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CHAPTER ONE
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The Summons of the Grieving Mage

The courtyard held its breath before dawn.

This was the hour Julian preferred — the castle still sleeping, the sky above Densmore bruised and colorless, the only sounds the distant call of a watch-bell and the soft percussion of his own footsteps on cold stone. He had claimed this hour for three years now, arriving before the kitchen fires were lit, before the grooms began their rounds, before anyone else in the High King's service thought to witness what he did here.

What he did here was punish himself. Elegantly, precisely, and without the comfort of knowing exactly why.

The sword moved through the first form — the Ascending Sparrow. Blade rising in a clean arc from hip to shoulder, wrist rotating at the apex, the edge describing a perfect imaginary throat. Julian's body knew the form so completely that his mind had long since stopped attending to it. His feet found their marks by some deep animal memory while he stood apart from himself and watched, and the watching was the punishment: to observe from a remove how beautiful this emptiness had become, how his body had achieved a kind of perfection it was never meant to achieve alone, in the dark, with no one watching.

There were, in fact, people watching.

Babak had been on the walkway for half an hour. He stood with his arms folded against the morning chill, chin tucked, eyes tracking the sword in a way that was not strategic assessment — he had long since ceased to study Julian for tactical weakness. Now he simply watched the way a man watches another man walking toward the edge of something. Henry, who had less patience for silence, had stationed himself two feet to Babak's left and was chewing the inside of his cheek in the manner of a man who had been rehearsing something and had not yet decided to say it.

Julian knew they were there. He had known from the first footfall on the walkway stairs. He chose, as he always chose, not to acknowledge them. Acknowledgment invited concern, and concern invited conversation, and conversation invited the particular kind of question that began with the word Weslan and arrived, regardless of route, at a night eight years ago that he had no intention of discussing.

He moved into the second form. The Descending Hawk. The blade swept low and reversed — a counter to a strike that had not been thrown, a perfect answer to a question no one had asked.

The sky began to lighten. Somewhere in the castle's lower corridors, a door opened and shut. Then another. Then a third, this one slightly breathless, the footsteps that followed picking up pace as they crossed the far end of the courtyard.

"Captain de Marque!"

Julian finished the form. He stepped through the final rotation and brought the blade to rest at his side before he turned. The page was perhaps fourteen — a boy with red ears and the expression of someone who had run considerably farther than expected to deliver news he wasn't entirely sure was welcome. In his hands was a folded letter, cream-colored, sealed with dark wax.

"From Master Zachary de Mordenkine, sir. He asks — that is, he requests — " The boy swallowed. "He said to tell you it was urgent, sir. He said to say that specifically."

Julian took the letter. The wax bore the symbol of the royal magic-casters' office: a thread looped around an open eye. He had seen it perhaps twice in his years at Densmore, and neither occasion had been casual.

"Tell Master Zachary I will attend him directly."

The page fled with visible relief. Julian stood for a moment with the letter in his hand, not yet opening it, aware in some peripheral way that Babak and Henry had gone very still on the walkway above. He could feel their attention the way you feel the held breath of a room.

He had not spoken to Zachary de Mordenkine in four years. Before that, perhaps once, at a formal occasion where words were exchanged and nothing was said. They had known each other in another life — in another version of Densmore — when Julian was a different rank and Zachary's son was still alive.

He broke the seal and read.

⁂

Zachary's chambers occupied a corner of the east tower, accessible by a staircase that smelled permanently of woodsmoke and something else — something mineral and faintly charged, the particular atmosphere of a room where magic had been practiced long enough to soak into the stone itself. Julian had never been here before. He noted this as he climbed, the way a man notes things that will matter later, storing it away without examination.

The door stood open.

Zachary de Mordenkine stood at his window with his back to the room, and Julian's first observation — arriving before courtesy could suppress it — was that the man had aged considerably since he had last seen him. The second observation was that this was accurate. Zachary was perhaps sixty now, compact and once-vigorous, but the set of his shoulders had changed. There was a specific settling to them, as though some interior structure had given way and been rebuilt in a slightly different configuration. The kind of change that followed grief and did not entirely depart.

The room was extraordinary and appeared wholly indifferent to that fact, which Julian found he respected. Books everywhere — on shelves, in stacks, in three cases piled on the floor according to some organizational logic accessible only to Zachary. Artifacts on every available surface: a compass that pointed somewhere other than north, a glass sphere containing what appeared to be a very small and very irritated weather system, several jars of something that shifted color as Julian passed. Magical implements hung from pegs, and from a rafter beam, a peculiar arrangement of copper wire and crystal caught the first grey light from the window and split it into colors that had no names Julian knew.

On the writing desk, centered with a deliberateness that distinguished it from everything else in the room, lay a dead branch on a square of dark cloth. It had been placed there the way you place a relic. The way you place something that belonged to someone.

Julian looked at it and understood, without being told, what it was from.

"Captain de Marque." Zachary turned. His eyes were red at the rims but dry now, and his composure was the kind assembled with effort — the kind that would hold as long as neither of them made the mistake of being kind about it. "Thank you for coming so quickly."

"Of course, Master Zachary."

"Please sit."

