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Real Mieka Windthistle arrived at the kitchen door of Number Eight, Redpebble Square, with a frown on his face. It was not an expression that suited him. Yet with the exception of the hours he spent onstage, these days it seemed all his face could do was frown.


He conjured up a smile for Mistress Mirdley and for Derien Silversun, but the frown returned when the Trollwife, busily slicing carrot bread, told him why a huge basket was being filled with baked goods.


“Tea. It’s his Namingday. He won’t come here, so Derien’s taking it to him.”


Cayden’s Namingday. Thoroughly ashamed of himself, Mieka didn’t bother to pretend that he hadn’t forgotten. Dery, seeing the expression on his face, only shrugged and said, “I don’t think he wants to remember, himself. Which is stupid, of course. It’s not as if he’s turning fifty or sixty—he’s only twenty-four. But I’m sure he has nothing planned.”


Mieka slouched on a stool by the worktable and felt his frown grow even deeper as he regarded his tregetour’s little brother—who admittedly wasn’t so little anymore. Not that Mieka had been around to notice. Redpebble Square hadn’t seen much of him these last two years. He was no longer welcome when Lady Jaspiela was at home; indeed, she hadn’t spoken to him or even acknowledged his continuing existence since he’d attempted a bit of softening magic on her. How she’d been able to sense it, what with the Hindering put on her long ago, he’d no idea. But sense it she had.


Today Mieka had arrived just after lunching, confident that he wouldn’t be running into Lady Jaspiela. This was her day, every fortnight, for visiting the Archduchess whenever the latter was in Gallantrybanks. Mieka made it his day for visiting his brother and sister-in-law at the glassworks. Sometimes—well, rarely—he called in at the kitchen door of Redpebble Square, where Mistress Mirdley provided tea and Derien provided conversation. Cade no longer lived there. He had taken his own flat just after Touchstone’s third Royal Circuit. And even though Mieka saw him every single day when they were traveling and at least twice a week for performances in Gallantrybanks during winter, he had to go to other people to find out what Cade was thinking.


Not that either Mistress Mirdley or Derien knew. That was made clear when the boy slumped down in a chair beside Mieka and said, “He hasn’t been round to see us in almost a month. And it’s not that long until Trials, and then he’ll be gone on the Royal again, and—and I miss him.”


So do I, Mieka thought glumly.


“There’s an item about him in the latest Nayword—did you see it?” Dery made a long arm to snag the broadsheet from a pile by the kitchen fire. “Not that he talked to Tobalt Fluter, either.”


Mieka had read the piece, just a few lines about how Cade would doubtless have new and startling plays to be performed in Gallantrybanks and at Trials. The tone of it had been just slightly sardonic, as if Tobalt was annoyed that he could no longer get an interview from the eminently quotable Cayden Silversun.


Mistress Mirdley had finished wrapping the carrot bread. “Here, and take some of this honeycomb along with you. He always liked it when he was a little boy.”


Mieka was appalled to see sudden fierce tears in her eyes. He leaped to his feet and threw his arms around her. “I’ll bring him back here soon, I promise I will—and with three pages of apologies in rhymed couplets set to music for being so horrid to you!”


She shook her head and extricated herself from his hug. “He’ll come round when he comes round. And it’s a few dozen more turnings he’ll be doing before that happens. Is that basket full? Tuck a cloth in, then, and get along with you.”


“Did you put in something for Rumble?” Dery asked.


“Of course. A nice bit of fish. Go!”


Cayden’s only companion in his flat—well, his only steady companion; there were plenty of girls, all of them transitory—was a ginger-striped cat named Rumble, inexplicably brought home as a kitten by Blye’s cat, Bompstable. It was as if, Jedris had remarked, Bompstable knew Cade required some sort of company, and went out to find a suitable candidate.


In the hire-hack, with a hamper of food between them, Mieka looked at Dery and asked, “Could we stop off someplace maybe? I really ought to bring a gift.”


“Well … can you make it quick? Mistress Mirdley will be furious if I’m out after dark. And I want to spend some time with my brother,” he finished in a voice much too grim for someone not quite twelve years old.


Mieka directed the driver to take them through a convenient shopping district. For a full quarter of an hour, he turned from side to side in the hack, peering through the windows, desperate for a shop that caught his imagination.


“You’re giving me a neck ache,” Dery complained. “He won’t mind if you don’t bring him anything. I’m sure he’d rather nobody remembered at all.”


Especially after what happened last year, hung unspoken between them.


When Cayden turned nineteen, Dery had given him a silver hawk pin and Mieka had taken him to see the Shadowshapers at the Kiral Kellari. On his twentieth Namingday, he’d been at Fairwalk Manor, giving Mieka no opportunity to celebrate. To make up for that, Mieka had thrown a lavish party at Hilldrop Crescent for Cade’s twenty-first. His twenty-second had been another Shadowshapers show—the one where Princess Miriuzca had shown up with Lady Megueris Mindrising, both of them dressed as young men. And a grand lark that had been; an exploit Mieka wasn’t sure he’d ever be able to surpass … though Cade had once had an Elsewhen about his forty-fifth, something about bubbly wine and a surprise party and a diamond in Mieka’s ear. Forty-five; Mieka couldn’t imagine it. But Cade had seen it, and by his scant telling, it had been a wonderful evening.


Last year they’d all gathered at Blye’s glassworks, ostensibly to watch her make their new withies but in reality to present Cade with the complete table service for eight she had spent weeks making. She had forbidden them to transport the plates, bowls, cups, goblets, and platters to Cade’s flat that evening, relenting only when Mieka promised a doubling and tripling of the cushioning spell his mother had taught him. Problem was, he’d had quite a lot to drink—although so had everyone else, raising the new wine goblets again and again, then deciding that the brandy snifters also deserved a try-out, and of course there were those bottles of Auntie Brishen’s whiskey that needed sampling in the cut-crystal glasses, and … the conclusion being that Blye had had to spend another week replacing the broken items. Mieka still winced with the memory of the crashing and splintering of two inadequately cushioned crates down four flights of stairs. And one couldn’t mend glass with an Affinity spell, not and have it hold water ever again.


There were plenty of things that needed mending after these last two years. Nothing that was permanently broken, or at least so Mieka told himself with grim resolve—well, except in Alaen Blackpath’s case. The loss of his cousin Briuly two years ago this Midsummer dawn had shattered him. A month later, he’d shown up at Sakary Grainer’s house in Gallantrybanks with a glass thorn in one hand and a little gold velvet pouch of dragon tears in the other, and announced to Chirene, Sakary’s wife, that if she didn’t run away with him that very night, he’d begin using and wouldn’t stop until she was his or he was dead. Romuald Needler, the Shadowshapers’ manager, had succeeded in hushing up most of the scandal. But the fact remained that Chirene had taken her children and gone to live with Chattim Czillag’s wife, Deshenanda, until the Shadowshapers returned that autumn from the Royal Circuit. Alaen wasn’t dead. Yet.


“Here, stop,” Mieka said suddenly, and hopped out of the hire-hack before it had come to a full stop. “Won’t be a ticktock!” he called over his shoulder to Derien, and hurried inside.


The shop featured all manner of decorative collectibles. Mirrors, figurines, clocks, imagings, paintings, exotic flowers from faraway lands preserved under glass or with magic. But Mieka knew exactly what he wanted, having seen it displayed in the window, and a few moments later emerged with a wrapped package almost as tall as Derien.


“What is it?” the boy wanted to know as the hack started up again.


“Not it,” Mieka said. “Them.” He teased a corner of the paper wrapping to show a glint of iridescent blue.


“Peacock feathers?”


“A round dozen of ’em.”


“But, Mieka, aren’t they horrid bad luck for theater folk?” An instant later, he understood. “Whistling past the urn-plot?”


“Exactly. Because if what we’ve been having is good luck in the theater, I’ll risk it. Me Mum calls it unsympathetic magic.”


“Do the opposite of what you really want to happen? That’s a little crazy, y’know.”


“My specialty.”


Not that anything truly awful had happened onstage—unless one counted Cade’s last new play. That had been over a year ago now, and the reactions had been … regrettable. Nobody, including the rest of Touchstone, really understood what he’d meant to do. Mieka’s analysis was that whereas theater patrons didn’t mind thinking a bit, both during and after a play, they didn’t much enjoy thinking as a grim hour-long slog through far too many ideas.


