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		For Sheila … who waited and waited and waited. And who was understanding about delays. Thank you.

	
		We left behind a land given over to chaos, a destroyed city, and uncounted dead.

		Those of us who survived the terror and the pain will make a new life here. We will never go back.

		—From The Captain’s Chronicle

	
		
			NONEE.NOW

			“Nonee! Nonee!”

			Darny’s cry shattered the silence wrapped around Arianna’s deathbed. Squatting close beside the bed, cradling the thin hand of her first friend, she raised her head at the call, shifted in place, and winced as her bulk caused the bed to rock. All but one of Gateway’s inhabitants called her Nonee, and had for long enough she’d accepted it as her name. It wasn’t the name she’d given herself, but other people wore the names they’d been given, why shouldn’t she? Only Arianna refused to use it.

			“Nonee!” The timbre of Darny’s voice changed as he entered the herbarium and grew louder as he approached the private rooms at the back. “Nonee! They’re coming!” He rocked to a halt in the open doorway. “Oh. I forgot. Is she dead?”

			“No.” Barely louder than her labored breathing, Arianna’s voice held as much conviction as it ever had. “I’m not.”

			Not yet. Nonee carefully tightened her grip around loose skin and swollen joints, holding on. Not ever, had there actually been gods who listened.

			Darny kicked the threshold. “Sorry, Healer. Sorry, Nonee. But they’re coming!” He lowered his voice when Nonee glanced over and frowned, resenting the need to shift her attention from Arianna even for a moment. “They’re coming like you said they would.”

			“Now?” She could hear the anger in her voice.

			But Darny had known her for his entire life and merely blew out an annoyed huff of air. “No, I just thought I’d practice running and yelling. Of course now!”

			Of course now. When all she wanted to do was be with Arianna, to sit beside her bed and guard her from the inevitable. She needed … She shook her head. She needed to be here, but she also needed information. There’d been four of them the last time. This time … What if they’d come with an army? What if there’d been enough change at the other end of the road that they’d come to try and dig destruction out of the ruins?

			This was not the time!

			Arianna nodded when Nonee’s gaze returned to her face and her slack lips twitched, the closest she could come to a smile. “I’m not … not going anywhere yet.”

			She searched for a clever response, something Arianna could answer with wit or sarcasm, a moment’s banter to delay the inevitable, but Arianna had too few words left to waste any on foolishness. “How many?” she asked Darny without turning.

			“Seven riding. Four in leather and scale, two in fancy clothes, with like embroidery and stuff. The seventh isn’t in a uniform and he’s not so fancy dressed as the rest. And they have two people wearing all blue riding in a wagon. They’ve got round hats on, sort of like what Mam wears in the sun but not really, and the hats are the very same blue. So,” he declared after a moment, “nine I could see.”

			“A wagon?” That was unexpected. They might have come for trade if they came with a wagon.

			“Yeah, hard to miss. And I only saw two people on the wagon, but it’s big and covered over so there could be more soldiers hidden inside.”

			“Guardians.”

			“What?”

			“They call their soldiers guardians. Why do you think they’d hide guardians inside the wagon?” she asked, as Arianna’s lips twitched again. Their arrival had given Arianna a chance to smile twice. For that, Nonee might forgive the interruption.

			“They could want to sneak more people inside the wall. People that we didn’t know about, to take us by surprise. It’s a big wagon,” he added defensively. “With two big horses!”

			Except for the hand cradled in hers, the clever fingers still and damp and so cold it was clear they’d never be warm again, Nonee might have smiled as well.

			A long, long time ago, when Arianna’s hair crowned her head in a gleaming tangle of chestnut curls, when her eyes were bright, when she could beat all challengers in a footrace, Garrett, Heir of Marsan, had stopped at Gateway on his way to the Broken Lands with his ancille, his best friend, and his best friend’s ancille. The ancilles had been barely more than boys, boys from the Five Thousand learning to be men at the side of those older and possibly wiser. “A small party can move fast enough to survive,” Garrett, Heir of Marsan, had said. “The smaller the party, the faster it can move.” Nonee looked down to see Arianna’s eyes dancing and knew, the way she always knew, that Arianna was thinking of the heir as well. The healer had disapproved of Garrett Heir in the beginning, but had come to like him well enough by the end.

			Arianna’s fingers twitched. “He brought you … here.” After so many years together, teaching and being taught, living in each other’s head went both ways.

			He’d have mocked a party of nine. Maybe he had mocked it. Arianna and he were of an age, he could still be alive.

			Garrett Heir hadn’t brought a wagon, but he had brought the only one of the six great mage-crafted weapons to survive the war. This new company riding—and rolling—up the Mage Road to the Broken Lands would want to claim it.

			She could hear Darny’s bare feet scuffing against the worn stone floor. “So, are you coming, Nonee?”

			“No.”

			“But you need to talk to them! You know they’re gonna want …”

			“Later.”

			“Not long …” Arianna sighed.

			She could feel Arianna’s pulse fluttering in her wrist like a small bird throwing itself against the bars of a cage. Would it help if she thought of Arianna’s spirit fighting to be free of the cage that age had made of her body?

			No.

			“Much later,” she said.

			Arianna managed to find the energy for both a snort and an eye roll.

			“Much later,” Nonee repeated. Belief wouldn’t slow the inevitable. For all her familiarity with death, for all she was, for all Arianna and others had taught her over the years, she couldn’t stop time. But she refused to surrender.

			“So what do I tell the gate guards if you’re not coming?” Darny demanded.

			“Has the council been told?”

			He snorted dismissively. “Well, yeah. Shalla was hanging around, so they sent her to tell Sa Oryn while I ran for you.”

			Oryn Archivist would be the easiest of the council to find; some nights he slept at the archive. “Go to Oryn Archivist. Tell him the council should stay clear until we have more information, that they should send Gils Trader to deal with them. He’ll know how. Then go to the gate. Tell the guards Gils Trader is on his way and that he has the final word on whether or not they open the gate.”

			“You mean I should tell Sa Oryn that Nonee says to send Gils? And then tell the guards that Nonee says Gils has the final word? And then run around the walls because I’ve run out of other places to run to?”

			“Darny.” She rolled his name out of the depths of her chest, the sound as much a rumble of displeasure as a word.

			“Fine. I’ll run. I’ll tell them.” She heard him turn, pause, return. “Nonee? I’m sorry Ari’s dying.”

			She closed her eyes. Heard him turn again and leave. Opened her eyes a long moment later.

			“Everyone dies,” Arianna murmured. “I shouldn’t have to … tell … you that.”

			Nonee carefully brushed a thin strand of brittle, white hair back off the high arc of Arianna’s forehead. “Not you. You don’t die.”

			“Also … me.” A shallow breath struggled to lift the sunken chest. “Come … closer. Don’t make me …”

			A group of children ran past the herbarium, shrieking with laughter.

			“… come up … there and …”

			Off to the east, a cow bawled for her calf.

			“… get you. You know I … will.”

			The remains of Arianna’s imperious expression pulled Nonee in until they breathed the same air. The dying woman’s breath smelled faintly of vinegar as her body devoured itself. They held the position for what seemed like a year or two, although Nonee knew it couldn’t have been more than a moment.

			Another labored breath. “Clo … ser.”

			“Ari.”

			“Don’t be … a … afraid of your … self. I trust … you.”

			“Yes, but …”

			“You can’t … refuse it … now … stubborn one. Last re … quest.” Fingers twitched within the cage of Nonee’s hand, brushing against her palm like the wings of a mayfly. “Closer.”

			She closed the distance. Felt her heart shatter as the first person to ever care for her gave her one last gift as she died.

		

	
		
			RYAN.NOW

			“Do you know who I am?” Ryan yelled up at the two archers on the battlements. “Do you?”

			“Said you were the Heir of Marsan,” replied the taller. She turned and added something quietly to her companion, who laughed.

			Ryan stiffened in the saddle. His horse stepped back two paces, dark ears flat. Forcing himself to relax before Slate scaled up his objection, he scratched at a dapple-gray shoulder and reminded himself he was used to laughter. First from his brothers, then while trying to take his brothers’ place. But these people were laughing at the Heir of Marsan. At the title, not at him. That wasn’t supposed to happen.

			It wouldn’t have happened to Donal.

			“It’s like they’re not glad to see us.” Keetin moved Thorn, his gelding, in close enough for the two horses to bump haunches, the contact calming Slate enough that he stopped shifting in place.

			“I don’t care how they feel about us,” Ryan muttered. “I just want them to open the flaming gate.”

			The gate should have been opened to the Heir of Marsan.

			The gate remained closed.

			He lifted his chin and met the archer’s gaze. “How long do we wait?”

			She glanced to the west and shrugged. “B’in fore dark.”

			The sun showed red between the trees. Daylight lingered in midsummer, especially this far north, but dusk had crept closer than expected.

			“Before duck?” Keetin muttered. “What’s duck got to do with it?”

			“Dark.”

			“No, she said duck.”

			The local accent made shared words sound like another language. Ryan dragged the reins across Slate’s neck, wheeled the horse around to the left, and charged back toward the wagon. Slate complained about the sudden start and stop by bucking before he settled, but it was a perfunctory protest at best.

			When he became Lord Protector, he’d expand his influence north. Gateway had been a traders’ town, according to the Captain’s Chronicle, a point of contact between the mages and the greater world, with scholars and artisans and merchants gathered together to create a city of unparalleled beauty and advancements. Most of the Five Thousand who went south with Captain Marsan were from Gateway: five thousand survivors of the Mage War who’d had brains enough to realize they couldn’t live in the wreckage.

			Those who’d stayed behind, like the ancestors of the archer, had been too stupid to realize their lives had irrevocably changed. They’d clearly bred that stupidity into their descendants.

			Slate danced sideways. Ryan forced himself to relax. The guards on the gate were being cautious. It wasn’t personal. No matter how it felt.

			Lyelee was standing when he reached the wagon, ready to dismount. He’d gotten used to seeing her in regular clothes, but during a quick late afternoon stop, before they’d started out to cover the last bit of road before Gateway, both scholars had dressed in full regalia. Robes. Stoles. Even the ridiculous flat hats. She was no longer his family—the two of them closest in age among the cousins so expected to get along in spite of differences—she was a scholar novitiate.

			The scholars didn’t answer to the Lord Protector and they certainly didn’t answer to the Heir. According to their Charter, they were directed only by scholarship and were above the day-to-day distractions of commerce and politics. They were to be scholars before anything else.

			No one had expected the Lord Protector to give them permission to take the Mage Road north. Scholars were revered, venerable, wise, not sent into certain danger. In the end, for that permission to be granted, they’d had to agree that safety would overrule scholarship until they were back in the Scholar’s Hall. During their travels, the Heir of Marsan would have the last word.