Julian sat. Zachary remained standing, which was not discourtesy but the inability to be still. He moved to the desk without settling at it, rested one hand on its surface near the branch but not touching it, and looked at Julian with the directness of a man who had decided not to spend time on approaches.

"Sorrow's Isle has risen," he said.

The room was quiet enough that Julian heard the small weather system in its sphere produce a sound like distant thunder.

"The island surfaces once every several years," Zachary continued. "You may know this. It rises for approximately a fortnight and then descends again beneath the Broadwater. The last time it rose was eight years ago." A pause, careful and deliberate. "You were in Weslan, eight years ago."

"I was."

"Then you may remember what else occurred that week." Zachary's hand moved infinitesimally closer to the branch. "My son Corbin was traveling in the coastal region. He was twenty-two. He had been pursuing a line of historical inquiry that brought him to the villages along the shore. He was —" He stopped. Drew one slow breath. "He disappeared that week. I believed him drowned. There was no body found. There was an investigation conducted by local officials that concluded nothing of consequence, as investigations conducted by local officials in that region so often do."

"I remember," Julian said quietly.

"His body has been recovered."

Zachary said it cleanly, with the precision of a man who has already done the work of those words privately, many times, and can now produce them in company without breaking. "With the island's recent rising, there were unusual tidal conditions along the coast. A fisherman found what remained of Corbin on the shore below the old sea cliffs three days past. The regional constable sent word immediately." He stopped again. "He did not fall. He was not drowned. The manner of his death required a physician to determine it, and the physician's letter was explicit on what it found."

Julian said nothing. The appropriate thing was silence. He gave it fully.

"I need to know what happened," Zachary said. "I need to know who did this, and why, and I need it to be —" He stopped, chose more carefully. "I need the truth of it. Not a report crafted for convenience. Not a conclusion that serves whoever currently holds authority in Weslan. The truth of it. Whatever that is." He finally looked directly at Julian. "You are the only person I trust with this."

Julian absorbed this. "I left Weslan eight years ago. I have no current knowledge of the region, its governance, the state of its —"

"I know," Zachary said. "I am not sending you because you have current knowledge. I am sending you because you have honor. And because you have —" He paused, selecting the word with the care he gave everything. "— a personal history there. I believe that makes you more thorough, not less."

Julian said nothing to this.

Zachary moved to the bookcase nearest the window and withdrew a volume — old, its cover worn smooth by long handling. He opened it to a marked page and held it out. The illustration within showed a tapestry rendered in fine ink lines, its surface covered in intricate patterns that, the longer Julian looked, seemed to shift and rearrange themselves at the corner of his attention. The caption below read, in archaic script he could only partially parse, something about truth and weaving and the light of final knowing.

"Are you familiar with Adorithi artifacts?" Zachary asked.

"In general terms."

"The Adorithi were the civilization that preceded our current kingdoms on this continent by approximately two thousand years. Their artifacts are rare, largely misunderstood, and almost universally more consequential than they appear." Zachary tapped the illustration. "This is the Tapestry of Last Knowing. The Adorithi believed that truth could be woven — literally, physically, into a material object — and that this object could be used to reveal what was hidden. Not simply to expose lies. To reveal the complete moral truth of a situation. What happened, why it happened, and what the person responsible carried in their soul when they chose it." He closed the book. "It has been located. It resides in the ancient complex on Sorrow's Isle itself. The island's rising makes this the first time in eight years it has been accessible."

Julian studied the closed cover. "You want me to find it."

"I want you to investigate Corbin's death. The Tapestry may assist in that. It may allow me, finally, to know the full truth of what my son found, and what he was killed for finding." Zachary set the book down on the desk, near the branch. "But I must tell you something about the artifact. Every source I have examined agrees on one particular point. The Tapestry does not merely reveal facts. It judges the soul of whoever stands before it. It shows truth filtered through moral assessment — not what you have told yourself, not what you hoped, but what is actually real, and what it means." He watched Julian with the careful attention of a man reading weather. "I tell you this because you should understand what you may be walking toward. And because —" A pause. "In my observation, Captain, men who punish themselves before dawn in empty courtyards are carrying something they believe to be unforgivable."

The room was entirely still.

Julian looked at the dead branch on the dark cloth. He looked at Zachary. He looked, briefly, at his own hands, which had just spent an hour performing forms of perfect violence on no one, for nothing.

"I accept the mission," he said.

Zachary nodded once — the single, grave nod of a man who had hoped for this and refused to count on it. "I have already written to the High King. You will have his leave by morning if you do not have it already." He turned back toward the window. "Thank you, Julian."

Julian stood and crossed to the door. He had his hand on the frame when Zachary spoke again, more quietly, as though addressing the window glass rather than the man.

"He was a good boy. He believed in justice the way the young do — absolutely, without reservation, without awareness of what that costs. This is the best thing about the young, and the most dangerous." A long pause. "Whatever you find in Weslan — bring me the truth of it. Not a version of it. The truth."

Julian stepped into the corridor without answering. He descended the staircase slowly, and at the bottom stood for a moment in the woodsmoke dark, holding the letter he had already read.

Something in him had shifted in that room — something that had been pressed flat for eight years, dormant beneath the mechanical discipline of his days, turning now toward light it had no reason to expect. He did not call it hope. He was old enough to know what hope cost, and he was not prepared to pay it yet. He named it, provisionally and without commitment, possibility.