“Turn Aback” was in Cade’s hands an exercise in stupefying boredom. Boy and girl in love. Girl dies in tragic accident. Boy tries to broker a deal with the Lady to go get her; Lady is moved by True True Love and says fine, but on your way out, you mustn’t look back. Boy girds himself to travel into whichever Hell girl inhabits (though why she deserves any of them is left unclear), journeys through various unsavory provinces of punishment, increasingly nasty but not gruesome or bloody or even scary. At least Mieka could have had some good old gory fun with that sort of thing, been creative with the dragons that feasted on flesh that healed in an hour, or that poor stupid pillicock forever putting sand into a leaky hourglass, or the one about somebody standing lip-deep in a lake of shit.


Cade’s Hells were all intellectual (which didn’t surprise Mieka one bit, but made for a colossally dull play). Boy is distracted from search for girl by philosophical conversations with the tenants of each Hell, blither blather blether. Boy finally remembers what he’s there for, finds girl, fingers burned and bleeding as she spins molten gold into straw. Boy leads girl back to the entrance gates. She trips on a rock (silly cow). He looks back to make sure she’s all right, and just as their Eyes Meet with Longing and then with Sudden Horror, she vanishes. The End.


Tobalt had tried to put an interesting interpretation on it—something about how Cayden Silversun had woven scholarly moral speculation into a heartbreaking love story—but even he knew it was a bad play. Touchstone had performed it exactly three times. Then Mieka, Rafe, and Jeska all rebelled, and the script was mercifully scrapped.


But the fact remained: Cayden Silversun had failed.


He hadn’t liked it much.


Derien subsided into a corner of the hack, and Mieka read The Nayword during the rest of the drive to Cade’s place. The broadsheet had grown in recent years from one very large page folded in half to three very large pages folded in quarters—more the size of a book, really, than the standard broadsheet. It wasn’t the same old Nayword anymore, as its front page trumpeted.


THE NAYWORD


WHAT TO READ—WHAT TO SEE—WHAT TO WEAR—WHAT TO AVOID!


In this issue:


Special reports from our correspondents at Court, throughout the Kingdom, and on the Continent PRINCE ASHGAR and PRINCESS MIRIUZCA welcome a daughter


Exclusive interview with VERED GOLDBRAIDER Complete coverage of this year’s Trials hopefuls Student unrest at Stiddolfe after a rise in fees


With: ideas and advice from our regular columnists on all the latest in theater, books, dress, food, wine, gardening, and interior design


Mieka felt rather smug about the theater and fashion sections, considering that Touchstone (with the Shadowshapers) constantly innovated in the former and were known (with the Shadowshapers) as exemplars of the latter. He was even more smug about the gardening, because one of the regular columnists was his sister Cilka. Just fourteen, still in school, and already an authority (under a pseudonym, of course) in her field. Their mother, Mishia, wasn’t terribly surprised; her own sister Brishen had started up a little herb shop at the age of fifteen. The Greenseed Elfen line obviously dominated in them both. Cilka and Petrinka were already doing a brisk business in sculpted hedges, as prompted by Mieka’s description of such at Princess Miriuzca’s home castle on the Continent, and would someday take over Grandfather Staindrop’s gardening business.


As for “design”—for certes, Cade never paid any attention to advice columns about interior design, or exterior either. Rather than the grand town house Mieka had once envisioned for him, he had taken a corner room on the top floor of a building near the Keymarker, one of the old abandoned manufactories refitted as blocks of flats. The view was spectacular—from his windows one could see the Keeps in one direction and the Plume in the other, with the rooftops of Gallantrybanks spreading between, though these rather blocked any sight of the Gally River—but the hike up four flights kept most people from visiting very often. Mieka knew that was precisely why Cade had chosen it.


The staircase was stone to the second floor, then wood—nice and sturdy, according to Jed and Jez, who had insisted on examining the place before Cade signed the lease. Originally the top floor had been fitted out as a dormitory for the workers. Mieka shuddered, as he did every time he visited, at the idea of waking before dawn, working all day, and trudging back upstairs for food and sleep without ever once having breathed fresh air or seen the sun. A great many manufactories had moved out of the main sections of Gallantrybanks as the city expanded and the demand for urban housing increased, and there was no reason to believe that conditions were any better for workers even if the places were now in the countryside.


A knock on Cade’s door elicited an annoyed, “What?” Derien grimaced, tried the handle, found it unlocked, and traded scowls with Mieka.


“On the other hand,” the boy murmured as he opened the door, “except for the books, what’s he got worth stealing?”


“I heard that,” Cade said from the depths of his big, soft, overstuffed chair. “The brass is bespelled to recognize you. I’ve forgotten her name, but she was rather good at useful little tricks.”


Mieka resisted the urge to roll his eyes. There were lots of girls whose names Cade had forgotten. That there wasn’t one at the moment was obvious; the place was a mess. Clothes, glassware, paper, books, broadsheets, spent candles, towels, pillows, empty bags that must have contained food at some point because there was nowhere to cook—all manner of clutter was spread about the room.


Jez had built Cade a platform bed that was seven feet long, four feet wide, and six feet off the floor. The little cavern beneath was where he huddled at a desk to write. In the winter there was a firepocket to keep his feet warm, and in summer all the windows were left open to cooling breezes, but it was dark under there when the lamps weren’t lighted and there was nothing to look at but bricks and the bed’s wooden scaffolding. The other features of the flat were Cade’s big black upholstered chair, some uncushioned wooden chairs that did not encourage visitors to linger, a huge standing wardrobe to hold Cade’s vast collection of clothes (nearly as impressive as Mieka’s), a massive carpet given him by Lord Kearney Fairwalk, a small table that seated four, a cabinet for the glass dinner service made for him by Blye, another cabinet behind a latticework willow screen for the piss-pot, and bookshelves—also built by Jez—almost to the twelve-foot ceiling.


Of decoration there was very little. No placards advertising Touchstone, no tapestries, no paintings, no imagings. His Trials medals—two Winterly, three Royal—were in glass boxes on the bookshelves, and Mieka had the feeling whenever he saw them that the only reason they weren’t stashed in a drawer somewhere was that Blye had made the boxes. The counterpane made by Mieka’s wife and mother-in-law was crumpled at the foot of the bed. The only color in the room was the rug, its greens and blues like a forest pond in the middle of the city. The peacock feathers, fanning out in a jar or vase, would be an improvement.


Derien ignored Cade’s mood, putting on a smile and wishing his brother a happy Namingday. Cade expressed his gratitude indifferently. Mieka busied himself clearing off the table and setting out Mistress Mirdley’s tea. The search for a kettle took some time, and he kept his expression carefully neutral as Dery tried to engage Cade in conversation. Mieka went out to the landing where the spigot was, and encountered Rumble coming up the stairs.


“Anything to report?” he asked the cat, who curled around his ankles a few times before stepping lightly into the flat. “Big help you are,” he muttered, and hoped that Dery could coax Cade into some semblance of good manners.


No such luck.


When he got back, Dery was reading bits from The Nayword. “There’s something in here about Briuly, too.” Before Cade could say he didn’t care, Dery read out, “‘Still no word on the whereabouts of Master Lutenist Briuly Blackpath. His family is initiating legal proceedings to have him declared dead so that his estate can be sold to pay his debts.’”


“You’d think,” Cade mused, one finger scratching idly at his pathetic excuse for a beard, “that Lord Oakapple, his esteemed cousin or whatever he is, would pay up Briuly’s debts just to keep the family out of the law courts. But I never did get exactly how they were related, so perhaps it doesn’t signify.” He turned to Mieka. “How was Lilyleaf?”


“Fine. Croodle sends her best.”


Nodding to the new silver bracelet on Mieka’s wrist, he said, “Very nice. What did you give your lovely lady?”


“She saw a pink pearl in a shop. I had it made into a pendant.” It had cost a bloody fortune, too, but that was a small price for peace in his household.