			Ryan hadn’t yet tested the strength of the agreement, and he was well aware that Court and the Scholar’s Hall had both assumed the last word would actually come from Captain Yansav.

			“Lyelee …” He paused as her brows rose and she twitched a fold from her robe: a fabric reminder that she had an audience now. He stifled a sigh. “Scholar Novitiate Marsan, please remain in the wagon.”

			“Why?”

			He glanced at the streaks of orange above the horizon. “We need to be ready to move when they open the gate.”

			“How long do you think it takes me to get back into the wagon?” she demanded.

			Scholars never asked rhetorical questions. If they asked a question, they expected an answer. Over the last twenty-eight days of travel, the non-scholars in the company had learned they could be knocked off the scent with a return question, and on the days the scholars had been particularly scholar-like they’d taken a petty pleasure in winding them up until annoyance turned to affronted silence. “Do you want to have to scramble back on board when the gate opens? With that lot watching?”

			Head tipped back to lift the angle of her hat, she glanced past him, up at the archers, and he hoped the need to been seen as in control would outweigh a scholar’s need to be right every single time. He breathed a sigh of relief when she sat.

			“So.” She shot him a narrow-eyed glare from under her hat. “What are we waiting for?”

			“Possibly a duck.” Keetin reinserted himself at Ryan’s side.

			Lyelee glanced between them, frown deepening. “A duck?”

			“A sacrifice perhaps,” Scholar Gearing suggested from the other side of the wagon seat, back straightening, the chance to lecture easing his exhaustion. “Some primitive peoples read entrails when they require …”

			“There’s no duck!” Ryan snapped. Slate bucked again. He shifted his weight into the movement and used it to turn the horse to the left until they faced Captain Yansav and the three guardians at the rear of the wagon. “Gateway wants us to wait,” he announced, pitching his voice to carry over the scholarly discussion on what exactly constituted entrails and why they couldn’t be referred to in the singular. “As we haven’t much choice in the matter, we wait.”

			They needed to enter Gateway. They needed the weapon. Both the Lord Protector and the Heir’s Chronicle—the record of the trip the Lord Protector had made sixty-three years earlier—had specifically said that no one could enter the Broken Lands without the weapon and expect to survive.

			“Not that the weapon guarantees survival.” The Lord Protector had blinked rheumy eyes more or less in Ryan’s direction. “Raises the odds though.” He’d coughed, spat, and added, “To about fifty-fifty.”

			Even with the weapon, half the people accompanying him would die.

			Four of the eight.

			Ryan had been able to bury that number and the terror it evoked under the monotony of the road. Riding, walking, eating, sleeping, then doing it again and again and again had made the concept seem unreal. Here and now, off the road, with night approaching and the Broken Lands in sight, he used the irritation of being kept waiting, of not being acknowledged as Donal would have been, to shove it aside.

			Donal would face it, acknowledge it; he’d do what he had to to keep moving.

			Captain Yansav narrowed her eyes and studied the archers on the wall, her expression suggesting she, not they, had the advantage. “Do you expect trouble?”

			“No.” He could recognize asshole behavior when he saw it, flame knew he’d seen it often enough. “But we should stay alert in case that changes.”

			“Sir.”

			Promoted out of the Lord Protector’s Guard, Captain Yansav could have taken advantage of her position with the new, inexperienced heir, and everyone in the Citadel was aware of it. Half the Court expected it, and Ryan hadn’t helped by spending the first days after being publicly declared heir in a near panic, looking to her for orders. She’d finally broken him of that during their first ten days on the Mage Road by forcing him to make every single decision no matter how inane until he’d ordered her to stop. He may have continued to ask himself what would Donal do, but as she hadn’t known, it hadn’t mattered. During the next ten days, he’d learned she wasn’t a morning person, her first name was Coree, and she’d been driven from her native land by a political coup. That Shurlia had also been Captain Marsan’s native land had no doubt been a factor in her choice as the new Heir’s Captain.

			Also, his brother’s captain hadn’t wanted the job.

			Ryan thought both he and the captain had made the best of having been pitched into not just the unexpected inheritance but the sudden departure for the Broken Lands. At this point, given a choice between Captain Yansav and an officer he could choose himself, he’d stick with the captain. He wanted to believe the captain would stick with him.

			He didn’t. Not entirely.

			In creating the new Heir’s Guard, Captain Yansav had ignored guardians who’d been in service to his oldest brother, not giving them their captain’s chance to refuse, and had chosen the guardians to accompany them from outside the political appointees serving at the Citadel. All three had at least ten years on Ryan. Vaylin Curtin-cee had nearly fifteen. Curtin and Calintris Servan-cee were of the Five Thousand—the formal “cee” matronym, dropped after introductions but never forgotten. Borit Destros and the captain were not. All three were decent shots, but Servan was the best archer Ryan had ever seen. On the road, her bow had supplemented dried and salted meats with ducks, geese, rabbits, and once, a yearling buck.

			None of them had bonded or children back in Marsanport, which said more about the captain’s understanding of this trip than Ryan found comfortable.

			“Sir?” Harris appeared from behind the wagon. Cloud, his mare, stopped a body length away and shot Slate an eloquent don’t try anything look. “Do we consider this a rest stop?”

			Do I light the kettle and make tea?

			Ryan took another look at the angle of the sun, half inclined to have Harris boil some water and show Gateway how little he cared about their insult, both to him and to Marsanport. “No need,” he said instead, turning Slate back toward the wall and raising his voice. “We won’t be out here long.”

			The two archers had been joined by two more. At least he assumed they were archers from the similarity of clothing. If they had bows, they kept them out of sight.

			The lower levels of the wall had been cobbled together from the rubble left behind by the Mage War—described in the Heir’s Chronicle as the result of panicked survivors piling the stone from shattered buildings into a barricade. The upper levels, built sometime in the last sixty-three years, had a familiar silhouette. It looked as though Gateway had copied the wall surrounding the Citadel, although Ryan had no idea how. Only a single family of Marsan traders had been allowed contact. Traders, not masons or artists.

			Seven people now watched from the top of the wall.

			Eight.

			Nine.

			That was more people than he’d seen in one place since they’d left Marsanport. His back ached, and he wished he could relax the rigid posture the Heir of Marsan was expected to maintain in public.

			They wouldn’t have made Donal wait.

			Donal would have been there eleven days earlier, into and out of Gateway, and into and out of the Broken Lands by now.

			According to the Heir’s Chronicle, it had taken seventeen days to ride from Marsanport to Gateway. Seventeen. Ryan’s company had been held by the wagon to the same pace as Captain Marsan’s walking wounded, who’d taken twenty-eight days to limp, stagger, and crawl from the destroyed city to Marsanport after the war.

			The Court had protested the time the wagon would add when the Lord Protector granted the ridiculous petition from the Scholar’s Hall to study the Broken Lands, but the Lord Protector, in full possession of his mind for that moment at least, had swept his gaze around the chamber, locked eyes with Ryan, and dismissed the protest with a curt, “They go for the good of Marsan.”

			For the good of Marsan.

			The scholars sought knowledge.

			Knowledge was power. Everyone knew that.

			Knowledge traveled too flaming slowly.

			When he became Lord Protector, the scholars would stay in the Scholar’s Hall.

			Yeah, he didn’t believe that either.

			“Sir.”

			Captain Yansav’s quiet voice stopped his spiraling thoughts and drew his attention back to the wall in question. Two of the nine archers were gone; four of the remaining seven leaned far enough out to look straight down.

			The door cut into the left half of the gate opened.

			The man who stepped out had straight dark hair, cropped short, and a full beard braided with copper beads that glinted in the sun. He was darker than Lyelee, but not as dark as the captain or even Ryan himself; the heavy black lines of tattoos spiraling around both arms were visible at a distance. He didn’t have the heavy muscle of a physical job, the bearing of a guardian, or the confidence of a politician. He wore loose trousers, a sleeveless tunic, and sandals—all in shades of brown.

			Except for the beads, he could have stepped through the gate from a working-class street in Marsanport. Ryan picked at a loose thread on the edge of his saddle. To be fair, beads might be popular with the working class in Marsanport. He wouldn’t know.

			The man didn’t look like a fighter, but the archers above the gate meant he didn’t have to.

			He knew the crest on Ryan’s tabard, his eyes drawn to it before his gaze rose to Ryan’s face. He frowned. “Your pardon, but I’ve seen the heir and you are not he.”

			Grateful that the man spoke slowly enough to be understood, Ryan moved Slate up beside Captain Yansav. “When did you see the heir?”

			“Six years ago, when the Lord Protector granted me permission to remain in Gateway.”

			A lot had changed in six years.

			A lot had changed since the Water Moon.

			“You saw my brother Donal. He died. As did my brothers Corryn and Josan. They drowned. All three of them. Together.” When it rained and the water ran into his eyes and his clothing got soaked through, he could hear his father howling as croppers pulled the bodies of his three oldest sons from the lake, the lake pulling back at their sodden clothing.

			“Apologies, Lord Marsan. And my condolences on your loss.” He raised his right fist to his chest and bowed his head. “I am Gilsin Yeri-cer.”

			Yeri. The trader family. Emphasizing their weak connection to the Five Thousand by using the patrilineal cer. Had the Lord Protector inserted Gilsin Yeri-cer into Gateway as a spy? Six years ago the Lord Protector’s mind had still been sharp. Had he planted one of his own within Gateway to keep an eye on the weapon? “We’re not here to trade …” Repeating the patronym would mock the trader’s weak lineage. Donal had excelled at mockery. In this instance, Ryan realized, he didn’t care what Donal would have done. “… Gilsin Yeri.”

			“I’m aware of that, my lord.” The beads flashed when he smiled. “You’ve come, as the Lord Protector did when he was Heir, because the Black Flame’s fuel is nearly spent and, before you enter the Broken Lands, you need the weapon. And, very probably, to receive a report on how conditions in the Broken Lands have changed over the last sixty-three years.” He paused and asked, “You’ll be trading for supplies?”

			“We will.” Ryan knew he sounded defensive when he should have sounded assertive.

			Gilsin Yeri didn’t appear to notice. “Any chance you’ve brought anchovies in oil? Love the little buggers and I always run out before my family returns.” He smiled so broadly the corners of his mouth disappeared into his beard. Then he stopped smiling. “I’ll need to have a look at the wagon. This close to the Broken Lands, we have to be careful of what we allow within the walls.”

			That seemed too reasonable for Ryan to deny him. Too reasonable for Ryan to ask him what wasn’t allowed. Or should he assume the answer was obvious, given Gateway’s proximity to the Broken Lands?

			He rapped his knuckles against both water barrels, and dribbled a thin stream of water onto his palm and then onto the ground. He examined the underside of the wagon …

			“Mage Road’s easy on the rig, I’ll give it that.” He winked at Harris, who rolled his eyes.