Perhaps, he thought, truth could absolve. Perhaps returning to the place he had fled was not surrender but the only honest direction remaining to him.

He did not believe this.

But something in him whispered it, in the quiet of the stairwell, in the last dark before the day began. And he listened to it with the attention of a man who has been waiting, without knowing he was waiting, for exactly that sound.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Ghosts in the Training Yard

He went back to the courtyard.

This was not a decision, precisely. It was the absence of any other action that made sufficient sense. He could not sleep — he had not tried. He could not eat, had no interest in his quarters, felt no pull toward the practical business of letters or preparations or the selection of what to bring. All of that would come. It would arrange itself, as it always did, once his body had been given permission to move through something and out the other side.

So he returned to the courtyard, where the cold had deepened in the hour since he'd left it, and he picked up his sword, and he began again.

The Ascending Sparrow. The Descending Hawk. The forms he had learned as a young soldier under a weapons master who believed that the body, trained long enough, could be trusted to act rightly when the mind was otherwise occupied. Julian had found this to be true, and had extended the principle further than the weapons master had intended: if the body could be trusted to act rightly, then the mind was perhaps superfluous to good action, and if the mind was superfluous, then the particular contents of the mind — the memories it insisted on keeping, the nights it refused to let go of — were also superfluous, and could perhaps, with sufficient repetition, be worn smooth.

Eight years of sufficient repetition had produced a man of exceptional technical ability and no discernible peace whatsoever. Julian was aware of this. It had not stopped him.

The Closing River. The form required a pivot on the back foot and a sweeping low cut that transitioned immediately into a high guard — a sequence designed to disorient an opponent who expected the low cut to be a feint. Julian had performed it so many thousands of times that his body anticipated the pivot before his foot received the instruction, the blade already in motion, the guard already rising. It was beautiful, in the way that perfectly useless things sometimes were.

He heard Babak on the stairs.

Babak's footstep had a particular quality — unhurried, considered, the step of a man who had decided to be somewhere and was proceeding toward it without drama. Julian had learned to distinguish it years ago from Henry's step, which was faster and slightly louder, carrying the ambient urgency of a man who was always, at some level, about to say something. Babak arrived in the courtyard and stood at a distance that was respectful without being remote and said nothing at all, which was the thing Julian valued most about him.

Julian continued through the form.

The Ascending Sparrow again. Then the Standing Stone — a static defensive posture, both hands on the grip, the blade angled out at forty-five degrees, nothing moving. The point of the Standing Stone was to wait. Some fighters could not manage it. Julian had grown so adept at it that he occasionally performed it not as a form but as a genuine state — standing in the courtyard in the pre-dawn dark, blade extended, perfectly still, for periods long enough that Babak had once checked his breathing.

He did not perform the Standing Stone now. He moved instead into the sequence called the River's Turning, which involved a series of rapid transitions between attack postures, none of which resolved into an actual strike, each bleeding into the next in a continuous controlled aggression that went nowhere.

This, too, felt accurate.

Babak spoke eventually. He always did, though he took longer about it than most people, and when he spoke it was generally the single thing most worth saying.

“You should eat something before you do this.”

Julian completed the transition into the Hawk's Wing before he answered. “I'll eat on the road.”

“You'll eat what Henry finds on the road, which will be whatever the most optimistic interpretation of dried provisions can produce. I am suggesting actual food. There's time.”

“There isn't.”

Babak was quiet for a moment, in the specific way that communicated he disagreed but had decided not to spend capital on it. Julian moved through two more forms without looking at him. The sky had shifted from colorless to something approaching a dark blue — not dawn yet, but the idea of it beginning to form on the horizon's edge.

“Henry wants to know what happened in Weslan,” Babak said.

“I know.”

“He's going to ask you.”

“I know that as well.”

Another silence. Then, with the resigned patience of a man accustomed to being the sole early-warning system between Henry and consequences: “I have told him that perhaps he should not.”

“How did that go?”

“About as well as telling Henry things generally goes.”

Julian stopped the form and stood for a moment with the blade lowered, breathing through the cool air. He was beginning to feel it now — the first real fatigue, the muscles of his sword arm beginning to register the hour's accumulation of work. He had pushed past this point hundreds of times. Today he chose not to.

He sheathed the sword.

“Tell him,” Julian said, “that he may ask whatever he likes. And that I will answer as I see fit.”

Babak absorbed this. “He will take that as permission.”

“It is permission. I said I'll answer as I see fit. I didn't say what that answer would be.”

There was a pause during which Julian could hear Babak deciding whether this distinction was going to be useful or whether it was the kind of fine technical point that would dissolve on contact with Henry's particular approach to conversation. Babak clearly arrived at the same conclusion Julian had, because he said nothing further on the subject and instead turned toward the courtyard door.

“I'll have them pack the horses,” he said.

“Thank you.”

Babak paused in the doorway — not turning back, just pausing, the way a man pauses when he has thought of something and is deciding whether it requires saying. Whatever it was, he kept it. He stepped through the door and his footsteps receded with their characteristic unhurried deliberateness.