Derien was the one who conjured up Wizardfire to heat the water. There was an iron ring for the kettle above a small iron cauldron, and the glances the boy gave his brother told Mieka that this was a new skill. Cade didn’t comment on it at all. In fact, nobody said anything while the water had boiled and the tea was brewed. The three of them sat there like polite strangers who have exhausted every topic of conversation and could find no reason to keep up any pretense of being interested in one other. As Cayden bestirred himself to pour out, Mieka considered various methods of shocking a reaction out of him—any reaction at all. But he’d been trying that, hadn’t he, for going on two years now, and with what results? Rarely, a response of the Do that again, and I’ll feed you your own balls marinated in plum sauce variety. Mostly, a look of mild contempt for his childishness. It was infuriating.


“Uncle Dennet died.”


Cade looked up from pouring out. “I hadn’t realized he was still alive.”


“Well, he was,” Derien went on. “And now he’s not. First we learned of it was when the Shelter sent his ashes to Redpebble.”


Mieka searched his knowledge of Cade’s family tree, and came up with Dennet Silversun, elder brother of Cade’s father Zekien, mad as a sack of snakes.


“Wasn’t he the one wounded in the war?” Mieka asked.


“What a refined way of phrasing it,” Cade observed. “He was seventeen and got in the path of somebody’s spell. He’s been in a puzzle house ever since.”


“Almost forty years,” Derien added. “It’s called the Shelter and it’s supposed to be very nice, very clean and kindly—”


“—as insane asylums go,” Cade interrupted. Then, with a nasty little smile, he said, “That’s our fate in the theater, Mieka. Forty years surrounded by madmen.”


Mieka eyed him thoughtfully. “Y’know,” he said at last, “you’re being a right pain in the ass. You’ve been being a right pain in the ass for a long time, and everybody’s tired of it. Write yourself some new lines, why don’t you?”


Cade’s smile spread fractionally. “I prefer to improvise.”


Mieka paid no heed to the pleading look on Derien’s face. He’d had enough. Long ago, he’d had enough. Setting down his cup, he snatched up a slice of carrot bread and made for the door. “Rehearsal tomorrow at the Kiral Kellari,” he said by way of farewell, and took the stairs three at a time.


Emerging into the thin spring sunshine, he found himself in luck at last: a hire-hack was just pulling up at the building’s front door, which meant he wouldn’t have to go searching. He signaled the driver with a raised hand, but the man shook his head.


“Hired to return,” he said, just as a boy of about ten jumped out and, on seeing Mieka, demanded, “Cayden Silversun?”


“Top floor. What’s the worry?”


“There’s been an accident. Mistress Windthistle sent me to fetch him at once.” He yanked open the front door.


“Wait—which Mistress Windthistle?”


But the boy had vanished.


Mieka’s mother, his sisters, his wife, Blye—all of them and plenty of others besides were Mistress Windthistle. He dithered in place for a moment, then asked the hack driver, “Where’d you come from?”


“Originally? Ambage Road. In this case, Lord Piercehand’s new gallery.”


“The woman who hired you—was she little and blond?”


“That she was. Bit of the Goblin about her, mayhap, but nothing to notice outright.”


Blye. Something had happened to Jed or Jez. “Cayden!” he shouted. “Cayden!”


* * *


It took forever before he and Cade and Dery were in the hire-hack driving towards the river. The traffic leading to the bridge was maddening. Even if a gallop had been legal, carts and riders and other hacks were so thick that only a walk was possible—and even so, their progress was in fits and starts. The boy Blye had sent was up top with the driver, yelling, “Make way! Make way!” every so often, which had no effect except to infuriate everyone else, all of them going nowhere in a hurry.


The interior of the hack was silent with the tension of ignorance. Cade had explained tersely that on the walk downstairs he questioned the lad, who knew nothing except that there had been an accident and Mistress Windthistle had sent him with orders to bring Master Silversun.


Finally, with the Gally River in sight, Mieka could stand no more. “Get out,” he ordered Cade and Dery. “We’ll hire a boat. It can’t help but be faster.”


Scrambling down the embankment, they ran for a dock. Mieka dug in his pockets for coin, cursing himself for spending so much on those damned peacock feathers, coming up with enough to hire a craft that looked more or less able to hold the three of them plus the boatman. He forestalled the man’s attempt to haggle the price by saying, “Double when we get there. Just hurry!”


“Double? Easy enough to say, young sir!” Then he took a closer look at tall, Wizardly Cade and short, Elfen Mieka. “I know your faces from someplace, don’t I?”


“They’re half of Touchstone,” Dery put in. “They’re famous and they’re rich—please, I promise we’ll pay you double if you just get us there quickly!”


“Touchstone.” After further scrutiny, during which Mieka strove to look as much like their placards as possible (though, truth be told, there was never any mistaking Cade’s nose), the man gestured them into the boat.


Mieka hated boats. By the time they reached the site—a nice plot of land beside the river, nothing but the finest for Lord Rolon Piercehand—he had chewed his lower lip almost raw. Dery leaned forward in the prow, the way a rider leaned into his horse’s neck to urge speed. Cade squeezed in beside the boatman, took one of the oars, and rowed white-knuckled. By the time they reached the site, Cade’s hair and shirt were damp with the sweat of effort.


A gift to the Kingdom of Albeyn, it was, this new gallery to display a selection of Piercehand’s foreign plunder. Castle Eyot wasn’t big enough to hold the jumble of wonders and oddities and some genuinely beautiful things collected by His Lordship. On progress a year ago, Princess Miriuzca had professed herself enchanted with the place and very prettily persuaded him to share his haul with the public. The Palace would be lending certain of the Royals’ own hoard of paintings and statuary. Whether or not the Princess had also managed to steer some of the contracts for building the place to Windthistle Brothers was a matter of conjecture, but it remained that Jedris and Jezael were doing the wooden parts of the building and Blye would eventually be making the windows.


The foundation and exterior stones were golden yellow, with two curving grand staircases leading up from the street to the main entrance. Scaffolding laced the stone shell together: a few walls, unfinished interior columns, steel support beams. Arches and balconies abounded, some completed and most not. But the most notable feature was a tower, tall and spindly, made of stone and rising two hundred feet into the air. Word had it that when the gallery was finished, the tower would be topped with a solid gold statue brought back from some remote land by one of Piercehand’s many ships.


Currently the only decorations were clouds of dust.


“Right,” said the boatman. “So where’s my double the fare?”


Mieka and Cade scrambled up a few stone steps to the embankment as Dery snapped, “What you already have is all you get! My brother did half the work!”


Mieka blinked; for just an instant, the boy sounded like Lady Jaspiela. In the best possible way, of course.


“Rich!” the boatman sneered. “Famous! Rich and famous coggers is what you are! Come back here and honor your word!”


They left the boatman cursing unoriginally behind them. The crowd was all streetside: a mass of craned necks, like astonished cats peering out a window. Mieka got a good grip on Cade’s elbow and an even better one on Dery’s, and forced a route through the tangle. As he pushed and shoved, Mieka heard snatches of conversation, none of it pleasant. Speculation about how the scaffolding collapsed; contention that the scaffolding was intact but the stonework had crumbled; assurances that both wood and stone were to blame; estimates of how many had died. He wished he had Cade’s height, because then he might have seen the two red heads that were his only concern.


Suddenly they were at the Human barrier that kept the crowd from pressing forward. Not constables, but Lord Piercehand’s own liveried guards, dozens of them linking arms and looking grim. Mieka confronted the one directly in his path.


“I’m Mieka Windthistle—”


“Good for you.”


“But my brothers are—”


“Nobody gets in. Not until the physickers arrive.”


“They’re not here yet?” Cade demanded. “All these people, and not a single—?”


“Some ugly old Trollwife is tending the injured, that’s all. Stand back.”


“Cayden!”


It was Blye, dusty and frantic, running through the maze of stacked stone and cut boards. Cade tried to push through. The guardsman snarled. Cade snarled right back. A brief tussle ensued, during which Derien ducked down and darted between guards. Mieka tried to follow, and got a knee in the ribs. As he doubled over, Cade’s snarl turned to a roar.


“Stop it!” Blye shouted. “I’m Mistress Windthistle and these are my brothers! Let them by! Damn it, let them by!”