			 … then untied and flipped up one of the canvas sides. Even with the trade goods, the scholar’s supplies, bedrolls, cooking gear, and the like, the wagon was nearly empty.

			Ryan could see the questions as Gilsin Yeri stepped back. “It was full when we left Marsanport,” he said. “Food. Grain for the horses. Other things we might need on the road.”

			“Looks like you needed all of them.”

			“We’ve been traveling for twenty-eight days,” Gearing snapped, having apparently heard insult rather than observation.

			“It’s always twenty-eight days, Scholar,” the trader/possible spy said flatly. “It’s a mage road.”

			“It is?” Sarcasm dripped from the question. “Would that be why they call it the Mage Road then?”

			“Yes.” The scholar seemed taken aback by the flat answer and hadn’t yet recovered when Gilsin Yeri added, “It takes twenty-eight days because they built a full turn of the moon into it.”

			Keetin nudged his horse forward. “The Lord Protector took only seventeen days.”

			Within the depths of his beard, Gilsin Yeri’s mouth twisted. “I’ve read the Heir’s Chronicle.”

			“And what is that supposed to mean?” Lyelee’s scowl looked capable of physical damage. Beside her, Gearing seemed to have sucked the overhang of his mustache into his mouth.

			“It means that the Mage Road always takes twenty-eight days from Marsanport to Gateway, Scholar.”

			Like everyone in Marsanport, Ryan had been taught that scholars always had, always would have the last word. Both of them would have plenty to say in response to the lack of respect, and Ryan had been raised to let them say it. But they needed to be behind the wall before dark. He’d opened his mouth to try and stop the lecture before it began when Gilsin Yeri leaned back far enough to get a better angle on the battlements, cupped his hands around his mouth, and yelled, “I speak for the Heir of Marsan and his party, Clea. Open the gate.”

			Metal groaned behind the slabs of wood.

			At Slate’s shoulder, far enough away he’d clearly taken the horse’s measure, Gilsin Yeri met Ryan’s gaze. “The Trader’s Hall is being prepared, my lord. Beds made up, kitchen stocked. If you’ve been traveling since your evening meal, you’ll want a bite. There’s stabling and a turn-out for the animals once the sun’s up again.” He cocked his head at Ryan’s frown and added, “It’s late. Representatives from the council will meet with you tomorrow.”

			“Of course.” He’d assumed they’d do it all tonight—resupply, accept the weapon, collect information—and leave at dawn, but admitting that would be admitting how little he understood what was happening. Donal would’ve known.

			“Follow me.” The trader/possible spy turned toward the open gate. “And stay on the road. We’re almost positive we’ve located the last of the cellars, but we’d rather you not risk it.”

			No need to ask what Donal would have done. Donal would’ve taken insult at being commanded by a mere trader. He’d have sent someone to find a cellar just to prove who was in charge. Ryan, who’d been told how dissimilar he was to his stronger, smarter, better-prepared-to-be-heir brother half a hundred times his first day in the Citadel, preferred not to fall into a cellar.

			He settled back into the saddle and met Captain Yansav’s eyes. Did she know the spy? Had she been assigned to him to keep him from accidentally giving Gilsin Yeri’s position away? Would she tell him the truth if he asked? Would it matter? He already missed the monotony of the road, where he’d come to know the answers. Was this a trap? No, that was a stupid overreaction. Gateway wanted trade with Marsanport and they’d agreed to help when the Black Flame flickered. “We follow the trader, Captain, and we stay on the road.”

			“Sir. Curtin, take point.”

			“Captain.”

			The guardian passed so close, Ryan could have effortlessly clapped him on the shoulder, and it was luck as much as skill that kept their knees from cracking together. Suspicious by nature and raised to believe in guilt by association when it came to mages and mage-craft, Curtin wouldn’t be distracted.

		

	
		
			LYELEE.NOW

			Lyelee understood why they had to enter Gateway.

			But once within the walls, what then?

			Trust Ryan not to have asked how long she’d have to wait before they moved on into the Broken Lands.

			She’d been planning for this expedition—although absent the presence of Ryan and Scholar Gearing—since she was a child. A thousand questions had pushed against the inside of her ribs for as long as she could remember. They’d driven her into the Scholar’s Hall, and finally, into this wagon.

			For the last few nights, she’d dreamed of the Broken Lands as they had been, filled with lost wonders. History waiting to be reclaimed. On the approach to Gateway, she’d been able to see the foothills from her dreams climb to meet the purple smudge of distant mountains, and the urge to take the whip to the horses and race toward the greatest mysteries that scholarship could ever hope to unravel was almost unbearable.

			But right now, she’d have to settle for Gateway, the point of entry to the territory the mages had controlled. For hundreds of years, it had supplied the mages with mundane necessities while the mages supplied it with the crumbs of arcane knowledge they’d been willing to share. According to documents in the Scholar’s Archive, Gateway had been the only point of entry—which was both ridiculous and illogical. The maps of the Broken Lands had been drawn years after the war, and, even if failing memory hadn’t shifted borders, not one of the fleeing Five Thousand had known the full extent of the mages’ combined territory. It had been large, that they’d agreed on. And if they were correct, why would the mage furthest from Gateway—historically equal in knowledge and power to the mage closest to Gateway—agree to such an inconvenient distance when they also shared a border with the outside world?

			Logic answered that they’d create their own trade town in a more convenient location.

			The original Captain’s Chronicle, safely preserved in the Archive, said they hadn’t.

			There was only Gateway.

			Gateway has been destroyed, said the Five Thousand.

			Green flame engulfed the temple of Gani Hav. The walls melted as though made of butter.

			Stones fell from the sky and crushed my mother’s house and all my family.

			Lyelee had read everything in both the library and the archives, from family histories filling multiple journals to illustrated manuscripts to scraps of paper with yellowed edges still stained with soot and faded brown smudges of blood. She knew what to expect.

			There’d be ruins inside the walls: the remnants of an ancient civilization taken down to bare bones at the edge of a magnificent destruction. If forced to wait, she could fill a few hours with study.

			Lyelee shifted forward on her seat as they passed beneath the gate, readying herself for the first glimpse of the city her ancestors had fled.

			When the wagon emerged back into the sunlight, she stood, braced herself against the curved frame supporting the wagon’s painted canvas top, took a deep breath, and looked around.

			There were no ruins.

			“How dare they!”

			“How dare they what?” Gearing asked, his attention on the horses.

			“The ruins of ancient Gateway have been removed! The history erased!”

			“The history we’re concerned with remains within the Broken Lands, Novitiate. Now, sit down.”

			She remained on her feet, the only protest she could make.

			A circle of grass paralleling the wall was obviously used for common grazing. Given the amount of wool the traders brought back to Marsanport, there had to be grazing outside as well—to the west, she assumed, given the position of the road and the Broken Lands. The open area was most likely a part of Gateway’s defenses. Allowing structures to be built against a defensive wall was a documented bad idea, although very few cities managed to prevent it. Had Gateway’s council used the weapon to keep the area clear? Lyelee wondered. Historically, the possession of a weapon resulted in the use of that weapon.

			Beyond the inner edge of the grass, the only ruins she could see had become part of the new Gateway—broken walls still high enough and stable enough to pen livestock, blocks of dressed stone used to build a patternless jumble of small houses and barns. History disrespected by expediency.

			Trees made it difficult to see if the entire ancient city had been repurposed.

			The wagon bounced. She twisted to keep her balance, and saw, off to the left, the upper story of a row of tenements rising above the trees. Her fingers tightened around the strut. The roofline matched rooflines in the sections of Marsanport first rebuilt by the Five Thousand. Did the roof still protect an intact building from before the Mage War?

			Did the people of Gateway have some small awareness of what was actually of value?

			On both sides of the road, children and dogs gathered sheep into small groups. If the inhabitants of Gateway hadn’t found all the cellars, they were remarkably careless about both their livestock and their children.

			Unless the small, random piles of rock scattered through the grass warned of danger below.

			The children shouted as they passed the wagon, the spill of high-pitched words too fast for Lyelee to understand.

			The mixed sounds of people and animals came nowhere close to the roar of Marsanport outside the buffering walls of Scholar’s Hall and Citadel. She could smell sausages and honey cakes. And sheep. There’d been plenty of time for crowds to gather, but except for those few who’d joined the archers on the wall, no one seemed to care about their arrival.

			“Government repression?” she wondered.

			“A reasonable explanation for the apparent lack of interest our arrival has generated,” Gearing allowed, understanding her question without it needing to be expanded.

			The people of Gateway were acting as if scholars came through the gate every day.

			“Whaha lukin fa?”

			Lyelee jerked around and stared down at the boy keeping pace beside the wagon. “Where did you come from?”

			“Me?” He made a face that suggested she was a little slow. “From here.”

			He had the medium-brown coloring dominant in Marsanport—the blend of a trading city evident on Lyelee’s skin as well. His hair was thick and dark, his feet bare and dirty, and his homespun tunic and trousers declared farm not city. He looked as though he was waiting for a response, although his reply had been a statement, not another question.

			Ah, Lyelee realized. He waited for a response to his first question.

			“What am I looking for?” An exaggerated eye-roll confirmed her translation. “Evidence of the days before the Mage War.”

			“He might be sensitive about that,” Gearing muttered.

			He didn’t seem to be. But why would he? The Mage War had happened long before he was born.

			“All the ruinser outsye th’all on th’ay ta th’ine.”

			“Outside the wall? On the way to the line?”

			“W’else?” He slapped his chest with an open palm. “I’s Darny. Who’re you?”

			“Just Darny?” That gave her very little information.

			“A’yea. You?”

			“I am Scholar Novitiate Kalyealee Marsan-cee.”

			Dark eyes widened. “S’truth? Marsan like at the gate?” He slowed his voice down to a close approximation of Ryan’s. “I am the Heir of Marsan!”

			Lyelee rolled her eyes. The respect due a scholar was of considerably more significance than the respect Ryan thought should be due declaration of the family name. “The Heir of Marsan is my cousin.”

			“You a Heir of Marsan too?”

			“Not while the current Heir lives.”

			“You plannin’ t’off ’m?”

			“No.” She planned to remove herself from the line of succession the moment her novitiate ended and legality allowed. Knowledge was power and the actual power in Marsan lay with the scholars.

			He flashed a pair of dimples. “You d’it, you’d b’eir.”

			“Not where my interests lie.”

			Gearing cleared his throat. He either disapproved of the discussion or he’d swallowed another insect. Lyelee ignored him.

			So did Darny. “Is novisheet like a ’prentice?”

			Would he know what essentially meant? Unlikely. “Sort of.”

			“Aren’t you abbotol to be a ’prentice?”