Julian stood alone in the courtyard.

It was lighter now. Not dawn — the sun had not crested the eastern walls — but something prior to dawn, the sky a deep and diluted blue in which the last few stars were losing their argument. The courtyard would wake properly in an hour: grooms, kitchen staff, the change of the morning watch, the gradual accumulation of noise and purpose that constituted the High King's castle beginning its day. By then Julian intended to be gone.

He looked at the courtyard for a moment — the worn stone, the sconces dark now, the single torch at the far gate guttering in a breeze he couldn't feel from here. He had trained in this space for three years. He knew every unevenness in the paving, every place where the echo of a footstep changed pitch, every angle at which morning light would eventually appear and at which angle it would find him if he stayed long enough. He had calibrated himself to this space with the precision of a man who understands that he will be safer in a place he has completely mapped.

He left it without looking back.

⁂

Henry was waiting in the corridor outside Julian's quarters with the expression of a man who had been waiting for some time and had used the interval to construct several opening lines and could not decide between them.

He was perhaps thirty, Henry — a compact, energetic person with a soldier's posture and a face that communicated everything he was thinking in approximately the sequence he was thinking it. He was an excellent guard, efficient and instinctively brave, and the fact that he had served beside Julian for four years without learning to read the particular quality of Julian's silences was not, Julian had concluded, a failure of observation. It was a philosophical position. Henry operated on the principle that silence was a temporary condition preceding speech, and that the appropriate response to silence was patient expectation of what would eventually fill it.

He opened with: “You're really going back there.”

Julian moved past him to the door of his quarters. “I am.”

“To Weslan.”

“Yes.”

“Because Zachary asked you.”

“That is one component of the reason, yes.”

Henry fell into step behind him as he entered the quarters, which was not precisely invited but was not barred either, and which Henry had clearly decided to interpret as accommodation. Julian crossed to the chest at the foot of the bed and began checking the contents — he had already packed it, mentally, during the walk from the courtyard, and the physical act was confirmation rather than preparation.

“What happened in Weslan, Captain?”

Julian did not pause in his checking. He lifted the oilskin roll that contained his maintenance tools, confirmed its weight, set it aside. He moved to the second compartment of the chest where his riding clothes were folded with the precision of a man who had folded his own clothes for long enough that the precision had become automatic rather than effortful.

Henry waited. To his credit, he waited a full half-minute — which, by Henry's interior clock, was likely experienced as considerably longer.

“Captain.”

“I heard you the first time.”

“I know. You're just — you're not answering.”

“No,” Julian agreed. “I'm not.”

Henry processed this. Julian could hear him processing it — a slight change in his breathing, the small sound of a man recognizing that this particular silence was not, in fact, temporary. Then: “Right. Should I — is there anything specific I should know before we go? About the region, or the — about what we're walking into?”

Julian closed the chest. He straightened and looked at Henry directly — not unkindly, but with the clarity of a man who had decided exactly what he was and was not prepared to discuss, and who wanted that line to be visible.

“Weslan is a coastal village three days south of Densmore by the King's Road. It is governed by a castle that was functional eight years ago and is presumably still functional, though its current administration I cannot speak to. The surrounding region is fishing and farming. The people are ordinary. We are going to investigate the death of Zachary de Mordenkine's son, which is a genuine murder and not a comfortable one, and which will require us to ask questions of people who have had eight years to get comfortable with their answers.”

He picked up his travel pack and settled it over one shoulder.

“That is what I can tell you. Pack for two weeks minimum. Cold nights near the coast, warmer in the village proper. Bring your formal uniform — we may need to invoke the High King's authority at the castle, and the authority lands better when it's dressed for the occasion.”

Henry nodded, filing this with the efficiency of a man who had been given a task and was now fully occupied with the task. The previous question appeared to have vacated the premises, or at least retreated to somewhere less immediately inconvenient.

Julian left him to it.

⁂

The High King's leave arrived before the horses were fully saddled — a note in Ryswyk's own hand, brief and unconditional, granting Julian indefinite absence in service of the de Mordenkine matter. This was the kind of trust that accrued over years and was never directly acknowledged, existing instead as a standing fact between two men who understood each other without requiring the understanding to be spoken aloud. Julian folded the note and placed it in the interior pocket of his riding coat, where it would be accessible if anyone in Weslan required proof of his authority and where he hoped, without genuine expectation, that it would not be necessary.

Whisperwind was in the third stall from the left — a grey of middle years, sixteen hands, with a temperament that was the equine equivalent of Babak's: even, reliable, possessed of clear preferences that he communicated calmly and without drama. He was not a horse given to nerves. He had carried Julian through conditions that had unnerved better horses — night crossings, coastal fog, the occasional encounter with things on the road that were not precisely natural — and had regarded all of it with the measured attention of an animal that has decided the world is manageable and is proceeding on this assumption.

He was uneasy now.

Julian noticed it in the way you notice things about animals you have ridden for years: a quality of stillness that was not rest but alertness, the ears moving in short arcs rather than settling, the eyes tracking Julian's approach with more attention than usual. Julian came to him slowly, as he always did, and laid a hand on the grey neck and felt the muscle beneath his palm hold a tension it did not normally carry.