In the end, it was not a raised voice or angry words that got them through. It was Hadden Windthistle, in a calm, soft tone, saying, “Gentlemen, would you allow these young men through? Much beholden to you.”


A sliver of space was made. They slipped through. Mieka looked in wonderment at his father and asked, “How’d you do that?”


Hadden only shook his head. But as they jogged towards the building, Cade leaned down and whispered, “Didn’t you see that guard’s face? Your father magicked him!”
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All told, in later years Cayden Silversun would remember very little about his life from Midsummer on that second Royal Circuit until the day he finally realized how trite his life had become. For quite a long time he subscribed to that most unoriginal of ideas: that if he didn’t feel, he couldn’t be hurt.


Strangely enough, his work didn’t suffer. But his work was all he had. On it he lavished every emotion he refused to experience personally. Audiences applauded (with one mortifying exception). Accolades accumulated (with one mortifying exception). And during it all he gave a very good impersonation of an ordinary man with all the conventional and expected feelings.


Everyone was fooled. Even him. Especially him.


He laughed with his friends when something funny was said. He rejoiced with Rafe and Crisiant at the birth of their healthy baby boy. He was eloquent in his expressions of sympathy when misfortune occurred: the collapse into the river of Mieka’s little tower at Wistly Hall, injuring a boatman unlucky enough to have been passing below it; the ugly divorce of Vered Goldbraider that deprived him by law of the right to see his sons and daughter, because his former wife’s new husband was an influential justiciar and his own new wife had no interest in raising another woman’s children. Cade frowned worriedly when it seemed warranted and smiled in all the right places. He attended the performances of his friends and of any new groups that looked promising. He went to dinner at Wistly Hall and was always welcome at the Threadchaser bakery. He attended charmingly on Princess Miriuzca whenever she requested the honor of his company at lunching or tea, and had guested last Wintering at Eastkeeping Hold for many pleasant days in the company of Lord Kelinn and Lady Vrennerie and their two children.


He took back to his flat any girl who happened to strike his fancy. They never refused him; he was Cayden Silversun of Touchstone. If those girls had names, he never recalled them.


He went over to Redpebble Square as seldom as was decently possible. It wasn’t his mother he was avoiding, for she had always done most of the avoiding for him. No, it was Mistress Mirdley’s sharp and all-too-knowing gaze he dreaded. He never went to Hilldrop Crescent at all.


The sole exception to his removal from emotional life was his brother. Derien grew tall, good-looking, self-assured, a favorite everywhere he went for his sunny smiles and gentle manners. Not that the streak of mischief had been blotted out, not by any means. He participated in, and quite often personally organized, enough trouble at the King’s College to embarrass Lady Jaspiela and reassure Cade that Dery hadn’t turned into a prig. He was the only person always welcome at Cade’s flat. His was the only hand other than Cade’s that would trigger the unlocking of the door.


As for that other young life, the one Cade had sworn he would protect … Jindra Windthistle was not his concern. She had no claim on him. She wasn’t his. She was her parents’ responsibility. Whatever might happen to her was not his to influence. Whatever might happen to her was not his fault.


Whatever happened, to anyone or anything, it was not his fault. How could it be? The Elsewhens had stopped.


Nobody knew. He’d never been particularly forthcoming about his foreseeings, anyway, and things were going rather well for Touchstone professionally and personally, so why worry about it? He refused to worry about it. None of it was his responsibility; none of it was his fault.


He still dreamed. He knew he did, because he remembered them when he woke up. Anxious dreams, bewildering dreams that scared him with their bizarre juxtapositions of scenes or people or events or conversations. A trifle awkward, for instance, when people who were dead showed up—it would be terribly rude to point out to them that they couldn’t possibly be walking around alive. A few times he had wings and could fly, and woke sweating and shaking in the middle of a hideous fall. In one horrible heart-pounding nightmare he was being chased through the waters of the Flood by shrieking yellow vodabeists.


He might not have the sort of dreams other people had, but he had nightmares just like everyone else.


There were no more Elsewhen dreams, and neither were there any daytime turns. No glimpses of futures. Nothing.


He was just like everyone else.


Whether or not an Elsewhen could have warned him about the disaster of “Turn Aback,” he had no idea. He didn’t care to speculate. The fact remained, however, that the play had been a total failure. He’d worked so hard on it, muscling it past the doubts expressed by Jeska and Rafe and Mieka—which, truth be told, weren’t all that emphatic. His partners trusted him. Rafe asked the day after the inaugural performance whether he hadn’t seen it coming. Mieka had most conveniently spared his having to explain by coming robustly to his defense.


“He did his best—if he saw anything at all like this, I’m sure he worked to prevent it. I mean, who’d want to be him, standing there last night after we finished the thing? It’s just that you can’t ever tell with audiences. Isn’t that right, Cade?”


Mieka hardly ever called him Quill anymore. He felt a twinge every time he realized it, and then deliberately pushed the sensation aside, much as he pushed aside the Elsewhens when they threatened him. And they didn’t threaten all that often anymore.


But today, his twenty-fourth Namingday, he couldn’t push aside the assault of this chaos of men slumped on heaps of stone or sprawled on the ground with other men kneeling beside them, holding rags to their wounds. The dust of collapse mingled with the smell of blood. The forecourt was a welter of planks and saws and overturned buckets of nails, fallen scaffolding, and the snarled ropes of rigs for lifting stone.


“Jed!” Mieka flung his arms around his brother, standing tall and unhurt and with one hand firmly gripping Derien’s shoulder. “Where’s Jez?”


“Don’t know.”


“You stay put,” Hadden said. “Cade, keep Dery back. It’s not safe.”


Cade took over restraining his little brother, getting a good hold on the boy’s elbow, and told him what Hadden was too kind to tell him: “You’d only get in the way. Where’s Mistress Mirdley?”


Jed pointed towards the street. “Helping with the wounded, of course. Mieka, go see if you can give her a hand. Fa and I have to get back.”


“I’ll go with,” Mieka said. “I can use that hover spell Mum taught me—”


“No,” his brother told him. “Save your magic for Cayden’s plays.”


Cade saw how hurt Mieka was by Jed’s words—as if Mieka were of no use for anything except what he could do onstage. Considering how dodgy that particular spell was in Mieka’s hands, Cade understood why Jed forbade it.


Blye hurried up to give her husband a cupful of water, looking at him as if memorizing his face anew down to each individual eyelash. He drank, handed back the cup, leaned down to kiss her, and strode off with his father through the billowing dust into the building’s interior.


“What happened?” Cade asked Blye.


“Do I look like a construction engineer to you?” she snapped. “I was here to measure for the windows. Things fell down.”


“Obviously,” Cade couldn’t help but say, earning himself a murderous glare. “How many injured?”


“Lots. Five were up on the scaffolding and fell thirty feet. Cuts and bruises on a dozen more. Two men had their legs crushed—they might walk again, and they might not. And three are still missing.”


“Jez?” Mieka asked. When she nodded and bit her lips together, he went on bracingly, “Jed will find him. When we were little and playing seeky-findy, they always knew where the other one was. Mum says identical twins are like that. She—”


“Mieka,” Blye said, nervous hands twisting the cup over and over, “shut up.”


Cade had seen the plans for the gallery over at Blye’s glassworks one afternoon this winter, and though he had made a conscious effort to forget entirely about the Elsewhens, there was nothing wrong with his memory. Two staircases led from street level to the first of three upper floors. Between those staircases was a pair of fluted columns. The ground floor would be filled with heavier exhibits—statuary and the like—with a tearoom at the back overlooking the river. Up one flight of stairs to a pair of long galleries and a series of smaller chambers; up one more flight, and at one side was a library and reading room, the opposite side a maze of glass cases for small and insanely expensive things; up yet another flight was a series of offices and meeting rooms. Windows let in natural light from dawn until dusk. Cayden squinted at the confusion of stone and timber, and guessed that something had gone wrong on the gallery floor. But it couldn’t have been Jed and Jez’s fault—they were always scrupulously careful about scaffolding and support beams.


He wondered all at once why he’d been sent for. What use could he possibly be?