			Abbotol? Ah. A bit old. “No.”

			Darny studied her face, apparently unconcerned with where he put his feet in an area of potentially undiscovered cellars. “Takes that long, does it? How much longer you got to be a novisheet?”

			“I’ll be a full scholar later this year.”

			“If you defend your thesis,” Gearing cautioned.

			“F’in you don’t die in the Broken Lands,” Darny added. “That’s where you’re going’ right? ’Cause the Black Flame’s goin’ out and you gotta get more fuel ’cause if you don’t no one’ll be scared of you even though my mam said that’s a load of ratshit.”

			“Daaaaar-neeeeeeey!”

			He jerked, stared into the direction his name had drifted out of, then threw her a grin. “S’my mam. Think she knows when I’m talkin’ ’bout her. Gotta go. My turn to gather the chickens and bring ’em in. The chickens hate me,” he added and broke into a run, racing diagonally through the sheep, lambs scattering like balls on a game table, the protests of the children who’d been gathering them drowned out by his bellowed, “Coooooom-ing!”

			“The point of that conversation?” Gearing muttered as Lyelee sat and arranged the folds of her robe.

			“Children lie less often than adults do. Prevarication is a learned behavior.”

			“Granted. And what did you discover?”

			“That a scholar is less important to him than a chicken.”

			“Chickens. Plural.” He twitched the reins. Dusk and Star continued to follow the horses in front of them as they had since leaving Marsanport. “The boy suggested our business here is common knowledge.”

			“Ryan’s business, not ours.” Let Ryan retrieve the fuel; she’d retrieve their past. The shadows lengthened. More adults called out, more children responded—not only sheep and chickens were being gathered in for the night. “The Heir’s Chronicle referred to Gateway as a surprisingly thriving community.”

			Gearing snorted. “I don’t doubt he was surprised, given that the Five Thousand believed they’d left behind fire and ash.”

			Lyelee waved a hand at the low buildings, at the trees they hid among, at the pockets of density further in from the wall. “Fire and ash aside, I wouldn’t call this thriving. Before the Mage War, the people of Gateway had access to mage-craft. They had lights that burned without oil. They had heat without fire. They had …”

			“Death and destruction raining down from the sky.”

			It always came to that, as though death and destruction wiped out everything that came before. And yes, it had—literally—but she referred to knowledge, to wisdom, to craft.

			As though he knew her thoughts—and he very well could, their argument was an old one—her mentor made a noncommittal sound and turned toward her, the reins loose over the swollen knuckles of his left hand. “In comparison to nonexistence, I have to agree with the chronicle’s assessment of thriving.”

			She gestured toward the sound of a protesting rooster. “Chickens and sheep.”

			“Eggs and fiber and meat.”

			“Government repression.”

			“Or a complete lack of curiosity.”

			“Which indicates a population focused solely on survival. Consider the resources that have gone into that wall—not only building materials, but the hours of work taken away from actual progress. No wonder the people are at a chickens-and-sheep level.” She leaned out and twisted around to peer back the way they’d come. Two silhouettes were barely visible against the sky over the gate. Where had the other watchers gone? “During her tenure, the sixth governor of Midlake wrote and enforced two hundred and sixty-three different ordinances and lived in luxury while her people starved,” she continued, facing front again. “How many ordinances did it take to build the wall?”

			“That Darny boy didn’t seem to be starving.”

			“Granted. But it would’ve been useful had the Lord Protector included specifics in the Heir’s Chronicle about how this rebuilt Gateway was governed. And if not that, had he remembered enough to speak to me about it before we left. Although, had he retained his memories …”

			“If his advanced age hadn’t weakened his memory of his journey to the Broken Lands, we wouldn’t have this opportunity,” Gearing interrupted. “The Court would never have agreed to fund scholarship if they’d been happy with the details at hand. If anything, we should be thankful for the Lord Protector’s lack of specifics.”

			And that Ryan’s brothers drowned, Lyelee added silently. Gearing disliked her treating the tragedy as though it were any other mitigating factor. She didn’t understand his objection; the deaths hadn’t occurred in his family. And he was ignoring the way the accident had become the default conversation throughout the entire protectorate. Nice day. You’re looking good. Did you hear about the accident? The ripples of losing the childless heir and his two closest brothers would continue for generations.

			Donal had been Heir of Marsan for seventeen years, since his mother had died of sepsis when Donal was fourteen and Ryan just two. As the Heir’s Journey to refuel the Black Flame would one day need to be made again, the Lord Protector had gifted his eldest great-nephew with all he knew of the Broken Lands and the ancient weapon. It was knowledge meant for the heir, but Lyelee bet Donal would have shared what he knew with Corryn and Josan, because the three were inseparable. Everyone knew that when Donal went to the Broken Lands, the twins would be going with him.

			Donal’s bonded had quite a bit to say about how inseparable they were at the funeral, emphasizing that they’d learned to sail at the same time and that clearly the person who’d taught them was an idiot.

			The point was—and Lyelee had made it countless times on the road—Ryan’s brothers drowning and the information lost with them had more to do with the Court agreeing to advance scholarship than the Lord Protector’s advanced age.

			She’d barely to had remind her Uncle Heath that Scholar Gearing, her mentor, held the Scholarship of the Broken Lands before her uncle had begun leaning on the Court. It didn’t matter that Uncle Heath—and her mother—thought they were arranging things so she’d be available to bring the fuel home and claim the Lord Protectorship should Ryan not survive. After all, her uncle had announced—with heavy emphasis—it was to be a dangerous trip. Lyelee had smiled and nodded and let them scheme. Eventually, she’d been granted time with her great-uncle, had held his hand and answered a hundred and one questions about her studies—roughly seventy-five percent of them multiple times. In a moment of clarity, when his eyes had locked with hers, she’d pointed out that the knowledge trapped in the Broken Lands was just that, knowledge, neither good nor bad in and of itself, and it should not be abandoned as though it had personally been responsible for the destruction. After a long moment and a mournful expression, he’d tightened his grip and said, “I suppose you’d better go, then.”

			It wasn’t a ringing endorsement, but it had been enough.

			Watching Dusk’s tail sweep from side to side, she wondered if Gilsin Yeri-cer, who’d stayed in Gateway for love, even considered how close he now was to the greatest cache of lost knowledge that had or likely ever would exist. Had he ever crossed the Broken Line? Or had he wasted his time with chickens and sheep?

			Then the light of a lamp shone through a distant window. And another. And another. Sometime in the last few minutes, without her noticing, the sky above had taken on the brilliant sapphire of pre-dark. “Do they have to build the Trader’s Hall before we can spend the night in it?” she asked, scratching at a line of raised welts on her shoulder. “What’s taking so long?”

			“Patience …”

			She locked her response behind her teeth.

			“I understand your frustration.” Gearing shifted on the seat. He’d lost weight during the journey and he hadn’t been well padded when they’d started. “We have the opportunity to create a new framework for Broken Lands Scholarship that generations of scholars will use.” He gestured toward the far curve of the wall as though he were in a lecture hall, the motion shifting the reins lying slack on the horses’ haunches. Dusk tossed his head. Star ignored him, her head down, checking the ground for food. “You and I, Novitiate, are very close to true history. Close to uncovering the truth buried in five thousand and one highly subjective memories. We’ve been given an opportunity we must make the most of.”

			Five thousand and one. Captain Marsan had led the Five Thousand, not been a part of it, although her memory had been just as subjective. Gearing had declared multiple times that they must make the most of the opportunity. Lyelee had decided repetition number thirty marked the border between scholarship and obsession and had stopped counting. He’d continued to make the declaration regardless.

			At the front of the line, Gilsin Yeri-cer pointed left toward a two-story building, the nearer side separated from the grazing lands by a single tree. The angle prevented her from seeing an entrance, but when Curtin dismounted, walked left, and disappeared, she had to assume one existed or acknowledge that if Curtin had walked through a solid wall, enough mage-craft had survived in Gateway to justify Marsan’s concerns.

			“If that’s the Trader’s Hall …” Gearing paused, as a distant, angry voice ran words together into incomprehensible disapproval before stopping abruptly. “… we’ll find nothing of worth in it even should it be as old as it looks. Everything of value will have been either removed or its provenience destroyed.”

			The building—a stone rectangle with narrow windows on both the floors she could see—might have been pre–Mage War; its architecture was too basic for her to be sure of age at a distance. The enormous tree between her and the building didn’t help. Nor did the loss of light.

			Ryan and Captain Yansav moved forward when Curtin emerged. The guardian remained a careful distance from Ryan’s obnoxious horse, and appeared to speak to them both—even though everyone but Ryan knew he spoke to the captain. After a moment, the captain beckoned them forward.

			Lyelee clutched the wagon seat, practiced now at keeping the initial lurch from toppling her backward. Glancing down, rubbing her ankles together, scratching welts with welts, she realized her feet were so dirty her sandal straps were barely visible. She suspected the rest of her body matched. Cutting her hair off short before they’d left had been a brilliant idea, but the curls had grown long enough to mat together with sweat and dust, tipping her hat to the right. Servan had offered to take a blade to them or roll them into short locs, but she’d watched the guardian shave Destros’s head and refused. Her clothing hadn’t been properly washed in twenty-eight days and although she hadn’t worn her robe since the barrier, it still smelled of sweat. As a Marsan, she was self-aware enough to realize, she’d never been hungry or cold or dirty unless she’d chosen to be, and while she’d most definitely chosen to travel to the Broken Lands—the prologue to the chronicle she’d write would include a few more mundane details. Bring twice as much soap. Half as much salt fish. Build inns along the road and staff them with guardians to keep scavengers from the Broken Lands—there was no reason that scholars should have to travel like barbarians.

			In the Heir’s Chronicle, the Lord Protector noted that he’d been able to bathe in Gateway.

			A dribble of sweat rolled down Lyelee’s side, the salt burning in an insect bite she’d dug open. She could almost reach out and touch the history she’d spent a lifetime working toward, and having to stop in Gateway to make nice with the natives made a mockery of scholarship.

			Her tongue dragged through grit as she wet her lips.

			However, if the Traders Hall provided her with the chance to study large amounts of hot water, she’d try and cope with the delay.

		

	
		
			RYAN.NOW

			Ryan glanced around the courtyard, aware of Lyelee and Gearing arguing about delivery areas and warehousing in the ancient city. He paid little attention to the spill of words. For all those two were always talking, they covered a limited number of topics and always ended up at Oh woe. So much knowledge lost in the Mage War.

			Although oh woe had never actually been said aloud.