“I know,” he said quietly. “I'm not pleased about it either.”

Whisperwind exhaled — a long, deliberate breath that Julian chose to interpret as acknowledgment rather than reproach.

He checked the girth himself, adjusted the stirrup length by a single notch on the left side where the leather had stretched slightly in recent weeks, and confirmed the balance of the saddlebags. Babak and Henry were doing the same with their own horses nearby, Henry talking quietly to his bay in the conversational manner of a man who found silence awkward regardless of his audience. The stable boy had retreated to a respectful distance and was watching with the alert interest of someone who understood that something significant was happening without being clear on the particulars.

Julian put his foot in the stirrup and mounted.

The height changed things, as it always did — the courtyard smaller from up here, the gate larger, the road beyond it visible now as a grey-brown line extending south through the still-dark outer grounds. Three days to Weslan. Three days of the King's Road unwinding beneath Whisperwind's hooves, and at the end of it, a place he had left in the dark eight years ago with no intention of returning.

Something in him — the same something that had spoken in Zachary's stairwell — moved. Not toward hope. He was still not prepared to call it hope. But toward the road, which was the next honest direction, and which at least had the virtue of being navigable.

Whisperwind felt it. The horse shifted beneath him, weight redistributing, the attention that had been turned inward now turning outward — toward the gate, toward the morning, toward whatever lay south of here.

Julian touched his heels lightly to the grey flanks.

They moved.
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CHAPTER THREE
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The King’s Road and Old Wounds

The King’s Road south of Densmore was a well-maintained lie.

For the first several miles it presented itself as the kind of road that a prosperous kingdom builds when it wants to be taken seriously: flat-paved, wide enough for two wagons abreast, its verges trimmed and its drainage ditches clear. Milestones appeared at regular intervals, their carved distances freshly painted in the High King’s colors of blue and gold. The surrounding land was managed farmland, the fields bordered by neat hedgerows, the occasional manor house visible at the end of a well-graded track. It was the landscape of order, and Julian had lived in it long enough to recognize that order of this kind was a performance as much as a condition — maintained at the edges where it could be seen from the road, and considerably less certain once you stepped off it.

He had been riding for two hours before the performance began to thin.

The hedgerows grew irregular. The milestones appeared less frequently and with less confident paint. The farmland gave way by degrees to something older and less managed — rougher fields, stands of forest that pressed closer to the road, the occasional ruin of a stone wall absorbed by decades of vegetation. The road itself narrowed and its surface became a negotiation between the original paving and the earth’s patient effort to reclaim it. Roots had fractured stones in several places. Moss colonized the low spots. The drainage ditches had developed opinions of their own.

Julian found he breathed more easily here.

This was not a comfortable observation. He filed it beside several other uncomfortable observations about himself and continued south.

Babak rode at his left shoulder — his customary position, close enough for conversation and far enough for independence. Henry was slightly behind and to the right, which was also his customary position, though his distance from it varied considerably depending on whether he had something to say. At present he had something to say, which Julian could determine from the frequency with which he heard Henry’s bay adjust its pace to close the gap between them.

He let him close it.

“Question,” Henry said.

“You’ve been having one since Densmore. You’ve shown considerable restraint.”

“I’ve been practicing.” Henry drew level. “Babak suggested I might benefit from it.”

“Babak is correct, as a general principle.”

“Right. The question is: what exactly are bettras?”

Julian glanced at him. “Where did you encounter that word?”

“The page. The one who brought Zachary’s letter. He was talking to the stable boys before we left — I heard him say that bettras had been seen near the coast. He seemed to feel this was significant. The stable boys seemed to agree. No one explained to me what a bettra was, and then everyone dispersed, and I’ve been wondering since.”

Babak, to Julian’s left, said nothing, which was the sound of a man who already knew what a bettra was and had decided this was Henry’s education to receive.

“Bettras,” Julian said, “are coastal creatures. They’re drawn to places where Adorithi magic is active — which includes Sorrow’s Isle when the island rises. Long wings, black-veined. Intelligent eyes, more so than animals of their size usually manage. Their venom is notable.”

“Notable how?”

“It doesn’t kill. It reveals.”

Henry processed this for a moment. “I’m not entirely sure that’s better.”

“No,” Julian agreed. “Generally it isn’t.”

Henry appeared to be conducting an internal negotiation about whether to ask the obvious follow-up question. Babak, with the timing of long experience, chose this moment to observe that there was weather coming from the north and that they should probably find a good camping position before it arrived. Henry, diverted, began discussing the relative merits of the tree line to the west versus a stone shepherd’s shelter visible on a rise to the east, and the moment passed.

Julian watched the road ahead and did not think about bettras.

⁂

They camped the first night in a clearing off the road, within earshot of a stream, with the fire built small and practical the way soldiers build fires when they are not interested in being found but require the warmth. Henry cooked, which he did with the unself-conscious competence of a man who had spent enough nights in the field to stop treating camp cooking as a lesser activity. Babak maintained the fire. Julian saw to the horses and then sat apart from the other two with his back against an oak and his thoughts in no particular order, which was unusual. His thoughts were generally in precise order. He maintained them that way deliberately, the way he maintained his sword forms: with regular attention, careful arrangement, nothing left to accumulate dust in corners.

Tonight the arrangement was failing.

It had begun around midday, somewhere between the last maintained milestone and the first stretch of road where the paving gave way entirely to packed earth. He had recognized the countryside — not from any specific memory, but in the way you recognize a register of light, a quality of air, a particular angle at which a forest meets a hillside. Something in him had noted it the way an old wound notes a change in weather: not pain exactly, but pressure. Awareness. The understanding that something was there that was not usually there.

He ate what Henry produced, which was better than its ingredients had any right to be, and answered the occasional question, and when the fire had burned to coals and Babak had settled into his characteristic pre-sleep stillness and Henry’s conversation had wound down through commentary to murmur to silence, Julian sat with his back against the oak and looked at the coals and did not sleep.

He was not trying to sleep. Sleep, in his experience, was not a thing you tried. It was either available or it was not, and when it was not, the most honest response was to stop pretending otherwise.

A coal shifted and resettled. The stream spoke steadily in the dark. Somewhere in the canopy above him something moved — a bird adjusted its position, feathers briefly rustling, and then the forest returned to its layered quiet.

He had been in this country before. That was the fact that sat with him, patient and large. He had been here before, had ridden this road in the opposite direction on a night eight years ago when the road had seemed infinitely long and his reasons for riding it had seemed, in the manner of reasons that will not survive examination, entirely sufficient. He had not looked back. He had constructed this carefully — the not looking back — over the years that followed, until it had achieved the structural integrity of a decision rather than a flight.

It did not, in this firelight, feel like a decision.

He closed his eyes. Not to sleep but to stop looking at the coals, which had begun to arrange themselves into shapes he did not want to name. He stayed like this for some time, listening to the stream, and eventually a shallow and unremarkable sleep found him after all — the kind that provides rest without relief, and leaves you exactly where it found you.

⁂

The second day was harder.

The road ran close to the forest for much of the morning, and the forest was old here — not managed woodland but something with its own interior logic, the trees large and their canopy dense enough that the road ran in a permanent green-tinged shadow for long stretches. Julian had known this forest. Had hunted in its edges, years ago, before any of this. Had sat under trees very like these and understood himself to be at the beginning of something rather than the long middle.

He kept his eyes on the road.

Shortly before midday they passed the forked oak.

It was exactly where he remembered it: a massive tree at the road’s eastern verge, its trunk splitting at head height into two nearly equal portions that diverged at a wide angle, creating between them a natural alcove large enough to shelter two or three people from rain. Locals used it as a landmark — he had heard it referred to simply as the Fork, as though the tree had always existed primarily for the purpose of orientation. Looking at it now, he could remember sitting in that alcove once, for reasons he did not pursue, in the company of a person he was not prepared to think about in daylight on horseback with Babak at his shoulder.

He rode past it without slowing.

An hour after that, the stone bridge.

It crossed a river that ran fast and shallow over smooth flat stones, the water clear enough that you could see the bottom in the shallows at either bank and opaque with depth and current at the center. The bridge was old — older than the road, possibly, its stonework of a style that predated the High King’s construction projects by several generations. It was maintained without being improved, which was the practical relationship most people had with things they had inherited and couldn’t afford to replace.

The horses’ hooves rang on the stone. Below, the river moved with its characteristic indifference to whatever crossed above it.

Henry said, from behind him: “Nice bridge.”

Babak said nothing.

Julian said: “Keep moving.”

The wayside shrine appeared in the late afternoon, at a curve in the road where the forest pulled back from the verge and left a small clearing. It was a simple structure — a carved stone column perhaps four feet tall, its top shaped into a stylized representation of an open hand, palm upward. The Adoree. The deity — or principle, or philosophical figure, depending on who you asked and how specifically you asked it — that the people of this coastal region had honored for longer than the region had been a region. Julian had not been particularly devout, in his time here. He had respected the shrine in the way you respect the things that matter to people you live among. He had lit candles at it twice, for reasons that now seemed very far away.

He did not slow.

But he looked.

The stone hand was weathered, its edges softened by years of rain and frost. Someone had recently laid a bundle of dried flowers at its base — sea lavender, the purple kind that grew on the coastal cliffs, already fading but recently placed. The hand seemed to offer what it had always offered: not comfort, precisely, but acknowledgment. The recognition that something was being carried.

Julian looked at it until the road curved and the trees reclaimed the verge and the shrine was behind him.

⁂

The coast announced itself before it appeared.

On the morning of the third day the air changed — not dramatically, but with the gradual accumulation of small distinctions that constituted the difference between inland air and sea air. Something mineral in it. Something that carried the suggestion of distance, of a horizon unobstructed by land. The trees, when the forest appeared, leaned very slightly away from the west, shaped over decades by a wind that came off the water and did not negotiate. The light had a different quality: flatter, cleaner, the shadows shorter than they had been for the previous two days.

Henry noticed first, which was unsurprising. Henry noticed physical things quickly and processed moral complexities slowly, which was in many respects an enviable arrangement.

“Salt,” he said, lifting his chin. “We’re close.”

They crested a low rise an hour before midday, and there it was.

The Broadwater.