He became aware that Derien was yanking urgently at his shirtsleeve. Cade very nearly bent into a crouch, as he used to when Dery was little, but realized all at once that doing so now would have him looking up at his brother. He wondered if he’d be glad or galled when they could both stand straight and look one another in the eyes.


“There’s somebody over there,” the boy whispered, and pointed to a tangle of wood and stone. “Under the rubble.”


“How far under?”


“I can’t tell.” He spoke even more softly. “But I know someone’s there.”


“Is it Jezael?”


“I don’t know. It’s just a feeling.”


Cade hesitated, searching the boy’s limpid brown eyes. He whispered back, “Like Grandfather Isshak?”


It took Derien a moment to understand and consider. Then he shook his head. “No. I can’t see through the stone like they say he could. I just know.”


Not for an instant did Cayden scoff. He knew this tone of voice. He had spoken with the same certainty when, at just about Dery’s age, he’d told Mistress Mirdley about an Elsewhen. Derien had just discovered a portion of his magic. How that magic might ripen could—indeed, must—wait. The problem right now was how to use what Derien knew without revealing how he knew it. Cade was painfully familiar with that sort of thing.


“Right,” he said briskly. “On me, then.” And before Dery could say another word, Cade straightened up, drew in a deep breath, adjusted the muscles of his face, and turned to Blye. In a deliberately raspy voice he asked, “Have they looked over that way? Has that section been cleared?”


“Yes.” She peered up at him, frowning. “Did you just—?”


He didn’t want to lie to her, so he merely said, “They ought to dig deeper.”


Her brown eyes widened, and then she strode off. Whatever she told the workmen, however she explained it, mattered not at all to Cade. He took Dery aside and asked quietly, “Anyone else?”


The boy half-closed his eyes, turning his head slowly from left to right. He hesitated about a third of the way, his face directed at the stately half-finished steps of an interior stone staircase. Cade knew better than to interrupt him. But he did brace his brother with an arm around his shoulders as Dery trembled.


“Behind the left-hand stairs.”


“Blye!”


Again he arranged his face in the so-familiar expression that immediately followed an Elsewhen; again he gave instructions. This time there were no questions. Blye snagged another pair of workmen and sent them hurrying to investigate.


“It’s not you,” murmured Mieka’s voice at his shoulder. “I know what it looks like on you. It’s Dery, isn’t it?”


Without looking at him, Cade said, “Drunk, sober, or thornlost, tell anyone and I’ll kill you.”


Whatever the Elf might have replied was lost in a new commotion. Lord Rolon Piercehand had just arrived in an open carriage and in a frenzy of shouts and gestures, accompanied by—of all people—Princess Iamina. His Lordship was standing up even before the horse had come to a halt. He sprang over the half door of the carriage and bellowed for someone called Needstraw. One of the workmen dashed over and said something that stopped Piercehand in his tracks with a look of horror on his face.


Princess Iamina hadn’t worn well. Cade remembered what she’d looked like that year he served at Wintering, when he wasn’t quite twelve years old. She hadn’t aged gracefully. She had just aged. At long last admitting defeat in her self-imposed competition with Miriuzca, she had taken to wearing gowns as plain as the robes of a Good Sister. Rumor had it she had become ostentatiously pious as well. She sat primly in the open carriage, hands folded, watching through narrowed eyes as Piercehand stalked about, giving orders and behaving as if he knew what he was doing. Iamina’s gaze snagged on Cade, then shifted to Mieka; she recognized them both, he was sure of it, from Touchstone’s “secret” performances for the ladies at Seekhaven. Considering some of the magic they had deliberately sent in her direction during those performances, it would have been bizarre if she hadn’t recognized them. Her upper lip lifted and her head jerked back, as if someone had waved a dog turd under her chin.


Cade wasted a moment wondering why she was here, then turned his attention back to his brother. “There are three people missing. You’ve sensed two of them.”


“I’ve been trying,” Dery whispered. “But it’s—it’s confusing.”


“What’s the feeling like? Is it heartbeats or breathing, or—?”


The boy thought about it, then said, “It’s hard. Not like skin. This is cold and hard. Metallic.”


He might be sensing gold or silver jewelry; it might be the steel supports of the building. There would be testings and evaluations, but later. And in strictest privacy, because if Derien was indeed sensitive to precious metals, that would make him an extremely valuable young man. Almost as valuable as Cade. Or, rather, as valuable as Cade had been before he started refusing the Elsewhens.


Physickers had arrived and were sorting out the wounded. Suddenly a jubilant cry went up from behind the stone staircase, and soon a man was being carried to safety. Cade saw a thin glisten of gold at his left wrist as he reached up, fingers scrabbling mindlessly at rubble that no longer entrapped him. He was either married or bespoken, with a wife or sweetheart to take care of him as he mended. If he mended, for Cade saw with a sick lurch of his stomach that his right arm ended above the elbow in a snarl of skin, bone, sinew, and blood. Cade had just turned away from the sight when another man, supported by two others but limping along under his own power, came into view, and Piercehand sprinted towards him, yelling, “Needstraw!” Cade was numbly unsurprised to see an array of gold buttons on the man’s torn and dirty jacket.


“Does Jez wear any gold jewelry?” Derien asked in a tense whisper.


So the boy had figured it out for himself. Cade gave a helpless shrug, thinking most irrelevantly that had this occurred after the exhibits were installed, there would be a hopeless confusion of gold in the rubble. Clocks and little statues and trimmings on boxes and settings for gemstones, all the oddments Piercehand’s ships brought home from all over the world, currently on display at Castle Eyot—


“Cade,” Dery said. “It’s Jez. Look.”


Hadden and Jed were carrying him. His left leg was wrapped in a bloodied bandage made from Jed’s shirt. Cade heard a soft moan of anguish beside him, and then Mieka was running to help.


“That’s all three of the missing, then,” someone said. “Broken heads and broken bones, but nobody dead, praise be to the Lord and the Lady. His Lordship won’t have the keeping of any widows or orphans.”


“No, that’d be the builders’ charge,” another man said. “And as it is, they’ll be compensating the one for the loss of a hand—or mayhap the wife, for her husband being able to squeeze but one breast at a time!”


“You’re a one, ain’t you?”


Undaunted, the second man went on, “And that other one, he was too tall anyway—and now, if they can’t save that leg, he’s likely to be the shorter by a foot!” He chortled at his own wit.


Cade turned slowly. The pair behind him, Lord Piercehand’s guards by their livery, were his own height but half again his heft. Very cordially, very coldly, he asked, “How would your own wife feel if you came home lighter by the weight of your balls?”


“Wife?” Derien snorted. “What girl in her right mind would marry a brains-in-his-buttocks naffter like him?”


It was madness, of course, to confront the man; armed with a lethal-looking cudgel and plenty of muscle, the guard could have snapped Cade in two with one hand while smashing Dery’s skull to splinters with the other.


Happily, his companion was of a mind to calm things down. “Here, now,” he said, “there’s been enough ruckus for one day, I’m thinkin’. Apologies all round, and—”


“Apology accepted,” Derien said quickly, and dragged Cade away by the elbow. The boy was stronger than he looked; Cade stumbled a bit, flinging a glare over his shoulder. “It’s not as if they’d recognize your face, or even your name, being barely literate if at all, you know,” he said, “and you have shows coming up next week—and besides that, it’s your Namingday and you don’t want to spend the rest of it and the next month besides with a broken jaw, do you?”


Fine thing it was, when his little brother got him out of trouble.


His little brother, who could sense the presence of gold.


“Dery,” he said, low-voiced, “don’t mention a word to anybody about what you just did. Not even to Mistress Mirdley. Not until we figure out exactly what it is you can do, and what you have to do in order to do it.”


Dark eyes glinted up at him. “And you call yourself a writer!”


“Derien, I mean it,” he insisted.


“I know. I’ll keep quiet.”


Along with the physickers had come carts for transporting the injured. Jez, Cade saw with profound gratitude, was in the capable care of Mistress Mirdley, who snapped over her shoulder at a physicker unwise enough to express his opinion.


“Forgive me for mentioning it,” he said with an exaggerated courtesy that was worse than any open contempt for the elderly Trollwife, “but my credentials are from Stiddolfe and Shollop both. With respect, Mistress, I think I know quite a lot more about—”


“It’s not what you do know as what you don’t,” she growled, working swiftly to staunch the bleeding and cleanse the wound. “He’s Elf and Wizard and Piksey as well as the Human that gives him his looks. A thornful of dragon tears could send him into spasms.”