			The back wall of the courtyard rose two full stories where it attached to the stone buildings and dipped to barely one story in the center. Whoever’d capped the brick against the weather hadn’t bothered to even out the damage. The wall had clearly been part of a third building; even in the dusk, Ryan could see where windows had been filled in. Had it fallen during the Mage War, the brick less able to stand against mage-craft than stone, or had it been a newer build that had collapsed on its own, evidence of how Gateway’s post-war population had degraded?

			The windows in the hall that opened out into the courtyard had shutters, not glass, and the wooden door had been patched into a larger opening. The surviving color suggested it had once been painted a deep yellow-orange.

			“They’re not exactly attempting to impress the Heir of Marsan, are they?” Keetin murmured, moving up to stand at his left shoulder.

			Ryan had been thinking the same thing. Aloud, it sounded significantly less justified than it had inside the confines of his head. “No reason they should. At this point, the Heir of Marsan will be impressed by a bath and a mattress.”

			“There’s a good-sized copper in the hall, my lord.”

			He flushed as he realized the trader had heard him refer to himself by his title. If the man were a spy for the Lord Protector, would he include that trivia in his report? Could he be convinced not to?

			“I had them light the fire, so the water should be hot by now. The stable …” Gilsin Yeri leapt back as Slate snapped at his outstretched arm.

			“Hey, you. Don’t be rude.” Ryan lightly smacked the big horse’s shoulder while backing him away from further temptation. “You startled him,” he explained.

			Keetin snorted. “You gave the bad-tempered sack of dog meat an excuse,” he amended. “I have a scar,” he added, before Ryan could protest.

			“You don’t …”

			“Half-circle hollow on my shoulder.” Keetin patted the body part in question. “The big brute has taken a bite out of everyone in the company but Servan.”

			“He’s exaggerating,” Ryan told the trader. “His shoulder was barely bruised. You were about to say?”

			Gilsin Yeri shot a narrow-eyed look at Slate and took another step back before answering. “There’s plenty of hay, but not much of last year’s grain. Use it if you want to, my family won’t be returning until after the harvest.” He nodded toward the painted door. “Beds are made up, kitchen’s been stocked, you should be good for the night. Anything else, we’ll deal with tomorrow.”

			A line of sweat dribbled down Ryan’s side. “The weapon …”

			“Tomorrow,” he repeated, as though it were nothing to interrupt the future Lord Protector.

			I am the Heir of Marsan, I don’t answer to you. Except it seemed he did. He suspected a demand for immediate access to the weapon would lead to a flat refusal, shredding any pretense of authority he might have. Donal wouldn’t have stood for it. “And if we want to leave the hall tonight?”

			His lips twitched, but Gilsin Yeri’s tone remained even. “You’re not a prisoner, my lord, but wandering about in the dark would be unwise. Not only are you likely to get lost, but some of the nocturnal shattered fly, and back during the Milk Moon, we lost an archer off the wall.”

			“Shattered is a local reference to a creature from the Broken Lands,” Lyelee called from the wagon seat as though Ryan had never read either chronicle. “Was it killed?”

			“It was.”

			“Did you keep the body?”

			“It was back in the Milk Moon, Scholar. No,” he added hurriedly as Lyelee opened her mouth, proving to Ryan’s satisfaction that however long he’d been in Gateway, he remembered how to deal with scholars. “We didn’t keep the body.”

			“Keep the next one.” The failing light hid the nuance of Lyelee’s expression, but her tone split the difference between thwarted scholar and Ryan’s ten-year-old cousin denied an exploratory trip into the Citadel’s chimneys. “I want to study it.”

			“We,” Gearing called. “We want to study it.”

			Lyelee rolled her eyes, the motion so extreme the gathering dusk couldn’t hide it. Ryan noticed she replaced impatience with a neutral expression before she turned toward her mentor. “You’ve never cared about anatomy before.”

			“The anatomy in question has never originated in the Broken Lands before.”

			Ryan shook his head as the scholars began debating the descriptions of shattered in the Captain’s Chronicle that only marginally matched those in the Heir’s. When he noticed Gilsin Yeri watching them, arms folded, brows drawn in, he said, “They’re Scholars of the Broken Lands. This is their first chance to do actual research.” When arms remained folded and brows down, he added, “They’re historians, mostly.”

			“Dissolving precludes descendants!” Lyelee snapped.

			Who or what, Ryan wondered, had been dissolved? He’d clearly missed that particular shattered in his readings.

			“Will they be crossing the line with you?” the trader asked over Gearing insisting the chronicles’ timelines had been misinterpreted.

			Ryan snorted. “We may have to lock their doors tonight to keep them from crossing before us.”

			“They won’t be allowed outside the wall, but please try to convince them it’s a bad idea.”

			“Scholars.” Ryan shrugged.

			“A very bad idea.”

			“I’ll do what I can.”

			“All anyone could ask. I leave you to your rest, my lords.”

			“You’re not staying?”

			He spread his hands. “The Hall has everything you need and I’ve a home of my own.” With a quick nod in Ryan’s direction and a wary eye on Slate, he walked around them and sidled past the wagon that nearly blocked the entrance to the courtyard. He turned right, Ryan noted, taking the road back toward the wall.

			“There used to be gates closing the courtyard off,” Lyelee called. “The hinges left discoloration on the stone, there …” She pointed. “And there. And if you’d get off your collective asses and stable your horses, we’d be that much closer to hot water and beds and a dawn departure.”

			“Should I be pleased you’ve noticed my ass?” Keetin preened.

			“You should get your ass off your horse,” Lyelee replied flatly.

			“Come on.” Ryan flicked the ends of his reins at Keetin’s leg. “The Scholar’s Hall has the last word.”

			The courtyard barely held four horses and a wagon. Had the captain not already hustled the guardians’ mounts into the stable, the wagon would still be out on the road. Ryan swung out of the saddle, the soles of his feet buzzing at the impact with the cobblestones even through the soles of his boots. It seemed darker at ground level. He grabbed for Slate’s bridle as Destros and Curtin emerged, heading purposefully across the courtyard toward the painted door.

			Destros paused long enough to say, “Captain Yansav asks you to wait to enter until we’ve checked the building, sir.”

			“I can do that.”

			Harris followed close behind the two guardians. “I’ll examine the food and drink before preparing a light meal.”

			“Do you expect them to poison us?”

			“I was thinking more of checking the available quantities, my lord, but I’ll keep the potential for poison in mind.”

			“Is he serious?” Keetin murmured, pushing up against Ryan’s side so as not to be overheard.

			“Isn’t he always?” Keetin had called Harris “mother” the first three days of the trip. Then he’d been shown the folly of annoying their only retainer. Among other things, Harris did the cooking. Ryan shoved his friend toward the stable doors. “Get moving or I’ll take Slate in first.”

			Slate kicked. And his back end was harder to control than his front.

			The stable was as deep as the courtyard, at least twice as wide, and unexpectedly well lit. Half of the space had been divided into ten box stalls, the five against the far wall already occupied. Lattice-work bins filled the other half, bulging with sweet-smelling hay. Slate tried to push toward the familiar scent. Ryan braced himself and pushed back against his chest. “Not yet.”

			“I wonder what they’re burning?” Keetin reached up and poked one of the lanterns, setting it swinging. “That can’t be oil, not throwing that much light.”

			In the nightly arguments around the fire, Lyelee had insisted that the mages, and therefore Gateway, had lights that burned without oil, although Ryan couldn’t remember reading about their presence in either chronicle or the traders’ reports. Lyelee could have settled the matter by reading the relevant passages aloud—the scholars had copies of both chronicles with them—but she’d declared his memory wasn’t her problem. Gearing hadn’t seemed pleased, although Ryan hadn’t been able to determine which of them he’d been displeased with.

			“It’s oil.” Captain Yansav descended a broad flight of stairs that looked too ornate for a stable and were probably left over from what the stable had been before. “It’s been filtered so it burns cleaner. I don’t know how they do it here, but we had clear-burning oils back in Shurlia. Olive mostly. Not usually in the stables,” she allowed after a moment. “The upper floor is trade storage. Outgoing currently, mostly fabric, some bales of wool. Given the size of the tables, I expect they divide the incoming goods up there as well. No sign of the weapon.”

			“Good.” The word slipped out before Ryan could stop it.

			“Good?”

			“Well, it’s late, right? I should be rested to deal with it.” Ryan hustled Slate into a stall and reached for his cinch.

			“Granted.” She pulled off her helm and ran a hand over her short, tight curls. “But I wouldn’t have been surprised to find it ready. I very much doubt Gateway’s council wants us hanging around.”

			“But …”

			“Every city has secrets, my lord, and Marsanport is not Gateway’s friend.”

			“The Lord Protector has allowed trade …”

			“And continues to maintain the barricade. More importantly, with the city this close to the Broken Lands, they won’t be happy about us taking the weapon and a vital protection away.”

			“The Lord Protector said …”

			“It’s been sixty-three years, my lord. With all due respect, he has no idea how Gateway feels about the weapon now. And the traders,” she continued before he could raise the point, “are not guardians. Their reports reflect that.”

			“Do you think there’ll be trouble?”

			“Of course.” She smiled and stepped aside as Lyelee coaxed Dusk over the threshold. “That’s my job. Servan drew stable duty. She’ll take care of feeding and watering.”

			“Good. Slate …”

			“Slate and me are buds, sir,” Servan called from the shadows where she pulled a fork-load of hay from one of the bins. “He doesn’t bite me, I don’t bite him.”

			The stable door looked as though the hole had originally been smashed through the wall rather than cut. Small pieces of stonework filled the space between the shattered edges of the blocks and the wooden beams.

			“Nice work.” Keetin patted it as he passed.

			“Like you care.” Ryan glanced toward the entrance as they crossed the courtyard. In the gathering dusk, the patches of rust looked like bloody shadows on the stone. At least they weren’t locked in. Then he remembered the archers on the wall.

			Keetin leaned in and bounced off his shoulder. “Trouble?”

			He nodded back toward the light. “Where do they get the oil from?”

			“Where does anyone get oil? Maybe they grow olives.”

			“Enough to waste the good stuff in the stables?”

			“Maybe they grow a lot of olives.”

			“They don’t have the space.”

			“Plenty of space outside the wall. Maybe the olives suck up mage-craft and glow in the dark and that’s why the lanterns are so bright.”

			“Shut up.” Ryan ran a hand back over his hair, scratching between his short locs. “The Heir’s Chronicle includes more about the Broken Lands than about Gateway.”

			“The Broken Lands are more likely to kill us.”

			“You don’t know that.”

			“Well, aren’t you a flaming bundle of joy.” Keetin’s hand lay hot between his shoulder blades. “You should be happy we’re off that boring-ass road.”

			He suspected he should. Except … “Why do you think there’s been a big chunk taken out of the road? It stops just before the gate, then starts up again at the edge of the grass.”

			“Probably damaged in the war.”

