read him more gently thistime?

“You'renot afraid, Tod.”

It was ten days before her heart was hedled from the effects of the illness. She dept for most of that time.
Tod watched her often but could do little more than fill glasses of water. Eventualy she ate alittleand he
felt he' d accomplished some great thing, nursing her to hedlth, but she smply fell back to deep. He
watched her face, still worn, ill hard. It wore afrown even as she dept, asif angry a being so
vulnerable. When she woke she was often tense, speaking in short, fatigued words, but she never
showed any temper.

Tod didn't degp inthe chair again. The night after he told Elzith about his dreams, he camein to check on
her and found her curled at one edge of the bed, rather than in the middie where he' d set her. Half the
bed wasfree. Earlier that day, he' d been stretching his sore muscles and murmured something out loud
about how his neck hurt.

“Why areyou degping inachair?’ Elzith had mumbled, half-adeep.

She was quite adeep when he came in that night. He stood at the foot of the bed, contemplating and
getting nowhere, until his eyeswere drooping. Finaly hetook off his shoes and stockings, and nothing
else, and lay down beside her on top of the bedclothes. He coughed and fidgeted, unable to get
comfortable.

“Gotodeep, Tod,” Elzith durred. That ended it. He dept there in the same manner until her
convaescence was over. When he got cold at night he dragged out his jacket and covered himself withit.
Asthe nights passed he listened to the hoarseness in her throat ease, the irregularity of her breath steadly.
Hedept well.

One day, toward the end, aclerk in ablack suit knocked at the door. He carried a clean uniform and a
pair of boots. “When the guard iswell,” he said curtly, “sheis expected a her master’ s post.”

Tod felt confused as he carried dl this back to Elzith. “Which master isthat?”
“Jannes,” she sad, asif there could be no question.

It was clear shedidn’t like being helpless. She seemed calm each time Tod saw her, but he had the sense
it wasan act. As she dowly regained strength and her deep was no longer so heavy, she seemed more
and morerestlessinit. Tod would turn at night and lean againgt her, and thejolt of her stiffening would
wake him. The early light would show her face contracted and lined. Once as she was combing her hair
she caught atangle and couldn’t work it out. She sngpped at it and tore it out with ahandful of strands
and an angry huff of breath.

“I thought you didn’t get angry,” Tod remarked from the doorway. If he was going to say unwisethings



he supposed it was better to stay out of reach while he did it.

Elzith glanced up, the fury evaporated, and her mouth twisted, wry and tired. “Damn you,” she said,
without hest.

He stepped into the room and sat beside her. She wore hisjacket over her bare arms, with the sheet
wrapped around her breasts. He took the comb out of her hands. Shelooked at him then, the first time
he' d seen an emotion completein her eyes. She didn’t likeletting him untangle her hair, letting him touch
her, letting him do what she couldn’t. But she turned the back of her head so he could reach it. He
combed out the snarls.

In two days she would wake and dress for work, and he would receive a message at the end of that day
that she would be gone again, for an indeterminate time. Before then, he would listen to her tell Sories.
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I’vetried for yearsto piece together the History of Siva. Tod would like meto tell this story negtly, with
abeginning and an end. There s neither, none that has been written down. The Dabionian histories, the
modern onesthat the Force fed me, are usaless. They discount the land as nothing but desert, void of
resources, populated by an uneducated, uncivilized people whose primitive tribes and flint-tipped spears
are no thresat to the Five Countries. They tell me nothing about what’ sredlly there. Older histories, those
few that the Justices haven't erased and rewritten, speak of the need to convert the Sivan barbariansto
the state religion. Those come from the 500s, before Dabion decided Nanianism and its crop-haired
monks were athreat. The old state religion was what the Justices are now trying to burn out of Cassile.

There are some bland histories of the Azass-Sivawars. Dabion wasted littleink on them, apparently
washing their hands of the bloody business between two primitive peoples. Historiesfrom Azass paint
these battles with more color: passionate troops of Azass’s hardy sons cut down by hordes of devilish
Sivans. | have trouble determining why the Azassanswent there. A few accounts exist of violence against
the Dabionian missonariesin Siva, and Dabion might have recruited the Azassiansfor theretaiation, to
gpare their own blood being spilled. Cassile s holy books actually mention Siva, briefly. A few Nanian
houses existed in Azass at the time of the wars, and they cooked up a prophecy in 553 that called for an
end to the violence. Sivan holy men are said to have experienced the same prophecy, asif the pirit of
Nanian himself were speaking through both peoples. Thousands were dead on both sides by then, a
number that varies depending on where you read it. Azass grew tired of dying for Dabion. Thewars
ended. The mission to convert Sivawas abandoned.

In the 600s Sivaturns up in Mandera s history books. Since there were no materia resourcesfor the
Manderansto exploit, they took the only thing they could find: the humans. People were bribed, bought,
or kidnapped from Sivain what was politely caled the Labor Project. Fit oneswere sold asdavesto
work on- and off-continent. They toiled in factories, stoked firesin smithies, hauled bricks for building
Mandera sfine cities. Some got asfar north as Karrim'’ sfields, where they broke their backs picking
turnips. Woodcut printsin these gilded books show happy daves hard a work. When the daves decided
they weren’t happy they ran away and went home. The kidnappings continued, men and tigersfor
Mandera s circuses, though the people of Sivawere rewritten as being unfit for work. The year of the
economic collapse, 742, marks the end of Manderan contact with Siva. It was aso the end of Manderan
production of glorious history books.

| went to Sivain 762. Twenty years had passed since any known contact between the Five Countries
and the desert land beyond the cliffs. A season or so had passed since I’ d returned from the Smyth
assgnment and wastidied up for my next one. | had my training, my lessonsin how to survivethe
climate, ahandful of wordsin the Sivan language. | memorized the ingtructionsfor the misson. | il



didn’t know why | was going there. | searched for history, for some record that would tell me. I" ve kept
searching since | returned, for more than ayear, and I’ ve found nothing. Nothing will ever explainto me
why | wasthere, nothing will give reason to what happened, just as|’Il never find my memories of that
missing yedr.

It was summer when we crossed the cliffsinto Siva. There were seven of us, it wasthefirgt timel’d
worked directly with other operatives. I’ ve chosen to forget the names they gave me, namesthat were
undoubtedly as artificiad asthe onel gave them. It would be ridiculous to remember these names when
there’'sso much | can’t remember. These spiesand | exchanged nothing more than names. The desert
has no timefor niceties. It must not have rained for ayear when we arrived. Welost the first operative
within aweek, blind and burned and raving from the heat. We hadn’t yet seen the unidentified
troublemakers we' d been sent to investigate.

We hadn't seen anyone at dl. There weren't even any animals about during the day. They must have
been deeping through the heat, hiding themselvesin the shade of the sparse shrubs and trees, wiser than
us humans who tramped around in the sun. At night we heard the scurrying of small feet, saw shadows of
wings againgt the starslike the ghosts of birds, and heard in the distance the rumbling of tigers. If any of
uswere afraid we never exposed it to the others, but aswe lay in our circle of bedrolls on the dirt we
could hear that we al were holding our breath.

After two weeksin Svawe had combed the entire western flank and began to move farther in, awvay
from the cliffsthat linked usto the land we came from. We gtill saw no one. Therewas still norain. A
second operative collapsed from the heat. We watched as his waterskin dropped on the ground and
gplit, watched asthe liquid bled out over the dust and was swallowed by it. We watched each other,
wondering who would be thefirgt to dive to the ground and clutch the skin, to suck out thelast elusive
drops. We stared at each other. Then we dragged the unconscious man into the shade of awiry tree and
kept walking.

Reports of unrest, that was al we weretold. A handful of peacekeeping forces had been established at
the various crossingsinto Sivato monitor traffic and activity there. It wasn’t uncommon for such outposts
to fall out of communication, either due to channels bresking down or the men abandoning their posts out
of boredom. The entire southwestern quadrant had gone silent in one season, though. It was suspicious
and it would be investigated. We were given no further information.

Cannibals, one of the operatives began saying. That’swhat happened to them. His eyes were wide and
shaking. Another spat that he wasn't afraid of cannibals, he' d killed twenty-four men, twenty-four, and
hewasn't afraid of any kind of man. There were no records of cannibalism in Siva, dthough a series of
Karrimian fairy taes threatened wicked children with man-esting desert dwellers. The nervous man
stared and jumped at the shadows and dust.

Warring clans, | said. There were many clansin Siva, that much was known. The missing peacekeepers
must have been caught in the crossfire. No one listened to me. They had been through the same training.
They knew about the clans. They must have forgotten. | tried to list the known clans. Wind clan, Tiger
Land clan. There must have been more than two. Or maybe there weren't. Or my memory had lost them.
| searched fiercely for the date. Second season, second day, 762. We had been in Sivafor eighteen

days.

Another operative plucked afruit from somethorny plant, looking for water. We watched the spikes
pierce her fingers as she sucked at the juice. Two hourslater she spasmed with poison and fell into the
dust. Aswe left her behind we heard the shrill cackle of carrion birds flying overhead. It was il day. It
must have been getting cooler.



Therewere four of us. We measured the water we had |eft. Our orderswere to split up if our stores
dropped to that level, so there was a better chance of finding water. The boastful man went off with the
onewho had the most water in his skin. The one who was afraid of cannibalswas|eft with me. | looked
at my map, read where the known clans had been x’d onit. We'rein the middle of tiger land, | said. His
eyeswidenedinfear.

Twenty-three days, and it rained. In the distance. We watched as half the sky darkened like night, as
lightning split it into pieces, asit hazed over. We could hear the water pound the ground. My partner
garted running for it, tripping, kicking up dust, sweating the last water out of himself in the heet. | lost
sght of him. Therain stopped. The sun burned off the clouds and the heat became close and smothering.
Night fell with abright moon. | got to my feet and walked. All that was|eft of therain when | reached it
was apuddle. | stooped and filled my waterskin with mud.

That night Sva s people returned. | heard them singing in the darkness, achant, or awar call. The
lessons |’ d had in their language were usdlessto me. | understood nothing. Inmy thirst | could imagineit
was only my ears ringing, noise with no meaning. When the sun came out | saw them. They were covered
inlines. I blinked and realized | was seeing the branches of the bush | was hiding benesth. | strained to
focus my eyes on the people | saw. The prints of Sivansin the history books showed elongated stick
figures with spots on their backs. The spotswerered, not just some artist’ s creation. The bodies of the
Sivans, long and thin and bronzed by the sun, were dotted with birthmarks and embel lished with tattoos.
When | saw aman, waking close by me, so close| was sure he would smell my swest as| lay hidden
agang the dust, and my eyestold methere was atiger on his back, it wastrue. Some clansman
observing aritein areligion | never learned anything about had connected the marks on his back into the
picture of atiger.

| saw other thingsthat | pieced together much later. Their smple garments, stitched together from skins
of smdl animals, had been elaborated. The people wore necklaces and bracelets, even the youngest
children, and the chests of some men were draped with dozens of them. The jewelry was made of cora
and shells. The people had been to the seacoast, far away at the eastern end of the country. We had
encountered no onein the early days of summer because they had abandoned their treacherous deserts,
wisdy seeking water at the coast until the rains came.

The next thing | noticed was something | understood. There was shouting, commotion. In the murmur of
foreign tongues | heard asingleword | recognized. Intruder. The women formed rings around their
children. Thewarriors drew their spears and strung their bows. | sank deeper into the shrub and dirt.
They had found the body of my partner.

| crawled through the brush under cover of darkness. | clung to the ground and the sparse shadows. |
€luded the hunters and the warriors and their weapons. | heard cries of raly and attack. There was unrest
in Siva, its people were fighting. | could not tell who was onwhich side. | couldn’t seethe players,
couldn’t gather faces, couldn’t recognize groups. My eyeswerefull of dust and the birthmarks blurred
together. My waterskin crunched with the dried mud inside of it.

Oneday, or night, suddenly, someone was at my feet. | crawled out of the bush. | drew my knife. His
hands were on me. | pushed him and we rolled on the ground. There was noise around us, people
gatheringinacircle. | didn’t know if it was hisclan or hisenemies. | gained the upper hand. My knife
was missing. | could have held him down—to do what then, | don’'t know—~but | was dry and brittle as
dead grass. My eyes cleared for a second. The face below me was that of an old man, wizened,
gray-haired. He rolled me off, scuttered away. The people around usweren’t his people; he ran awvay
from them, hobbled by theinjuries|’d done to him. | could not move out of the dust, and the noises
descended on me.



| woke with my wrists bound and tethered to apin in the ground. Water had woken me. Someone stood
above me pouring water into my face. The sun blinded me, a scarring halo behind the head that eclipsed
it. | closed my eyes, fdt the water burn on my face. The eclipse moved away and |eft me with my
scorched throat.

| wasin acamp. | saw makeshift tents strung together from skins. | saw the ring of them around me. |
saw the people of the tents, and they were not like the clans of Siva. 1 saw skin pale and brown and
burned, hair light and red, clothing that was atattered mix of skinsand worn fabric. | saw tethered
animals loaded with packs. | saw other captives, some pinned as | was, some with bound hands but free
to move. They did not. | saw but | thought nothing.

There was enough water in me by then that | could count the nights and days. After two nights the camp
moved. | wastied in aline of other captives and marched across the desert. There were the noises of
birds ahead. The nomads were moving to have better accessto game, | thought. We stopped and | was
pinned to the ground.

The sun went on. | saw the captives who were pinned, and those who were not. Therewas areason, a
difference between us. | couldn’t think what it was. Then a shdl was pushed in my mouth. Water poured
clumsily down my throat, spilling across my face. The handsthat held the shell were bound. My eyes
focused on the face of the old man | had wrestled with days ago. My second coincidence, in the heat of
the Sivan desart. Theman I'd amogt killed wasforcing life down my throat.

The nomads were of no clan. Later | would work out that they were the descendants of the Azassian
soldierswho were stranded &fter the wars and the Sivan daves who returned from the Outside to find
themsalves with no more family. They must have fought each other for years before resgning themsdaves
to partnership. Anger wasin their blood. Everyone wastheir enemy, the Azassan natives who had
started wars and abandoned them, the dark people from Mandera or Dabion—it made no difference
which one—who subjugated them, the Sivan clanspeople who were old enemies. They captured
whomever they could find and dragged them around on their restless pointless wanderings. They trusted
outsiders dightly less than native Sivans, and we were the ones who were pinned to the ground. We were
not tortured, we were not killed. They watered us, kept usdive. | heard their pidgin words flung about
but understood nothing. | did not know why we were kept.

Days passed. | counted nights but there was no reason. | stopped counting. Time passed and | logt it. It
wasn't asit had been when | lost the daysin Smyth’s chamber. | had no sense of that thing other people
cdl horror, that sudden violent awareness that something islost, that my mind had been cracked open
and plundered. There was nothing in the desert, no horror, no emotion, nothing but heat, dust in my eyes
and my mouth and my skin, and the uncaring persistent blaze of the sun. | would wake to the hest, fed it
inmy marrow, fed it burning out the memoriesfrom my battered mind, and watch time drift into other

days.

Tod spoke once of losing time to drunkenness. Did | know what it waslike, to have years missng? Oh
yes, | knew.

Oneday | woke unable to move. | knew | should do my best to stretch my limbs, but | wondered how |
knew it. After awhilel remembered, that being motionless and alwaysin the same position was causing
my body to go numb. Slowly | raised aleg, stretched my foot inthe air asfar as possible. Then | saw that
my toeswere purple. | couldn’t remember if that was normd. | rolled to my side, folded mysdlf, painfully
and over the course of some unknown time, so that | could reach my toes to my anchored hands. |
watched my fingers probe my toes, feding neither. My fingers also looked purple, aswell as| could see
them from my pinned position. Sometime later they began to sting. The sun was bright, it was warmer,
thawing my fingers and toes out of the cold that had gripped them. It was winter.



Later | woke and redlized winter was gone. The heat wasin my bones again. | might have wondered
when it had returned, but | didn’t.

Then oneday, | heard my name. | didn’t recognize it. Something buzzed in my head about how | must be
dreaming, athough I couldn’t remember what dreaming was. | drifted back toward deep.

“Elzith Kar,” | heard again. Me, my name. | opened my eyes. A face wasin front of me. | saw its strange
colors but couldn’t name them.

“Wherewereyou born?’ it said. Water was pushed into my mouth. | had closed my eyesagain. | looked
at theface, redized it was spesking my language. It was absurd. It meant nothing to my dusty mind and it
drifted out again. My face stung, dapped, | think. | opened my eyes. “Elzith Kar,” the voice repeated.
“Where were you born?’

| stared asif alizard had spoken. But my mouth rolled open and some part of me that remembered threw
out thewords “The City, Karrim.” The pin was pulled out of the ground, my arms were wrenched
upward, and | snapped unconscious with the pain.

The wagon ride to the border of Sivaisin pieces. | remember it asif | dreamed it. Thereis sun, then
darkness, something thrown over me, rain, acrash, the shouting of men at abroken whed. Thereisa
face, aso, onethat dipped from my mind over and over before | saw it often enough to fix it there. The
faceisred, palein the undertones of its skin but highly colored. The eyes are very deep green and wear
an expression of concern, charity, gentleness, which looks strange beside the long scar that runs vertically
aong the cheekbone. The hair isamass of curls only partly tamed into a binding unseen at the back of
the neck, and it and the whiskersthat bristle the chin are brilliant red. It isthe face of an Azassian.

| was rescued in autumn 763, carried across Siva s northern breach into Azass. A tarp covered me, a
secret cargo in the back of the wagon, as my rescuer drove me into the courtyard of an old, partly
abandoned estate house. The tarp was pulled, | was dunked into abarrel of water, fetched out, clothed
quickly with agown dragged down over my head; then | was stood up before three of the big men,
Dabionian and strange-looking in their black suits. They barked official wordsat me, | uttered dl | could
remember, and it was over. | was back in the world.

The scarred Azassian loaded meinto his wagon, long after the Force officials had departed, and we left
for the camp on Dabion’ s north coast. He was an operative as well, of some sort. He was a professional.
He asked no questions and revealed no hint of fear or curiosity. He crept off the road and waited out
passing traffic with the patience of arock, and when some huffy landowner stopped to question us, he
spunayarn | could hardly haverivded in my prime. All redity wasin thejolting of that cart. Then we
drove past one of the mines. Outside the gaping mouth of it, some distance from the mountain it was
gutted into, was afenced field. The entry gateto thisyard boreasign: Let usnot lie forever in the earth.
Within the yard were man-shaped mounds of rocks. | pitched backward into the bed of the wagon.

The horses stopped. The Azassian was hovering over me. | struggled to see him through the visions. |
was unpinned from the dusty earth, gathering rocks with my bound hands and mounding them over the
body of acaptive who had frozen to death in the unsheltered desert winter, unableto dig agravein the
hard ground.

“What' swrong?’ the Azassian was mouthing through the noisein my head. | tried to see the green of his
worried eyes.

“Keep driving,” | rasped. The memory faded as the wagon rolled on, and | had no more of them. | ill
have not.