He brushed that aside and shook out the dusty folds of his green gown, conspicuously decorated at the left breast with two embroidered badges: Stiddolfe University’s lion and Shollop University’s dragonfly. “That’s as may be. But I really don’t think—”


Hadden, who sat just behind his son, supporting him with both arms around his chest, looked up. “I quite agree. You don’t.”


Mieka was holding both of Jezael’s hands. “Go polish your credentials and leave the work to those who understand it!”


The physicker took himself off in a huff. Cade stood there feeling useless until it occurred to him that Jez had to be conveyed home somehow to Wistly Hall. Convenient was not a word ever associated with Princess Iamina, but she—or, more to the point, her carriage—was excellently convenient right now.


When Cade set his mind to it, he could be almost as glibly garrulous as Mieka. In fact, he started talking even before he unlatched the little half-door of the carriage. “Your Royal Highness, I hope you haven’t been too shocked and upset. It’s so good of you to bring along your carriage to fetch the wounded back home—I’m sure it won’t take above an hour or so, and I will be more than happy to escort you back to your own house. You’ll know me, of course, as the tregetour of Touchstone.”


The Princess scooted back into the far corner of the leather seat, scowling horribly. “I have no idea who you are, and I cannot say that I care! And to imply that a decent woman would know the first thing about anything to do with theater—I have never in my life seen a play! Sinful enough when men attend such performances, but ladies in an audience—though one could scarce term them ladies—is a scandal, utterly depraved.”


Cade put a look of shock onto his face as he took the long step up into the carriage. “But—forgive me, but some dreadful impertinent woman has made a mockery of Your Royal Highness!” When she sat up straight and sucked in air, he went on, “Touchstone, you see, has performed for the ladies of the Court at Seekhaven—all very secret, of course, and I understand perfectly that Your Royal Highness’s delicacy of mind would never permit attendance there—because of course it couldn’t have been you, it was some disrespectful woman wearing a copy of Your Royal Highness’s famous yellow flower jewel.”


Derien obliged him by unfolding the steps. Cade took firm possession of Iamina’s left elbow, tugging her adamantly from her corner. She was the sort of person whose indignation was boundless, but bound by one indignity at a time. Cade had given her four atrocities in quick succession. Commandeering her carriage competed with the implication that she had actually seen a play, but could not rival the outrage of being “impersonated,” which faded to insignificance in the immediate affront of having her Royal Person touched. The claims of all these on her powers of speech resulted in paralysis.


Cade congratulated himself and delivered his final blow. “Your Royal Highness may rest assured that if I ever see that fake jewel again, I will tear the insolent woman limb from limb—” He paused and leaned in to whisper for her ears alone. “—much like that Woodwose many years ago at a private Wintering celebration. Tell me, can you still taste his blood?”


She reared back like a horse eyeing a snake. This put her off balance enough so that Cade could extract her from her carriage and set her on the pavement.


“So very kind of Your Royal Highness!” He rapped his knuckles on the side of the carriage. “Driver, follow my brother over that way. You may return for the Princess across the street at the Minster.” Turning again to Iamina, he finished, “I feel sure Your Royal Highness’s well-known piety will do much good for these poor people with your prayers. Here, you—” He waved at one of Piercehand’s guards. “Escort Her Royal Highness to the Minster!”


He bowed to Iamina before hurrying to catch up to the carriage. The driver didn’t look happy. Cade met him stare for stare and eventually the man shrugged.


There was room on the butter-soft upholstery for Jez, Mistress Mirdley, Blye, and Hadden. Mieka leaped up to sit beside the driver. Jedris stayed behind to make sure the rest of the wounded were taken care of and got home all right. Lord Rolon Piercehand was distributing handfuls of coin to every worker who filed past him. Cade noticed that some were going round twice.


“Can I stay with you tonight?”


He looked down at Derien. “What? No. Mother—”


“She’s at Threne with the Archduchess for a week.”


“She’s where? She never goes anywhere to stay.”


“I know. But that’s where she is. Mistress Mirdley will want to keep an eye on Jez and it’d be just me at Redpebble. The footmen have the week free as well.”


It was thus demonstrated to him how little he knew about his own family these days. “Well … all right. But be sure you wake in time for school tomorrow.”


Lord Piercehand, still bestowing silver coins, called out to Cade—called him by name, in fact. For all that each group on each circuit spent several days of each tour on holiday at Piercehand’s Castle Eyot, Cade hadn’t known that the man had ever seen Touchstone perform. He was always off on some voyage or other, collecting. He was very charming, very rich, and very dissipated. Part Wizard and part Elf, with plenty of Human noble titles in his bloodlines and to spare, in his youth he had been all the craze at Court, where his good looks and merry wit made him the darling of Queen Roshien and her ladies. But that had been twenty years ago. He bore all the signs nowadays of indulgence in every diversion wealth could buy. The advancing ruin of a handsome face and fine body was something Cade had seen before, but he couldn’t quite recall where. An Elsewhen, mayhap.


“Master Silversun! Yes, yes, over here, if you please!”


Cade dutifully approached. “Your Lordship?”


A monologue ensued, one voice meant for Cade and the other voice for the workmen queued up for commiseration in the form of silver coin—as if he were the masquer in a play that called for asides to the audience.


“A good thing it was that you did with the carriage, Master Silversun.” With a quick, warm smile at a workman as he pressed a coin into his hand: “Here, my good fellow, glad to see you’re unhurt. I don’t know why she insisted on coming here, never any telling what that woman will do. Spend some of this on your wife, eh? Buy her something pretty. Invited her to my town house, gave her tea, asked if she’d part with a few of her better bits and bobs for my Gallery—yes, come back to work tomorrow, have to clear all this up, eh? On gracious loan from the collection of, and all that sort of thing. Then the runner came with word of this—” He waved his free hand aimlessly. “—and damn me if she didn’t offer her own carriage and stepped right in ahead of me. Let’s hope there’s not too much blood on the upholstery. Bright and early tomorrow, my lad! We’ve an opening to make ready for, eh? Where’d she take herself off to, then?”


“The Minster across the way.”


“Good place for her,” said Piercehand. “Devout these days—admirable, I’m sure, but a trifle tedious, eh? Not at all the way she was in her young day, I can tell you! Damn, but I’m afraid I’ve run out of coin! Well, lads, there’ll be more tomorrow. Tremendous apologies, and drink to your own good fortune tonight! This is costing me a bloody fortune,” he muttered as the line dispersed with grumbles—most of them hypocritical, for most of these men had gone through at least twice, rightly trusting to the usual inability of noblemen to distinguish one member of the working class from another. “But it might have cost me Needstraw, and that would be beyond tragedy! My curator, don’t you know—brilliant man, can’t do without him to keep my trinkets sorted. They say you’re the one who found him?”


Cade thought fast. “No, my lord, actually not. I only asked if that section had been explored, and nobody was sure, so they looked again.”


“Well, he owes his life to you and make no mistake. I’ve emptied my purse for today, but there’ll be a reward for you.”


“That’s very gracious but entirely unnecessary—”


“Of course it’s necessary! And I’ll hear no more about it. Now, let’s find you a hack to take you home, eh?” As he smiled, Cade saw the remnants of the young man he had been, a gleaming past glimpsed behind tarnished decay.


“I am beholden to Your Lordship,” Cade responded.


Someone was sent to find a hire-hack. After once again expressing gratitude to Lord Piercehand, Cade climbed in after his brother and frowned as he heard Derien say to the driver, “Wistly Hall, Waterknot Street.”


“I thought you were staying with me tonight.”


“It’s closer to school. And there’s always a place to sleep at Wistly.”


They rode in silence for a time. Then, just as the hack was turning onto Waterknot Street, Cade snorted a laugh. When Dery arched an inquiring brow, he said, “And once again my Namingday turns out memorable. I think I’ll stop having them. Twenty-four is quite old enough, isn’t it?”