			“I think the break is deliberate. I think they want to control what comes up the road.”

			“A theory without evidence is an opinion.”

			“You sound like Lyelee.”

			“Now that was uncalled for.”

			Behind the once-yellow door, the entire first floor of the Trader’s Hall had been opened up into one large room. Scattered posts supported the beams that held the second floor and a kitchen took up most of one narrow end, divided from the rest of the room by a long table with ten chairs. Stairs drew a diagonal line across the wall facing the kitchen.

			Destros knelt by the fireplace in the long wall opposite the door.

			“It’s high summer,” Ryan reminded him. “Do we need a fire outside the kitchen?”

			“Securing the chimney, sir.”

			“From what?”

			“From whatever can get down it,” the captain informed him, emerging from the door to the right of the kitchen. “Storerooms through here. Facilities beyond that.”

			“Facilities?” Keetin asked. “Like … shitters?”

			The captain opened her mouth. Ryan cut her off. “The facilities are inside?”

			She stared at him for a long moment, shot Keetin a look that should’ve had his balls perched on his shoulder, and finally said, “Yes.”

			Fancy. Even the Citadel used cloisters. He drew in a deep breath, nostrils flaring. Inside, but no stink.

			“There’s a bathing room as well,” Harris announced, emerging through the same door. “The water is hot and I’ve filled the tub, my lord. You’ll have time to bathe before the food is ready.”

			Ryan could hear Lyelee’s voice out in the courtyard. Her half of the familiar cadence rising and falling; Scholar Gearing’s responses too low to hear. The scholars would raise the only real opposition to him going first, and if reminding him of the rights of scholarship didn’t work, Gearing would play the age card while Lyelee stressed the obligations of family.

			Fumbling with the laces of his tabard, he headed for hot water and soap.

			“Hey, where are you going?”

			He raised a fist and flicked open his fingers, flashing fire over his shoulder at Keetin. “Rank. Privileges.”

			“Asshole.”

			“I can live with that.”

			* * *

			The bathing room held a tub, a tank, a bench, and a high, narrow window filled with a fancy metal grill. His clothes hit the floor in a cloud of dust and he shoved another two pieces of wood into the fire under the refilled tank before sliding into the tub. Eyes closed, he sighed and sagged back against the heated metal, immersed in hot water for the first time in twenty-eight days. The steam smelled of mint.

			The water had become opaque and begun to cool when the door opened and Lyelee dropped a pile of cloth on the bench. “Harris borrowed some clothing for us. Get out.”

			Muscles that had begun to relax tightened again. “Lyelee …”

			“The water you’re soaking in is now cool enough to support visible mold growth. You should see what Scholars of Nature can grow from bath water. Filaments,” she added when he tried to ignore her. “Filaments writhing into your body through the opening in the end of your …”

			“Enough!” He heaved himself up onto his feet, water slopping over the sides onto the slate. “You play dirty when you want something.”

			“Knowledge is power.”

			“Good thing you’re a scholar,” he muttered, reaching in to pull the plug. “You’re too flaming mean to be in charge.”

			She threw him a soft cloth with one hand and dragged her robe over her head with the other. “From your mouth to the Court’s ears.”

			* * *

			“No, it’s simpler than that.” At the other end of the table, Servan waved a forkful of egg. “The pump in the corner …”

			Ryan frowned around a mouthful of dark bread. He didn’t remember having seen a pump in the bathing room, but he’d been fixated on the tub of hot water.

			“… brings water in from the well. Pipe from the well to the pump, pipe from the pump to the tank. No one has to go outside with a bucket.”

			“How do you know so much about pumps?” Keetin asked her, piling another helping of peas and onions onto his plate.

			“They installed a system sort of like this in the barracks,” Curtin answered as Servan chewed. “Five, maybe six years ago. Traders must’ve brought the plans back from here.” He sounded like he didn’t approve.

			Keetin, on the other hand, sounded indignant. “You have pumps in the barracks and it’s a bucket brigade to fill the tubs in the east wing? How is that fair?”

			Destros frowned thoughtfully. “Well, sir, could be ’cause you’ve got more servants than us.”

			“And the Gears weren’t sure it wasn’t going to explode,” Servan added.

			“Scholars of Mechanics,” Gearing muttered, not quite under his breath.

			* * *

			Clean, full of scrambled eggs and fresh vegetables, on an actual mattress however rustic, Ryan expected to fall instantly asleep. He watched the moonlight through the shutters make patterns on the whitewashed ceiling, he picked at the callus the reins had rubbed into his right hand, he heard the Traders Hall grow quiet and the sounds of Gateway devolve to a distant cat fight and a few barking dogs.

			Finally, he heard only the leaves rustling outside his window.

			He had a room to himself. Keetin had offered to stay, but after so long without a door to close, he’d wanted to be alone. Given the multiple small rooms on the second floor, the traders who made the same journey twice a year felt the same way. The scent of mint dominated the scent of fresh hay rising from the mattress as he thrashed. Right side. Left side.

			Maybe he needed a rock in his back.

			Or the pungent smell of summer days spent in the saddle.

			Or the high whine of insects.

			He scratched at an insect bite. Pressed the lump hard enough his fingers dimpled his flesh.

			When he closed his eyes, he could see the Black Flame flicker and go out. See the other trading cities on the Great Lake forget the danger the Flame had warned of and mass fleets to attack, drawn by the stories that filled the Broken Lands with forgotten treasures rather than the death and destruction the Five Thousand knew as truth.

			They’d sack Marsanport, tear the barricade apart …

			He almost hit the wall with his feet when he swung his legs off the bed. Fortunately, when he opened the window, the single shutter swung out because both he and the shutter wouldn’t have fit in the room.

			The moon spilled silver from behind the Hall, but all Ryan could see was the flickering dark/light of the enormous leaves that blocked his view. Windowsill digging into his stomach, he leaned out to pluck one from the tree and froze.

			A light shone through a dome at the end of the road.

			There was a dome on both the Citadel and the Scholars Hall, but light sure as flame didn’t shine through them.

			* * *

			Bare feet silent against worn floorboards, Ryan crept down the stairs and across to the door, stopping and starting to the rhythm of Destros’s snoring. A guardian on a pallet by the fireplace had been his security compromise with Captain Yansav, and the big axeman had drawn the short straw.

			In the Citadel, the guardian on duty fell into step behind him whenever he left his rooms and stayed there until he went through another door they could stand outside. With his guard unformed, he’d had to use Donal’s, and compared to his father’s resentment, their reaction that he lived while his brothers were dead had all the substance of smoke.

			Opening the yellow door just enough to squeeze through, he closed it softly behind him and headed out to the road. The borrowed clothing, trousers and tunic, had paled with many washings, and he felt like the reverse of a shadow as he stepped away from the building. He glanced toward the gate and realized that making camp on the grass would’ve been the only way they could have been less inside Gateway while still inside the wall.

			To be fair, they had smelled of days on the road.

			Walking toward the dome, he could hear only the soft pat of his soles against pounded earth. He could smell smoke, and livestock, and mint … but the mint might be him.

			The road wrapped around the dome, enclosing a small plaza between the circle and the circular building. The area was open, flat, and exposed. No trees. No pillars. Nothing to break up the moonlight. Nothing to hide him from curious eyes. If he crossed to the dome, he’d be seen.

			Did it matter?

			They hadn’t been locked in.

			The building might not have looked out of place in the city Gateway had been, but it was too large, too … other for the remnant remaining. Pale gray walls rose higher than his head, the curves pierced with arches that could have been doors. The dome rose twice that high again, and were it not impossible, he’d say it looked to have been made from a single piece of frosted glass. The lamps within turned the silver moonlight to gold.

			“I should go back to bed,” he told a small toad watching him from the top of a lichen-covered rock. Or maybe it was just a lichen-covered rock and he’d imagined the toad.

			Shoulders squared, chin up, Ryan strode across the open ground to the closest arch.

		

	
		
			NONEE.NOW

			Nonee didn’t think Arianna looked peaceful. Or like she was sleeping. She looked dead. Only the dead lay on a bed of sweetgrass and yarrow, yellow and white purkin flowers over their eyes and their heart and in their hands. Only the dead lay between six pillar candles made of purkin-scented beeswax, guarded by smoke and fire.

			For the first time in over sixty years, Nonee couldn’t protect her from what might come out of the Broken Lands.

			She knelt at Arianna’s feet, outside the circle of crushed crystal, maneuvering carefully lest she create an air current and blow out the nearer flames. The Initiates had laid out the body, touched them both with gentle fingers, and left. They understood. For longer than many of the Initiates had been alive, she’d been by Arianna’s side. Now she’d keep watch, to see with her own eyes that Arianna would be buried untouched by shadows.

			Let the new heir arrive with his wagon.

			Let him demand access to the Broken Lands.

			He could wait.

			He would wait for the next three days.

			She’d obey the Last Command when Arianna lay safely in the ground and not a moment before.

		

	
		
			RYAN.NOW

			Ryan shuffled forward only a body-length before a stone wall stopped his progress and he had to turn either left or right into a dark passage toward distant, identical spills of light.

			Left or right?

			Did it matter?

			Right, then.

			Keeping as far from the passage walls as possible, he lifted each foot and set it silently down, heel to toe. Not sneaking about as his brothers had often accused him of; walking carefully.

			The light spilled from an arch identical to the one he’d entered by. They’d built a circular wall within a circular wall, the entrances offset. Donal would call it smart defensive positioning. If the building predated the Mage War, what had they been defending against? Ryan stopped short of the light and listened.

			Nothing.

			Smelled candle smoke.

			And mint.

			But, again, probably him.

			Barely breathing, eyes squinted nearly shut, he stepped forward, and leaned head and right shoulder out past the edge of the inner arch.

			The space beneath the dome was a single room. Hanging lanterns, more ornate than those in the stables, hung from narrow metal crossbeams. The light from the lanterns was a familiar soft yellow. Candles surrounded a pile of cut plants on a central dais and on the plants lay a …

			A body?

			Someone sleeping?

			A mannequin?

			A sacrifice?

			He couldn’t tell. Neither the Captain’s Chronicle nor the Heir’s Chronicle nor the Lord Protector himself had detailed what the inhabitants of Gateway worshipped or how they worshipped it. The Five Thousand had given up faith when their world had burned.

			A woman knelt at the far end of the plants, head bowed. She wore a pale yellow shift, and a pale green headscarf, and the difference in size between her and what he could see of the body made him think the body had to be a child, or a mannequin of a child, the proportions were so off.

			The skin on her heavy, muscular arms looked gray.

			Ryan opened his eyes wider as they adjusted to the light.

			Still looked gray.

			He recognized the curve of her neck and the line of her shoulders. His father had held the same position, had fought the same battle against collapse, as his brothers’ biers passed. She grieved. Perhaps the body had been her child.