The Azassian deposited me when we reached Dabion’ s border. He was not part of the Secret Force
proper, or he wouldn't have been restricted from the rest of the journey aong the northern coast, to the
Stewhere we operatives are washed up before being sent back on our way. | went immediately to the
blind Healer when | got there. | lay unmoving in histent for three days. Three days and seven hours. |
was burned from the sun and dehydrated severely. The Heder rubbed my skin with salve as he worked
hisimperceptible magic on me. | did not fed theforce of that power, you dmost never fed it when a
Hedler touches you; but | fet his hands, worn fingers handling every pore and crevice of my burned skin.
| felt battered asif | were ill in the sun. | wondered—the nomads of Siva had raped their captives, no
doubt, that eternal impulse of rage and power, one brittle and weak human body boasting dominance
over another one. If | had been | couldn’t remember it. The rasp of hands on me caled to mind nothing
but Smyth. When the Healer wasfinished | doubled over the side of my cot and retched.

| stayed on the coast until winter, the longest anyone had ever been on repose, asfar as| know. | did
little but look at the sea. There are never many operativesthere a once, and they are strictly guarded and
separated, lest they spill the big men' s secretsin their recovery. | watched the distant movements of
others asthey moved in and out of the cottages scattered aong the beach. It was easy enough to imagine
they were figments, visonsleaking from my troubled mind. They were no morered than anything else.

Then Loyd came for me. He came persondly to bring me back to the Insigh offices. | watched his mouth
move as hetalked. | wondered if hewould apologize, offer amends for my suffering. | knew hewould
not. He sat beside me as we traveled south, chatting idly like that dotard old man he often pretendsto be.
| was assigned aroom in the dormitory, dressed in awesathered skirt, and summoned to alecture on
Manderan terrorists. | was on assgnment again.
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It was business as usua when | first showed up on Jannes s doorstep. The servingwoman opened the
door, and for an instant her eyes were wide, her mouth open dightly asif she were about to ask a
guestion of me. Her face narrowed into silence, though, and she stepped aside to let mein. Then she
locked the door and ran ahead of me to announce my arrival. Jannes said nothing about my absence. He
certainly knew of the disorder in Cassile; he' d probably authorized some of the cover-up, lighting fires
with ascratch of his pen. He only looked up from the papers on his desk for asecond. “You'll betaking
Aron out today, Kar,” he ordered, asif he' d been giving me similar orders al week. “The headmaster of
his school has scheduled him for an assessment before the upcoming term. Hereisthe address. Heis
expected at ten o' clock.”

It was aready nineand | knew | would need at |east that much time to get Aron out of hisroom. |
memorized the address and headed upstairs at once to fetch him, but Aron was morose and unusudly
slent, and put up no resstance. He followed mewordlesdy as | led him down the stairs. Ahead of ushis
father was putting on hisjacket, gathering his papers, and preceding us out the door to climb into a
carriage for the short ride to the Great Hall. Axon’ s face twisted into a grotesgue pout as he watched his
father leave. “Hetold me not to ask why you were gone,” he said bitterly once the carriage had rolled out
of Sght. There was more venom in hisyoung voice than | would have guessed of him.

“I suppose he did,” | answered. “ Say good-bye to your mother.”

Sluggishly heturned his head toward an open window and shouted a good-bye at the motherly figure that
sat intherear yard, obscured by the curtain that stirred in the incoming breeze.

By the time we reached the offices of the headmaster, Aron had loosened up enough to start complaining
about the school. He talked himself hoarse in the waiting room, and when he finally sat down acrossan
imposingly large desk from an impossibly heavy-browed headmaster, he was dmost politely quiet. The



headmaster eyed me where | stood in my place against the door- jamb, with acritical expresson
probably reserved for students he expected of doing something unlawful that he hadn’t yet discovered.
Aron sat hisexamswith aminimum of fuss, only ripping up two sheets and breaking one pencil. When
the assessment was finished afew hourslater, he was even invited to the luncheon with the other students
inthe rear of the building. He dragged me in behind him with ashowy grin on hisface, walowing in the
gares of hisfdlow students, which were fixed on melikel wasatiger in acage. Aronimmediately
challenged everyone to agame of cards.

While we werethere | was summoned from the crowd of adolescent staresto meet with aclerk. The
Public Force had sent amessage for me. | wasto delay bringing Aron home until evening.

| could have guessed, even then. | did not ask the questions. | wasto do my duty and that was all.

Aron was exhausted by thetime | had walked him al over Origh. When we finally reached his home, at
the authorized time, he went straight to hisroom, willingly, without observing the Public Force guardsin
the kitchen or the tormented expressions of the household staff. | took him to his door and closed it, and
Jannes appeared behind me, to escort me personally to another small square room.

“You'll be staying here for afew days,” he announced. “Do you require anything from your home?’
| answered no, but | sent amessage for Tod with the clerk who was waiting to be dispatched.

It would be nothing to St in that room and wait, counting minutes until | was given further ingtruction. I'd
doneit before. 1t should not have troubled me. When | got hungry | went to the kitchen to find something
| might be ableto eat. Thewords| overheard should not have moved me.

“| left for thewoodyard at eleven,” the old manservant was saying in adry, tired voice, asif he'd
reported the story many times already. “Pera had |eft for the grocer’ safew minutes earlier.”

It was foolish for them to have planned their errands at the same time, when Jannes and | were already
out. Had | been there, | could have monitored that. | could have made sure the house would not have
been so unattended. | turned on my hedl and climbed the stairs back to my room.

Not until the next morning was| told. Jannes ordered meto Aron’sroom to give him the newsthat his
mother was dead.

| didn’t losetime. | was aware of every moment that passed, watching Aron, catching what he threw,
getting in hisway when he got too violent, holding him when he flailed too much. | counted thefew
minutes that he was silent, when he' d exhausted himsdlf, when he fell out of consciousness, to measure
thetime until his next outburst. There was no time to think, only to dab the blood a my mouth, tense my
arms, and wait for despair to rouse him again.

He dept part of the night, while | watched without thinking. Before dawn he started wailing, atortured
anima sound, a ghost sound from old stories. It stopped. | tried to blink dry fatigue out of my eyes. |
opened them and heard Aron speaking, a crooked trail of words.

“She' sredlly not coming back?”
“No,” | uttered. My throat would not open. “ She’ snot.”
Aron gasped severa timesinto deegp. When the sun came up he woke and started screaming again.

The doctor wasfindly summoned after he went half the day without stopping. Aron was dosed thickly
with laudanum and dropped into hisbed. | untangled hislegs and laid them out straight.



“Go home, Kar. Be back tomorrow morning,” Jannes ordered, and escorted the doctor out before
leaving his son’ sroom, where he had spent exactly Sx minutes.

“Izith,” murmured Aron through drugged lips. | turned back toward him. He was struggling to Sit upright,
listing from sdeto side. He flung hisarms out unevenly and | reached to steady them. “Don’'t go.” The
amslinked clumgily around my wast.

| walked hard, pounding my feet on the ground, disciplining my heart to that steady pulse. My lungs
burned as| sucked in reluctant breaths. | felt each one of them, each step, as my swollen feet chafed in
bootsI’d worn for three days. | felt every minute of that long walk out of the city. | forgot nothing. There
were holesin my mind and not asecond of thisfell through them. In images perfect ascrysd, |
remembered trailing Ciceline, the shake of coinsin her purse, the blackmailer’ s door, the dark expression
of the escort, whosetraining | knew aswell asmy own, who could take alife as surely as| could.
Thoughts replayed themsalves like cards. | know something iswrong, | should report it, | should have it
investigated, but no, | will not, | don’'t want to play, | don't care. Eveniif it means someone'slife, | don't
care.

| wondered if | could shock myself by looking into amirror.

Tod waslistening to her breathing. It was even, steady. Her face was chisdled and motionless. It was as
if nothing waswrong, nothing unusua. He wondered if her heart was beating. Her ribs shifted very dightly
up and down, ghostly pae inside the unbuttoned black shirt. He could believe her heart wasn't beating at
al, that the bresthing was only anillusion.

Elzith had knocked at his door in the middle of the afternoon. It was so early that he couldn’t imagineiit
would be anyone but Shaan, but Shaan hadn’t come by since he' d dropped off the knife. Tod guessed
thelaw was on to him and he didn’t want to try and take the knife back yet. Shaan dways hollered when
he knocked, also. Tod was afraid for an ingtant that the visitor was someone he didn’t want to see, but
his curiosity got the better of hisfear. He opened the door to Elzith.

She said nothing. She didn’t look at him. She didn’t respond to his attempts at conversation. Shetook a
chair, and shook her head briefly at his offer of food.

“Too early for dinner,” Tod murmured in reply. Hetried to remember what he' d been working at. For
severa minutes he tossed papers around on histable until he settled down at something, but even then he
was distracted by Elzith' sface, and he looked up at her between every gtitch. Shedid not look at him,
her eyes fixed on something behind his shoulder. When her eyes didn’t waver he turned as subtly as
possible to see what she might be looking at, but asfar as he could tell she waslooking at nothing.

Tod swallowed hard. *Elzith, what’ swrong?’ he attempted, but she silenced him with a shake of her
head before he' d even finished speaking the words. Her eyes didn’t move from the spot of nothing over
his shoulder. Tod dropped back to hiswork. Histhroat caught and he tried to swallow again. His heart
felt pounded thin. He' d been so close, he' d dmost thought he had broken through, reached her across
her act of coldness and isolation, to a place where he could help her. He thought he' d had an end of days
that ended with locked doors. He wanted to stop waiting. There was nothing else to do but wait.

Then Elzith looked at him. Her eyes, he thought for a second, were strangely blank. She hesitated before
she spoke. “Isyour offer fill open?’

He thought in the next few moments that he might not have said yesif he'd serioudy thought she meant to
take him up on it. He found himsdlf walking to his bedroom, intending to get alamp or matches or
something €l se unneeded. It was still daylight. When he turned back toward his doorway he found Elzith
ganding init. He caught aglance of pae, bare skin, below the hem of her long shirt. She was not meeting



hiseyesagain.

Tod no longer trusted his knees. He sat himsdlf on his bed. Elzith gpproached him, still not looking at him.
A severe line was growing between her eyes. Tod stared at it, he found it hard to think of anything ese.
He was surprised when she reached him and pressed him down, his back against the bed. He was
expecting that shewasn't redlly serious, even as she manipulated his clothing with an efficiency that he
was too suddenly and traitorously aroused to feel. He looked at her face, drawn and tense. He wanted to
stop. He closed his eyes. He could not stop. Hetried to lift his hands, hardly feeling them, driven to touch
her, reaching at the buttons of her shirt. She pulled his hands away and pinned them down behind his
head.

When it was over, he remembered, in asingle incongruous minute, the girl in Karrim that his brotherstold
him he' d mistrested. He wondered if it was true, wanted to find her and apologize. But what could he
say? Then hisbody continued inits rebellion and plunged him into deep.

With agasp his eyes popped open. He hadn’t dept long; it wasn't yet dark. Elzith was till there, Shelay
perfectly sill, on her back, her eyes closed. He d undone the buttons after al, down to the ssamin the
middle, and her chest glowed white within the black shirt. Too pale to be anything but awanderer. The
unknown scar was hidden under the lower part of the shirt. Tod watched her breathing and wondered
about her heart. He raised his hand, approached, hesitated, caught his breath. Then he settled hishand on
her chest. The movement and the sound of her breath paused for a second. Tod waited. He felt her heart
beneath his hand, and she started breathing again. Her eyes did not open. She didn’t seethetear dipping
across hisface.
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Shewas il there when tod woke up. Elzith had not moved from the position she had lain in when she
fira fel adeep, where she had lain dl night. Tod had dept little, waking frequently and weatching her. She
never moved, but her bresth had grown deeper toward the middle of the night. Tod had lain perfectly
gtill, though his somach ached from amissed dinner and his arm was numb from not moving it, but he
was afraid to shift and wake her. He fdt her heart still beating. Asthe sun came up he saw its shadows
heavy on her face. Sleep had eased the hardness of it alittle and left it worn, sunken-eyed, marked with
lines. He watched the lines degpen, the mouth tighten, the eyes draw up asthe light grew brighter and she
rose out of deep. She would move soon, she' d be gone from him. He wished her eyes would stay closed

but they opened anyway.

Shelay il for amoment yet, slent, staring at the ceiling. Tod sighed. There was no holding back time.
“What' swrong?’

The fatigue hadn’t completely hardened out of her face. Shelooked old, and Tod redized he didn’t
know her age. Her voice when she answered crackled like dry leaves. It doesn’'t matter.”

Tod s hand drifted up to brush the lines around her eyes, but she edged away from him, turning her back.
Helooked at the back of her head asif he could comb the tangles through with his eyes.

“You should be angry, Tod,” Elzith sneered weakly. “1 used you like awhore.”

Tod swallowed at the lump in histhroat. He didn’t want to think about whether hewasangry. “You're
trying to distract me, Elzith,” he murmured. “Y ou' re playing me. Why are you doing it?’

Sowly she sat up, asif it wasastruggle, and her words were forced. “ Of course. Always playing a
game. It'swhat | do. It'swhat they want meto do.”



“So gop.”

Shelooked at Tod then, her eyes hard and skeptical. She shook her head. “I1t’ s not my choice. There's
nothing | can do. Can you stop those people in your dreams from dying?’ She turned away again,
moving with painful downess as she did up her buttons and stepped into the other room to get the rest of
her clothes. “We take what we get, Tod. We tread water, and when it wantsto, it drowns us.”

Tod watched her disappear around the edge of the door. He couldn’t even hear her any longer. She
moved in silence, heredized. Shewould haveto, it would have been part of her training, he should have
noticed it before.

He looked away, up toward his window, where light seeped between the shutter dats. Hefelt worn and
strange, hisbody not quite hisown. It was dmost like drunkenness, he thought, but he couldn’t quite
remember how drunkennessfelt, not quite. Enough time had passed. It was an effort, now, to remember.
And when he did, he remembered something else, something from before dl those acohalic years. His
dream about his great-aunt. He hadn't told the story right, when he spoke of it to Elzith. He didn’t have
the dream the same night his great-aunt died. He had it the night before. She died the next morning. His
father gave him the news later that day. She' d been an old woman, and her heart wastired, so there
wouldn't have been anything he could do. Still, the dream was different from his childhood nightmares.
He used to fedl peopl€e s deaths after they happened, but that dream had come before. The dream of
Elzith, too, had happened early, giving him timeto find her before she sickened even more. Maybe the
dreams were coming so that he could stop the people from dying. Maybe they weren't smply afate that
he had to take.

He chafed hishands until he could fed them again, until he could recognize hisfingersand their
patchwork of smal scars. He sat up and straightened his clothes. 1t would be time to spesk to Elzith
again, very soon.

But sheinterrupted him. “Tod, are you expecting someone?’

She was standing by the front window, having eased back the shutter enough to peer outside. Tod shook
his head, unable to think of anything. “Whoisit?’

“A Judtice and two guards.”

Tod gasped. It was the seventy-sixth day of autumn, the day of hisforgotten gppointment. “ Justice
Paloman. He was going to bring me some booksto look at.”

Elzith eyed him narrowly. “1 don't likeit. He shouldn’t be here.” Shelooked back out the window, where
the men were so close Tod could hear their muddled footsteps on the pounded dirt road. “I don’t know
him. I know one of the guards, though. I’ m surprised he survived Cassile.” Her eyesdartedto Tod's
clock. “I need to leave. Don't let him come again without someone being here.” Shetook afew quick
steps to the door before the visitors knocked, before Tod could answer. “Playing again,” she muttered
cynicaly, an instant before she opened the door.

Justice Paloman stood outside, startled by the sudden swing of the door, and one of the guard’ s hands
was raised, interrupted in the attempt to knock. That guard’ s face twisted as he recognized Elzith. She
spared no reaction for him, but she peered long into Paloman’ s quaking eyes.

“Why are you here?’ she whispered.

Paloman was shaking so hard he almost dropped the bundle of books that he clutched to his chest. He
looked up into Elzith' seyes asif snared, anxious and unable to escape. Tod redlized Elzith was dightly



too tdl, even againgt others who didn’t have his habit of douching, againgt the Justice and hisguards. Her
mother was a Sage. “Br-bringing books,” the Justice stuttered.

“Youdon'tliewdl,” Elzith said quietly, turning dightly so Tod could hear. She shot Tod awarning look.
Tod swallowed. He had to be on guard for something, and didn’t know what. Elzith looked at Tod, then
at Ploman, and said, “ So show him the books now.”

It took ten minutes. That was the longest Elzith could stay, and she bullied the Justice to the schedule.
She threw open al the windows and the door, even though there was asnap in the morning air and Tod
was shivering. Nothing would be secret. She tried asking Paloman questions but he seemed to lose dll
ability to speak. The guards were watching her suspicioudy. When she findly shut them out she said,

“He s pying for someone, but he' suseless. | can't get out of himwhoiitis, and | can’t work on him any
more with his guards around.” She shook her head tightly as she checked the clock again. “1 have to go.
I’ll find out what | can.”

Tod forced himsdlf to draw abreath, more steedily than hislungs wanted to. “I don’'t carewho it is. No
one smaking me play the game.”

For a second he thought Elzith would confront hiswords, but she only said, “Don't let anyoneelsein,” as
she went out the door.

Collin waited eagerly for aquarter of an hour for Loyd to praise the work he' d done. Asthat time
passed and it dowly occurred to him that praise was not forthcoming, the young man’ sface sank likea
mud pit. Loyd thought he might actudly cry.

“Of courseyou did excellent work,” Loyd soothed paterndly.

“But you're not interested!” Collin cried in dishelief, and hunted around for an explanation. “It' s not the
answer you wanted, or—or you knew it aready.” Then his mouth dropped open. “Y ou did know
aready! Y ou knew who gave the shoot-on-sight order!”

Loyd smiled camingly. “Y ou have successfully confirmed my suspicions about the man’ sidentity, my
dear boy.” For an instant Collin looked confused about how to take this, but then he decided to accept it
as praise and the black cloud floated away from hisface.

“But what will you do now?’

Loyd hesitated. Shocking, he thought to himsdlf. After al these years, to make such asmple mistakeasa
hestation. Recovering himsdlf, he said, “Now, Collin, you will go to Barrow-under-Origh. Thereisan
individua 1 wish you to keep an eyeon. Y ou will know who.” Still so young, Collin noticed neither the
hesitation nor the easy deflection. Loyd nesatly turned the question of what Loyd would do into an answer
of what Collin would. The young man trotted off to make arrangements.

An expensive choice, assgning Collin to Elzith. Collin would be better spent watching the quarry he' d
identified, making sure the man did nothing else violent and gave no more orders. But as Loyd both knew
that there was nothing he could do about that man, and how everything would turn out, hewaswilling to
make the expenditure to protect Elzith. She was dive at the end of his premonition and he intended to
keep her so.
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There’ sno rest for the wicked. | must be the wickedest. Fate has outdone itself pricking at the heart |
don't have. If | believed in judtice, I’ d say | was being bled to desth for my sins, through the fleshy hole



where a heart should be.

| was given four daysto ready Aron for hisreturn to school. He woke from his drug-forced rest ina
stupor, and over the four days he hardly came out of it. He was quiet, empty of words and hollow of
screams. There was no running, no tantrums out of him. He sat in the rear yard, plucking blades of fading
grass, planted motionless on the ground asif he'd grown out of it. My services went unused, aguard dog
with nothing to chase. | stared out acrossthe yard over his head, listening to the blood pound in my ears
asthe hours dragged past.

The morning that we packed him up to go, Aron finaly spoketo me. “1 don’'t want to go back.”
“That'sasurprise,” my mouth said. “I’ d never have guessed.”
Aron huffed. “Why does Father tell me | haveto go?’

| didn’'t want to look at him, didn’t want to see aface that was as meaningless as agame board, didn’t
want to see aface that wasn't. “We don’t have a choice about these things.”

“That' swhat Mother said.”

The pricking stabbed again. None of my flat words came to me, none of my prized skill at deflecting
questions or turning other people’ swords where | wanted them to go. My mouth was dry, like Sva's
sands.

“You'll go away and | won't seeyou again, either.” Aron stood a my boots, looking up a me
reproachfully. | could hear him breathing. His hands werefists on his hips. Thiswasthetimel should
gpeak, spit out some formula of wordsto quiet him and keep his temper down, time for me to be good
with children. The sand wasfilling up my throat. Y our mother is dead, your mother is dead—that wasdll
| could think. Y our mother is dead, and | am the reason. | could have saved her but | did not.

The boy shoved & me ineffectudly, pushing me with his hands, with no red effort. “Fine” he muttered,
and reached for one of his casesthat littered the floor.

After his carriage had cometo roll him away, | picked up the things he' d neglected, the clothes and
scattered baggage, and put them in order.

| waited through the afternoon for my mastersto call on me again. The upper floor was slent, its
inhabitants gone, and | made no noiseinit. Near evening Jannes wandered up the stairs, through the
deserted halway, and was surprised to find me standing by the window at the end of the hall.

“What are you doing here—Kar?’ Hisvoice caught over my name, asif he were trying to remember it.
He was not wearing hiswig, and his hand ran absently over his head, wondering what he was missing. A
characterigtic of the grieving man, the dry voice of my training recited in my mind, isavague but
pervasive sense of having misplaced something. The pricking twisted in my chest again.

“I have received no further orders, my lord,” my voice said, absently ashis.
“Wel—well,” he sumbled, “I’'m certain they will beforthcoming.”

| was no longer needed. | had to go home. The pain seeped down from the empty placein my chest to
the empty placein my stomach. | had avoided Tod in the last four days, returning to the flat only for a
few hours of deep each night, very late when he wouldn’t hear me. | couldn’t think of him without
thinking of what I d done to him, that foolish attempt to forget, to fed anything other than the pain of
Cicdine sdesath. | was as much afool asany man I’ d conned in the brothd in Karrim. That senseless



thing had blinded me to the pain for a heartbest, for the length of abreath, that was dl. That wasall |
could expect. | knew better, but | had forgotten. Cracksin my mind. And then there was the memory of
Tod' shand on my ches, till and resting, which I’ d wanted to tear off of me that long night, but now |
was cold without the touch of it. That bit of my chest shivered and the flesh pricked deep benegth it.

Jannes dill lingered in the hdlway, looking at the motionless doors.
“Am | dismissed, my lord?’

Hejolted, having forgotten | wasthere. | watched his mind turn, trying to find an answer. “Yes, you are
dismissed,” hefinally breathed, and ghosted back down the Sairs.

At home | met not Tod but Collin, Loyd' s handmaiden, the youth who' d played devil’ s advocate for me.
| didn’t bother to andlyze his presence there or the expressions on hisface. Hetold mein official words
that Loyd had assigned him to watch me.

“Watch Tod” came out of my mouth, and | went downstairs to bed.

Orders came the next morning. The Black Force was summoned to the barracksin Insigh for training.
The storm on Naniantemple was a hand. | wasthere at the Sart of it, the one who brought the report
that brought down the monasteries. | would be there at the end of it, the last, bloody end of it.

We were back in Cassile by the twentieth day of the season. Naniantemple, home of holy rdlics, center
of themydtics' rdligion, sacred ground they were willing to die for, was a sorawling complex of low stone
walls shrouded in the forestsin the heart of Cassile. The trees had lost their leaves for awinter that the
Western Seablew in early, and they stood like bared skeletons around the eerily silent walls. Fate was
mocking uswith its foreshadowing.

“Close combat,” Dabion's generds had barked at usin the training barracks, our cobbled masses of
green recruits and barely recovered patients. “ Use muskets when you arrive, a adistance. When the
enemy istoo close for loading, musketswill be ineffective.” With ametdlic clatter, likethe music of their
absurd marches, short swords were handed out. We dutifully learned to cut the life out of the masses at
Naniantemple with our own hands. | wastoo worn to laugh at the irony, the crude instruction that our
clumsy Dabionian superiors were giving us while Manderan fencing masterswere dying in their prisons.
Our masters taught us to hack and stab, and gave us no shields. Thelaw told them, apparently, that
Naniantemple wouldn't fight back.

Nanian, Cassilian monk, born 400-something, was amystic. He had a prophecy, in 517 the Justices say,
that led him and hisfollowers to withdraw from the violence of the time, the controversy stirred up by
scholars and scientigts, the strife fanned by judges and chieftainsto fud their rightsfor power. The
mysticsleft it al and boarded themselves up in monasteries. Some mysteries are not to be known by the
human mind, their books say, those few written scriptures that outsiders can get their hands on. The work
of the monksisto pray and purify themsdaves and wait for the day when death will carry them to that
eternity where dl mysteries are made clear. Except for that madman who thinks the mysticswork magic,
the official word from Dabion was that the monks would be easily overcome.

It'sbeen along time since Nanian's prophecy. That directive to escape the outside world has had plenty

of timeto turn into a hatred of outsiders, especialy when the finework of our Black Force has driven the
ascetics—those that have survived thislong—to desperation. Naniantemple didn't wait for us quietly. Its

monks weren’t peacefully anticipating the death we were bringing. We weren't even given the distance to
use our muskets.

They set on ustheingtant we were in the clearing. No training, these monks. Only afew had ever held an



axe or arakeintheir lives. Some had nothing more than sharpened sticks, the tools being too few to go
around. It didn’t matter. They were on us. We cut them down, trying to press forward to the temple.
There were svarms of them, al the survivors who escaped other closures, even peasantsin laymen’'s
clothes, people from the tiny villages scattered among the monagteries, those who weren't beaten down
by the Justices' threets after monastery seventy-four was burned. There were more of them than us.
From somewhere behind orders were given, ranks called back for firepower. Shot rained over those of
usill inthefront line. A guard besde mefdl, the holein histhroat from amonk’ s stick, the onein the
back of hishead from acomrade’ s gun. They should have called me back, | thought coldly. At least |
could hit atarget. From behind us, | recognized the voice of Geremain, the Justice who had reprimanded
me in the summer. He was giving the orders and he wasn't about to spare me my position on thefield.

Weinched forward. At our masters call, al of us. | wanted to wonder why we didn't leave. | wanted to
think, if the blades and the fire and the blood would stop. There was no time. | aimed my blade where |
had been taught and kept moving forward. A storm broke and drenched usin deet. My feet skidded on
the wet and gory grass, and theicy wind tried to push me off my poor footing. My mind woke to the task
of keeping mefrom falling. | redlized then what | had been doing, catching the monks asthey lunged at
me, their eyeswidein fear and rage. | was diving into them, stopping them for a second before cutting
through their throats. | had gotten farther than any of the Black Force. | was il dive. | cametoa
ganddtill, raininmy eyes. | let my aam fal. A young monk rushed a me. Someone else’ swegpon cut him
down. The Force surged around me. We had gained ground. We were at the doors.

| stood in the rain and imagined mysalf turning, walking away, out of the clearing, but | could see nothing
beyond the bare arms of the trees. The seawas not far away, to the west. The water would take me, |
imagined. It would let meinto its uncaring depths. It would take mein, cold, huge, empty, givemea
placeif not ahome. Then the water from the sky stopped. Cold wind drove against my drenched body,
mercilesdy. The short sword dipped in my hand. | looked down at my fingers, crusted sill with blood
that hadn’t washed away. | sheathed the blade and looked up to meet Geremain’s eyes.

He said nothing to me. He looked at me for avery long moment. | could not interpret his expression; |
did not try.

To leavethefidd | had to wak over the bodies| had cut down. There saholein my mind that no death

| have ever caused can fall through. | recognized every face, blue, muddy, blood-spattered, every wound
| dedlt, every eye | trespassed, staring up reluctantly at the mysteriesthey’ d sought. | saw them il asthe
wagon dragged me back to Insigh, through the long trek over iced and washed-out roads. The faces
were not jogged out of my mind by the stench of the dead guards hauled with mein the wagon, or the
miserable complaints of the three deserters who had run from the battle and had been caught, and, like
me, sat in shackles as we were dragged to face justice.

| began breathing faster on that journey. | told my body to stop but it would not listen. | measured my
breathsto the rolling of the wagon' swhedls, two every turn, five every turn, ten every turn. | tried to hold
it at ten, and then it was fifteen. | watched it run away from me asif it weren't mine, not even part of my
body. The othersin the wagon dunk away from measif | had plague. The clerks who opened the wagon
when wefindly rolled to astop—that dowing of the wheels magnifying the speed of my breath so that |
couldn’t measure it anymore—stared at me. They backed away, ssumbling, none wanting the duty of
escorting me. When we reached the courtroom | wasn't even called upon. They sent medirectly to

Loyd.

Loyd, the man who taught me, who shaped me into his best servant, the one person other than Geordiel
had ever respected, looked a me in naked shock. He was unable to cover it.

| gasped at the air, opening my mouth in aviolent struggle to speak. My hands were growing cold and



shaky. My head throbbed. Pain seethed through me. | was angry. | was angry at being unable to speak.
“Do—you,” | hissed at thetaunting air, “ know—wha—happened?’

He neared me, hisface dl empty with awe, hisarms stretched with his pamstoward me, like someone
either comforting or holding off something dangerous. He knew what happened. Hewas Loyd. There
was nothing he could say.

My ragged breath raged on. The metd of bile or blood burned my throat. “Why?" | spat.

He sank, dowly, impossibly, onto his knees, penitent at my feet. Shock had utterly muted him. He shook
his head. His mouth didn’t even pretend to search for words.

My breath didn’t dow asacarriage rolled me past Origh. Loyd rode with me, watching me with the
same bare expression until | could no longer stand it and turned my face into the curtains. | choked on the
dust my frantic breathing sucked in. My eyes stung. By the time the carriage came to a stop Loyd had
resumed control of hisface. The driver summoned Collin to open the carriage and usher me out. They left
meindde Tod' sdoor. Tod wasthere, ready to lock it once | wasin, standing strangely upright and stiff.
They had briefed him. | could not look in hisface. My bresath came even faster. | tried to take stepsin,
away from thedoor. | lost feding in my feet. My vison blackened in flashes. Blood throbbed in my ears.
The frantic breaths chattered unevenly, catching in my throat. The room skidded sdeways. | fell,
crouched facedown on the floor. Breath came in huge gasps. | tasted blood and sdlt. V oice broke out of
my stripped throat, uneven cries stabbing the jagged breaths. My ears were blocked and my skin was
muffled by numbness, but | felt, far on the outside of me, Tod' s body curl around me. The pain strung
through my veins broke, piercing, scalding, melting. For thefirst time | can remember, | cried.
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Tod crouched beside her for along time, holding her as she shuddered and gasped for bresth. “ Elzith has
had ashock, and sheisunwell,” Loyd had told him, in astrange lost voice that sounded different from
any Tod had heard him use before, not aged and helpless, not powerful and threatening. Unwell— Tod's
heart had jumped. But if she were dead or serioudy ill they wouldn't have brought her home, Tod
thought, would they? Now he listened to her struggle for breath and wondered if shewas actudly in
danger, if shewould diefor lack of air. He tightened hisarms around her. Hismind reded—hedidn’t
know whét to do. Then hefdt her body shakein afamiliar pattern and recognized that she was crying.

That afternoon when the carriage driver had knocked, Collin had opened the door and did out, moving
casudly ashedwaysdid. Tod could amost believe Collin was nothing more than afriendly companion,
gtting by hisfireplace, drinking tea, reading Tod' s books. Except, of course, that he canted his chair so
that his back was never to the door. Tod was not surprised at al when his door opened again, not to
Collin but to Loyd.

“There has been violencein Cassile,” Loyd recited in an officia tone, so convincingly that it took Tod
severd minutesto redize that such forced neatnesswas not like Loyd at dl, that something must be
wrong. “A very severe confrontation took place at one of the monasteries. Y ou will not be given the
detalls; they are unimportant to you. But Elzith,”—and there the old man faltered, dightly, enough that
Tod could tell his guise was cracking—" has had a shock, and sheisunwell.”

Collin was outside the door, keeping watch as Loyd exited. “Lock the door,” hetold Tod. “I’ll patrol the
outsde.” So Tod found himsdlf stiffly at his post, following orders, waiting for Loyd to bring Elzithin,
locking the door again, and watching increduloudy as Elzith collapsed in front of him.

He was completely out of his depth. Whatever severe confrontation had happened was beyond his



understanding, even if he had been told. It was the same as always. He would never understand, never
reach her. But he couldn’t simply stand and watch, and he dropped beside her, and he recognized what
was happening to her. He knew grief, he knew tears. He held her while she shuddered, steady against
her trembling, cam. He saw the blood under her fingernails and was not frightened by it.

Time passed. Tod was breathing dowly, listening to Elzith’ s breeth, fedling her ribs move more dowly
againg him, hearing her breath gradualy comein line with his. He was leading the tempo of her breath, he
thought. He wondered if she was aware of it. She was no longer shaking, and when the tension of grief
findly left her body she crumpled againgt him in utter exhaustion. When she spoke he fdlt her try to tense
up, but she didn’t have the energy. Her words were weak and thin. “Did you do thisto me?’

Tod climbed over her unmoving body so that he wasin front of her eyes. “Did 17" he said to her, and let
her find out. She could hardly lift her hands, so he raised them for her and set them on the Sides of his
head. She dragged his head close, gasping with effort. He felt the chill on hiseyesand let out his bregth,
forcing himsdf toyidd.

The ice stabbed him deeper than he could fed. He saw black in her eyes and was smothered underneath
it. It was her anger, he thought, his mind dowed by the cold and piercing with pain. It was her anger that
hurt. Then, hismind lurching at emptiness, it was over. He saw Elzith outside of him, papery-thin and
weak, her eyes half-closed. “No,” she breathed. “No, you didn’t.”

He wanted to touch her, to stroke back her hair and dry her tears, but she wouldn’t want it, and she
would hate not being able to escapeit. “What wasit?’ he murmured, swalowing hisfear. “What

happened?’

Elzith was slent, not answering him. Shadows of the battle struggled across her face, she wastoo tired to
keep them hidden, but she till told him nothing. “What happened?’ shefindly answered, dry and dmost
soundlesdly. “When? In Cassile? Mandera? Azass? Siva? In the City, when | was born? It doesn't
matter. They’ ve been breaking me, bit by bit. Chipping me away. Too long now. I’'m too far broken.
Doesn't matter. Too far damaged. I’ m worth nothing anymore.”

He knew, he knew, and he knew shewaswrong. “1 don’t agree,” he whispered, knowing she wouldn't
listen. *Y ou' ve suffered so much, but—"

“I'vekilled twenty-seven men,” she brokein. “ Twenty- two of them in one day. They died because of
me. Because of me. | opened my mouth, told the big men. My report brought down the monasteries.
Playing their game. Their game. | don’t want to play it. | can’'t do anything else. Thereisnothing else.
Thereisnothing. The game, and pain.” She closed her eyes and scraped in abreath. “It hurts.”

And then he did touch her, just afinger dong astrand of her hair.”| know.”

She opened her eyes, blurry with damp. Sheread him very lightly but he il fdltit, grazing hiseyesdully.
She nodded with the truth. When she spoke again it was reluctantly. She did not like to ask things
directly. “When doesit go away?’

Tod stroked the hair out of her eyes, smoothed it behind her ear. He ran afinger dong the shadow under
her eye and dried the salt streaksthere. “1 don’t know. It doesn't. It does.” He shook his head. She
gazed a his eyes, not reading into them, then sighed wearily and closed hers.

They lay on thefloor for sometime. From outside Tod heard Collin pace in front of the door, tap lightly
and cdll to ask if everything was dl right. Tod called back ayes as quietly as he could.

“Don’'t haveto whisper,” Elzith murmured without opening her eyes. “I’m not adeep.”



“Y ou should deep.”

Her eyes cracked dightly within their heavy shadows. “No,” she answered tightly, shaking her head a
fraction. “No, | can't.”

Tod hestantly moved hishand to her chin. “Why?" his mouth formed. “Y ou have before.”
“Only because | had no choice. | wastoo sick to stay avake.”
Tod frowned. “Y ou distrust everyone that much?’

“I’dbeafoal not to,” Elzith said, in avoice as hard as she could manage. “ L etting my guard down.
Anything could happen.”

Tod did down to put hiseyesin front of hersagain. “Y ou can trust me.”

She looked at him, very weary, unwilling to admit what she saw in his eyes. Her stubbornness could no
longer hold out. Slowly shetried to push herself up. Tod sat up more quickly, afraid shewould try to
leave. “I’'m not going to deep on the damned floor,” she muttered in a crackling voice. But she svayed
and Tod had to catch her.

Shelet him support her on hisarm as she walked dowly into hisroom, and didn’t move away ashe
helped her fingersthat were stalled in the attempt to undo her buttons. He turned to fold her breeches,
her muddy stockings, and set them in a corner while she pulled off her shirt on her own. Heheard a
muffled sigh, her aamsin pain as shetried to raise them tiffly over her head. When heturned her scar
would be there. He was cam, though. Stronger, strangedly, than her. He turned to help with her shirt. The
scar stretched at an angle away from her left hip, thick but faded, plain and powerless. He watched it for
amoment, calmly, before helping her stretch her limbs and smoothing the bedcl othes over her. He took
off his shoes and lay down beside her, as he had before, on top of the covers. Therewas still tensonin
Elzith’ sface, and Tod reached to stroke the lines of her jaw. She stopped his hand. He thought she
would push it away, but instead shelaid it on her chest, over her heart. Tod' s heart twisted, his body
flooded with heat and taut with sudden desire. He had to | et her deep. Holding to the sweet ache, Tod
watched her, and he saw her rest, saw her degp. When hewas sure of it helet himself drift aswell.

Sometime after dark Tod rose, went to his kitchen and to his front window. He wandered back to his
bed and undressed asif degpwalking, then found Elzith till there, fast adeep. He pulled close to her, and
sheflinched at the contact, but did not wake.

In the morning Tod saw tears on her face again. Her eyes were haf-open, gazing, logt, at the calling. “It
hurts,” she rasped.

Tod pressed his hand against her chest, where it had cometo rest again in the night. “1 know.”
“Whenwill it gop?’

Heran hishand upward, to her face, her wet eyes. He caressed her face and she did not stiffen away
from him. He could not answer her. Hisfingerstraced the lines of her face, her throat, her collarbone.

Elzith turned her head toward him. Hefdlt her againgt his eyes, reading what wasin them. Her mouth
twisted alittle. “ Are you trying to make meforget?’

“You can't forget,” Tod answered, speaking with dl truth athough he couldn’t stop touching her.
“Nether canl. 1 only...”



Shewaiched hiswordsfail him. “Y ou want to make things different now.” She breathed out, not alaugh,
not bitter. Then she nodded dowly. “I believe you. | don’t think you can. But | believeyou.”

The tension was cold and brittle under her skin, so sharp he could taste it. He watched it tighten her jaw
and harden her eyes, drawing her face so taut he could see the play of memories acrossit. Hefelt the
breath held fast in her chest. He touched the scar on her ssomach, ran hisfinger along the crooked line of
it. Thetenson held. Tod' s hands began to tremble. He tried to bring his breathing in line with hers, hers
with his, but his breaths darted around unlistening. Hers remained rocky and stiff. Then, suddenly, the
tension in her broke. Her fatigued body could not hold it anymore. Her skin softened and was pligble
under his hands. The ache overwhelmed him. He hovered over her, dipped insde. Her face drew up with
resistance but it passed, and he watched what followed it, fear, pain, hel plessness so rare and foreign on
her. Tod pulled himsdlf closer, hiseyesto hers, speaking in them as openly as he could so that she could
read them, until findly her eyes closed with an dmost imperceptible sgh: Please. Let go. | loveyou. Trust
me
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And now | tell him the last of my secrets. It happened in Mandera, in atown just acrosstheriver from
Dabion, atravelers town of little importance that the Justices passed through on the way to do their
business. Always a secret, the names of the towns, so jedloudy guarded by the big men, asif aname
werethewinning card. Asif it mattered. The town was called Anamaril.

Anamaril was afavorite haven for Mandera sfine population of terrorists. Twenty years of Dabionian
rule had trimmed their number to just afew remaining rebds, disnherited sons of barons and merchants
who, when they found themsalves penniless with the crash of the market, had committed suicide or done
worse by signing contracts with the Justices. Few of the rebels were even old enough to remember the
collapse, but they had been raised on stories of Mandera slost wedlth, and they fdlt righteoudy entitled
to their vanished inheritance. They had perfected the act of terror, raining unpredictable violence on the
impoverished towns of Mandera, spurring the already desperate people to chaos, leaving them scattered
at thefeet of the bewildered foreign governors. The plan might once have been to drive the Dabionians
away by drowning them with insurmountable problems. Over twenty yearstheir goa had turned into little
more than the chaos itself. On those occasions when Dabion put up an armed force to confront the
terrorists, the result was a more perfect chaos than those rebels ever could have engineered themsalves.
So Dabion turned to asubtler attack.

Years worth of secret observation had identified the terrorists and the thin pattern that existed in their
attacks. Then the assassins were planted. The terroristswere dl but blinded by their rage, but they were
not fools. They caught on and grew distrustful. They started looking for the wegpons designed for use
againgt them. They dodged the kill shots. So | was sent, unarmed. In the skirt of a peasant women | was
not to rouse their suspicion.

They struck a customs house, a crude square of abuilding lined with rows of benches, where travelers
waited for the wagons or carriages that would take them elsewhere, where people cameto send or
collect the post, whereitinerant workers spent hungry hours hoping someone would call on their services.
These things everyone waited for were few and far between. The customs house was noisy with
wordless shufflings and anxiety when the three men burst in.

Two were armed with swords. One of these men began patrolling the rows of benches, asif anyone
would need to be cut into submisson. The other rolled abarrd acrossthe front of the building, coming in
through one door and going out the opposite one. We heard him pass outside, in adow path closeto the
walls, carefully trailing the gunpowder that angrily irritated our noses and throats. The third man stood at
the front, hisfeet straddling the black trail, holding atorch like astandard. We didn't need to hear him



speak to know he was the ringleader. We didn’t need to hear his ordersto know what was coming.

Around the room heads dropped and faces went empty with fear. A few bold voices whispered curses at
themen. “| survived thefirein Kysafor this,” one uttered near me, in the dead tones of aman who has
swallowed so much hardship that he is beyond despair. Behind usthe cries of an infant were muffled as
itsmother pressed it to her breast. Hush child, thisisyour last medl.

Then | looked past the hollowly desperate face of the young mother. Two rows behind me, acrossthe
aide, wasafacedivided vertically on the cheekbone by along scar, surrounded by unruly red hair.
Coincidences are absurd. | wasn't about to let this one pass.

The Azassian saw me and his eyes widened for an instant. Then he dropped his head to not draw
attention. We watched the prowling men until they were both turned away from us. He pointed at the
man in back, | pointed at the onein front. He nodded. The rebel with the sword turned to walk back up
the aide. Outside the man with the barrel rolled around the back wall of the building, striking the corner
asheturned it to lay fud on the one remaining wall. The Azassan pointed at me, then sprang.

Hewasasoldier, aprofessona; | knew that from the short time | had spent with him before. | had no
doubtsas| put my back toward him and strode toward the man with the torch. | gave no heed to the
Azassan'scry or therebe’ s shout behind me. My eyes were on the man at front, who had been utterly
stunned by this unthinkable retaliation from the common people. | caught himin an ingtant, held him until |
could come close enough to catch the torch, and snuffed him out. He crumpled facedown in the trail of
powder. | snatched acloak from the shoulders of a gape-mouthed onlooker and smothered the torch
withit.

Behind me the Azassian looked up from the subdued body of the second rebedl. He raised the sword
unevenly in hisoff hand. His other hand was bloody and hidden among the red of the body lying at his
knees. “Can you hold him off?’ | caled, asquietly as possible, tilting my head toward the pounding of
footsteps outside. The third terrorist was running toward the door.

The Azassan turned to follow with his eyes the unseen movement on the other sde of thewall. He
grimaced with intent, and nodded. | darted out the opposite door.

The powder keg lay abandoned and haf-full. | ripped apand out of my skirt and plugged it into the
opening. Theriver was not far awvay.

| could have been born with some other talent. | could have had strength, or the ability to move things
without touching them, as another of the Sor’ raian operatives was rumored to have. What | had were the
arms of achild, a scarecrow, the bones of asmall bird and the muscle of aninvaid. My suppressed
emotionsfalled to generate the strength to fight, the passion that could move even the frailest woman to
throw over armiesto save her child. | pushed the barrel with al my meager strength toward theriver.

| knew the terrorist was behind me, | heard the pounding of his uneven gait, louder than the ralling of the
keg. | knew the Azassian was dead, that he would have put his life between the attacker and the powder.
| knew minewasthe only lifeleft to put between them. | saw exactly how far | had to push. | knew how
much of achance | had. Theterrorist’s eyes would be so dampened by blind fury that | could not be sure
| could get into stop him. | couldn’t risk it; | had to drown the powder first. It would likely bethelast
thing | did, with hissword in my back.

For aminute | dmost laughed. To dielikethis. It was absurd. Theterrorists would discover their fallen
comrade, the one who had died without amark on him. They would wonder why an unarmed woman
stood up to the attack—though they wouldn't think twice about an Azassian’ s violence—and they would
become dan-geroudy suspicious. They would entrench themsalves, hide, concoct new and moreterrible



plots, and return to rain down afresh terror on the unprepared authorities. | would have ruined the
operation. | would have undercut the big men’ s game, losing them an operative in the bargain. I'd have
doneit to savethelives of the silent people in the customs house. Asif | cared. | dmost wished | could
have told Loyd about the irony.

The keg tipped over the edge of the bank. My throbbing arms dropped at my side, stripped and worn.
No sword in my back. | whirled around and took it in the front. The last terrorist was so close he dmost
tripped on me as he sank his blade into my stcomach, and his eyes flew wide with the shock. Hewas
young, new to the game of terror, someone who had followed the passion of an older brother, perhaps,
and sgned hislife away without knowing what he was doing. He had probably never killed before. He
never would again.

| stayed standing for longer than | expected. | wanted to laugh. My tdly: five men killed, ahundred
saved. Was| to fed proud of this?1f | could fedl proud of anything, it would be dropping out of the
game, making amove the big men had never seen before. | would die. I would win. | should have
expected Loyd to have a counter- move. | should have known | would wake up on the north coast, with
the old blind Hedler smiling in recognition as he palpitated my body with his hands, saying, “We mest
again, we meet again.”
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Thebook lay open on the table, illuminated by the light of asingle candlewithin aglassglobe. Theair
was filled with the scent of the ancient, amood of arcane timel essness created by the old tomeitself.
Such things were to be mistrusted: power conveyed by mere paper and boards. The mystics claimed
there was power in their books aswell, not the same power, perhaps, though the mystics were il such
adanger asto require extermination. But if the words of this ancient Bioran tome were to be read then it
would be done properly, by the dim light of acandle, and in secrecy.

The book had no date inscribed on it, although astudy of history could lead oneto placeit at the end of
that Golden Age of Bioran learning, in the late fifth century, before excesses on the parts of various
scholars and other men led Dabion to eradicate Bioran science. This book itself could be considered one
of those excesses. Only the hubris of the scientit, believing himsalf the master of the naturd world, could
drive himinto the unnatural land of Sor’rai, through the treacherous mountains that that divided Sor'rai
from Bioraon its hidden northern border, and to lurk there long enough to discover and observeits
secretive people. The author’ sfellow scholars had doubtless recognized the extremes of thisvolume as
an exaggerated mirror of their own vaulting pride, and they had suppressed it. The book had only come
to light through a series of covert investigations and fortunate coincidences. It was quite likely that
Dabion’ slaw had been stretched to the breaking point in the acquisition of thissmall, old book. No
meatter. The endswould certainly justify the means.

Following severa chapters of description of the land and its people, some of which were so outrageous
asto not be believed, the book turned to a more noteworthy topic: the working of magic. Spells of every
sort were described, with pages of transcribed chantsin strange language, and lists of ingredientsfor dire
potions. Every imaginable act wasillustrated, both beneficid and deadly, and the method for achieving it
duly enumerated. Again, some of these spells—levitation by means of ingesting an herba concoction, the
arousa of passion in adisdainful lover through the burning of astrand of hisor her hair—were too absurd
to be believed. Some of the recipes, though, were detailed in a sober and unassuming enough manner
that they seemed genuine. A number of them bore resemblance to the ointments and tinctures still used by
peasant women in outlying areas such as Azass and the towns of Cassile, stubbornly perssting in their
ethnic practices despite the hand of the law.

Magus would have been able to verify, presumably, which passagesin the book were accurate and



which were inserted by drunkards, storytellers, and copyists over the years. He never spoke of the land
of hisorigin, not of hisown accord. He was wise to keep silent, to remain in hiding, in thisland of
unbelievers who reduced the workers of magic to madmen and locked them in prisons. Those Sages of
Sor’rai had their own, unknown reasons for staying within their confines, for if they had chosen to break
thewadls of the asylums and cast the bodies of their keepersto the wind like so much dust, they had the
power to do so. Magus himsalf had the power to change shape, with such verismilitude and conviction
that none could discover him.

Thisincredible power was bound to his keeper, the man of Sage blood who had seen him in the act of
changing. Magus was bound to do his keeper’ shidding, to answer every request. If Magus had failed to
respond about the truthfulness of the Bioran book, it was smply because Varzin had not phrased the

request properly.

No matter. Varzin had selected the appropriate recipe and had tested it himself, on awandering band of
merchants, who were using the road through District Six without authorization, asthey waysdid. The
two eldest and frailest of them did not survive the test; the cloud of spores had pierced them to the lungs
and suffocated them irretrievably. It saved the Lord Justice the trouble of finding them aprison in which
to die. The other merchants, younger and stronger men, were plunged into unconsciousness by the
explosion of particles and were docile for severd hours before they regained the fullness of their
breething. Their eyeswere damaged by the spores, but their minds and voices were intact. That was
good. Varzin had no need for the shapeshifter’ s judgment on the recipe. Magus would have only onerole
to play for hiskeeper, and Varzin had aready secured his agreement.

The plan was going far more smoothly than Varzin could have imagined. He had not been so optimistic
when he' d first encountered Magus ayear ago. If truth were to be told, Varzin had been terrified. For the
past five years every step he' d taken had been in fear— though he’ d concealed it well—especidly in his
own jurisdiction, near Lake Azin and the rocky land bridge where the Sor’ raian wanderers camped. It
was ironic that he should be so frightened there, since hisfirst encounter with the palpable force of magic
had been in the center of Insigh, in the corridors of the Great Hall itself.

The year was 759 and Lord Justice Athagar had died. He was not avery old man and there was
suspicion of an nation, though Varzin had never believed that. The Circle had been convened to
select Athagar’ s successor, and Muhrroh had increased security to astifling level in the wake of the
suspicion. It wasthis extreme caution that had led the Circle to choose such anondescript and ineffectual
man as Timbrd for the post.

One night, after having his every move followed by no less than three escorts, Varzin had tired of the
company and went for awak. He dipped neatly out of an unattended hidden pandl and into abarren
corridor. He breathed deeply of the solitude and began his patrol. Then he turned a corner and ssumbled
into ayoung servingwoman, who was drawing herself up to scream.

“Slence, girl!” he'd hissed. “These are my quarters. | am Lord Justice Varzin!”

Shelet out her breath asrapidly as she' d drawn it, then looked him full in the eye. Varzin was about to
rase hisvoicein indignation and scold the wench for such insolence, when he was suddenly flooded with
the most horrifying cold. His heart lurched to a stop and his blood froze. It was a sensation he had never
before encountered, one he could hardly describe, but one he could name. 1t was magic.

Varzin hated magic. He loathed it, despised it with every breath and particle of hisbeing. He had hated it
since hefirgt learned its name as a child; if he'd had sense as an infant he would have hated it then. He
hated the wanderers who trespassed through hisland, those Hedlers and madmen with their weird eyes
and senselesswords. He hated the lake that could be seen from any point in his land, no matter how far



or high or low. He hated itsfickle waters and the land beyond it that changed and taunted. And then, to
find magic, red magic, initsown tangible horrifying icy form, tofed it invading him, seeping through his
body and the fibers of his mind—V arzin had spent hoursin his chambers, trembling, before he could
compose himsdf.

How he had hated that helplessness, trembling like achild. He had spied himself in his glass and despised
the sight. Fear and weakness were greater faultsin him, he was certain, than the hateful blood he carried,
passed to him by someone beyond his reach. But hisfear was under his own control, and control it he
would. Though he felt fear each day of the five years that succeeded, he would not show it. Though he
wished only to hidein his own chambersin Aligh, he went forth to patrol hislands and keep them free of
the foul wanderers. They fled a his gpproach, dl of those invaders from behind the lake, dmost dl of
them. Two great exceptions gppeared in those five years. One was aband of dirty mad Sages, and the
second was Magus.

The band crossed out of Sor'rai later that first year, in thewinter of 759. Varzin tracked them across his
Didtrict, through Karrim, and into Cassile. He would not enter Cassile himsdlf, that land of mystics,
madmen who claimed secrets as the Sages did but lacked even their power. At thetime Varzin had
regarded them aslittle more than vermin, and did not want to contaminate himself by contact with them.
Hismen, foolishly, lost the Sagesin Cassle, and Varzin was forced to temper hisanger in hiswaiting
placein Karrim. Just as he prepared to return to Aligh, though, he was stopped. A clerk pleaded for his
presence, as the highest-ranking officia on-gite, at a meeting of theloca authorities. Varzin had tried to
think of an excuseto decline, having no interest in settling feuds between farmers or alguments over the
fair price of whest. But then the clerk said something that intrigued him: The meetingwasa

reconnai ssance with one of his—Varzin's—operatives.

No, they were not his operatives, dthough the Secret Force worked ostensibly for the good of the Five
Countriesin their entirety. In fact, they worked for Loyd, that interloper, Muhrroh's pet. The Lord
Justiceswererarely alowed aview of their operations. Varzin did not wish to pass up this opportunity.
When he entered the miserable barn where the meeting was to take place, he was so sartled he had to
grasp at hiswalking stick to remain on hisfeet. The operative was the serving girl from the Greet Hdll in
Inggh.

There was magic in the government of Dabion, rot in the very body of Justice. One of Loyd' s pies, one
of those who were called—terrible irony!—Sor’ raian operatives, was aworker of magic. Varzin was
enraged. When the girl gave her report and the meeting was ended Varzin demanded a private audience
with her, heedless of how the reconnai ssance operatives would react to the tightness of hisvoice. “Who
areyou?’ hehissed & her. “Why are you here? Why are you troubling me?’

Shelooked at him with insolence and replied, “1 don’t know. Why am | troubling you?’

Any human woman would have suffered for such sarcasm. Varzin wasfilled with asudden passion, of a
force he had never before known. The woman before him was thin and frail, her neck smaller than the
ring of his hands. He stood a head higher and several stone heavier than she. He could crush her. Any
human woman would have been punished for contempt, but this was more. Magic sood before him. He
could eradicateit. He could rub it out with his hands.

But she knew histhoughts. He had risked too much, he knew, articulating them so clearly in hismind.
She waswarned to histhreat of violence and she responded in kind. No mere touch on hismind, this
was ablade dicing through the center of him and casting him to the floor. She threw him down and left
him so that she could escape. When the clerks came, findly, to see what had delayed him, they asked
whether hewasadl right, if he' d fdlenin asazure, in voices used for infants and imbeciles. They did not
imagine he had been attacked. There was not a mark upon him.



Such humiliation was a grester injury than the touch of the magic. Varzin knew that touch now; it could
no longer shock him. To surmount it he would have to contral it, as he had controlled the damnable Sage
blood in him, binding it up under the study of justice until it was buried, unrecognizable. The woman was
gone. He could not control her. But something nearly as hateful remained. The mystics. Varzin reviewed
the report that the spy had given. Nanianist tractswere circulaing in the villages of Cassle. Mysticism
was spreading. The vermin were as dangerous asif they carried the plague. Varzin had work to pursue.

The other Justices of the Circle were difficult to convince at first. The mysticswere too far away to pose
athreat, they thought. Then Varzin discovered Nanianist writingsin Karrim, in Mandera. The disease
was spreading. Every rebellion that the Public Force put down on the edges of the Five Countries
seemed to have mydticsin itsranks. Then the writings were found at the borders of Dabion itself. The
Circle was convinced. Nanianism was outlawed. Varzin had succeeded.

And then, the second vigitation from Sor’ raian shores, in the autumn of 763, one year ago. Magus
wandered into thefield of Varzin' ssight. Varzin was terrified. It had been years since he had seen actua
magic, snce he had felt theice-bitter taste of it in histhroat. The mystics he had been fighting since then
were mere impostors. He called them magicians, indeed, and ordered their immedi ate deaths as soon as
he could create the opportunity to do so, but the wizardry he accused them of in discreetly filtered
reports was afiction, invented to stoke a process that was going too dowly and with too much mercy.
Seeing Magus, atrue magician, shook Varzin, but he was master now. He knew it, from those loathsome
stories he was forced to learn as a child. He spoke the prescribed words and bound the Magus to him.
He controlled Magus and the shapeshifter would do his bidding.

At thetime Varzin had not known what to do with him. At his hands was a creature that held insde him
that which was most |oathsome, ready to bereined or crushed, but Varzin did not know what action to
take. Theworld of the magicians was one he had foresworn his entire life. Now that he had crossed into
it, though, he was determined to master it. No more would he tremble like achild. Varzin began to
question Magus, seeking to learn from him what Varzin did not know how to do himsdlf, but Magus was
uncooperative. So Varzin began to seek out books, ancient and suppressed books. He contacted
merchants and smugglers, and one Lesser Justice in Didtrict Five.

The books that Jereth Paloman had were uselessto Varzin, but they suited Muhrroh and his strange new
interest in Bioranism. Varzin recommended Paloman to Muhrroh at once; whatever was necessary to
further the dimination of the mystics. At length VVarzin acquired the book of Sor’raian spellsand set to
gudying it on hisown.

Then he had adiscovery, unexpected and glorious. After five years, he saw aface he never expected to
encounter again. In theranks of the Black Force who paraded through the streets he saw awoman, thin
and frail, her neck smaller than thering of hishands. At once he went to the barracks and demanded a
ligt of the names of the guards who made up that troop. The captain, anxiousto please his superior, gave
Varzinthe entirefile on the guards: their names, their ages, their previous assgnments. Hafway through
the tedious stack was the record Varzin sought. Elzith Kar, discharged from the Secret Force, firgt
season 764. Residence in Origh, at the address of Tod Redtanner. There was an ingtant in which Varzin
amogt pitied the ranks of the spies, so betrayed by their leaders. It did not last long.

He could have sent someone to eliminate her directly. He could have done it himsdlf, had he wished to
dirty his hands. But such afeat—the destruction of the thing that symbolized dl he hated—demanded
more. It wasfor this purpose, doubtless, that Magus had been put in his path. Varzin would control that
which he despised and feared. He would eradi cate the woman who had invaded him and purge the last
of the Sor’ raian influence from himsdlf, fire cleansed with fire.

In this plan, Paloman proved to be useful. He could be manipul ated without suspicion. He could be



ingnuated into Redtanner’ s services, and with luck, into his confidence. By forcing Poman to rely on
Redtanner to authenticate the Dalanis Black book, Varzin placed Pdoman in a position where he was
indebted to both himsdlf and Redtanner, and guilt would drive Paloman both to trust Redtanner and to go
to great lengthsto satisfy Varzin. Thiswould bring Paloman closer to Origh, where he could learn of
Elzith Kar’ s whereabouts and observe her movements. But Ploman also proved to beafoal, a

hopel ess, incompetent fool. His disastrous reports made Varzin fear dl waslost. Varzin was convinced
that Paloman had scared Redtanner away by approaching him too clumsily about the Bioran textbooks,
that he' d roused the suspicion of Redtanner and the mistrustful printer. But luck blessed Varzin once
more. Paloman succeeded in reaching the bookbinder’ sflat, and brought back more than Varzin had
hoped: evidence of intimacy with the spy herslf.

The discovery created such possibilities. Varzin now knew precisely how he would command Magus.
Even now, Magus was awaiting ordersin Origh. He could not approach the flat without being seen, but
Varzin would smply send Paloman again to do the work that needed to be done there. Varzin had hired
aman called Kerk to track Kar’s movements now. Kerk had information about an investigation that was
commencing in Origh, into the desth of Cicdline Jannes, and Kerk knew Elzith would be called because
she was employed in the household at the time of the death. Varzin had only to wait for the proper time.
He amiled. Everything wasfdling into place.
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Coallin had good hunches. It was one of his greatest strengths, dong with role-playing and hisloyalty,
which Loyd would praise him for, but Collin was most proud of his hunches. Of course, he dways
waited until he had the right evidence before reporting them. In some cases, the evidence was
embarrassing. One of the things he always had perfect hunches about—jprobably because he was himsdlf
avirgin—was when other people were having sex.

Ordinarily Collinwould not let his reaction to such information show. He was very good at playing roles,
and hewould never break character by letting an uncontrolled reaction dip through like that. He had no
roleto play right now, though. He had no duty but to watch Elzith, or as Elzith had ordered him, to watch
Tod. But since he wasn't seeking any information from Tod, he wasn't sure what to do or what to say.
Tod wasn't very tdkative anyway, so Collin was rather surprised when the man invited him to dinner that
evening, while Elzith was gone to town. The two men had little to talk about, and Collin had nothing to
do, so he had no way to concedl the pervasiveness of his hunch and the evidence he' d unwittingly
gathered to support it. Elzith hadn’t left Tod' s hdf of theflat for the last two days since her return from
Cassle, until today when the clerks came to subpoena her to some event in Origh.

“I would have invited you sooner,” Tod was saying, “but | didn’t redly know you were staying here
permanently. | didn’t notice. | wasabit occupied.”

Callin had to tdll himsdlf not to giggle.

“Worried, you see,” Tod went on, oblivious. “When you first showed up and Elzith went away again,
sudden like she always does. | should be used toit but | still worry. So | get wrapped up in my work, to
make thetime go by faster.”

Collin himsdf hadn’t been sure he was staying at first. When he arrived he/ d made rounds of theflat and
waited for Elzith to come home, intending to coordinate assgnments with her. Collin had heard stories
about her, rumors at the dormitory about deeds grand and infamous, stories that made her larger than life.
He was surprised to meet her thefirst timein Cassile, astonished that she was so smdl and frail, and
despite her caudtic and audacious words, he actualy found her quiet and short of speech. Hedidn't
expect her to beterribly difficult to work with. When she arrived at the flat, though, she cut him off



quickly, sending him to watch Tod with words that were as unquestionable as Loyd's. Collin stood
blinking on the steps around the side of the hill, then went to Tod' s door to introduce himself. Tod invited
Collinto 5t at hisfireplace and said nothing else for the remainder of the day. The next morning Elzith
gave Callin her key and disappeared for weeks. Collin lived below Tod and waited for anything
interesting to happen. Findly she returned, revealed through Loyd that she' d beenin Cassile, and
vanished again through Tod' s door, where she stayed for two days.

“What work do you do?’ Callin asked, to be palite, asif he didn’'t already know. He' d observed Tod
thoroughly and learned dl there was to know about the man in aday and ahalf. It had been adull
assgnment. Collin was struggling to keep his eyes open as Tod described the process of folding and
ditching and cutting, in blunt and clumsy words. Callin actualy found himsdlf yawning. He shook hishead
abruptly. Loyd wouldn’'t gpprove of such negligence. Callin tried to pay attention.

“Been doing jobsfor one of the Justices, too. Mogt just come through Keller. Ploman comes himself,
though. That’ sthe Judtice.”

Thisisdefinitely odd, Collin thought. There were questions to be asked there, mysteries to solve. Who
was this Justice, what was he having printed, why was he bringing it by hand? It was something intriguing,
finally. But Tod didn't say any more about it, didn’t volunteer any more information. Collinwas at aloss
asto how to get more out of him. He decided to file the question in hismind and pursueit later.

“Um...” Collin gdled. He needed something e seto talk about. He had eaten al of the meal Tod had
served, and sat twisting afork between hisfingers. Tod himsdf had finished gobbling dinner awhile ago,
and was busy at work again. Collin watched him thread aneedle, spear afold of paper with it, draw it in,
pull it out, draw it in, pull it out. Collin dropped hisfork. His eyes started wandering the flat, looking for
evidence to prove his hunch. He wanted to ask, but it would be rude to ask about that, not to mention
unprofessiond. He just needed something to hold his attention. “Why do you love her?’” he ventured.

Tod sat hishead on the side, birdlike, and didn’t answer for sometime. He pulled his needle more
dowly, peering & the thread asif it held his answer, amost about to spesk at each stitch. He must have
strung up ahundred words before finaly shaking his head and saying, “1 don’'t know. | just love her. |
haveto.”

It was alead, the mogt interesting Collin had had in weeks. “Y ou don't know?’ he prompted.

Tod dropped hiswork with a shrug. His words came out too fast for his needle to keep up. “Well, of
course, | help her, | need to help her, she needs me. When she came back from Cassile, she needed
someone, she would have stayed adone, like she' s aways done, but she needed someone, to talk to,
to—well.” Helooked up at Collin, from the corner of hiseye, without raising his heed, the way people
did when they knew Callinwasaspy. “Wdll. Y ou know how shewas.”

He picked up hiswork again and fdll sllent. Collin watched the man’s quick, sure fingers, making
something permanent out of so many flyaway leaves. It was funny, Collin thought, areminder that he
should never betoo sure of hisown skills of observation. Until then he’ d have characterized Tod as

clumsy and inept.

“I could go on,” Tod said suddenly, surprising Collin when he thought Tod wasfinished. “1 could analyze
it, pick it gpart. | have. But it doesn’t matter. | love her. | need to.”

Collin peered a him, the eyes, fingers, face. Callin didn’t really need ahunch; Tod' s expression was
transparent. He was telling the honest truth. It was a shock to see, after the people Callin was used to
working with. Having nothing to investigate made him unessy. “ She shouldn’t trust you.”



Tod smiled alittle at the corner of hismouth. “I know. She' d say the same thing. But she hasto. She has
to trust me, even if she doesn’t want to. Y ou haveto trust. People need to.”

“I don't trust you.”

Tod seemed to think that was funny, and he let out his breath dmost in alaugh. “No, | guessyou
wouldn’t. But why not? Except that it’ s your job, of course.”

Coallin thought about it. He actualy came close to answering, though he was quick to stop himsdlf. Still, it
got him thinking, and once Tod' swordsran out he didn’t have much e seto do. It wasn't so much that
hedidn’t trust Tod, sinceif there was anyone who had no maicein him, it was Tod. Collin would never
entrust him with anything sensitive, though. He didn’t think the man would stand up to pressure, and he
certainly couldn’t carry an act. Collin was sure Elzith hadn't trusted him like that, either, so there must be
something eseto it. For aminute Collin wondered what Loyd would say on the subject. Thenit cameto
him. Of course. Hetrusted Loyd. And just as surely as Tod loved Elzith, Collin did it because he had to.

There sdanger infeding. | dwaysknew it. | watched other people acting out their involuntary emotions,
tripping over them; | learned to mimic them, and counted myself lucky that | didn’t have them. Now |
wasfalingand | couldn’t catch mysdlf.

They wanted to ask me about Cicdline Jannes. When did | see her, where was she, what was she doing,
who was she with. Flat round questions tossed out like stones from the black-suited men posed in arow
behind their table. Mogt of them wore wigs. When did that happen, those wigs? | couldn’t remember.
The answers that the men demanded should have been smple, alist of dates, a description of scenes. I'd
preserved these things in my well-trained memory, even though | didn’t want them. My throat twisted up
and caught my breath and voice behind aknot. | was sammering before | even got to the blackmail
scene.

Oh, that got their attention. Here, in the Great Hall? Below us, in the basements? They shifted in their
chairsasif someone had lit fires under them. | laughed at that image, | couldn’t stop myself. The Justices
frowned. Where? Which corridor? Take us there—no, draw usamap. | couldn’t be trusted to lead
them, as| stood snickering madly like ajackal. They scowled a mein disapprova: me, this dog who
wouldn't get her bone that night.

| waited for them to ask the next question, waited for it like the inevitable ending to amelodramaon a
rickety Karrimian stage. | waited to play the tragic heroine, that disgusting role. I couldn’t help it. My cue:
“Why didn’t you report thisinformation, Kar?” Why why why. | played the role because | had no other
answer. | trembled, my teeth chattered. Tearswelled in my eyeslike they’ d rehearsed it. My chest filled
up with molten lead even though my audience couldn’t seeit. “I don’t know,” the voice of a sobbing
woman said out of my mouth. “I’m sorry.”

They sent me away, without asking any more questions, off to investigate aroom that had undoubtedly
been abandoned by then. They sent me away without even seeing Loyd, who must have come down to
Origh to preside over theinvestigation. They sent me away to wonder what my punishment would be, but
| would never find out. The punishment | made for mysdaf was no match for it anyway.

| walked home. Thewak wasthe same, identica to the day Cicdline died. My bregth strained against the
pain. It would end soon, my body thought, or at least it would pause, for an instant, a bresth, a heartbest.
| would go to the door and find Tod. The weeping woman ran to the arms of a man, wanting to hide,
wanting him to sweep her up and make her forget, asfoolish asit was, as momentary and false. My feet
carried methere asif there were nothing el seto live for. | watched mysdlf as |’ d watched other people,
as|’d watched the Thin Man’ swomen at his execution, observing with disdain. But | could trust Tod, |



thought. It would bedl right. | kept walking.

When doesit go away? | don’t know—it doesn’t—it does. Are you trying to make me forget? Y ou
can't forget. | saw Ciceline sface, her glass-scored hands, the coinsin her purse. Her son—don’t go.
Smdll flailing arms bruising my mouth. We're trained to withstand pain. The door opened. | could carry it
no more. | dropped it at Tod' sfeet. Helifted me, shockingly, stripped me, and pierced me against the
wall with ajolt of pain, but | didn’t care. | cried out the voicesthat | could no longer withstand. | gave dl
of it to him and let him carry meinto darkness.

It was Hill dark. Before | had woken far enough to have senses, there was athought in my mind. Where
was Callin?

It was dark, | could see nothing. | heard the deeping breaths of the man beside me. And there was
something else. | breathed it again. It was not Tod' s scent.

| dipped out of the bed so | would not wake him, and | was gone.

Loyd wasin Origh. | found him in that room in the tunnels below the Great Hall, Sitting behind adesk and
opening its drawers methodicdly, checking for scraps that would not have been Ieft behind.

“We missed him by moments,” Loyd said as | opened the door. “He can’'t have known we were on to
him at dl until yesterday, I'd say.”

| would not listen to this diversion. “Where are they?’

Thiswas something new, something Loyd did not aready know. He looked up.

“Someone sthere. It'snot Tod.”

“Ah,” Loyd sad, like he'd found alost penny. “My shapeshifter. When did you find him there?’

“Y ou know what time your lackeys came for mein themorning,” | spat. “Y ou know what time | |eft the

inquiry. He got to the flat between the two. The whole place was covered in some kind of dust.” | thrust

out my arm, turned my back under his nose so he could see the silt that coated my shirt asit had coated

thefloorsand wallsin Tod' sflat. | hadn’t noticed it, hadn't felt it as the man who wasn't Tod pushed me
againg thewall while| failed to notice or care how heintruded. “ Collin’ s missing, too.”

“Collin?" Loyd'svoice was audibly surprised. | looked over my shoulder, at the thoughts cracking
through on hisinscrutable face. Memory, regret. “ So thisishow it happened.” He Sighed, asif | wasn't
there, seeing only his own thoughts. “I didn’t know they would happen so close together. So thisishow
the boy died.”

| spun, flew at the table, thundered a him. “What?’ | shouted, loud enough for him to recail, to flinch that
enviable hairbreadth. “ Do you fed guilty?

Loyd stood then. My lord and master. Whatever thoughts had shaken him, they would not move him
from his seat of power. “Elzith,” he said, calm and commanding. “1 have been summoned. It istheend. It
istimefor meto go. Comewith me.”

But | wouldn't haveit. Not now. “No,” | hissed, fury burning up my throat. “No, I'm not coming with
you. You can’t steal my confidence anymore. | know better. Y ou’ ve spied on me, you' ve conned me. |
don’t know what you want from me but | won't let you takeit.” | whirled in the dust and my rage blew
me out of theroom. | didn’t look back at the expression | might have scored on Loyd' sface.
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The whispering voice in Jereth’ s head was growing louder. It had been there dl day, quiet and persstent
asanitch, since the dawn hour when Varzin had roused him and ordered him into another carriage for
another trip to Origh. In the thin cold light of morning, the voice had been barely audible above the
chattering of Jereth’ steeth as he climbed stiffly into the frost-glazed carriage. His sensdessfingers, numb
inthe early-winter air, werelocked around Varzin'slatest book, his new assgnment. Asthe day and the
miles passed, warming the reluctant air and waking Jereth from his obedience, the whispering voice made
itself heard. Stop the carriage.

Varzin was sending him on an errand again. Varzin was sending him to see Redtanner, to consult with him
about books, an errand he didn’t care about, books he didn’t want to see. It would be like the last time,
when Varzin forced him to take his books, Jereth’ s own precious Bioran books, to Redtanner. “The
bookbinder would beinterested,” the Lord Justice had said, icily smooth. “He would have an eyefor
early books, wouldn't he, their binding, their paper, their printer’ s marks?” Jereth had trembled, knowing
Varzin suspected hisinadequacy, hisfailure to complete the authentication assgnment on hisown.
Cowed, Jereth had dunk to the carriage.

Then he' d reached Redtanner’ s cottage, and found the woman there. Her eyes, her questions, her
presence hanging over him as Redtanner’ sfingers pressed dl over his poor books, the awful feding that
churned inside him as she breathed over his shoulder—and Jereth was headed for that again. Because
Varzin was sending him there.

Stop the carriage! Jereth dragged the curtain from the window, looking frantically outside. Only afew
buildings scarred the green of the hillsaround him. The carriage had reached the outskirts of Insgh, was
rolling into the wilderness, and was far past any depot whereit could stop. Varzin was sending him
somewhere, and Jereth did not know why.

The Lord Justice' sface was full in Jereth’ s mind, the smooth and placid face, the dark and opagque eyes.
Not red eyes, those. “ Their binding, their paper, their printer’ smarks?.” Varzin's unred eyes had flared.
He knew Jereth would fail. He d known Jereth would fail before Jereth went! Varzin had set him up.
Somewherein the back of Jereth’ s ssomach he felt something cold turn. He did not trust Varzin.

But thismistrust was foolish. Hisideas were hysterical. Varzin was his superior, the head of the law. His
superior ordered and Jereth followed. He said the words to himsdlf, again, over again. Varzin was his
superior. Jereth panted fearfully and lost his place. He did what he was told. He was aman of thelaw, he
obeyed the law. He opened his mouth to say the words doud to himsdlf: obey the law, obey the law.
“Stop the carriage.”

He' d made hisway in life by obeying. The law was hislife. He was a Jugtice, an unimaginable
accomplishment for the son of a crude farmer. He' d reached it through obedience. The comforts of his
life were due to following his superiors. Obedience had spared him dirt under his nails. He d graduated
his school with some distinction, and had completed his gpprenticeship with sufficient recommendation.
Asayoung man he'd had potentia. He was not aways so weak. He would not have trembled at his
superior’ svoicethen. If hewere ill that young man, he would have held up hishead as Varzin gave him
orders, and answered, clear and obedient—

“Stop the carriage!l”

Jereth gasped for air. He hated Varzin' s orders. He only followed them because he was terrified of the
Lord Justice. His hands clenched, seizing the gauze winding around Varzin' s book. He hated the book. It
was another manipulation, this unknown thing he had to carry, thisbusiness of Varzin's, something he



didn’t know or care about, but was forced to deliver. Jereth grasped the book and shook it, strangely
light and hollow in his hands. He dmost stripped it of itswrapping and threw it out the clattering carriage
window. But it caught his hands, holding them fadt, asif it were aropetied around hiswrists. He couldn’t
let it go. Heforced it back onto hislap. It was hislead and its owner was his master. He was terrified of
Varzin, and the cold at the back of his stomach knew that there was nothing good at the end of the Lord
Justice’ sorders.

How would he explain himself to Piers, Jereth wondered wildly, that old schoolmate who' d once been
more foolish than he? Jereth was the one who' d learned not to ask the unforgivable question, and what
had such wisdom earned him? Only years of crippling mediocrity, and an empty yearning that had cut him
open, turned him insde out for anyone to manipulate, to lead into danger.

Jereth gtrangled a cry and reached anxioudly for hiswalking stick. His hands dipping, he pounded it
againg the roof above him. “ Stop the carriage!”

The whedsrolled. The horses whinnied and snorted, and abruptly stopped. The carriage jolted. Jereth’s
stick fell out of his hands and clattered on the floor, and he reflexively clutched the book asit threatened
to fly off hisknees. A black-jacketed guard appeared outside the window.

“Your honor?’ he mouthed through the hazy glass.

Jereth’ svoice burned out of histhroat in arush. He couldn’t speak. He had to spesk. He was aman of
power and distinction. He was afool. The guard opened the carriage door. The moment was breaking.
Jereth’ s voice exploded. “Turn the carriage around!”

The guard’ s eyebrows pinched for a second. “We can't, your honor. We ve been ordered by his
lordship.” He spoke, he was done. He closed the door, he disappeared. The carriage rolled again.

Jereth panicked. Light blinked and whirled in front of hiseyes. He clutched Varzin’ sbook againg his
chest s0 hard that the corners of the front cover bit into him, but he couldn’t fedl it. He couldn’t bresthe.
Danger pressed down on his shoulders. His head throbbed. Varzin had seeled him into the carriage. He
was sending Jereth to something and it could not be good. Jereth had to get out.

Outside the road tumbled by unstoppably. For amad second Jereth saw himself flinging open the door
and legping into that motion, rolling on the ground with a cracking of bones. Horrified, he shrank back
from the temptation of the door. The carriage would have to stop, he thought. It would have to stop
soon. They were dueto bresk travel for the day. Weren't they? It till looked bright as noon outside, in
the dizzily passing sky. Hismemory blurred and he couldn’t remember if thiswas the first or second day
of hisjourney.

Hewould have to get them to stop again. He would have to get out. He would have to trick the guards.
Swest salted hiseyes. Hedidn't know how. A thin whine crept out of histhroat. Then therewasa
massive cracking noise and the world spun upside down.

Jereth opened his eyes. He was crumpled in the front corner of the carriage. The door was swinging
open with acreak.

He did not remember stepping outside. It took him what fdlt like forever to look around and determine
that afront whed had broken, that the carriage had pitched to a stop, that one of the guards had been
thrown severd lengths away, and the other guard was anxioudy crouched over him, obliviousto Jereth.
That Jereth wasfree.

Luck isabsurd, he thought for an instant. Then he clambered around the carriage’ simmobile bulk and



dtarted running in the other direction, for half a dozen paces before pitching down ahill he didn’'t see.

When he woke up again and redlized he could breathe, it was night. No one had come searching for him.
He had escgped the danger. He d rolled to the bottom of the hill, hisarms clutched tightly around him.
The book was still clagped in place.

Looking up at the sky, he remembered being a child, watching the stars. He' d been carefree then. He
hadn’t known that hisfamily’ sreal name was Ploughman. The starslooked old and familiar, and dowly
he recognized the congtdllations. He could determine direction by the stars. He dmost smiled ashe
redlized he knew exactly where he was, where al the points of the compass lay.

Then he swallowed hard. He had no idea where he could go. He couldn’t go back to Insigh. He would
never make it back home, distant in the northeast. He knew no one who would help himin Origh. He
only knew one person there at al. He stared at the sky, paralyzed, until the light came up enough to
obscure the gtars. Just before they vanished he struggled to his feet and started walking to the south.

Someone picked Jereth up before he had gone far. Hisfeet were already hurting unimaginably, and his
jointswerethick in the cold. The cart driver did not look at Jereth as he climbed in, settling among what
he dowly recognized as milk vats, and the driver was silent throughout the morning, his eyesfixed on the
road ahead of him. Jereth thought about what he must 1ook like, hiswig logt, his cold bare head stinging
with scrapes, hisjacket dirty and torn. The dairyman was undoubtedly torn between pity and fear. Jereth
frowned. But he had acted, he tried to tell himsdlf, he had taken steps like afree man, and he was sife.
His hands twisted on the book still bundled in hislap.

They were closer to Origh than Jereth had thought. Before the sun was at its pesk, the dairyman stopped
at the edge of town and let out his strange passenger. Jereth was on hisfeet again. He had to walk.

Hefound the path to Redtanner’ s cottage before hislegs sarted giving out. His bresth was coming short
and fast. He reached a hand up shakily to wipe sweat from his cold forehead, and saw a smear of old
blood. He was weak, avoice scowled tiredly in his head. He would never make it. He was startled when
adoor came up before hisface.

“Y our honor!” Redtanner cried on the other Side of it.

Then the man darted away, svimming in Jereth’ svision. Behind him was another, younger man, and
Jereth struggled to focus on him.

“What are you carrying there?’ the young man asked. Jereth wouldn’t notice the suspicious look that
Collin passed to Tod. “Let metakeit.”

“Here, your honor,” Redtanner was saying. Both men were closing in on Jereth. For asecond he
panicked, his body straining to turn and run. Redtanner was holding out a cloth, reaching up toward his
scraped head. The other man’s arms were outstretched, to catch him or something he carried. Jereth
tried to take a step forward. Hisfoot, blistered in its broken shoe, dipped out from under him. He
tripped. Hefailed to hold on to the book—till with him, absurdly—thistime. It fell from hisarms, struck
the floor, split open, and coughed out a cloud that choked him before he could berate himself for his
falure

43

Magusdid not like the man called Kerk. Everything about him said dissembler: hisslence, his
composure, the way he held the reins on the cart horse and watched the road in front of him, hiseyes
scanning smoothly left to right, 1eft to right. He dso looked disturbingly familiar, and Magus did not like it



adl.

Thejourney itsalf wasjust as unpleasant. The arrogant haf-Sage, the idiot master who commanded
Magus, had done him the humiliation of dressing him in peasant’ s clothes, dirty breechesand
soot-streaked apron, like ablacksmith, and perched him next to the dissembler Kerk in atarp-covered
horse-drawn cart. It wouldn't do to bring the half-Sage s victimsinto town, so they were to meet with
Varzin a an abandoned workshop outside Origh. Magus frowned and shifted his shouldersinsde the
itchily dirty shirt. Humanssmelled so.

When the cart cameto astop it was beside a hill planted with three flats. Was Varzin mad? Magus was
powerful, but it was too much to ask him to disguise himsdlf and someone e sein front of the residents of
three apartments.

“Don’t worry,” the man caled Kerk said, intrudingly. “The man in the flat next door just went into town
for work, and he won't be back until dawn. The woman at the end died yesterday and the gravediggers
took her away.”

Magus bit back hisfury with an acid burnin histhroat. He'd let his expression show too much, if the
dissembler could read hisworries so clearly.

“And Kar won't testify until tonight; they’ ve put her on the late docket. Murder inquiries happen after
sunset, but they summon the witnesses early in the morning and hold them all day to bresk their nerve.
You'll have afew hoursto learn what you need to and get back here to meet her.”

If only he could turn himself into some creature of the air, truly, Magus thought. Then he could escapethis
condescending lecture. Kerk didn’t just reek of deception—he even talked like that king of spies,
Magus's abandoned master, with his secrets and briefs and orders. Magus peered sdeways at Kerk.

Y es, that was where he recognized him from. Kerk had been at the spy-king’ straining grounds, for just a
short time when Magusfirst arrived there. He was sure of it. He turned his head away and held his breath
againg the dissembler’ s stench.

The smell ingdetheflat wasworse. A thick cloud of dust greeted them when Kerk opened the door. It
had settled quite abit already, and lay in athick blanket on the floors, walls, furniture, and the three
motionless bodies. Magus covered his nose and mouth and looked closdly at a sample he gathered on his
finger. He might have laughed. Varzin had attempted a spell. The untrained half-Sage had dredged up a
household potion from the depths of Sor’rai and used it to poison his enemies. Apparently he' d even had
SOMe SUCCESS.

“Thison€e sdead,” Kerk announced, leaning over an old man in a Justice’ s once-black uniform.

Of course, Magus wanted to say. The cloud stops up the lungs. It suffocates pests, that’swhat it was
created for. It so scars the eyes, even beyond the power of healing spells to mend them completely,
and so the less scrupulous among the Magi started using it againgt their enemies. That's how they learned
which quantities would kill and which would smply disable ahedthy man. The leaders of the Magi
suppressed this potion as soon asthey learned how it was being used. That makesit surprising, doesn't
it—Magus wanted to ask—to consider how our master got hishands on it. But | can’t imagine that you
would care, Magus thought seethingly as he watched Kerk drag the old man’ s body to the cart.

“It doesn't matter,” Magusfinally answered, halfheartedly. “The one | need is bresthing.” He looked
down at the younger man at his own feet, who seemed, through the blanket of spore dust, to match the
descrition Varzin had given. Magus wondered who the third person was, though. How foolish of the
half-Sage not to have predicted his presence, but Magus couldn’t expect better. He crouched by the
third body and rubbed dust from the face. Again, he could have laughed. He knew that face. It wasthe



boy who had posed as aclerk for Varzin. Magus had known he wasn't what he pretended to be. He
was gill breathing, but not for long. Next to his unwanted skill at tricking minds, the only other power that
Magus possessed was a grest strength in his hands. He broke the boy’ s neck like a straw. He hated
dissemblers.

Darkness came early in thislate season, so Magus had little time to waste. He sat in the back of the
wagon asit rolled away from the hill, a corpse stiffening on ether sde of him, culling information from his
captive. Thisman Redtanner was starting to revive, clawing at the dust in hislungs. To the dim eyesight
that the man might have left, Magus cast an image of himsdlf in aHeder’ srobes, brigtling &t theirony.
“Breathe dowly, now try to talk, carefully,” he uttered in avoice he knew would sound soothing to the
man’sgullible ears. “Tell mewhat happened.”

In acoarse, shaky voice, Redtanner began to describe the Justice with the books. First this book, then
that book, on and on. Magus didn’t care about the books, he didn’t want to listen, but he had to learn
enough of Redtanner’ s voice and manner that he could project the man onto the woman they were trying
to deceive. “ And then he camein,” Redtanner panted, “by himsdf, injured, like he' d been in an accident,
and then—and then—I don’t know. | don’t know what happened. But Elzith,” and then the man’s
meager voice caught, and he made awhining noisein histhroat astears stung his damaged eyes. “Elzith. |
don’t know where sheis.”

Magus hung over the man like ahawk. He needed more. The wagon was rolling into the meeting place
and he had only a paltry imitation and some nonsense about books. Varzin'sentire plan would fail if he
couldn’'t find away to breach Kar’ s defenses, which the Lord Justice had described as nearly
impenetrable. Magus knew the woman' s reputation from hisbrief gint with the spies, and he' d thought
Varzin's mad quest for revenge was hopeless. But if Redtanner was so besotted with her, could she be
asfoolishly inlovewith him? Magus might have found something, aprizeto give Varzin, atrinket for the
one who thought he was the master.

“You'll be safe here,” Magus said grittily to his captive. *Y ou need to rest. Tell me more about Elzith.”

He was breathing heavily with the effort of sustaining the spell, forcing the disguise over hisface and
voice, and he was afraid his hold on Redtanner’ s mind was dipping. The man' s face was creased and
closed asKerk helped carry him into arear room in the empty smithy, a closet with adoor so well
hidden he wouldn't have seen it if it hadn’t been standing open. Redtanner was suspicious; he wouldn’t
answer. Magus hastily locked Kerk out of the room when hisload was put down, shutting out al the light
from the windowless cell. He could drop the vison spell and regain that much power. He needed
Redtanner’ strust again. He had alot to learn from him.

But Redtanner wasn't speaking and it was amost dark. Varzin was not yet there, no one to order Magus
to stay or go. He could trap the spy himself, break her before Varzin could even get his hands on her. He
would win Varzin's game and prove the vastness of his power, prove the haf-Sage sfoolish arrogancein
tryingtorenit.

“Where areyou going?’ Redtanner asked weekly, his handsrising to shield hiseyesfrom thelight as
Magus opened the door.

He no longer needed to maintain the ruse. He didn’t answer.

Redtanner had more of amind than Magus had given him credit for, and it was showing now, ironicaly,
ashisfear wasrising. “ Y ou're not going to heal me,” he said, with certainty in hisvoice.

Magus locked the door and |eft to meet the quarry.

Hewastoo late to clean up the spore dust; Kar returned sooner than Magus expected. The woman



didn’t notice the dlien dust, though. She didn’t notice Magus' sface or hisvoice, didn’t notice whether
there were flaws. She closed the door and leaned on it in utter exhaustion. No spy would reved that to
someone she did not trust, and no spy who was wise would trust anyone. Magus had something.

“Elzith,” Magus said, holding out hisimage-draped arms. “What happened?’

Shedid not tell him. Shedidn’'t have to. She flung hersdf into his arms and Magus knew he needed
nothing elseto snare her.

He would win; he should have been ecgtatic. But he was furious. Thiswas what he was reduced to,
playing pawnsfor humans. The best of them werewesk, stupid animals, thisone, and Varzin, and the
dissembler. He hated them all, and himself none the less. With hatred he hoisted the woman up, and he
hated her as she wound her legs around him. He thrust her againgt the wall like a human would, astupid
animal, worse than the Sages breeding like rabbits. She hung limp on him like a parasite and he threw her
down on Redtanner’ s bed, and she dept. No spy who was wise would deegp where someone could find
her. He should have broken her neck when shelegpt at him.

But to win he had to bring her to Varzin, didn’t he? He was ordered to do it, and he could not disobey.
The anger that had motivated him had burned too hot and was now gone. Magus was never one for rage;
he' d never had the hope that it would change things. Now hefelt only tired. His legs gave out and he
found himsdf collgpsed beside the woman. He' d won nothing. He was bound. Despair drowned him like
the waters of the lake.

Turning himslf into afish would do no good. He let the guise of Redtanner dip; it only tired him. She
would not see. It was dark as the bottom of the lake and Magus imagined the waters closing over him.

Hewoke an instant after she had |eft. He went to the window to see her disappearing around the hill.
Bitterness flooded him. He'd lost her. He d failed at the half- Sage' s hateful commands. In the early light
of dawn he fdt the bonds chafe his pathetic wrists and draw him back to Varzin.

“I didn’t plan for you to get her yet,” the half-Sage said smoothly, when Magus met him &t the smithy and
reluctantly delivered his account of Elzith’ sarrival, her weaknesses, her escape. “ Now we gather what
we need. Later we catch her.”

“I could have caught her dready,” Magus spat.

Varzin turned toward him, hisface marble, his eyesfixed with rehearsed composure. It was such aclean
act, even Varzin himsdf believed it wasred. Thiswasthe extreme in dissembling, Magus thought:
dduding onesdf. “ Thereis nothing more for you at this moment, servant,” Varzin commanded sourly.
“These ordersare mine. Y ou are bidden to follow them. Now you shal go away until | need you again.”

There was nowhere to retreat but the room where the captive already was.

Redtanner was awake; Magus could tell by his breathing. He expected the wounded man to say
something, to go on about the painin hiseyes or to curse Magus for deceiving him, but Redtanner said
nothing. Magus at |east expected him to ask who he was or who the man outside the door was. Irritated,
Magus struck amatch and held it to the long wick of arusty lamp he' d found, making a blaze that he
didn’'t shield from the man’ stender eyes. Redtanner squinted but didn’t flinch or cry out.

“Why do you take ordersfrom him?’ the man’ svoice interrupted, suddenly, unimaginably.

Magus stared at the captive with an incredulity the nearly blind man couldn’t appreciate. Why would he
ask this, of dl questions?“Because | must,” he growled. “I have no choice, I'm bound to him.” Then he



caught his breath. He d reved ed the thing that tortured him the most, his most secret shame, to his
captive.

The man regarded him blindly, eeriewisdom in hisoozing eyes.
“Ask me something ese!” Magusraged. “Ask mewhen I’'m going to kill you and your precious woman.”

But Redtanner shook his head with infuriating calm. “I know someone' sgoing to die,” he said quietly.
“But it snot me. And it’snot Elzith.”

Magus stormed out of the room, in time to see Kerk entering the smithy through the opposite door. “I
tracked her,” the dissembler said efficiently, his hand risng in asingle motion from the door’ slaich to
Varzin's hand, ready to gather his payment. “ She's headed back to theflat.”

“I'll meet her there,” Magus said, marching out of the smithy before his master had the opportunity to
forbid him. Hisrage was strong; it carried him dl the way there without flagging, and when he arrived he
was gtill confident that he could catch her.

44

| was walking, walking for hours, waking endlesdy, through streets and corridors and dleys, pathetic
cregturein amaze, looking for the way out. The words I’ d gathered from the people I’ d questioned
durred together, until 1 couldn’t remember who said them or where I’ d found them. A wagon headed
south out of Origh, a carriage due from Inggh that had never reached its destination, new bodiesin the
common graves outside the city, one definitely an old man, the othe—gravedigger couldn’t remember,
no we can't go look, but just one other, only two bodies. What did it mean, what did it mean? | needed
more, needed to search, and | walked more, looking, looking. Then | couldn’t remember what | was
looking for, | couldn’t remember what | had or what pieceswere missing. | didn’t know where | was
walking. | waslogt.

The sun was going down, hours |’ d dropped and lost behind me. | saw shadows, snatches of light and
dark, shapes| couldn’t catch out of the corner of my eye. Crowds thinned on the Streets, leaving echoes,
footsteps hdf-heard. | was being followed. Alleystwisted in front of me, dead ends | couldn’t navigate,
couldn’t find my way out of. My heart thudded, my feet sumbled. My earsfilled with pounding blood,
and somewhere| heard the rushing of water. Dugt filled my lungs, not the dust from Tod' sflat, il
clinging to my clothes like cobwebs, but the dust of atile | crushed so long ago it had nearly fdlen
through aholein my mind. | looked over my shoulders, searching for afluttering of capes, rags, madness.
The Sage whom Tod had seen outside hiswindow. I’ d lose my tracker if | turned suddenly; any spy
would be derted that | was on to him. But the Sages had their own logic, mad, swirling, and ungraspable
likewater. | spun and faced straight behind me. The dley was empty.

Nothing, broken, a broken spy, | was nothing else, | had nothing else. | sank to my kneesin the
dead-end dley. They should have taken me, finished me off. I’ d wait here, not moving, for them to come
back for me.

Then | saw aglintinthelast futileray of the sun. | crawled forward. There was a coin on the ground,
londly likeit had fallen out of aneglected hole wormed through a pocket. Silver, etched with aminiature
of the Great Hall, it was the currency of the Justices. Cicdline would have carried such coinsto her
blackmailer. | snatched it out of the dust. My bones screamed in protest, trying to weigh me down to the
ground, my manourished body complaining for deep through its scars and dirt. But degp was not inthe
game. | wasaplayer; | had no choice. | staggered to my feet and started running.

| wouldn't find the mercenary, that former colleague of mine who spied now for the highest bidder. He'd



know enough to evade me. The Justice, the old man with suspicious errands, was dead. No one was | eft
to interrogate but the man at the flat.

Hewasthere, | heard him insde before | reached the door, and | felt him scrape at my mind. Hedidn't
know | felt him.

“Whereis Tod?’ | shouted from outside.

The door opened dowly. | wondered if he would still betrying to look like Tod. Stopit, | could say. |
know you' re not him. Then | could see where the flaws were, the mistakes in hisface that should have
warned me. But the man insde the door wastall, gray-eyed, his skin blanched like seafoam. And hewas
angry, badly, blindly furious, a me.

Angry people are s0 easily conned. “ So tell me, who do you work for? No, even better, take me there.”
| held out my wriststo be bound. | had nothing moreto lose. “Go on.”

Hedidn't bind my wrists, but he tied a blindfold around my head. Someone knew my eyeswere
dangerous.

There was asmithy in the City, aplace | often went to when | was a child and was bored with watching
the dramas of people. | admired theiron for its consistency, its hardness, its resistance to the efforts of
thelittle men who struggled to shapeit, its unforgiving heet. Once one of the smiths burned hishand on
themetd, inalazy act, as he reached for the bar of iron without gloving himsdalf well enough, without
having enough respect and fear for it. The smell of soot, the sting of molten metal, and the stench of
burned flesh are forever linked in my mind since that day.

| caught the familiar traces of soot as soon as | neared the building, led blindly by the shapeshifter. | knew
by the smdll when we entered the yard, though there was no longer agate in the yard' s fence to swing on
squeaky hinges and announce our arrival. My boots struck the floor inside the building and | waited to
amell whose flesh would burn.

| was seated in achair with avery high back. My wrists were bound sharply to the chair, and athick
rope was wound around my arms and shouldersto hold me fast. | was bound so tightly to the chair back,
hard and painfully vertical, that | could not turn my head. When the shapeshifter wasfindly ordered to
loosen the blind from my eyes, | was unable to see anything but what was directly in front of me.

Someone was eva uating me from the Sde, where| couldn’t see him. | heard him pacing, his hard-soled
shoes pounding the floor, dowly, evenly, the unhurried heaviness of power. He gave the order for the
shapeshifter to unblind mein a cold, smooth voice. The big men had voices like that; Smyth had spoken
inoneand ill did soinmy mind. If therewere aking or atyrant in Dabion he would spegk like that.

The pacing man didn’t waste words, though. He knew the game, knew not to give himsdlf away by
speaking too much, knew how to create fear through silence. He walked with those even paces, echoing
steps | could count the measured seconds between, around the back of the chair, in an arc to the side,
then behind again to the other Side, never letting me see him. The steps were asingstent as heartbests,
and asinexorable.

Then he stopped. He was good; his victim'’s heart would skip a beat despite itself. He took one precise
step forward to place himsdlf in my view, out on the very edges of what | could see. Hefdlt, it was clear,
no need to disguise himsdf. He was a Justice, in hisimmaculate black robes that were open to the
tailored suit benegth, thick black velvet studded with polished slver buttons as cosily asthejewery he
and his peers had outlawed a generation ago. He was avery old man, Loyd’ s age or older, but the kind
of agethat gathers power rather than losesiit. His shoes were polished, his nailswere clean, and his



shaven face gleamed like polished wood. He gazed a me with the coldest, stillest eyes|’ d ever seen. His
voice was smooth, asif someone had sculpted it and the throat it came out of. “ Certainly you remember
rre"

My firgt coincidence, cometo vist meagain. “ Certainly.”

Hedidn't carefor my sarcasm; he turned and stepped out of my sight without even acknowledging it. His
important steps carried him to the back of the chair, and he stayed there safely behind me. “How long
have you been here?’ he asked, in the voice of a prosecutor who aready knows the answer. “For how
long have you corrupted the land benegath our feet with your secret scurrying?” Therewasa pause, and |
drew abreath, but before | could think of an answer he cut me off. “No, you are not to reply. Y ou do
not havethe privilege.”

| would not be alowed to speak, acriminal denied adevil’ s advocate. Thiswas how low | wasto him. |
had offended him gravely, somehow. Wasit when | read him in the Great Hall, or when | threw him
down in Karrim? But these offenses seemed too mild, not severe enough to earn thiskind of treatment,

or the deaths of Collin and the old Justice. Had | wounded him in some other way, merely by reading him
and seeing that he had the blood of a Sage? He was not going to tell me.

“The Sor’ralan operatives,” he continued, hisvoice not betraying the dightest waver, “you are without
weskness, isthat correct? Wondrous in your power? Without weariness, without fatigue? Without need?
Without affection?’

From the yard outside | heard the heavy crash of metd, the angry cough of air forced through bellows.
Thefires of the smithy were being dragged back to life. The Justice intended to test mefor those
weaknesses. [t would bewith iron, it would be with fire, and it would be with my body. Or someone
dse's

| couldn’t see anything but a short siretch of empty wall in front of me. Blindfolded, | hadn’t been ableto
see the dimensions of the building, to guessfrom the outside what rooms might beingde. If there was
another chamber where Tod might be hidden, | didn’t know it. | could assume he was there, though.

He' d been taken away and the shapeshifter had copied him, even hisvoice, so Tod had to have been
dive. He probably was till, at least for awhile. That was how the Justice would punish mefor my
offense, | was certain. But | till did not know why. | would have to try hisweaknesses before he
breached mine. That wasthe game.

There was another scraping noise, crashing and clattering and the sharp smell of metal, iron bars thrown
on thefire. My eyes scratched dry againgt the fumes.

The Justice stepped into my vison. The sting of the molten iron didn’t bring water to his eyes, either. He
examined mefor only an instant and moved away. He would come back, asthe test proceeded. He was
curious; behind the stone of his face he would be seething with angst. It would drive him to watch me, to
come back again and again, watching for the effect his actions had on me, seeking out the progress of
terror. He would watch me; and then | would find away into him. | would find what | had doneto him;
and then | would have my wespon.

| would watch him. | would measure my reactionsto manipulate him. | would feel nothing.

Thereisdanger in emation. | had holesin my mind and one in my gut, and a bloody wound where my
heart should be. | seized up the torn edges and wrenched them shut. | would fedl nothing. | would play
the game.

The heavy paces arced behind me, back and forth, unseen. | waited for the Justice to pass before me



again. | waited for Tod to be brought out. | could imagine him, seein my mind the torture he would
endure. | did not think of it. | would not think of it. | would not recognize him. | would watch and fedl
nothing. The odor of hot meta stung the air and seared my eyes and nose and mouth. | waited for the
sméll of burning flesh that | knew would soon accompany it. The Justice passed into my sight. | did not
look at him. | would show nothing yet. Thereis danger in emaotion.

There was anoise from the yard, from outside, where the brazier was burning. The Justice stopped in his
stride. He was looking up, past me, toward the door.

Once ayoung boy was playing oh the shore of Lake Azin. He had wandered from his camp, left his
eldersamong therocky flats. Rardly was the boy followed. The wanderers knew something about him;
they knew agreat many things that couldn’t be explained in language. His mother, who had borne him
from aman he’ d never known, aman the child could only believe was not awanderer, knew things about
him. She knew he was not for their world. And so shelet him drift away, dong the shores of the lake.

Once he met another boy on those shores, an older boy nearing manhood, dressed in the uniform of an
gpprentice clerk and the angst of nervous arrogance. Thisyoung man’s eyes flew wide when he saw the
wanderer boy, he dropped the sheaves of papers and official things he was carrying, and he shouted in a
voice that caught. “ Stop! Thelaw ordersyou to stop!”

The boy started running toward the water. He was clumsy, made short by his unknown father’ s blood,
lacking the litheness of his country’ s people. He had never run before. Wanderers knew no reason to. He
tripped and fell with hisfacein the grass.

The clerk staggered forward, filled with wonder, believing hisinvocation of the sacred law had worked.
Then thejoy crumbled into rage. The boy climbed to hisfeet and lunged away again. In fury the older
boy sprang after him, flailing hisarms, searching for away to stop the felon. By chance his hand sunk into
the pocket where he kept his penknife. The wanderer child tripped again. A droplet of blood flew from
his nose as he whirled around to face his attacker, and the tiny quill-cutting blade met him acrossthe
mouth.

Suddenly the light was blinding. Fire flashed on the lake and the clerk’ s hands flew up to cover hiseyes.
The light was gone an ingtant | ater, leaving the clerk to angrily search for the boy who was now missing,
to rage back to histown and report the wanderers to his masters, to lead back the guards who would
capture and haul away those few wanderers who lingered to be caught. The younger boy would watch it
al fromwithin thelimbs of atree, and until his people were taken away he could fed their magic combine
with hisown fainter powersto shield the tree with opague leaves that no one would see him through.

“Certainly you remember me,” he said now, to the clerk he had met those many years ago, himself no
longer aboy, the other no longer aclerk.

Varzin's mouth curled down as he listened to the repetition of his own wordsto Elzith, but he knew there
must be more to the words than mere mockery. “Y our obfuscation disgusts me, Loyd. Do me the honor
of saying what you mean.”

Loyd smiled very dightly. He stood behind the chair where Elzith was bound, but he distracted none of
his attention toward her. He knew shewas dive and would stay 0. “1 am saying what | mean,” he
replied, and hisface changed.

Varzin was no longer aboy, and he had trained his emotions aswell as any of Loyd' s operatives. Still,
Loyd could seethefear in hiseyes, the anxiety of one whose world has dipped benegath hisfeet. Loyd
dropped the guise he' d worn for so many years, and the air bresthed cold against the crooked bump of
his nose and the scar that cut across his mouth.



“Andyou areoneaswell,” Vazinfindly said, in avoice that no longer caught. “ The eighth limb of the
Circle, an armto my leg. Gangrenein the body of thelaw.” He cast his eyes down dightly to the woman
tied motionless before him. “So who issheto you?’

“Whoisshe?’ Loyd murmured. His scarred mouth turned in the trace of asmile, honest on his naked
face. “Sheismy blood. Sheismy kin. Sheisof my homeand, and | found her, and | taught her who she
is. Sheisthe only daughter | will ever have. She has blessed me with loyaty | can never deserve or
repay. Sheistheonly thing | have ever prized in this dreadful world. Sheismy life”

Likeal menwithicefor souls, Varzin soured at Loyd’ swords. “How touching. Y ou wished meto know
this?”

“No,” Loyd replied. “I wished her to know. It will not matter if you know. Y ou will not live long enough
to repest it.”

Thelight flared for only amoment. It wasthe only thing | saw, the only thing | heard. It burned in my
head behind my clenched-closed eyes, pounding in the blood in my ears. It swept through melikea
storm, ascream, afire. It echoed in me and pulled mewith it, aforce and acal that clutched a meto
follow it, though | didn’t know theway. | ached, | wastorn, | felt everything, too much for my body to
hold, years, blood, memory, and inheritance. Then it was gone. | was empty as hunger. | heard no
screams, no bodiesfdling. Therewas only slence, and the burning smell.

Then nothing. The men had |eft me. There was nothing remaining. It was over, and | wasaone. | began
to worm my wrists out of the cords.

| had dways suspected Loyd had powers, ever sincel first read him and saw that he knew what | was
doing.

He never told me what they were, never let any clue about them dip. He never even mentioned Sor’rai to
me, not by name. He and | were of the same blood, and that was dl he said. | knew he must have
powers, if | could reach people s minds, he must be able to do something at least as strong. Loyd might
have crested the flash, wielded some remarkable and untouchable force that killed the Lord Justice.
Maybe the Justice had the power to seize minds as well, something hotter and brighter than mine, and he

killed Loyd with agrasp or reflected thefire onto him. | had no ideawhat they were working with. It no
longer mattered. There was no need to think of it anymore.

My flesh was raw and torn before | freed my hands. | did not fed it. | peered at the blood and the
exposed textures of the skin for an ingtant, coldly as ahunter. Then | twisted the bindings around my
shouldersuntil | could unknot them.

The two men lay on thefloor behind me. | did what wasto be done next, | checked their necks and their
mouths. | learned they were dead, and | |ft them. | did what was to be done next, | looked outside for
the shapeshifter. He was nowhere. | could assumethat heran at Loyd' sarrival, and would return. | did
what was to be done next, because it was next, feding nothing at it. | looked for Tod.

If there was another room it was hidden. | circled the smithy superficidly. | had no moretimeto spare.

Thelight was beginning to fail. | could search no more without light. The shapeshifter would return, likely
before dark. | knew too little about him; it would be unwiseto face him.

| had to leave.

| went to the doorway and hdted there. | turned back and looked down on the big men. No bigger than



any other dead men, now. Loyd told me once, when he was lecturing me needlesdy about how to avoid
the fear of degth, that he had seen the moment when he would die. He lived in the vision of that moment,
it steered his steps, he would never escapeit. He believed he could not. | remembered the last time
spoke to him, days ago, when | refused his orders. He' d told me to come with him; he'd said he' d been
summoned, that it wastime for him to go. The moment had come. He came to the smithy because it was
timefor himto die. He killed himsdlf and this Justice because he knew nothing else.

Who would | go to now?1 laughed. Muhrroh was my nomina leader and he would appoint Loyd's
successor. My feet were already pointed in the Lord Councilor’ sdirection. | would go because | knew
nothing ese. My enemieswould track me eventudly through the paths the big men laid out for me, and
oneday | would bekilled. My life might have been different, but it wouldn't have been by my hand. It
wastimefor meto go, there was nothing ese.

| used to wonder if | redly believed in fate.

But where? Wherewould | go, if not to Insigh? Overseas? Sor’rai? It was madness. | wanted to go
nowhere. | cared for none of these things. It wastime to go. The light was dying; dusk would obscure my
footsteps. | started walking.
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The dark, labyrinthine path opened onto aroom that was nearly as dark and empty itself. A single candle
cast afaint glow on the circular wooden walls. Lord Councilor Muhrroh sat at the head of the table,
alone. A collection of books was arrayed before him, volumes as ancient and rare as those possessed by
the missing Justice Advisor Paloman. Muhrroh had done agreat ded of collecting in the short years sSince
thereviva of Bioran scholarship had been officialy recognized in Dabion. These were the words that
would be used to commit the revivd to history, large and impersond: officialy recognized in Dabion. But
such amovement required an ingigator, and it was Muhrroh himself who gave the order of recognition.
He had dlowed the Insigh School to operate even under opposition from the grester part of the Circle,
he had admitted to the record Varzin' s report on the spread of mysticism, he had created the position of
Justice Advisor and arranged for the Circle to study Bioran learning. The movement of history was
moved by Muhrroh's hand. But few knew why.

The Lord Councilor was not aone in the room; he was dmost never done. Therefore, he had trained
himsdlf carefully to maintain aplacid expresson at dl times, in the face of every conflict and dilemma,
upon receiving terrible news, even when he scanned book after book and found no answer for the great
guestion in hismind. Thiswasthe very day of hisbirth—aday that put him five years past the age a
which hisfather had died, one year before that a which the cancer had taken his grandfather—and it was
known to no one. As he rested his hand upon his scomach none would redlize that he was searching for a
mass within, any sgn that might be given to him that histime was near itsend.

“Thank you for coming, your honor,” Muhrroh findly said to hisvisitor, raising his head with complete
ease and control. “Y ou have done me agreat honor by alowing me to summon you out of retirement
onceagan.”

Rayner nodded tolerantly and gave an appropriate measure of asmile.

“Asyou have responded so quickly, you will be thefirgt to hear the unfortunate news,” Muhrroh intoned.
He did not mention that the news had been conveyed to him through the dreams of one of his Sor’raian
operatives. Men had been dispatched to Origh to retrieve the corpses; only Rayner would be given the
news until then. “The body of the law has suffered agreat loss. The Circle has been convened to sdlect a
new Lord Justice for Didtrict Six. Our brother Varzin will beimpossibleto replace, but | believea



suitable appointment is near at hand. Y our opinion will be of vaueto us, your honor, should you wish to
attend our selection.”

“Asyouwish, my lord,” Rayner answered. Like a proper speaker, he did not exhibit his boredom with
the topic. Justiceslived and died; it was no concern of his. He was careful not to yawn.

“We have dso suffered the loss of alesser member of our ranks, Justice Advisor Paloman. He was our
representative of Bioran learning; he wasingtructing usin the old works of scholarship. Our lessons have
come to an unfortunate halt because of his sudden disappearance. We areleft without aleader inthis
venue. Hewill be quite difficult to replace”

Rayner cared more for fever and plague than he did for Bioran learning, and he thought the scholarsin
the Insigh school wereidiots. He d sooner wear adress than one of their absurd wigs. For a nauseating
instant he feared that Muhrroh would ask him to take Paloman’s place, but he couldn’t actually expect
such a preposterous suggestion from the Lord Councilor. “ Surely you will find a suitable appointment for
thisposition aswell, my lord,” Rayner demurred. “ Thisis certainly not the matter you wished to ask me
about.”

“Certainly not,” Muhrroh smiled. “Y ou are very astute. That isthe quality that makes you appropriate for
the third appointment | must make.” Gracefully the Lord Councilor drew out afile from beneath one of
the booksin front of him. “Y ou will recognize the name on thisfile”

Rayner did not move forward to look at it; he had not been given leave to move from the place where he
stood at the ends of the table.

“There are severa leaves missing from it, ones | had written personally. They werein regard to acertain
member of our brotherhood. Y ou arranged for their disappearance, of course.”

Rayner knew it would not be wise to respond.

“I know you have been gathering materials from the stores at Origh. What | do not know iswhy. Y ou
areexcdlent at secrecy, your honor. Y ou have hidden things even from me.” Muhrroh returned thefileto
its place, keeping his eyes evenly on Rayner. Hisregal demeanor was untouched by any haste or anger.
“Y ou are adso highly respected in the body of the law, and in the Circle, as witnessed by your frequent
cdlingsto preside over our Tables of Justice. Also, you are one of thelast few of our generation.” His
face softened appropriately, and he reached his hand forth in an dmost welcoming gesture. “We are old,
your honor. Many of us arelong dead, and in these few days we havelost the last of our noble brothers.
We have no children, no legacy. These are our final days of power.”

It took amoment for Rayner to let go of the brief flash of fear, the suspicion that he had been identified in
the murder of Ciceline Jannes and the sense that he would not walk out of thisroom. Returning to his
more composed attitude, he eyed the Lord Councilor and sought for wordsto test the vaidity of the
offer. “ Surely you have considered ayounger person for the position, my lord?’

“Only one” agreed Muhrroh somewhat wistfully. “ Only one | would trugt, and that oneislikewise
missng.”

Rayner glanced at the file again, listening for ungpoken words. Muhrroh knew about Jannes, knew about
the ditillery racket, and had doubtless guessed at Rayner’ sdesireto take it over. He probably

recognized the threat to Jannes slife aswel, and this offer might be an attempt to keep Rayner closer at
hand and less able to do harm to Jannes. If he took the position, Rayner thought, not frowning, he would
give up Jannes smoney. If he refused the offer, he would call suspicion upon himsdlf. But he would have
something rather intriguing to do, a least, in exchange for losing the ditilleries. He could seek the identity



of Muhrroh’s preferred successor to the helm of the Secret Force. Once he discovered it, he could
certainly find a profitable way to useit. He smiled humbly. “ And do you trust me, my lord?’

Muhrroh sghed, certain that he was alowing his age to show through the placidness. But therewas no
help for it. The books were empty of what he sought; the scientists of Biora had not found the cureto all
sckness. “Doesit matter, at thislate date?’

Rayner bowed dightly in acceptance of the appointment. It was hardly alate date. He had plenty of time
to seizealast few grains of power.
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If the painin his eyes and throat subsided, the ache of hunger would stab at Tod. When that pain became
s0 old he no longer had the energy to fed it, then the fear would reach him again. He had no ideahow
much time had passed. A jug of water had been |ft in the room and he was vaguely aware of thelevd in
it changing, but it was the only sense Tod had of the moving of time. There were no windows, no light,
nowherefor the sun to comein. Once Tod wet hislipsfrom the jug, soothed histhroat and the pit in his
stomach, and with nothing elseto worry him for an instant, he felt how light the jug was, and terror
knocked him to the floor.

Tears started in his stinging eyes. No one had come to the room since the man who brought him there
had |eft the second time. Even the noises outside the room— crashing things and voices he couldn’t
decipher in hishunger and fear—had died along time ago. He had images of himself dying of thirst
before anyone came back. While he was unconscious, lying on hisfloor after the book that Justice

Pa oman had brought ruptured and spilled the dust everywhere, he' d had adream. Two men were dead,
facesthat were blurry and hard to recognize in that dusty deep, but Tod himself wasn't one of them.
Now he wondered if he’ d missed something. Maybe one of the dead men was he. Maybe hejust didn’t
recogni ze himsalf—how would he gppear in his own dream? Any comfort the dream had given him was
long gone, in the endless dark with the dowly drying water jug. Tod started shaking again until he felt the
painin histhroat return.

After awhile he wastoo tired to fed anything anymore. Nothing was happening, there was nothing he
could do, and he had to wait. He could wait, he could. He'd waited along time aready, he could wait
longer; it wouldn't be much longer. It didn’t even matter if it was. He was calm, he could wait.

Then his heart would skip abeat and he’ d roll on the floor with the fear tearing up his somach.

Sometime later he dept. He felt the exhaustion pulling him into deep, evenif there was too much pain and
terror. He was aware enough to wonder if he dreamed, but there was nothing, no message, no word of
anyone' sdesath.

Then suddenly he was awake. Light was flooding the room. Tod reached up to cover hiseyes, but the
brightness didn’t come. The light was blurred and shapdess. Tod made athin cry. He d forgotten his
sght wasdl but gone.

“Sheleft you.”

The voice was dmost shocking. He heard it and remembered it, and he felt how much maicewasinit.
The man who camein, the kidnapper who had brought him here, wastrying to hurt him. Tod redized
he d given something away by showing his pain. He d given the man something to use againgt him. His
breath stung in histhroat.

“Shefooled you, didn’t she? She made you think she loved you, and you’ d do anything for her.



Dissembling bitch. Then sheleft you for dead.” The man’ s voice was coming closer, Tod could fed his
breath, sdeandicy. “I cankill her,” hesaid. “Tdl mewhere sheis”

Tod held hisbreath. Relief ached in hisveins. Elzith was dive. The man didn’t have her. But she wasn't
safe, and though he had no idea how, Tod had to help her. He needed information. “Why do you want to
kill her?

Tod had heard that when people lost one sense their others grew stronger. He remembered watching a
blind beggar in Origh, imagining how helost hissight, wondering what he could hear over the murmur of
the city. Now Tod knew. He could hear every furious breath that the kidnapper took, every step as he
paced, and the cracking of knuckles as he clenched and reclenched hisfists. The kidnapper hated Elzith.
Hewouldn't tell Tod why, though. “It doesn’t matter why | want to,” the man findly answered, ina
rocky and cold voice. “1 haveto. I’'m bound to my master and | haveto follow his order. Even though
he'sdead.”

Tod drew abreath and swallowed hard. He didn’t know how to play this game. He wished Elzith was
there. “But you hate him. He humiliated you, he treated you like a servant. Y ou despised him. Y ou
awayswanted to get free of him. Now you are.”

Hefdt the air change an instant before the kidnapper started shouting. “Y ou humans! Y ou think you
know everything! Y ou think you rule the earth, that you' re the utmost creation, fighting each other asif
you were important. Y ou have no idea. Y ou know nothing! Y ou can never understand how | am bound.
Heis Sage and he has bound me.”

Tod reded from the force of the man’ svoice. It blew over him like awindstorm, and Tod struggled to
catch some of it. There had to be something, something he could use. But he realized he didn’t
understand aword the kidnapper had said. The man was silent now, withdrawing tangibly. Tod needed
him to talk more, but he seemed to havelost dl hisanger and dl hiswill to talk. Elzith would know how
to get himto talk again. Tod thought over the words one more time, bit hislip, and opened his mouth.
“Hewas Sage”

Thetrick worked, in away. The kidnapper was furious. Tod was dmost proud of himsdif, for the
seconds before the kidnapper struck him full in the face and knocked him unconscious.

a7

The lake isthe most damnably strange thing in the earth. It is massive; when you try to see the boundaries
of it, turning to the left or the right, walking aong the shore trying to circumnavigate the thing, it never
ends. But acrossiit, looking straight ahead, you can seeland. It's empty, wooded, motionless, but when
you turn your head to look at that endless shore, you can see movement out of the corner of your eye.

| counted the days it took me to walk there, across Dabion near the thinly patrolled border with Karrim.
| begged some bread off afew wide-eyed peasants | passed, adrink of water, but | didn’t stop. It didn’'t
take so long to get to the lake. | counted the days, added up the hours, and dropped them out of my

memory.

The lake eatstime, turnsit around, makesit meaningless. | felt it sucking out the minutes as| stood there
trying to count them, fdlt it washing the waves out of my mind as| counted their movements over the
surface of the water. The lake played no games. It wouldn't let me.

| knew the wanderer was there before | turned and saw him. He might aswell have told me hewas
coming. People kept things from each other, hid their secrets, gathered what advantages they could take
and vicioudy guarded what might be stolen and used against them. Wanderers kept no secrets, they took



no advantages. This man was no more likely to sneak up on me than he wasto tell melies. Not that |
would understand what he did tell me. People called the wanderers madmen, and with good reason. |
should have known how mad they were myself; they were my kin.

“What do you want?’ | asked. There was no point in using confidence trickery on him. | turned to see
whether he would answer. The man was theimage Tod had described, the figure lurking outside his
window seasons ago. He was very tdl, very thin, hiswrists narrow and brittle as mine, hisskin
tranducently pale, with strange eyes that might have been green if the light hit them right. The hood of the
cloak that he wore over histattered clothing was dropped down, off of his head, and the wind tossed the
irregular braids of his parti-colored, leaf-strewn hair. He was't watching me. He looked over the water,
with those strange eyes focused asif he were reading something off the waves. Braids blew into his eyes
and he paid no more attention to them than he did tome.

| watched while he didn’t spesk. | could wait.
“Y our mother walked through those trees,” he said, without preamble.
“When?’ | asked.

The Sage didn’t answer that question. They didn't think in terms of questions and answers, truth and
evidence, Loyd told me once. We see only onething at atime, points dong aline, but the Sages see
everything. | wasaspy, | told Loyd. I'd look for my answers and evidence.

“ She walked through those trees and came upon one of the Magi, the lake-livers, the masters, thewise
men. He movesthetrees, thisis hisduty, land-shielder, lake- liver. He moves the trees so that the
humans on the other sde of the lake can’t see within.”

“Humans on thisside, you mean,” | murmured, not expecting him to correct himsdlf. | knew hedidn’t
care about his grammar, his shifting tenses.

“Look at the trees here. When you look away and look again they will be different. The trees stand
where they grow, but what do your eyes see? Y our mother is called Anazith.”

| wondered briefly if she had told me that, long ago when my mind was too young to remember, and if
I’d tried to say it to Geordie, and he' d taken the mispronounced name to be my own. It didn’t matter.

“ She was waking through the trees and came upon one of the Magi,” the wanderer continued, circling
around in hisstory. “ She saw him working his magic, tree-mover, and she called hisname. She saw him.
She asked him, Sage in the ocean breeze, she bound him to her. Y ou move the trees, she said, but do
you know what moves men’s hearts? He was bound, lake-liver, land-shielder, bound to her word. The
word isimportant. She saw him move the trees. She said so, she said the words, | have seen you. He of
the Magi answered, | am bound to you, o Sage. They are the blood of life, these words. Men on the
other side of the lake vaue them too little, word-sellers, word-stealers. Thesewords arelife.

“Anazith. It meanswaks far, walks back. Y ou have been here before.”

| was too tired to ask what he meant by that. The exhaustion from days of walking wasfinaly taking hold
of me, dragging me down, making it impossible for me to stand againgt the wind from the lake. | looked
around me. No one but the Sage was there, no one who could do me harm. | had yet to find out what
the Sage meant to do to me. “What if they hadn’'t said the words?’ | mused halfheartedly as| sat down
on the damp grass. “Would the Magus still have been bound or not?’

Predictably, the Sage ignored me and launched to another unpredictable part of histae. “He of the Magi



went into the lake, water-walker, glass-gazer. He looked into the glass, the window on the human world.
He looked and he saw, he looked long and he told Anazith what he saw. Nothing moves men’s hearts,
hetold her, Anazith, Sage, walker. Nothing moves men's hearts, they only fight their wars and build their
hatred. Nothing movestheir hearts. They dig their gold and draw their lines, they know nothing but
fighting one againgt the other.

“But Anazith said, look closer. Look in the glass again, look again, eyes of water. Y ou did not see
everything. A flower growsin the battlefield, a child seeksit out, achild plucksit. Now whom does she
giveitto?

The Sage had not turned away from the lake. | could lie on my back and deep, but | knew he was
waiting for me—for an answer, for someword. | didn’t know what the right response was. It wouldn't
redly matter. “I don’'t care,” | said. “ The flower would have died anyway.”

“Zann walks on these shores,” the Sage went on, jumping subjects carelesdy. “He wandersin the land
graits, he watches the people, the humans, the lawmakers village-builders. A young woman came out of
the village, angry, angry, fighting, nothing to fight at. Zann found her, Zann the Sage. He knew who she
was but she did not listen. She was angry, she had no way to fight, she wanted a man the way women do
when they have no other weapon. Zann lay with her and she did not listen to hiswords. Hetold her her
family would curse her and she did not listen. He told her she would come to hate the child she bore and
shedid not listen. He told her she would fear magic, she would hate the magic in her child, her child
would hate the magic in himsalf, and she did not listen. She ran hometo her village. And her family curses
her, and she hates her child, and the man hates the magic in himsdlf.”

“Themanisdead,” | said sourly. “It'sVazin, isn't it? Or are you tdling methisjust because it has
nothing to do with me? So why did this Sage do it? | know you can control your seed, | can make mysalf
barren, Loyd told me | could, and that | got it from Sage blood. Why did he get this stupid girl pregnant?
Wasit you?’ | had stretched out on the grass, cold dew seeping into my clothing, and | regarded the
Sage' s sticklike form upside down. “Was Varzin somehow supposed to be born, so that he and Loyd
could kill each other?’

The Sage findly turned away from the water and looked down on me. “Y ou think like ahuman,” he said.
“Y our mother isdead. Sit up.”

When | pulled mysdf upright | felt awave of dizzinessand | closed my eyes. Thelast thing I’ d eaten had
been aday ago. | opened my eyes and saw the wanderer sitting beside me, legsfolded into angleslikea
spider. He held out his hand and showed me apam full of nuts. Then he closed hishand and pulled it
back toward his body.

“Don't play me” | said.

He held out his hand again, the same hand, and uncurled it. A clay tilelay againgt his palm, carved with
three curved linesin the shape of waves.

| looked up at the Sage, searching for the nothing in hiseyes. “ That wasyou.”

He closed hishand again. “ Y es, child, human, that was me.” He put his hand out athird time and
dropped nutsinto my lap. He said nothing else until | had eaten them.

“You'll ask me now why | sent it to you, human, Sage. Y ou have not figured it out. Y ou think it wasa
gpell. You think I tried to harm you. What wasit redlly, do you know?’

| chewed and didn’t answer. The Sage' s face was wrinkled, showing age uncharacteristically. It hurt him



to think like a human, to flatten out hiswordsin away | could understand.

“Have you spoken to the man?’ the Sage demanded absently. “ Do you have histrust, do you have his
love?’

“I haveno love,” | uttered dryly. “1 have no heart.” The Sage shook his head, turning again toward the
water. “You need hishelp.”

“What can Tod possibly do to help me?’” But the wanderer had abandoned the strain of linear thought.
Hewas on hisfeet, waking toward the lake. * Blood knows the way. A Sage can walk out of the land
and back to theland. Thisis still your home.” Then he paused and turned back to me, for an instant.

“Y ou can follow me across the land bridge, if that iswhat you want. If you want to know how Tod can
help you, you haveto ask him.” Then he put his back to me and kept walking aong the endless shore
until 1 could no longer seehim.

48

Someone had refilled the jug by the time Tod woke up again. He discovered it after lying for what felt
likealong timein the half weightlessness of waking up, atime when he thought he didn't fed the pain and
might have dreamed the blindness. He redlized it dowly, remembering fear like anightmare that would
end. He knew he was awake when the burn that had grown in histhroat didn’t change. Neither did
anything else. Without hope or despair he reached for the jug. The water in it splashed out from therim
and wet hisfingers.

It didn’t mean anything, he thought. There was no reason to assume anything from the filled jug. What
was coming would come. He would remember what he could and deliver it if he was given the chance.
He cupped alittle water in hishand and wet his mouth. Before he could fed it in his cracked throat, his
awareness drifted and he tipped over.

Hewas hungry, he thought, drifting awvake. There had to be food in the building. He couldn’t think how
he knew, couldn’'t remember that people had made camp here and must have brought food with them.
Hedidn't remember hisvision of the dead men, and couldn’t be frightened by the thought of discovering
them as he crawled blindly in search of thefood. He couldn’t remember that the door he crawled through
had been locked. Only later did he wonder who had opened it.

Thoughts began to come back to him. Time would keep moving. He would tell what he had learned if he
was given the chance. Fear was nothing. There was light. He could see its opaque blur through the painful
film of hiseyes. The door had been opened and he was out. Something was coming. Time would move
him toward it.

He waited, he listened. He could hear everything, his senseswere stronger with thefailing of hissight.
Therewas sllence, alittle wind blowing outside. He could smell traces of rain and cold. And something
dse

“Hath”

He could fed the time again, afew minutes, no more, that passed before he heard anything but the echo
of hisown voice.

“I left you, Tod. Did you hear meleave?’ Her voice was very cold, toneless, very distant, although he
could smell her close. “Do you know how long ago it was?’

“No,” Tod rasped. “It doesn’t matter.”



“I didn’t just leave you,” she went on, forming each word hard and bitter, tight and icy. “I forsook you. |
sacrificed you. | gave up your lifeso | could survive. | tore out my heart beforeit could be used against
rre"

“Soyou'resaying,” uttered Tod, his bresth short after not speaking for so long, “that you had a heart
aterdl.”

Elzith said nothing. Tod heard, with his sharper ears, something he knew no one ese would have noticed,
Elzith drawing adeep breath, holding it, pushing it out in the response she couldn’t put words to.

“Elzith, | haveto tell you something.” It was almost worthless, he was sure, but he had to say it, it was
time, and he would do what he could.

It wasironic, the way it worked out. All my skillswere useless, my power to read, the confidence | could
gain, thegame | had played so long. Everything came down to chance. Coincidence. Manipulation by the
Sages, maybe, for reasons | wouldn't understand. | wouldn't be saved through any act of my own.

But maybe | would be.

| waited in the yard of the smithy. The sky was spitting bits of ice in atemperamentd storm, but | wasn't
feding itscold. Feding still took up no resdencein me. Tod was standing outside, behind the brazier,
trying to sl his shivering by the heat of afew remaining cods. | tried to tel him to stay indgde but he
wanted to be here. He had given me the missing piece, the bond between the shapeshifter and the Justice
who controlled him, as my mother had controlled the Magusin that story the wanderer by Lake Azin had
planted in me. Tod had given me my next move and he wanted to witness the end, as much as he could.
He believed that he would help save me. He would give me the opportunity to, belatedly, save him. Asif
it would save my heart. Faithful, he stood with me and waited.

It wasn't long before the shapeshifter returned.

He was cagting magic with al hismight, blending into the trees, the earth, the dead leaves. | caught his
movement in imperfect shadows passing just outsde my vison. | dmost saw him when he jumped a my
back.

| anticipated him just enough to squirm half out of his grasp. He was heavier than me, he caught my legs
and pinned me to the ground, but he couldn’t get his hands around my throat.

“Why do you want to kill me?’ | gasped, kicking at him...
He dropped hiswholeweight on my hipsin answer. A flash of numbness struck my legs.

“Y ou don't want to kill me. Y ou only think you hate me.” My voice was Steady even as | struggled for
breath. The coldnessin my heart would buy me something, even if it damned me. “It’ syoursdlf you hate.”

His hands clutched a my hair, ripped at it. | pulled out of hisfist but hisweight kept me facedown on the
ground. | couldn’t turn over, couldn’t face him. He wouldn't believe my words, not yet, and he had to
believe them for meto gain control. The wordswere vitd. | didn’t understand, but he had to. My fingers
dug at frost-crusted ground, and he clung to me till.

And there was a crashing noise. It jarred our bones and rang our ears. The shapeshifter seized up over
me

In asnatch of sght | saw Tod thrown off hisfeet by the recail of the rod he had swung crashing into the
brazier. Thenin that instant of advantage | flipped over and grasped the shapeshifter’ seyes.



Hefroze.

“You' rewesk,” | uttered under hisweight. “Bound by a half-Sage. And now you' re bound by another
OrE_”

Hisface contorted. “Dissembler,” he snarled, reaching for my throat.
“Shapeshifter,” | shouted. “I’ ve seen you work magic. | saw you trying to be Tod.”

Crying, strangled, furious, his hands closed into their fists, a bresth away from my neck. He pushed away
from me, hatred in hiseyes. Tod said he might challenge the words, that he wanted to get out of his
bonds to the Justice. He didn’t think the shapeshifter would believe me. But the words were agame, he
had bound himsdif to play it, like dl of hiskin—my kin, and hewould play it to theend. “1 am at your
command,” he spat, “o0 Sage.”

“Good,” 1 whispered. “I command you to leave us, me and him, never to seek us, never to harm us.”

The shapeshifter backed avay from me, from Tod' s haf-empty eyes. He held me with the utmost
resentment. | read it in hiseyes, plain and angry, and | read that he believed there was nothing else he
could do. Thewordswere hislife. He turned, and walked toward the sky. Hisform melted into abird
and | let him make me seeit. Hiswings stretched dowly and in time he was gone.

| raised myself from the ground, sooner than my body wanted and far too dowly for my mind. Someone
had been to the smithy between thetime left and when | returned; they had taken the bodies away.
Sincethey hadn’t found Tod they must have been rushed, and | didn’t know when they might come
back, or who would come. “We gtill haveto go,” | said. “1 have no oneto protect me anymore, and Il
be tracked. We can't stay here.”

Tod sat upright, hardly shivering, not showing the pain he must have had in hisarms after striking the
brazier so fiercdy. “I’ll go wherever you go,” he said.

“No.”
Heturned his eyestoward me, trying to see through the haze to understand me.

“You can't gowithme.” | went back into the building, gathering up the other travelers' abandoned gear.
| could not be Tod's. | tried hisemotion and failed. | had sought him, ached with him, let him carry me,
tried to give the pain away. It didn’t work. It wastoo great arisk, and | paid the price for my mistake. If
I’d been someone else | could have returned hislove. Maybe. Tod had found my heart for me but it was
gtill acold thing. It could not change what | knew wastrue. | could not go with him, and he could not go
withme,

Tod was standing in the doorway, reaching out to steady himsdlf in the frame, trying to search for me.
“Elzith,” he cdled, blind and hopeful. “1 know you left. But you came back.”

| walked back toward him, keeping outside his reach.

Heraisad hishead, sensing | wasthere. | threw my voice and my breath a him. 1 would have sacrificed
you, Tod. | would have let you die.”

Hisbleary eyes dampened. “1 can forgive you.”

“Butl can't”



| backed away, put him out of my sight while finished the preparations. | took aslong as| could. When
I’d finally gathered everything | could use, | looked at Tod again. He hadn’t moved. | watched him,
feeling | could meet hiseyesif | tried, feding he could look into mine and see more than | would in his
NOW.

“Here,” | said, handing Tod acoat, Loyd's, that had been left when his body was taken away. As Tod
dropped hisarmsto pull the coat on, | ducked around him and out of the door. For along timel
watched the wintry sky.

Wherewould | go? Zann told me | would be welcomed in Sor’rai, and | had no doubt that none of my
enemieswould follow methere. But could | actudly get in—did | trust the Sage? What would | risk in
giving away my confidence again? But Sages did not play the game, and | did not matter. | had to see
that Tod was protected. | had to trust Zann to find him shelter. Could | look in the Sage’ s eyes and know
whether he would? But | had looked in his eyes, and saw the future that Sages see asdl timeinacircle,
and Tod was dready safe behind the mountains of Biora.

“Comeon, Tod,” | caled to him. “We haveto go.”
“But my book,” he protested. “1 have to go back and get my memory book.”

It was too dangerous, | wanted to say, we had to leave now. But the words | said were “It’ s not finished
yet.” | reached my hand behind me. Behind me, Tod met and grasped it.

Over my shoulder | saw him nod. It was not finished yet, and he would follow me. | turned my eyes back
to the road before me and led him behind. It was the closest thing to love | would ever do.