“I’ll let you know when I get there.”
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Getting Jezael home to Wistly was a nightmare. Mieka was torn between a desire to shout the horse into a gallop and the equal and opposite desire to go as gently as possible. What Princess Iamina’s driver achieved was an uncomfortable in-between: not fast enough to get them home as quickly as Mieka wanted, but not slow enough to prevent cobblestoned bumps and lurches from wringing strangled groans from Jez’s throat—in spite of whatever Mistress Mirdley had given him for the pain. Every sound his brother made sent a spasm of sick panic through Mieka’s body. He locked his fingers around the wooden side rail of the driver’s bench and scanned the road up ahead, futilely trying to find the smoothest path.


Someone had had brains enough to send word to Mishia Windthistle about the accident; she and Jinsie were waiting at the front door with a makeshift litter. As they moved Jez slowly, safely out of the carriage, Jinsie climbed in the other side for the return journey, telling Blye she’d collar Jedris and get him home before dark.


Blye nodded gratefully. “He’ll want to know how the accident happened, but it can wait until tomorrow, when he can actually see something.”


Mieka helped carry his brother upstairs, and then was shooed out by his mother and Mistress Mirdley. Descending to the hall, he sat on the bottom step of the grand staircase and gnawed on a thumbnail and felt helpless. He didn’t like feeling helpless. Rarely did he get himself into situations where he did feel helpless; he was an expert at strategic departures. The last time he’d felt like this was almost two years ago, that night just before Midsummer when Cade had been thornlost in his Elsewhens, and seen Briuly and Alaen Blackpath finding The Rights of the Fae. Mieka hadn’t been alone in his helplessness; there was nothing anyone could have done. All the rest of that night and on into the next day, nobody had said much of anything, each of them imagining the sunrise scene at Nackerty Close—and, being players, they were exceptionally imaginative.


Only once had Rafe attempted to talk about it, saying that it was Briuly who had reasoned out that the sun would hit the hiding place of The Rights at Midsummer dawn as well as Midwinter sunset, so Cade really wasn’t to blame for what happened. Mieka had the sense not to open his mouth and remind everyone that Cade had wanted the cousins to go after the treasure. Jeska had accused him more than once of pestering them about finding it so that everybody would know that it wasn’t just a story made into a play, that it was real, and applaud Cade for his cleverness in working it all out.


Looking back, it seemed to Mieka that Briuly’s death, which everyone else thought was merely a strange “disappearance,” generally attributed to the vagaries of artistic temperament, was the last thing that Cade had really cared about, the last time he’d openly felt anything. There had been no change in the intensity of magic Cade put into the withies for a performance. Love, hate, fear, joy, contempt, anxiety, tenderness, indignation, grief, rage, pride—all the emotions that Touchstone used onstage were reliably there in the glass twigs. The feel of them had changed some, though Mieka stubbornly chose to attribute the difference to maturity and even to increased mastery of the magic. Cade primed the withies expertly, giving Mieka everything he needed for a performance.


Yet in his personal life, Cade seemed only to be going through the motions. He’d looked and acted grim enough this afternoon, but to Mieka’s knowing eye it was … not faked, not exactly, but … muted. Rather like what that unknown fettler had done to them several times on that first Royal Circuit, only Cade was muting his own emotions, not onstage magic. It was as if he’d set up a barrier between him and any event that might cause him to feel too much … or feel at all. Like the barrier Lady Megs had raised to protect a sensitive little girl one night at the Keymarker.


And there, Mieka told himself, was another sore point. The noble Lady Megueris Mindrising was everything Cade could want—nice looking, smart, spirited, educated, adept at magic, and insanely rich besides—yet he behaved as if she existed only when he was looking at her. Mieka knew very well what it was like to want a woman, to be so hopelessly in love that every waking thought and every night’s dreamings were about her. Any man with half a grain of sense would have been out of his mind in love with Lady Megs. Cade gave no signs of it that Mieka could recognize.


They’d met her quite a few times in the last couple of years: during Trials at Seekhaven, private performances at one or another of Lord Mindrising’s many residences throughout Albeyn, at lunching or tea with Princess Miriuzca, at the races. Cade responded not at all to being teased about Megs. He neither flushed red with embarrassment nor snarled that it was nobody’s business but his, nor laughed, nor threatened serious physical mayhem if they didn’t shut up. He simply didn’t react. The lady, of course, could not be similarly teased; Mieka did have some notion of manners. Though she was pleasant enough around Cade, she showed no particular partiality for his company. Granted, it simply wasn’t done: no self-respecting girl, wellborn or not, would be caught actively pursuing a man. But Megs wasn’t the typical twitchy little titled ladyship, nor simpering simpleminded shopgirl. And, facts be faced, she was getting to be of an age when people sniggered behind their hands at unwed females. Cade wasn’t the best catch in terms of the Court, but Megs had buckets of money and a name ancient enough for both of them. Mieka couldn’t see why anyone would object to Cade. True, he was no beauty, and he’d talk the hind leg off a wyvern, and his sulks were the most infuriatingly boring thing in the world, but he had pretty manners and could talk interestingly when he felt like it, and he was famous and even had a few noble ancestors, and why was Mieka chittering inside his own head about Cade’s love life when his brother lay upstairs—?


“How is he?”


Cade and Derien stood in the hallway. Mieka hadn’t even noticed their arrival. Getting to his feet, he said, “We took him upstairs. Nobody’s said anything to me since.” And then, seizing on something to talk about that would distract him from thinking about Jez, he asked, “Why did you pretend it was you, Cade?”


Derien glanced briefly up at his brother—but not for permission to speak, and that told Mieka more than anything else could that Derien was not a little boy anymore. “You’re right, it was me,” he said to Mieka. “But Blye would believe it from Cade, so we said it was him.”


“Yes, I believed it,” said Blye from the top of the stairs. She continued wearily down to them, wiping her hands on a red-stained towel. “But not for long. Jez is resting. Mistress Mirdley says the wounds are—well, let’s just say that she cleaned them out and stitched him up. Mieka, she wants a bottle of sweet wine to hide the taste of the medicine. He has to get some sleep.”


“Pantry,” he said, and led the way.


In common with the other grand houses on Waterknot Street, which had all been built around the same time, Wistly Hall possessed a wine cellar. All these wine cellars leaked, no matter how thick the stone walls, the Gally River’s underground tributaries stubbornly finding any crack or seam to seep through. The door to Wistly’s cellar was kept locked. Finances in the Windthistle family had been tight for the last thirty-five years and more, so nobody knew how deep the water might be these days. There was no money for drainage and repair. So all the bottles and kegs were crowded into a pantry along with flour and spices and loaves of sugar. Mieka threaded past boxes and barrels and shelving to the back wall, where the paltry remnant of the once-extensive Windthistle wine collection was stored. Behind him in the kitchen, he could hear Blye confronting Cade.


“I believed you for a minute or two—but you only see things that you have the ability to change. So it has to have been Dery.”


“I didn’t tell you, because I don’t want anyone to know before we figure out exactly what it is he can do.”


“But you already know what it is.”


“More or less,” Cade admitted. “Why did you send for me, anyway? It’s not as if I could’ve been any help.”


“When Mistress Mirdley got there, she said Mieka and Dery were at your flat.”


“So it’s Mieka you were wanting? Even though he was no more useful than me?”


Mieka found a venerable bottle of mead and dusted it off. Honey-wine ought to be sweet enough to disguise any nasty medicinal taste, unless it had been stored too long and gone sour.


“Mieka needed to be where his brothers were!” she snapped. “You’re right, you weren’t necessary, and you’ve made it clear that nobody’s necessary to you except when you’re onstage. So why did you bother to come?”


Mieka winced. He was fairly certain he knew what Blye would say next.


Sure enough: “Tell me, Cade, have you figured out a way yet to present your plays without Jeska and Rafe and Mieka?”


He also knew what Cade would say. He found a corkscrew, opened the bottle, and took a swig. Not his usual tipple, but still good and perfectly suited to the purpose. As Cade answered Blye’s question, Mieka took another swallow, wishing it were something stronger. There was no comfort in being right.


“Not quite yet. But I’m working on it.”


Derien, with desperation in his voice, broke in. “It was the gold. That one man had a gold bracelet, and the other had gold buttons. But Jez doesn’t wear any gold jewelry. His wedding necklet is silver.”