			He couldn’t see her face.

			The hand against his chest shocked him into a sudden breath. He choked on spit, and found himself pushed gently back into the passageway as he coughed.

			“This isn’t for you,” a woman said softly when he finally quieted.

			She was almost as dark as the captain; not as tall, much wider. Her body flowed from one curve to the next and her hair had been twisted into multiple small puffs. Ryan noticed her hair only because he was staring past it, staring into the room under the dome. The angle lined up his view of the woman standing in front of him with the woman kneeling. The proportions were still off. But now he knew why.

			“This isn’t for you,” the woman in front of him repeated, speaking slowly and carefully to be sure he’d understand. Her hand pressed harder against his chest, her palm a warm brand, her fingertips individual points of pressure.

			He wondered if she could feel his heart pounding. Faster. Harder. This was for him, in a way. He swept his tongue over dry lips. “What’s happening?”

			“She guards her dead against shadow taking control.”

			“Shadow?”

			“In from the Broken Lands.”

			“Taking control?”

			“Of the body. Of her dead.”

			“That happens?”

			“It has. We’d rather it never happened again so we guard against it.” Her voice was kind, but firm, as though she spoke to a child. “Go back to the Traders Hall, Ryan, Heir of Marsan.”

			She knew who he was.

			Of course she knew who he was. He’d announced it at the gate, and the absence of crowds didn’t mean an absence of gossip.

			The pressure of her hand pushed him back a step, and then another. He looked down at her face as he lost sight of the interior of the dome. He was at the arch, then the plaza before he could find words. It seemed to take less time going backward than it had going forward.

			She met his gaze in the moonlight. “If you hear what sounds like wet sheets blowing in the wind, lie flat. It makes it harder for them to catch hold.”

			Was she kidding? She didn’t sound like she was kidding. “I need to speak with …”

			“Three days.” And she was gone.

			He turned and looked along the moonlit road and realized he had no idea how wet sheets blowing in the wind sounded.

		

	
		
			LYELEE.NOW

			Lyelee’s dreams had been filled with voices calling her from the Broken Lands where gold and crystal towers rose to touch the sky and history lay spread out for the taking. Books and art and shattered wonders that she knew she could rebuild if she only had the time.

			The feeling of frustration, of time running out, lingered and grew stronger when she realized she was almost the last to rise and Harris hadn’t finished preparing breakfast.

			“Eggs and ham and biscuits,” he said when she asked. “As well as fresh vegetables, fruit, and cheese. Gateway has been very generous.”

			She picked up a small piece of cheese, sniffed it and put it down again. “What do they want for that generosity?”

			“They haven’t said.”

			“Scholar.”

			He looked up from his kneading, brows raised.

			Lyelee sighed. “We’re no longer on the road. We need to be precise in speech so the people of Gateway avoid bad habits based on observed familiarity.”

			The corners of his mouth twitched, but he folded and rolled the dough twice before replying. “They haven’t said, Scholar.”

			She approved of him taking the time to think. However … “Sarcasm, Harris?”

			“To a scholar?”

			Not an answer. Weighing the formal respect due scholarship against a delay in acquiring breakfast, Lyelee poured tea from the familiar metal pot into an unfamiliar heavy clay mug and stepped out into the courtyard. Tucked up against the rear wall, Captain Yansav was tearing a strip off the Heir of Marsan.

			“… and ignoring Gilsin Yeri’s warning of potential attacks.”

			“I didn’t ignore the warning.” Ryan had his arms crossed and his mouth flattened into his stop picking on me expression. “I took it into account.”

			“That is, if anything, worse, Lord Marsan-cer.”

			“No, it’s not.”

			Lyelee rolled her eyes. If he continued defaulting to childhood responses, he’d be as much of a flaming tragedy when he became Lord Protector as her mother’d predicted. “What did you do, Ryan?”

			“That is not your concern, Scholar.” The captain met her gaze and held it.

			“I wasn’t speaking to you, Captain.” Lyelee smiled. “Ryan?”

			“It’s nothing, Lyelee.”

			“I’m a scholar. I seek knowledge.”

			He shook his head and echoed the captain. “It’s none of your concern.”

			Back in Marsanport, he’d have told her. Back in Marsanport, the captain wouldn’t have dared keep knowledge from her. Another example of how travel with such a small company had worn away deference due—but with Captain Yansav in a mood, it was best to let it go. The captain hadn’t been raised in Marsanport and that raising had negatively influenced both attitude and actions toward scholarship. Lyelee swept her best disapproving gaze over the two of them and continued to the stable.

			“The Heir went for a walk last night.”

			She turned to see Curtin sitting on the stairs, left hand pressing a wet rag to his right arm.

			“All the way to that domed building at the end of the road,” he added.

			“Curtin!” One hand rubbing up under her gelding’s mane, Servan glared across the stable.

			He lifted the cloth and peered beneath it. “You answer scholars when they ask a question.”

			“She didn’t ask you a question.”

			They were both right.

			With perspective on the captain’s anger, Lyelee vowed that the first chance she got, she’d smack her cousin to remind him of his responsibilities. If he died and she ended up carrying the fuel for the Black Flame out of the Broken Lands, she’d have to fight both family and council to remain out of the succession. Her uncle and her mother might have assumed she had her eye on the Protectorship when she’d maneuvered them into supporting the Hall’s bid to accompany the heir to the Broken Lands, but Lyelee considered their political ambitions to be slightly ridiculous. Useful, but ridiculous, and nothing to do with her.

			Political power was ephemeral compared to the power she could gain uncovering the history of the Broken Lands.

			The mages had respected knowledge.

			She took a sip of tea and changed the subject. “Did you pull double stable duty, Servan?”

			“Not exactly. Slate took a bite out of Curtin this morning, so …” Servan spread her hands and laughed when Akart lipped at her hair, protesting the sudden cessation of attention.

			Slate had bitten everyone. Lyelee’s head still ached where he’d pulled a clump of hair out and she’d have turned him to dog meat had that hair not grown back. Running through the available information again, she found a piece missing. “Servan, has Slate ever bitten you?”

			“No. Animals like me. Always have.”

			“Always?”

			“Pretty much.”

			Lyelee had assumed Servan had exaggerated when telling stories of the cat who hated everyone but her. Glancing over at Slate, who curled his lip, exposing slabs of yellow teeth, she was no longer so sure.

			“My mam used to say some folk just smell right.” Servan returned to scratching Akart’s neck. “And he might just remember I gave him my last piece of honey bread. Where are you off to so early, Scholar?”

			“I’m going to look around upstairs.” There was a chance, albeit a small one, that historical significance had escaped renovation on the trading floor. “Is there a problem?” she demanded when Servan frowned.

			“Sorry, Scholar, but Cap says no one goes up. She doesn’t want us blamed if something of value goes missing.”

			“Think she meant us, not the scholar,” Curtin grunted, heaving himself up off the step.

			Servan shrugged. “She said everyone.”

			Lyelee weighed the odds of anything worthwhile remaining on the second floor against having to defend her actions to Captain Yansav, who had taken the scholars’ agreement to defer to her in dangerous situations to mean she could apply inconsequential rules. Lyelee’d had to argue the point countless times on the road and, quite frankly, she was tired of it. Not to mention that the captain was already in a bad mood. She took another sip of tea. “Any sign of the weapon?”

			“Not yet, Scholar.”

			Flame forbid Ryan actually attempt to command compliance with their needs. An opportunity to examine the weapon before her attention became focused solely on the Broken Lands would be invaluable. Had sixty-three years in Gateway damaged it in any way? Had proximity to the Broken Lands made it more or less efficient? She’d reviewed all the information available in the Scholar’s Archive—including a very dry and badly thought-out dissertation on what its existence said about the mage who’d created it—had sifted through the speculation of her companions on the road, and now needed to perform comparison studies.

			It seemed, thanks to Ryan’s poor grasp of what being the Heir of Marsan involved, she’d have to split her focus and do those studies as they traveled.

			With both the trading floor and the weapon unavailable, she glanced toward the rear of the stable. “The trader said there was a turn-out. Have you checked it?”

			“Not yet.” Servan’s shoulders relaxed. “Wasn’t sure when it’d be safe.”

			“The sun’s up. I’ll have a look.”

			“Thanks, Scholar.”

			Thanks for not arguing. Thanks for not heading up the stairs and forcing the guardian to choose between the rights of scholarship and the captain’s orders. It took so little to keep people amenable, and amenable people were significantly more useful.

			Lyelee pushed the back door open far enough to slide through, and stepped outside.

			The sun hadn’t risen high enough to have burned off the dawn palette, and the air remained comfortably cool. Although her observations so far this morning suggested they’d still be here wasting time when the temperature began to rise.

			The corral had been constructed inside the ruins of the building that had once extended from the back wall of the courtyard. Sturdy rail fencing filled in the two and a half sides where the walls had entirely collapsed. An enormous tree on the far side of the southern wall provided shade, and water filled a stone trough by the stable wall. Eroded corners suggested the trough was old, but Lyelee’d seen similar troughs in Marsanport. Its historical significance was minimal.

			She squatted to examine the lower, less exposed stones in the south wall. These stones had been here before the Mage War. These stones had survived the Mage War. This was history. She rubbed a finger over the discoloration, licked it—after a hundred and sixty-three years, it tasted of finger—and then rubbed the damp skin over the same area to no effect. Using what remained of her fingernails, she scraped up a bit of the surface.

			“If stone could talk …”

			Based on the small amount they knew the mages were capable of, the mages might have been able to make stone talk—if not participate in an actual conversation, at least surrender its secrets. “Think of what scholarship could expose if that was an option,” she muttered. How had they done it? What else had they been able to do? How much had been lost?

			“Dasa falere fuputard.”

			By the time she’d risen and turned, wiping stone dust off her fingers onto borrowed trousers, she’d pried the words apart.

			“Da says it’ll fall over if you push too hard.”

			The three children on the other side of the fence had skin ranging in shades from Ryan’s to Servan’s—nothing as dark as the captain nor as pale as Keetin. Unfortunately, with so small a sample size, it was impossible to determine if the extremes had been bred out of a small, static population. All three were barefoot, wearing sleeveless tunics belted with a strip of cloth. Hems flapped around dirty knees. Frayed edges and patches indicated either a lower economic level than Darny had shown, or parents who recognized how destructive young children could be and dressed them accordingly. The clothing was too simple to be historically relevant.

			All three stared at her with wide, brown eyes.

			Lyelee sighed and made the first move. “Hello.”

			The child with the long, dark braid yanked the smallest child back and made a garbled announcement.

			Lyelee understood two words—not and you. Although you sounded more like yee. She raised a hand then lowered it, palm toward the ground. “Speak slowly.”