From this distance it was a line of dark grey-blue between the land and the sky, vast and flat and faintly luminous in the way that large bodies of water are luminous on overcast days — as though the light were coming from below the surface rather than above it. The coastal cliffs were visible to the south, their pale stone catching what sun there was. And between the road and the shore, running down the last gentle slope to the water, the clustered roofs and smoke-threads of Weslan itself.

Julian looked at it from the top of the rise.

He had not expected it to be this precise — the way the village sat in the landscape, the particular relationship between the rooftops and the cliff line to the south and the grey water beyond. He had expected something altered, or perhaps something that failed to match what he remembered. Instead it matched. It matched exactly, the way things match when they have been carrying your memory of them all along and find no reason to have changed.

Babak said nothing. Henry, for once, also said nothing — perhaps sensing, in the way that even Henry sometimes sensed things, that this was not a moment that improved with commentary.

The road descended toward the village.

Julian did not move immediately. He sat on Whisperwind at the top of the rise and looked at the place he had left and felt, with a clarity that surprised him, the full weight of what it had cost to stay away. Not the guilt — the guilt was old and mapped and he had learned its topography years ago. But the cost beneath the guilt, the simpler and less narratable thing: the loss of this. This particular quality of light. This water. This place that had known him before he had learned to be only his discipline and his duty.

Whisperwind shifted beneath him, patient.

Julian put his heels to the horse’s flanks. Not gently this time — purposefully. The movement of a man who has looked long enough at something and is now ready, or prepared to act as though he is ready, which was close enough.

They rode down toward Weslan.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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The Edge of Weslan

The road flattened as it descended toward the village, and the last quarter-mile of it ran between two low stone walls that had been built, at some point in the previous century, to mark the formal beginning of Weslan’s settled land. The walls were no great obstacle — knee height at most, their original mortar crumbling in sections and the gaps filled with the more reliable adhesive of accumulated moss and time. Farmers had breached them in several places to allow access to the fields beyond. Children had presumably climbed them continuously for generations. They were not a fortification. They were a gesture: the line at which the road became a village and the open country became someone’s home.

Julian stopped twenty feet before them.

He did not stop intentionally. This was important to note, and he noted it with the precision of a man assembling an honest account of his own behavior: he had not decided to stop. His hands had not tightened on the reins with any instruction to halt. Whisperwind had simply felt something pass through his rider’s body — some sudden rigidity, some cessation of the forward intention that a horse reads not from words or signals but from the quality of weight in the saddle, the disposition of muscle, the dozen small things that constitute a rider’s relationship to movement — and had, sensibly and with no drama, stopped.

They stood in the road.

The village was audible from here. Not loudly — it was mid-morning, and Weslan was not a loud place in mid-morning — but audible: the particular layered texture of a working settlement going about its ordinary business. Someone at a distance hammering something metal, the rhythm irregular in the way of a craftsman working by feel rather than count. A cart moving somewhere on the village’s main track, its axle in need of attention. Two voices in conversation, the words indistinct but the tone recognizable as the companionable kind — the kind between people who have talked regularly for years and have no particular pressure to conclude. And below all of it, barely distinguishable from silence, the sea: its low constant presence at the edge of everything, the sound that Weslan lived inside the way all coastal places live inside the sound of water.

Julian sat on Whisperwind in the road and looked at the gap in the stone walls where the road passed through, and did not move.

⁂

He was not afraid. He wanted to be clear about this, at least to himself: what he was experiencing was not fear in the sense that he understood fear, which was the body’s response to immediate physical danger, a well-mapped and in his experience highly functional mechanism that he had learned to work alongside rather than against over the course of a military career. He had been afraid in genuinely dangerous situations — in the press of a skirmish, in a corridor where the lamp had gone out and something moved at the far end, on the one occasion when he had stood on the wrong side of an argument that involved drawn weapons and no clear resolution. He understood fear. He had a working relationship with it.

This was something else. Something with fear’s shape but a different interior — a resistance, an unwillingness, the specific quality of a door that a man has walked away from and does not know how to return to without acknowledging that the walking away was what it was. There was no word for it that he found satisfying. The closest he could come was simply: the weight of the thing he had not done, pressing against the inside of his chest at the point where he was trying to move forward.

Eight years ago he had ridden out of Weslan in the dark and told himself it was necessary. It had been necessary, in the sense that remaining would have required a confrontation with himself that he was not equipped for at twenty-three. He understood this about himself now with the clarity of retrospect, which was the particular clarity that came too late to be useful in the original situation but arrived, punctual as taxes, in time to be thoroughly unpleasant in the present one.

The hammering continued. The cart’s axle complained. Somewhere ahead and to the left a dog began barking with the indignant specificity of an animal that has identified a particular intrusion and intends to be on record as having noticed it.

The dog, Julian thought distantly, was correct to be suspicious.

He heard Babak shift his weight in the saddle. Not a signal — Babak did not give signals, operated on the principle that a grown man was entitled to his own hesitations and that the most useful thing a companion could provide was the absence of pressure. But the shift was audible, and it communicated, without words, that Babak was there. Had been there, on this road, for three days, and was prepared to be there for whatever came next, including standing still in a road outside a village for an indefinite period if that was what was required.

Henry said nothing. This was extraordinary. Julian was aware of how extraordinary it was — Henry, silent, holding his bay steady on the road with the deliberate patience of a man who has been coached, repeatedly and recently, on the virtues of not speaking into every silence. Babak’s work, clearly. Julian filed this under the category of things he was grateful for and would not say so.

He did not look at either of them. He was aware, peripherally, of the exchange that was almost certainly occurring between them over his head — Babak’s expression communicating something precise and unreadable to Henry, Henry receiving it with whatever degree of comprehension he was capable of in real time. They had their own language for this. He had observed it over four years of service without once being included in it, which was exactly as it should be. A captain was not supposed to be the subject of the language. He was supposed to be the thing the language organized itself around.

He looked at the gap in the wall.

The road passed through it and became, on the other side, Weslan’s main track — wider than a path, narrower than a proper street, its surface a palimpsest of mud and crushed stone and the packed earth of decades of foot traffic. He could see perhaps thirty yards of it before it curved. Ordinary morning: a woman moving in the direction of the market quarter with a basket over her arm, not looking his way. Three children crossing the track in the middle distance, two chasing the third with the committed energy of a game that had clear if unstated rules. A cat on top of the left-hand wall, sitting with the specific composure of a cat that owns its immediate environment and is prepared to defend this assessment in any forum.

Ordinary. All of it ordinary. The kind of ordinary that had been going on here for eight years without him, that had not required his presence or his guilt or his particular arrangements of conscience, that had simply continued — markets and children and cats and axles — in the way that life in places continues. He had, in the years since leaving, sometimes imagined Weslan as a place that had paused. Frozen at the moment of his departure, waiting. This was not vanity so much as the unconscious habit of a mind that had not allowed itself to think about the place directly. You could not think about something directly for eight years without either processing it or mythologizing it, and he had chosen, without quite deciding to choose, the second.

The dog was still barking.

⁂

Julian breathed.

One breath. Then another. The kind of breathing that is not particularly about oxygen.

He thought about Zachary’s study. The dead branch on the dark cloth. The careful composure of a man who had been doing the work of his grief privately for years and could now produce it in company without breaking. He thought about the letter, which he had read in a stairwell and read again three times since, and which said nothing he did not already know but said it in a hand that shook slightly, the way hands shake when the person holding the pen is managing something large.

He thought about Corbin de Mordenkine, twenty-two years old, pursuing a line of inquiry that had brought him to this village on a night when the island had risen from the water. He thought about what it meant to pursue a thing until the pursuit became dangerous, and to pursue it anyway, because you were twenty-two and believed in justice absolutely and had not yet learned what that cost.

He had been twenty-three. Standing in this same road, pointing in the other direction.

That was enough. Not resolved — there was nothing here that was going to resolve before he crossed the wall — but enough. Sufficient motivation for the next action, which was the only kind of motivation he had ever found reliable.

He put his heels to Whisperwind’s flanks.

The grey moved forward with the particular willingness of a horse that has been waiting for exactly this signal and is glad to finally receive it. They passed through the gap in the stone wall, the hooves finding the packed-earth track, and Weslan closed around them — the sounds clarifying, the smells sharpening, the sense of enclosure that comes from moving from open road into a place that has walls and lanes and the layered presence of people who have lived alongside each other long enough to have established positions.

The woman with the basket had stopped.

She stood perhaps fifteen yards ahead on the right side of the track, her basket held in both hands now, looking at Julian with the direct and unguarded attention that people in small settlements give to people who arrive on good horses wearing the colors of authority. It was not hostility. It was the particular alertness of a community that has learned to read arrivals, that knows a travelling soldier from a touring noble from a tax inspector from a representative of the High King’s office, and that extends a different quality of welcome to each.

Julian met her gaze. He did not look away, which was the right thing — looking away communicated guilt, and he was not prepared to communicate guilt before he had even dismounted. He gave her a civil nod, the kind that acknowledged her presence without claiming familiarity, and rode past.

He felt her eyes on his back for another twenty yards.

The dog, somewhere behind a fence to his left, had not stopped barking. Julian decided to consider this a reasonable position. The dog was, in all likelihood, correct: something had arrived that had no obvious right to be here, and the appropriate response to that was noise.

He had arrived anyway.

Babak and Henry followed him through the gap without comment, their horses's hooves marking the same transition from road to track, from the King's country to Weslan's. He heard them settle into formation behind him — Babak at his left shoulder, Henry slightly behind and right, the arrangement so habitual that it required no instruction and produced no sound beyond the soft percussion of six hooves on packed earth.

That, for now, was going to have to be sufficient.
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CHAPTER FIVE
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The Bright Mare and a Familiar Face

The Bright Mare occupied the corner where Weslan’s main track met the lane that ran down toward the harbor. It was not the largest building on the track — the chandler’s occupied more ground, and the old mill house further along was substantially taller — but it was the building with the most considered relationship to its own existence. Someone had painted its shutters recently, a deep green that complemented the grey of the stone walls rather than competing with it. The inn sign was carved rather than painted — a rearing horse in relief against a pale background — and had been maintained with the attention you gave to something that represented you publicly. Flower boxes ran below the ground-floor windows, empty this time of year but with the clean soil of recent tending. The front step was swept.
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