“Now you know why it has to be kept quiet,” Cade said.


Mieka wiped the cloying sweetness of the wine from his lips and returned to the kitchen. “Derien, old son, now that you’re of an age for it, you’d best come up with some other sort of magic to tell people about, because telling anybody about this would be as much as your life’s worth.” When Cade scowled horribly at him, he merely shrugged. “He’s not stupid. He knows what this could mean. I think we’d all rather he stayed put in Albeyn, not get himself hauled off on somebody-or-other’s ship to the back of the bleedin’ beyond, just so other people can get rich on the gold he can find for them.”


Cade and Blye both looked shocked—not by what he’d said, because they had to have been thinking the same thing, but by the fact that he’d said it to the boy. Well, it was time they stopped treating Dery like a child. If twelve (or almost) was old enough to come into his magic, it was old enough to be told the truth.


“Here,” Mieka said, handing the bottle of mead to Blye. “This should suit.” To Cade: “You’ll be staying here tonight, yeh? Let’s find some blankets and things.”


“You’d do better to find us all something to eat,” Blye said. “Bread and cheese and beer will do.”


It would have to, because what Mieka, Cade, and Derien amongst them didn’t know about cooking would sink one of Lord Piercehand’s ships. Mieka wasn’t sure who else was living at Wistly these days, and was grateful that none of them showed up to complain about dinner or the lack of it.


At ten by the nearby Minster chimes everyone had been fed and put into order. Jez was asleep under his mother’s watchful eye. Hadden and Blye took the younger children up to bed. Blye came back down to inform them that Mistress Mirdley had settled in a chair for a nap and would take over watching Jez in a few hours so Mishia could get a little sleep.


“Jed should be back by now,” she fretted as Mieka poured her a tot of whiskey.


“Sit down,” Cade said, “and tell us what happened.”


“I don’t know any more about that than I did the first time you asked.”


“My brothers,” Mieka stated, “are too careful and too good at their work for it to’ve been a structural failure.”


“Much beholden for the endorsement,” came Jed’s voice from the drawing room doorway. “How’s Jez?”


“Sleeping.” Blye was at his side instantly. “No, don’t sit here, come into the kitchen and eat.” She pulled him out into the hall. Though she was a foot and a half shorter than he, her determination overwhelmed his exhaustion.


Jinsie crossed to where Mieka was sitting, appropriated the glass right out of his hand, and took a long swallow of whiskey. “You’ll appreciate this,” she said, and dropped a piece of something glittering into his hand.


“What is it?” Derien demanded.


“Glass,” he said. “It’s—” He thought better of what he’d been about to say, and tucked the shard into his shirt pocket. “It’s just a bit of glass.”


Jinsie gave him back his whiskey and looked narrowly into his eyes. He met his twin’s gaze levelly. “Probably bottle glass,” she said, taking his meaning, for she knew as well as he did what it was. “No windows in the place yet for an accident to shatter.”


If she put the slightest emphasis on the word accident, only Mieka heard it. “I’ll ask Blye tomorrow. She’ll know what sort it is. It might even be a chunk from one of those rings she makes for neck-cloths. And that remembers me—she owes me my percentage from sales of the things. They were my idea, after all.”


Jinsie wrinkled her nose at him. “Money, money—it’s all you think about. Me, all I can think of right now is sleep.”


“Hint taken,” Cade said, and looked pointedly at his brother.


“I won’t be able to sleep,” Derien warned. “Will you?”


“You’ve school tomorrow,” Cade reminded him.


“And we have a rehearsal.” Mieka finished off the scant swallow of whiskey Jinsie had left him, and set down his glass. “You take my room, Dery.” He’d long since switched bedchambers with Jinsie, not wanting to spend any more nights in the place where he’d struck his wife for the first—and, he swore, last and only—time. When they were upstairs and Mieka turned left down the hall instead of right, a glance at Cayden showed him that the change had been noted. He was briefly shocked that Cade hadn’t been to Wistly for an overnight in such a long time that he didn’t know.


Despite his protests, Derien was yawning before his head hit the pillow. Cade collected the boy’s discarded clothes while Mieka doused the candles, and once the door was shut said, “I ought to wash these for tomorrow.”


Mieka hadn’t a clue where the laundry was done. The only good-sized sink he knew of was in the kitchen. So to the kitchen they went. Jed was gulping hot tea; on the worktable before him was a plate emptied of all but bread crumbs and cheese rind.


“—possibly be your fault,” Blye was saying as Mieka and Cade entered.


“But it happened, and I have to know why. Everything was just as we always do it. All the braces, the struts, the pulleys, the ladders—and all the workers are experienced men. It just doesn’t make any sense.” He finished his tea. “I have to be up early tomorrow. I want to go look everything over in the daylight. I s’pose it’s no good looking in on Jez?”


“He’s sleeping. Tomorrow, love.” Blye linked her arm with his. “Come to bed.”


Good-nights were said. Cade went to the sink and began rinsing out Dery’s clothes. Mieka searched a few drawers and found some cord to string up as a drying line. The practical magic of household chores wasn’t something either of them had ever taken the trouble to learn. Finally he broke the silence, twisting the loose end of the cord in his hands.


“Not a glimmering, I take it?” Mieka asked softly. “Not a hint of an Elsewhen about any of this?”


Not turning from the sink, Cade shook his head. “Blye’s right—how could I possibly affect what happened this afternoon?”


There was something else, though. Something Mieka sensed but couldn’t quite identify. Waiting Cade out was occasionally effective, and much the kindest method of finding out what he wanted to hide; bullying him into telling wasn’t very nice, but prevented a great deal of frustrating boredom.


“Nothing at all?” Mieka pressed.


“No.” Cade wrung out his brother’s trousers and put them on the draining board, then reached for the undershirt. “Not anymore.”


“What does that mean?”


A shrug of thin shoulders. “I don’t anymore.”


“You don’t what?” He couldn’t possibly be saying what Mieka was suddenly, sickeningly sure he was saying.


“The Elsewhens. They were a bit of a bore. So I stopped having them.”


A bore? Visions of disasters that, forewarned, he could seek to avoid? What about the one where Thierin Knottinger of Black fucking Lightning had given Mieka some sort of horrid thorn that destroyed an important performance? What if he hadn’t seen that in advance? And The Rights of the Fae—there’d have been no triumph with Touchstone’s version of “Treasure” if he hadn’t seen—


—and if he hadn’t seen, Briuly would still be alive.


Thinking he understood, Mieka said, “They don’t all have to hurt, y’know.”


At last Cade turned to face him. “Who said anything about ‘hurt’?” His voice was casual enough, but his eyes—Mieka always knew when Cade was lying. Those large, fine gray eyes always gave him away.


“Your Namingday,” Mieka said desperately. “When you’ll be forty-five. That was a good one, wasn’t it?”


Cade only shrugged once more.


“But why? Did they just stop?”


“Did I outgrow them, like you outgrew your yearly head cold? No. I decided I didn’t like them. So I don’t have them anymore.”


“Not even when you’re asleep?”


Long fingers twisted the undershirt viciously. “You don’t understand. You could never understand. I’m afraid to sleep. Not because of the dreams, the Elsewhen dreams. I don’t have those anymore. I have nightmares instead. The kind other people have. Distortions, and running in place and never getting anywhere, and endless falling, and yelling but no one can hear me, and being helpless—but even if there weren’t any nightmares, I’d be afraid to sleep because after I sleep I have to wake up, and there’s another Gods-be-damned day to be faced and dealt with and slogged through somehow, and—even if I’ve pricked blockweed the night before, and have no dreams or nightmares at all, I still have to wake up. And sometimes the waking day is worse than the sleeping nightmare.”


Mieka watched in mute dismay as Cade draped the undershirt on the makeshift clothesline. He’d never heard Cade’s voice like this: quick, brittle, with an undercurrent of vicious mockery.


“And besides that,” Cade went on, “I’ve got rid of all the Elsewhens I had before. I don’t remember them. They’re gone. You say there was a good one—I’ll have to take your word for it, because I don’t remember them anymore. I don’t want them. I want to live the way normal people live. Without knowing what’s coming.”
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