			“Slur not slur to talk to you.”

			“Once more.”

			The braided child rolled their eyes. “Wore nog alloo ta take ta yee.”

			But Lyelee now had sufficient samples to work her way around the accent. They weren’t allowed to talk to her. “Are you allowed to be here at all?”

			They exchanged glances, then the braided child said, “No.”

			“Then you might as well talk to me if you’re going to be in trouble anyway.”

			After a moment, all three nodded. Scholars, past and present, agreed that children responded to logic better than many adults.

			“Are you here to take Nonee?” the braided child asked.

			“Nonee?” This was the first Lyelee had heard the name. Was Gateway intending to supply a guide?

			“She said you’d come.”

			“The olders watch for you.” The palest of the three told her. “Out there.” A grubby finger pointed toward the wall. “We’re not old enough.”

			The braided child picked at a scab on the back of their hand.

			“Open it and you open the way for infection,” Lyelee warned. “Is Nonee in charge?” she added when the child flicked the scab away and sucked at the wound.

			“No.” The smallest child shook curls cut as short as Lyelee’s own. “Auntie Raych.”

			“Your Auntie Raych is in charge?”

			“Uh huh. Till frost. But Nonee’s best!” The smallest child clambered up to sit on the top rail of the fence. “She brung all the stones for our house from houses what fell down.”

			“She brought the pole for the hall out of the forest.”

			“She found three lost sheep who were almost at the line and fought off a grr to bring them home.” Dark brows drew in. “One died. My da made sausages.”

			The braided child wiped their nose with a bit of tunic and said, “She tells the best stories.”

			More nodding from the smallest. “The flying pig!”

			If it was the story of the flying pig from the Captain’s Chronicle—and how many flying pigs could there be—Lyelee suspected Nonee had not told these children the ending. The pig had exploded. On the other hand, they didn’t seem too upset about the loss of the sheep, so maybe she had. Lyelee made a mental note to find this Nonee and see if she knew why the pig had exploded. Neither the chronicles nor the Archives had included what was inarguably an important detail. “What’s a grr?”

			“You know.” The braided child raised both hands to shoulder height and curled them into claws. “Grr.”

			“A type of shattered?”

			“Yeah.” The child wore a look as scornful as any elderly scholar. “A grr.”

			“If Nonee saved the sheep from a grr, does she go into the Broken Lands?” A positive response would support the theory that Nonee was intended to be their guide. Ryan needed all the help he could get.

			“She goes all the time.”

			“You don’t know that, Jisper!”

			“Do.”

			“Don’t. You only know she goes outside the wall. Lot of people go outside the wall!”

			The braided child sighed again and gave both companions a silencing shove. “Can we pet your horses when they come out? The traders let us pet their horses.”

			“We won’t be here long enough to turn them out.”

			All three arranged their faces in exaggerated expressions of disappointment.

			“Scholar!”

			Lyelee turned to see Servan leaning out the stable door.

			“Food’s ready.”

			The two children still on the ground rose up onto their toes as though standing a fraction higher would help their eyesight.

			“Is that your mam calling?” the smallest child—Jisper—asked.

			“No.” She thought of her mother with her rosewater and unguents and political ambition being mistaken for a common guardian and grinned. “I need to go.”

			“You in trouble?”

			“No. But if I’m late, I won’t get any breakfast.”

			They nodded in unison. That was a consequence they understood.

			* * *

			“Three days?” Standing by the empty fireplace, Lyelee glared at Gilsin Yeri-cer. “We’re to stay here for three days? No. That’s unacceptable.”

			Yeri-cer glanced over at her, then turned his attention back to Ryan, still seated behind the table, fiddling with a broken bit of biscuit. “Our eldest healer has died, and we mourn.”

			“That has nothing to do with us. Trader!” Lyelee snapped the word out like a whip. When scholars spoke they were not ignored and Yeri-cer knew that. He hadn’t been gone from Marsanport long enough to forget. “Are we being held prisoner here?”

			He turned reluctantly, but he turned. “No, of course not, Scholar. You can leave whenever you want.”

			“Even to the Broken Lands?”

			“Yes, but …”

			Ryan cut him off. “But the weapon mourns as well.”

			“Mourns?” Lyelee glanced around the room. Captain Yansav maintained her professional, blank mask, but Keetin’s brows were up. Gearing looked as incredulous as she felt. A clang of pans in the kitchen broke the silence and she shot a glare at Harris. Ryan had sounded as if he understood. “The weapon mourns? For the healer? Are you aware of how ridiculous that sounds?”

			Yeri-cer met her gaze with a directness he had to have learned in Gateway. No one in Marsanport would challenge a scholar so blatantly. “And yet, she mourns. For the next three days, she guards against the shadows.”

			“The weapon guards against the shadows?”

			“Yes, Scholar.”

			“Shadows from the Broken Lands?”

			“Yes, Scholar.”

			Lingering mage-craft, Lyelee realized. Making the best of a bad situation, she reached into her satchel for her notebook. “Describe them.”

			“The shadows?”

			“Yes.”

			He shook his head. “I’ve never seen them.”

			“Has anyone? Have they an actual physical presence?”

			“Lyelee.”

			“What?” She turned far enough to glare at her cousin.

			“The shadows have a physical presence.”

			“And did you learn this during your nocturnal wandering?”

			“You don’t put that much destructive force into …” Ryan tipped his chair back and waved, as though he could pluck the words from the air. “Into guarding against nothing.”

			“That’s what religion is,” Gearing pointed out calmly. “Nothing. And how much destructive force has been wrapped about religion over the years?”

			“Plenty,” Keetin answered.

			Gearing nodded approval. “Exactly.”

			Lyelee seethed. How could he be so calm? They were Scholars of the Broken Lands and they were being denied entrance to the Broken Lands. “Go to the weapon and tell it …”

			“Her.” The front legs of Ryan’s chair thudded to the floor.

			“What?”

			“Not it, her.”

			“It’s a weapon. The last great mage weapon.”

			“She’s the last great mage weapon.”

			“The chronicles …”

			“I don’t care what the chronicles say. She’s not a thing.”

			He was clearly going to be obstinate about it, but Lyelee had a more important point to argue. “Fine. Her. Go to her and tell her that we leave immediately. If necessary, use the Last Command.”

			“Command her to stop mourning her dead?”

			Lyelee rolled her eyes. “She’s a weapon. Her purpose is death.”

			He rolled a bit of biscuit between thumb and forefinger, his gaze unfocused. “That doesn’t negate her grief.”

			He was thinking about his brothers. Lyelee couldn’t understand why; they’d never liked him and their deaths had catapulted him into responsibilities he had neither training nor aptitude for. Logically, he should resent them. Unfortunately, when he retreated to their memory, there was no point in arguing. “Then we leave without the weapon. You can command her to catch up.”

			“Leave without the weapon …” Yeri-cer stepped forward, the movement drawing Ryan’s attention. “… and after the three days of mourning, she’ll retrieve your bodies from the Broken Lands.”

			“We’re not entirely defenseless,” Ryan snapped, pulled out of memory by pride.

			Lyelee hid a smile. The trader couldn’t have made a better argument in her favor if he’d tried.

			Yeri-cer’s brows drew in. “Due respect, my lord, but you have no idea of what to defend against.”

			Ryan shook his head. “The Black Flame has flickered. We can’t wait.”

			Excellent. Lyelee headed for the stairs.

			“If you leave without the weapon, you’ll die.”

			She paused, and turned back toward the others at the certainty in Gilsin Yeri-cer’s voice.

			The trader stepped closer to the table and leaned in, as though he spoke to Ryan alone. “She won’t leave for three days. You need to wait.”

			Lyelee waited for Ryan to tell him where he could stuff his three flaming days.

			Ryan, surprising no one, refused to show backbone. He sighed and said, “Then we wait.”

			“I do not agree to this,” Lyelee snarled, heading back to the table. “You’re deliberately delaying scholarship.”

			“Then study the burial practices of Gateway.”

			“I am a Scholar of the Broken Lands!”

			“Then maybe you should broaden your focus.” Ryan dragged his hands back through his hair. “If we all die, we can’t bring the fuel back to Marsanport.”

			She wondered at his emphasis on the obvious, discarded it as unimportant, and jabbed a finger toward him. “Then if I have to waste my time, I want access to the tenement in the west, near the wall.”

			“You want to study the warren?” Yeri-cer asked after a moment. “How do you … ?”

			“I’m a scholar, Trader. I make it a point to be aware of my surroundings.” There was something there, she knew it.

			He spread his hands. “The warren is abandoned. It’s been empty for years. I don’t know if it’s structurally safe and …”

			“We can determine that ourselves,” Gearing interrupted. He closed both hands around the strap of his satchel, folding the leather. “If we must delay, and it seems we must, we’ll use the time to secure knowledge.”

			For all the years he’d been in Gateway, Gilsin Yeri-cer had been raised in Marsanport. His shoulders slumped. “As you wish, Scholar Gearing. I’ll find you a guide.”

			Gearing shook his head. “No. A guide will distort research with common knowledge.”

			“Unfortunately, the warren is …”

			“If we must have a guide …” Lyelee cut him off, unwilling to waste yet more time on pointless arguments. “… then Darny will do. Early teens, thin, straight dark hair cut short, medium complexion. Chickens dislike him. I spoke with him yesterday,” she added. “On the way in from the gate.”

			“He’s young enough to obey instruction,” Gearing contributed. When Lyelee glanced over at her mentor, he shot her a look of bland agreement that covered both the boy and the pointlessness of arguing with a mere trader.

			“While you’re arranging for Darny,” Ryan pushed his chair away from the table and stood, “I’d appreciate it if you could find a second guide. I’d like to take look at the Broken Lands. From the wall,” he added, before anyone could protest. “Unless your council wants to speak with us this morning?”

			“Given they have the time, they thought tomorrow would be best, my lord.”

			They want to take your measure first.

			It was some of the loudest subtext Lyelee had ever heard. Did Gateway’s council think scholars wouldn’t realize what they were doing? She folded her arms and barely kept from tapping her foot as Yeri-cer thought things through. “As Darny has already spoken with you,” he said at last, “there should be no problem having him accompany the scholars. As for the Broken Lands, my lord, I’ll escort you to the wall.”

			Because we want to minimize your contact with our people.

			Ryan had the analytical abilities of a gnat, but Captain Yansav’s expression suggested she’d also heard what Trader Yeri-cer was saying and wasn’t happy about it.

			Isolationist cultures always had a reason—historical if not current. Lyelee knew it could be as subconscious as we don’t want you to lead another five thousand away or as immediate as we’re hiding something. The weapon must have a certain amount of control over Gateway if they’d risk three days of potential contamination until it … she was willing to leave.

		

OEBPS/images/tp.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg





