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  To Luca, who never once made it onto the cover. I'm sorry.




  For that, and for a lot of other things.




   




  [image: SS-map-ebook]




  

    

      

        	

          

            [image: image]

          


        



        	



        	

          

            [image: image]

          


        

      


    

  




  

    

      

        [image: image]

      


    




    Chapter 1




    

      

        [image: image]

      


    


  




  SHIANAN DID NOT LIKE being married.




  He had not seen his wife—what a strange word—since the moment of their handfasting and vows, and the not-knowing was a new kind of torment.




  He sank lower in the bath, so the warm water lapped his ears. Around him, other soldiers made quiet jokes or reached for towels as they emerged steaming into the chilly air.




  Shianan was accustomed to not knowing the situation of other military units in separate campaigns; he had learned long ago to focus on his own command and not waste strength elsewhere. But that was before Ariana was assigned to other commands, and against a new enemy with unfamiliar tactics.




  He rose from the pool and squeezed water from his long hair. Strictly speaking, Marshal Vanguilder’s deployment was not even late. It was foolish to worry. He dressed and tied back his hair, hating how he hesitated to extend his sore arm. No need to worry before they were due back. He went out of the bathhouse.




  The man who accosted Shianan in the street was not one he had intended to speak with ever again, nor even see. But Flamen Ande stepped forward as Shianan rounded the corner, moving into his path with one hand stretched as if to catch his arm if necessary. “Commander Becknam.”




  Shianan stared at him. No suitable greeting managed to work past the sudden jam of questions and resentments that crowded his mind.




  Ande smiled, a spider’s greeting. “I expect you did not anticipate seeing me again.”




  “That is a fair statement.” Shianan took a breath and summoned his best practice of saying neutral things while withdrawing his reactions to a place where they could not be touched. “You have been released by the court.”




  “I have.” Ande straightened his blue flamen’s robes, flaring them though they had not been crooked. “In the end, they finally saw that I was an innocent man falsely accused.”




  Not innocent, Shianan thought savagely. Ande had not plotted to destroy the protective shield, but he was anything but innocent.




  Words fought in his head. We are none of us innocent.




  “I wonder if we might sit and speak,” Ande was saying.




  Shianan’s stomach tensed. “I cannot imagine we have so much to say to one another. I performed my duty in negotiating with you, and you performed your task in Alham. Surely after all this, you are anxious to return home.”




  “Oh, I am. But we should have a drink together first.” Ande smiled, an amiable monster. “You have something I want.”




  Shianan’s blood went frigid in his veins, and for a moment he could not move. He had stolen Luca, from the prison where he had been taken with his master Ande. After that, Luca had been given to Jarrick—but would that stand under law if he had not been Shianan’s to give? And if Jarrick could not legally take him from Chrenada, then perhaps Luca had not been truly freed, and then—




  It was too much, too complicated, and too dangerous. For one wild moment Shianan wanted to knife Flamen Ande in the gut, a quick upward stab to ensure a long bleed, and end the possibility of what he was saying.




  But they were standing in the market, with men and women passing around them, and it was possible Ande had chosen this place precisely to avoid such a reaction. The king’s bastard could not murder an exonerated prisoner in the street.




  His face had betrayed him, for Ande was smiling.




  The key to surviving an ambush was to avoid going still with shock. Shianan rallied himself and entered battle. “I suppose we can talk.” The key was to react, to force the fighting to the ground of your choosing. But Shianan would not bring him to his own office—he would not risk Luca entering to find Ande at the desk. “There’s a little public room near here, the Rollicking Wyvern.”




  “I don’t know the place, but I trust your judgment when it comes to drinks,” Ande said. “Please, lead the way.”




  Shianan gestured ahead on the street. Next he should signal for reinforcements. He scanned the crowd until he saw one of the children who earned coins for messages, and he whistled her over. “Go to the White Mage and ask him please to join Bailaha in the Rollicking Wyvern. If you don’t find him in his office, look elsewhere. Someone in the Wheel will know his home, but try the Wheel first. And speed matters.”




  The girl looked at the two coins he put in her hand, and her eyes popped wide. “I can fly like a Ryuven,” she promised, and she took off.




  Shianan avoided Ande’s smirk. Let the man think what he would. Shianan was not prepared for this fight, and he needed someone who knew the law—knew it, knew how to protest it, and knew how to break it.




  They entered the Rollicking Wyvern and took a small table in the corner, where the coming argument would be less visible from the street. If Shianan were going to kill this man later, he did not want their conflict to be widely known. A servant came to ask their preference, pushing sleeves back over dull cuffs, and Shianan fought down his frantic impulse and instead asked for watered ale. He would need his head for this.




  Ande asked for wine, and the look he gave Shianan suggested he wouldn’t be paying for it.




  Shianan set his forearms on the table, flat and uncompromised, and took a steadying breath. This was battle, for high stakes, but he had fought many battles. He fixed his eyes on Flamen Ande. “Perhaps you should say plainly what it is you want.”




  The flamen was gaunt and showed the wear of prison, but already he had reclaimed his old air of expectant authority. Perhaps the exoneration had given him confidence. Perhaps he now felt himself untouchable. “When I was falsely arrested for your shield’s collapse, I had some property with me, and it was stolen. I am told you were the one who took that property, and so I have come to ask its return.”




  Shianan opened his hands. “If you mean the slave you had with you, as it happens, I have a bill of sale for him. I bought him from two merchants coming out of Cascais. They purchased him at a regular market, after he left Alham.”




  Ande sniffed. “Your forged papers will not—”




  “The papers are perfectly valid. It may take some time to find the merchants, but Alham is on their usual route and it could be done, and they can testify to the sale.” They could also testify that Luca had told them he was stolen, Shianan realized with horror, but he rushed over that. “You won’t find it so easy to ignore a legal bill of sale.”




  “It is not legal if I can demonstrate that the purchased property was stolen property.”




  He was probably right. Shianan did not know. He was unarmed for this conflict. Sweet Holy One, what if at last he lost Luca, and to Ande again?




  What if Luca had freed Ande only to be bound to him once more?




  “Surely he cannot be of so much use to a Gehrn priest. Why do you want him back?”




  Ande looked at him flatly. “I had Luca for a long time. You could say I had gotten used to him. It wouldn’t be the same going back without him.”




  Shianan stared. “You owe him a debt. You owe him for speaking the words that saved your life.”




  “And perhaps for waiting so long to speak them.” Ande gazed back unflinchingly.




  “Luca saved your life.”




  “And he neglected to save me from arrest.” Ande sat back in his chair. “If he saw the blood on the desk, then he knew at the time I was falsely accused. He knew all that time, and he said nothing. I have spent months in prison, under hardship and torment and false accusations, while he collaborated with the enemies who accused me.”




  “If you believe he was collaborating with your enemies, then why would he have spoken at the end to save you?”




  “Because in the end, training carries true. Strict discipline means that at last he was compelled to tell the truth obediently. Strict discipline made him truthful, and so it is for his own good that he must return with me.”




  Shianan felt his jaw drop. “Do you think that he spoke to save you because of what you did to him?”




  The high priest did not answer, for the White Mage came in the door. He was not alone; Mage Elysia Parma was with him. They spotted Shianan, and he saw their expressions shift when they recognized Flamen Ande. They came stiffly to the table and seated themselves.




  “Well, I suppose we’re all here now.” Ande looked around at them. “And what is it that you all must be together to say to me?”




  “There is nothing to say yet,” began Mage Hazelrig. “We’ve only just arrived, and we don’t know the question.”




  “Well, that’s easy enough. I’ve come to request the return of my property. No more, no less.” He looked at Mage Parma with a cynical eye. “I am told the Silver Mage has made a point of studying the sacred aspects of our order, so I am certain she can speak to the legitimacy of my request. By our rules, and by the laws of this land, I am due my stolen property.”




  Mage Hazelrig’s face darkened. “Did you so recently receive your freedom in so narrow an escape, and your first thought is for possession of a slave?”




  “I only want my own property.”




  The drinks came, and Shianan seized his with unseemly haste. He had meant to ration the watered alcohol slowly, but Mage Hazelrig’s discomfiture rattled him, and he drank half in one draught.




  Mage Parma caught the servant’s eye. “Two more wines, please.” Her tone was frosty.




  The servant left, and the four of them stared at one another.




  Flamen Ande sat forward in his chair. “The truth of it is, I have a valid legal claim, and every person at this table knows it. You can argue it in court, but ultimately you know my claim will stand. Now, I have no idea why one ordinary and mediocre slave should be so important to two mages of the Circle and a military commander, but that is not my concern. My concern is my property, and my rights.”




  “If you mean to take this to a court of law,” said Ewan Hazelrig, “then why ask first in a public room?”




  “There is no reason this could not be done simply.” Flamen Ande sat back comfortably and looked around at them. “As my claim is legitimate, you could simply do the right and expedient thing by handing him over to me. There would be no need to waste our time in court.”




  Shianan sat rigid in his chair. He thought he might break the cup in his hand.




  “But, as it seems the right and simple thing is not your interest, then I suppose we could come to another path. That could be going to court and working through the legal ramifications of his original theft and subsequent illegal sales. Or, it’s possible that we could come to another arrangement.”




  Mage Parma’s mouth twisted. “There it is.”




  “What do you mean by that? I am trying to be accommodating, since this property is clearly so important to some.”




  “I am only noting that arrangements seem to be a common solution for the Gehrn.”




  Shianan felt useless, sitting still in his chair, but he was happy to cede the field to the mages. He was a soldier of action, while they were more accustomed to bureaucratic arguments.




  “I am told that two of my order visited you, Mage Parma,” said Flamen Ande. “They reported that you seemed rather resistant to arrangements, and indeed to the idea of negotiation in general.”




  “Negotiation is not what was offered. They asked me to go outside the law as a particular favor to the Gehrn. As you already know.”




  Ande raised an eyebrow. “I can assure you, this matter of my slave is entirely inside the law. Again, as we each of us already know.”




  Shianan’s mind was reeling. He thought of Prince Soren, but the prince could not counter the law of the land. Even the king could not simply countermand a law. If Ande’s claim was valid, and it seemed it would be, then there was nothing even Soren could do.




  Mage Hazelrig’s face was set in deep lines of concern. Looking at him made Shianan despair. If the White Mage could see no way out, then there was none.




  He had utterly failed Luca. Ande had come for him, and Shianan could do nothing.




  Mage Parma looked from Shianan to Hazelrig, and her eyes rested on the White Mage for a long time. At last she stood. “Then I suppose there is only one thing to do,” she said, “and that is to accept the inevitable.” She turned and called across the room, “Never mind the wine.” She looked back at all of them. “Come please. I have something to show that might make this easier to accept.”




  There was nothing to make this easier to accept. Shianan set down coins for his drink and the high priest’s, and he rose to follow the Silver Mage out. He kept his eyes from Ande’s smug face, lest he be tempted to strike it.




  Could he? If he found the high priest alone at night and beat him, could he drive him from Alham without Luca?




  Dare he do more?




  Mage Parma stopped in the street and turned to face them. “What I have to share is not for you, commander. I am sorry, but I must ask you to leave us.”




  Shianan didn’t understand. “But if this is about—”




  “I know the slave is important to you, and I am sorry to ask you to trust me on this. But I must ask you to trust me. As Flamen Ande says, our only remaining option is negotiation, and what I have to offer is not something that is yours to give.”




  Shianan did not understand her at all, but the idea that she would barter for Luca was a thin line in a stormy sea. He jerked his head once in a nod, and then he made himself turn and walk away without looking back, imagining Ande’s smug smile and recalling Hazelrig’s look of deep distress.




  Sweet Holy One, let them find a way. Let Luca stay. His heart burned in him, and his fingers twitched, and he wished he had finished even the watered ale.
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  EWAN HAZELRIG STEPPED aside at the door, putting the Gehrn priest between Elysia and himself. That was good tactics, and it did not feel right to go through a door first, leaving his back to the Gehrn.




  Elysia Parma lifted a hand to gesture. “Walk with me please, Flamen Ande.”




  The three of them passed through Alham, moving away from the Wheel and the Naziar and down beside the market. They passed neat rows of townhouses, and Elysia paused at one street corner. “Which of these is the Gehrn’s house?”




  Flamen Ande indicated the second from the end, a small but sturdy structure nestled between its siblings. It needed paint and brightening, but it was far from shabby. “That one.”




  “That is where your priests have been staying during your trial?”




  “And where I will stay now, until I return to Davan.”




  “I see.” She picked a strand of hair from her face. “How many Gehrn are here in Alham just now? I believe I have seen three.”




  Ewan looked from the priest to the mage and said nothing. He did not know Elysia’s mind on this errand; best to stay out of her way.




  “There were seven of us here,” Ande answered. “I know Flamen Mennti and Flamen Gregorio paid you visits.”




  “Yes, that’s right. I suppose it’s only polite to ask after them.”




  “Flamen Mennti is well, thank you. I have not seen Flamen Gregorio since my release. He has not been in the townhouse for several days, it seems.”




  “Oh, I know where he is,” Elysia said helpfully. “You had only to ask. I can take you to him now.”




  Ande looked surprised. “It’s not appropriate for any in the order to recreate outside without informing his commanding priests.”




  “I suppose you can address that when we get there. This way.”




  They walked on and took a turn toward Elysia’s own home. Ewan knew then what Elysia meant, and he walked a little wide in case a flanking position might be required.




  The most direct route took a narrower street that fed into an alley. Between tall walls the passage dimmed in the evening light, and when Elysia stopped they no longer cast shadows. “This is where I wanted to bring you, Flamen Ande.”




  The ground was wet and mucky, mud over stone, and their feet squelched faintly as they faced one another. A few empty crates waited against a shop wall to be refilled.




  Ande looked around, and the corners of his mouth turned down. “I don’t understand. I thought you were taking me to Flamen Gregorio.”




  “Yes.”




  “Well? Where is he?”




  Elysia held his eyes, but her voice was soft. “You’re standing in him.”




  Ande stared at her and then looked down, lifting one foot slightly from the mud. “I...I don’t understand.”




  “Oh, and there.” Elysia pointed at some flaking grey fragments caught against a crate near the wall, in an eddy of the wind. “That’s likely the last of him.”




  Ande lifted his head and fixed her with a horrified glare. “What happened?”




  Elysia kept her hands open as she spoke in a low, clear voice. “First of all, if you send a man to intimidate me, make sure he is capable of doing so. He pushed too sharply and too unwisely, and at last he picked a fight he could not win. He chose this place to press his foolish demand, and so here is where it ended.”




  “You killed him?” He sounded at once incredulous and furious.




  “I defended myself from a fanatical ruffian who repeatedly threatened me and assaulted me. He did not return to the Gehrn townhouse. But that brings us to the question of the Gehrn townhouse.”




  Ewan took another step back, letting Elysia take the conversation and giving himself space to react if necessary.




  “The letters Commander Shianan Becknam carried to Davan—were those given to you, Flamen Ande?”




  “What has this to do with Gregorio?”




  “I know the content of those letters, Flamen Ande, because I drafted them. I know they verified the identity of our messengers, explained our need of the Shard of Elan, and offered handsome payment for it.”




  Ande scowled. “Yes, I received them. What of it?”




  “When Becknam returned with the Shard, he explained he had offered his townhouse as a Gehrn site in Alham, since the priests were reluctant to give up their unique possession without compensation.” Elysia lifted her chin. “What happened to the offer I wrote, Flamen Ande? You remembered it well enough when you came to collect it before you performed your rituals. Did you think to extort a military officer for the safety of the whole kingdom?”




  “You know nothing of how our negotiations progressed,” Ande growled.




  “Becknam would have delivered sealed letters, or they would have been worthless as attestation of identity, so he did not know what you were offered. I wonder if you also kept their contents from your own priests? Did you neglect to mention the promised payment to them, asking instead for the townhouse for the Gehrn and thinking to keep the royal payment for yourself?”




  “No!” he snapped. “No, our order does not permit the keeping of personal property.”




  “Which is why it is so odd that you had a slave to bring with you.”




  Ande’s face settled into established lines, more comfortable with this defense. “A slave may belong to the order and serve its head. I brought him to fill a necessary role in a ritual.”




  “And now you will leave him, as you will leave the townhouse.” Elysia did not raise her voice, did not harden her tone. She simply spoke as if observing the sky was blue and the ground was beneath them, her words equally incontrovertible. “Whatever ownership you contrived by misleading the commander has been lost, as Bailaha promised you the townhouse for as long as the Great Circle held the Shard. When it was stolen by the Ryuven, your claim to the townhouse ended. And no new contract has been negotiated since the Shard’s return.”




  Ande’s eyes blazed.




  “You misled an officer into giving up his own property for the good of the kingdom, which says much of both his character and yours. You will leave it and Alham by the morning after tomorrow, which provides you adequate time to pack and find passage. You’ll need that time to pack with your own hands, as your Gehrn tenets are quite specific on the merits of personal labor, and it would be poor observance to let a slave cheat you of the practice of physical and mental strength. So the slave will stay with Commander Becknam.”




  Ande, gaunt and bruised, set his jaw and glared at the Silver Mage. “You have no authority,” he growled. “You have no right to evict me, to keep me from my property. And if you will play at word games, so will I. I will call upon the people and tell them what this bastard has done, how he attempted to bribe the Gehrn to claim credit for bringing the Shard of Elan and how he stole from a man unjustly imprisoned. I will invoke their disdain for a man already disgraced and so recently accused of attacking the prince. What if a witness to that could be found? The prince was unconscious, and a searcher might have come across the attempted murder just in time to see and interrupt. I will raise riots in the streets, I will—”




  “Push me,” Elysia said shortly. Her eyes were stone, and her voice was no longer as calmly factual. “Push me as Flamen Gregorio did. You want a war, Flamen Ande; you may have one, and it can start here, in this moment, and you may be the glorious first to die.”




  For a long moment they stood there, eyes locked, and Ewan was not sure how it would end. They could not strike down a man, even a Gehrn priest, for speaking in the street. He had to wait until Ande acted.




  But the Gehrn spat on the ground, narrowly missing Elysia. “I will leave this corrupt and weak city behind, and good riddance. I will return to our untarnished rural home, and when the coming wars engulf all of Chrenada and the world, it is my wish that you will be consumed slowly in their fires while the noble warriors of the Gehrn rise to claim your spoils.”




  “Be careful. You’re spitting upon one of your noble warriors.”




  For an instant Ewan thought Ande would strike her, but the Gehrn preferred weaker victims, and so he turned with a huff of his blue robes and stalked down the street to the wider lanes of the marketplace.




  Elysia waited until he had disappeared into the street, and then she let out a long breath, working her jaw to loosen it. “Vile man,” she muttered.




  Ewan looked at her with an expression of long forbearance. “You enjoyed that, and don’t pretend to deny it.”




  Elysia raised an eyebrow. “The hallmark of a good worker is to take pleasure in a job well done.”




  “You nearly started a war.”




  “That would have been kind of me, granting his life’s ambition. A pity it would have been over so quickly.” She pushed her hair behind her shoulders and adjusted her silver robes, small gestures of control and structure and recovery. For all her calm bravado, she had been uncomfortable, too. “I am sorry for the people of Davan.”




  “That is another concern for another day,” Ewan said. “Let’s go and inform the commander. And then you will come to supper, won’t you? You don’t want to go home alone and remember him all through your evening.” And he did not want her home alone, in case the Gehrn took their eviction poorly. Elysia could take care of herself, but a small battle on a city street would do no one good.




  She nodded. “I would love supper, thank you.”
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  SHIANAN SAT AT HIS desk, gnawing his lip and his thumb and staring blindly at the papers before him. When he tried not to think of Ande, his mind filled with soldiers falling under ambush, Kuolema thrashing in the water, mages gasping that the Ryuven magic overran theirs.




  When Luca entered, moving stiffly but with a cheerful greeting, Shianan cut him off with a curt gesture. “Out,” he said gruffly, with a gesture cut short by his aching shoulder. He could not bear to look at Luca, not while everything hung in the awful balance.




  Luca hesitated for only a moment, stung, and then he nodded as if nothing were wrong. “Of course. I will be in the quarters. If you should need something, call.”




  Shianan wanted to apologize, wanted to explain, but he didn’t want Luca to know. Shianan didn’t want to see his expression when he learned the doom that hung over him. He stared at the reports, their ink blurring into rivers and puddles before his glazed eyes, and wished with all his might.




  He could hide Luca—send him away, and then tell Ande that he had run away. But that was hardly safer; a captured fugitive would suffer even before he was turned over to the Gehrn priest.




  A knock sounded at the door, and Shianan leapt to his feet. He rushed to it before Luca could come from the other room and opened it to find the two mages. Immediately he held up a hand to prevent their speaking. He stepped outside the office and closed the door behind him.




  With Luca safely barred away from any chance of hearing, he faced the two mages and braced himself. “Please, tell me something was arranged. If it’s money he wants, I will get money.” He would sell Fhure.




  They shook their heads in unison. “I don’t think it will come to that,” said Mage Hazelrig.




  Mage Parma’s mouth curled in disdain. “I am pleased to tell you, your lordship, Flamen Ande has relinquished his claim. If you should hear from him again, I would appreciate being notified immediately. But it is my belief that he will not trouble you again with his request.”




  Shianan stared. “What did you do? What did you offer him? If there’s something I owe—”




  “There is nothing you owe me, your lordship, and it would be beneficial to both of us if you would not offer again. The business I concluded with Flamen Ande was business between himself, myself, and the kingdom of Chrenada, but primarily between the Gehrn and myself. It was not a transaction that involved you, and you want no stock in this trade.”




  Shianan, confused, looked to Mage Hazelrig, who shook his head tightly. “It was a negotiation initiated by Flamen Ande, and negotiation concluded by the interested parties. That is all you need to know, with the conclusion that Luca will not be returning to Davan with him.”




  Joy, cautious and slow, began to bubble deep within Shianan. He looked back and forth between them, reading their faces for hedging or under-confidence, but as they gave him steady and reliable looks, the fountain within him began to grow. “Oh thank you, thank you so much. If I can—” He wanted to leap forward and embrace them each in turn, but they were mages of the Circle, the Silver and the White, and they were in full view of the courtyard, and so he did not.




  “If there is ever anything I can do,” he said to each of them, looking back and forth. “If there is ever anything I can do for you, I owe you a debt, and you have only to ask.” There was not much service he could likely render to a mage of the Circle, but he understood his obligation.




  Mage Hazelrig shook his head. “The truth is, neither of us wanted to see that man get his way. Whether or not he destroyed the shield intentionally, he did at the least destroy it through omission, and our lives would’ve been very different for the past year without his actions. I will not say it was a pleasure, but I will say that any debt you think you may owe is probably not as great as you imagine.”




  “I will not say it was a pleasure,” said Mage Parma, “but it was no chore.”




  Shianan nodded, not fully understanding but understanding enough. “Please, I hope that neither of you will say anything to Luca. If he never knows of this, I will be glad.”




  They each nodded. “Of course.”




  Shianan drew a long, deep, clean breath. “Thank you, my lord and lady mage. Thank you very much.”




  They nodded again. “Oh, and one more thing,” Mage Parma said. “The Gehrn have no further need of a townhouse here in Alham. I am not sure of the exact paperwork required, but I think a natural reversion to you should be expected.”




  Shianan blinked. “What did you say to him?”




  Mage Hazelrig coughed. “We have a meeting to attend. There are decisions to be made about the Ryuven raids, after all.”




  “We must get back to the Wheel,” said Mage Parma. “Take care, your lordship.”




  The two mages turned and started back across the courtyard, and Shianan looked after them with a lighter heart than he’d had in a long time.
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  GARL ASHER TOOK A STEADYING breath and wished Esar wasn’t such a sniveling idiot. It was difficult enough to do this work without having to convince two people instead of one. “Now look, it’ll be in and out, easy as walks, safe as locks.”




  He wondered if safe as locks was the wrong choice of idiom, given that this whole endeavor was to get around locks, but he guessed Esar wouldn’t be given to questioning his turn of phrase.




  Indeed, Esar was busy fretting. “I don’t know. It’s one thing to cut a purse, or even to cut a throat out on the open road where there’s no one much to see. But to walk into one of the biggest trade houses along the whole Wakari Coast—it just feels different. Dangerous.”




  “Dangerous?” Garl spat into the dust of the road. “Didn’t you help to throw over an entire mercantile caravan on the open road, guards and all?”




  Esar bristled a little. “I more than helped. I did most of the talking to bring over the guards who were with us.”




  “All right, then, you did, and look what you did.” Garl swallowed his protest that he had been the more charismatic brother, who had talked many of the hired guards into joining their betrayal and looting the caravan. “And what did that net you? Quite a lot of hard coin, from the goods we took and the slaves we sold. And wasn’t that dangerous? Of course it was! And that’s why it paid so very well. But this—no one is fighting back with this.”




  Garl Asher had done the role of guard-turned-brigand several times, targeting greater caravans and merchants in succession. He had brought his elder brother, a thief in his own right, into his more recent jobs in the hopes of minimizing risk by appearing to have a more organized contingent of thieves when confronting guards he thought he could turn. It had worked, but it had also meant more arguing with Esar over pointless small tasks that Garl should have been able to dictate, as the more experienced turncoat and the brains of the team, while Esar thought as the elder sibling he should carry some authority.




  Their last projects had been their most risky, turning on caravans to not only rob but enslave most of their victims and sell them at a hurried discount in a nearby market. It was a calculated risk; expensive slaves might be scrutinized, and proof of training and provenance requested, but cheap labor sold fast and without attention to detail.




  The first attempt had gone just as well as his best hopes, and they had made thousands of pias in a few days and then left the market town of Cascais far behind, without any hint in the local sales records of where they were going. Even if one of the unfortunate new slaves protested, it was unlikely they would be believed and less likely they would know the names and location of the guards who had turned on them. It had been a simple and profitable scheme, and one they had duplicated twice since.




  “It did pay well,” Esar agreed. “Which is why we should consider staying to it instead of trying something more. We might be reaching beyond our grasp.”




  Garl rolled his eyes. “You would ignore such a prize as this?” He took up the thin document wallet and shook it at his brother. “You would let something like this fall into your hand—straight into your hand, not a bit of extra effort—and just leave it by the wayside, without even trying to receive its bounty?”




  Esar frowned. “I don’t know that it works like you think.”




  Garl had to admit the possibility. He and Esar did not live in the rarefied world of letters of credit. “Look, I have seen these used before, by men I was guarding, even legitimately. I know how they work. It’s dangerous for rich men to carry their riches with them”—he grinned knowingly—“and it’s difficult to walk around with a whole crate of coins and jewels on your back. So they carry their wealth in the form of a letter, which they present to a house of exchange, who makes gold available to them as they will.”




  Esar did not seem convinced. “Where does the house of exchange get the gold?”




  “What?”




  “If rich men bring letters of credit to the house, and they all want gold to spend against their rich names, where does the house get the gold for them all? If they’ve all left their gold in Ivat or Alham or where else they came from?”




  “Why, other rich men have put their gold in the house, of course. So they can take their own letters to another branch to exchange.”




  “But it’s just a matter of faith that the letter is any good. So the house of exchange has to send for the gold.”




  “Er, maybe. I suppose they do, sometimes.”




  “So then the gold is carried after all.”




  “Yes. But not by the rich men.” Garl was growing annoyed with the explanation. “And to our purposes, it is far simpler to rob the rich men than the caravans with their guards. And it is easier to carry a letter of credit than a chest of gold.”




  “What advantage is it to the house of exchange?”




  Garl was not prepared for this line of questioning. “What?”




  “Why should they take the risk and expense of transporting the gold and giving it to the men who have letters?”




  This was moving beyond Garl’s limited knowledge. “I suppose there is a fee. Maybe a percentage of the credit.”




  “Will they ask us for the fee? What if it’s more than we have?”




  “What? No! The fee will be deducted from whatever it is we take from the house of exchange. We won’t have to pay anything up front.” Garl was pretty sure of this and even more resolved to appear certain before his doubting brother.




  Esar frowned, trying to work out the hypothetical math.




  Garl waved the wallet again to fix his attention on what mattered. “Stop and listen. We have a letter here that entitles the bearer to a full third of an Ivat merchant house. Do you hear that? A full third of an Ivat merchant house! We can draw more money than you’ve ever seen in your life, more money than you’ve dreamed of. We can buy women and serving slaves and a townhouse and live fat and glossy like a couple of contented pigs. Even if they hold back a fee, we’ll still have more money than you’d make in two hands’ worth of thieving jobs. All for the taking, all for just walking in and asking for it.”




  Esar wanted to believe, Garl could see it. The greed glistened in his brother’s eyes, hazed by a remnant of fear. Esar had always been more inhibited.




  Garl would carry him over. “You don’t have to say anything. You don’t even have to go in if you don’t want; I can do it all. You can wait safely outside and I’ll come to meet you. There’s just one name on the letter, after all.”




  The greed sparked with fresh energy. “You want to pick it up all by yourself? Without anyone watching?”




  “Not like—you can come if you want, of course. I just meant, if you were scared to go into the house of exchange, you didn’t—”




  “I’m not scared to walk inside,” Esar snapped. “I can walk where I like, like any free man, and I’m not ashamed to enter a house of exchange where the rich men of the city go.”




  “That’s not what I meant.”




  “And I won’t let you carry the key to a treasure in by yourself and take it by yourself and just say with a word that you’ll share it out later,” Esar continued. “I’ve seen you promise loyalty and safety to men you planned to murder, and I know what your word is worth.”




  “Now wait,” Garl snapped, his ire piqued. “That’s something else altogether. That’s not family. What I promise to fat rich pigeons to soothe them has nothing to do with my word to you. You are family, and I will not cut you out.”




  “Then you won’t mind if I come along.”




  “Then I—you great wool-for-brains, that is exactly what I have been trying to get you to do.”




  Esar frowned at him suspiciously.




  Garl sighed. “Do you have any clothes without stains and with less wear? We don’t need to be in fine clothes to pass; younger sons are among caravans often enough, and they take some scuff and wear on the road. The letter is the thing, and we have that.”
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  SOREN TURNED RESTLESSLY upon his bed, squeezing his pillow higher or pushing it away, but nothing cleared the persistent images from his mind’s eye.




  He had known, of course, but he had never known.




  He’d heard the debates in the council, endlessly repetitive arguments over whether slave rebellions should be suppressed with greater ferocity or quelled with a dangled possibility of earning freedom through diligent work. He’d heard the philosophical platforms, whether slaves were incapable of honor or whether those enslaved through their criminal or irresponsible choices, or through the choices of their criminal or irresponsible parents, could ever aid society as law-abiding and responsible freemen. He’d known abuses happened, as within any large system, and he’d known discipline could be strict.




  But he had never realized. He had never understood beyond mere knowledge.




  He knew Luca was dear to Shianan. He himself loved Ethan as family and trusted him far beyond his courtier friends. To see what had been done to Luca, to know it was considered normal and even necessary, and not in coercion but with a willing witness...




  To know that it was not the worst that had been done...




  He wanted to push shut the door newly opened, to dismiss Luca’s torture as an excessive aberration in a largely functional system, to pretend what he had heard of Luca’s experiences was an outlying example of abuse by a cult that glorified violence, to believe these incidents could not be typical or common. He wanted to believe his life had not been in ignorance, merely untroubled by the occasional but uncommon atrocity.




  But that would be dishonest, he knew, just as his ignorance of what the king had done to Shianan had been wrong.




  Soren threw back the blankets and let the cold air wash over him, squeezing his eyes against memory.




  It was not true that slaves could not have honor. He had heard enough to know Luca hated his former master, feared him, had every reason to rejoice in his arrest and downfall—but Luca had gone to testify at great cost to himself in defense of the man he hated, simply because it was unjust to sentence a man for a crime he had not committed. No one could argue again that a slave could not be honorable or trustworthy.




  Soren tried to imagine coming upon someone hurting Ethan in such a way, and he knew he would have been more vengeful than Shianan—but Shianan knew the reality of the world, knew what he could and could not protest, knew he could not protect his friend but needed the prince to do it.




  Soren rolled again, shoving his pillow. But the prince could not protect Luca. Even if Soren wanted it to be different, the world rested too heavily on the shoulders of slaves. Slave labor planted crops, cooked meals, cleaned houses, built bridges, laid roads, delivered cargo across kingdoms. Enslaved criminals became profitable instead of harmful. The labor market was as strong as any other in the economy; even a prince, even a king could not strike it away without riotous protest and financial collapse.




  And now Soren understood the danger of knowledge, the danger of caring.




  He turned once more, tugging at a blanket, and wished for sleep.
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  LUCA LAY ON HIS STOMACH, his face turned to the wall, his arms folded beneath his chest so that the posture did not feel quite like the extractors’ table, and he studied the wall’s minuscule cracks, and the dust in the slanting morning light, and insects’ tracks, and anything that might fill his eyes and his mind.




  Flamen Ande had been released. Luca thought he should feel something about that—satisfaction that his testimony had changed the course of the trial, worry that Ande was free in Alham again, anger that Ande would face no further effects of his brutality—but whenever he tried to cup his thoughts together to examine them, they ran through his fingers and left him hollow and numb.




  Luca had done the right thing. That was all. He had known the truth, and he had not wanted to see someone punished for what he had not done—no matter what else he had done. He had believed injustice was not corrected by more injustice. How had that been so wrong?




  Some stupid, stupid part of him had believed too much in the past few months, in Shianan’s friendship and Thir’s inheritance and Marla’s kindness, and he had believed things could be different, that now he would be all right if he just did the right thing. He had been afraid, of course—terrified—but some new, credulous part of him had still hoped. He had been willing to testify for Shianan, his friend, and he had not been taken for extraction. Surely if he testified for Flamen Ande, whom he loathed, they would believe him.




  Sweet Holy One, he had been so wrong, and the betrayal cut deep.




  Sweet Holy One. He was not sure if he meant it as a prayer or a curse.




  He wanted to go to the temple and slip into the side nook he preferred, to shout at and plead with the god who had abandoned him, but he was afraid to meet a temple priest who might ask what troubled him. He could not bear to face even a kindly question. He couldn’t explain to Shianan; he couldn’t even explain to himself. He did not want to try to answer a priest.




  Shianan had been right to be angry. Luca had been stupid.




  He did not have words for the angry hurt, and it was easier to stare at the flaking wall than to face his worst doubts realized.




  The morning dragged on and on. Shianan had told him to let most tasks and chores pass while he recovered, and he had chided Luca gently when he attempted to work anyway, but that left too much space for the enormity of his poor decision to press on him. He had only tried to do the right thing, tried not to be the sort of man Ande himself was. How had it been so wrong?




  Not just the beating—he had known, on some level, that might come. But the dull, bruise-green terror that had returned with it to haunt him, to circle his mattress at night or make him catch his breath when he heard Shianan’s chair creak in the next room... He had not fully known how freely he walked these days, a different man from when he’d come to Alham, until he had lost that, until his stomach twisted each time a piece of laundry slid on the line.




  The bruises would fade in a fortnight, but he did not know when he would breathe freely again. He had been willing to give a few hours to save Ande; he had not known he would give his peace.




  He muttered an oath and pushed himself from the mattress. He could not stare at this wall any longer, and he could not silence the protests in his head. He could not speak to Shianan. His master mostly hid his residual anger, but still Luca could not explain his doubts to one who had been furious for their cause. Only, he had nowhere else to go, no one else to speak to.




  But he had to go somewhere, or he would go mad. He passed through the office and went out into the courtyard.




  He wished he could do more to help Shianan. The new Ryuven raids were devastating, and the creases between the commander’s eyebrows rarely faded while he received and sent reports. Shianan had lost the queen’s horse, had lost many soldiers, had not seen Lady Ariana for days of fighting. When Luca thought of carrying the burden of soldiers killed in ambush, he was ashamed of his own fear of the dark. He would gladly immerse himself in Shianan’s tasks and bury his own worries, if only he had any skills to offer. But the officers did not need a slave’s ignorant enthusiasm.




  He paused near the temple. Of course he had come here; he had nowhere else to go. Even at the public rooms that were open to slaves, he had no real friends, no one he knew more than by sight or by name. There was no place a slave could linger without drawing suspicion. The only place he could safely go was the temple, and so he did.




  It was lively, with a number of worshipers and supplicants moving through the closely decorated space. Luca moved as quietly as possible, avoiding all, until he reached the side prayer nook where he hoped he would not be disturbed.




  He sat cross-legged, the posture he had adopted instead of kneeling, and closed his eyes against both the nearby temple traffic and the fierce hurt that boiled in him. Why? Didn’t I try to do what was right? Even though it terrified me?




  And Ande had gone free. Not saved from death, but saved from all punishment, just and unjust. Luca’s effort to preserve justice had extended injustice.




  Why? He folded his clenched fists against his torso and bent over, silent in his rage. He could not let the people standing nearby hear, could not let the priests know. He could not let the all-knowing Holy One see. It was dangerous to be angry.




  I did everything I could. I tried so, so hard. And now he had lost his inheritance and his family, and he had freed his captor, and he ached with welts and bruises.




  What was I supposed to do?




  Everything Flamen Ande had done to Luca was permitted under Chrenadan law, the same rule of law that forbade Luca’s manumission from such a man. And yet when Luca tried to uphold the law, he had been caught in its wheels and crushed.




  In Furmelle, slaves had fought against cruelty and subjugation.




  Luca braced his whole body against the memories. He had seen terrible things, heard terrible things. He had cowered in a storage room with the children he’d tutored, frantically talking of pirate histories, wishing spirits, anything to distract them, until at last nothing could draw their minds from the screams in the streets.




  While early fighting had been waged with fists, feet, teeth, chains, and perhaps the implements of their labor, the rebels soon armed themselves from the buildings they took. Slaves found weapons in the houses they broke into, murdering and ransacking, or continued with rakes, kitchen and butchering tools, grain bale hooks. The family Luca served had not died, but some of their neighbors had. One had been torn apart just paces from the house’s gate.




  After the first horrifying day, Luca had hidden from all; slaves who did not eagerly join the rebels were killed as if they were freemen. He was newly enslaved, broken with his family’s betrayal and the steep shock of his position, but he could not bring himself to kill for it.




  And then in the end they had sold him with the others, purging the town as if he too had murdered, as if he were a dog just as rabid, as if he had no humanity.




  Cole, the slave he’d bought out of his own caravan line, had been briefly impressed when he learned Luca had been at Furmelle. Cole would have fought with the rebels.




  Luca gritted his teeth. He had believed that if he just kept trying, he would prove himself worthy of human respect. Endure, Luca. But that had been a lie, too.




  He could not simply do what was right and hope, not anymore. That had never been true, not for his treacherous father, not for Ande, not for the heartless adjudicators.




  He wondered again where Cole had gone from the slave market in Cascais.
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  EWAN HAZELRIG WENT to the deep blue door and steeled himself. This would be difficult, but essential. He knocked and waited.




  “Come in,” called Taev Callahan from within.




  Ewan did.




  Mage Callahan raised his eyebrows. “Oh, hello. This is a surprise.”




  Ewan had not used the crystal communication board to call Callahan because he wanted the extra bit of flattery of going to the Indigo Mage’s own office. Holy One knew, flattering Callahan was both critical and challenging. “Good morning. I hope I’m not interrupting.”




  “Not at all. Would you care to take a seat?”




  Ewan did not waste time in small talk neither of them cared for. “I’ve come to ask if you would take on an essential task in our new peace with the Ryuven.”




  “Oh?” Taev slid into a neighboring chair.




  “They suffer a blight on their crops.”




  Taev shook his head.




  “No one is as knowledgeable in botany and arcane botany as you. You could—”




  “I could do what? I cannot go there,” Taev said practically. “If I went to the Ryuven world, I would die, like every other mage save one. I may hold one rank higher than your daughter, but I don’t pretend to her talent or luck. Even if I were willing, it would be impossible.”




  “I didn’t mean you should go. Samples of their crops could be brought here for—”




  “Absolutely not,” snapped Taev. “Would you bring the blight to our own crops? Why do you think I was so insistent that the dall sweetbud must be dried? And I’m not entirely comfortable with that. Whatever this devastating blight is that beggared their land, we don’t want it in ours.”




  Ewan felt like an idiot. “Of course,” he said. “That’s a very practical concern, and your immediate response only demonstrates why you are the best choice to advise the Ai on their crops.”




  Taev sighed. “And how am I to do that?”




  Ewan looked at him. “How would you like to do it?”




  Taev frowned. “Haven’t we just eliminated both taking me to the blight and bringing the blight to me? What do you think is left?”




  “Those aren’t the only two options. Someone could go between you and the blight. You could train someone in what to look for, analyze the reports they carry back, send back various approaches to try.”




  “I suppose you have a troop of educated folk anxious to be carried to the Ryuven world? I doubt anyone is eager for that. Too easy to be trapped there, as you know. And then you have to do all your work looking over your shoulder.”




  Ewan shook his head. “I was thinking more of someone who could carry himself back and forth, someone who could move about the Ryuven fields without worry.”




  He had surprised Taev. “You would bring more Ryuven here?”




  “They might feel the need to look over their shoulders as well,” Ewan conceded, “but at least we already have precedent for Ryuven guests, so they might feel more comfortable.”




  “King’s oats, you’re serious.” Taev scratched his chin and squinted, stretching his scar. “You want me to take on Ryuven apprentices and train them, then send them to research their own fields and bring back reports so I can formulate a solution to their generations of famine.”




  Ewan nodded firmly, as if it were a reasonable request.




  “Well, with expectations like that, how could I fail to impress?” Taev crossed his arms. “Do you have the Ryuven all picked out, too?”




  Ewan had only just learned that Ryuven plants should not be brought into Alham. But some Ryuven apprentices could surely be found—perhaps nim, anxious for employment and less overtly dangerous to the human officials he would have to convince. “I don’t. But now that I know you are willing, I will make that my next task.”




  Taev shook his head. “I haven’t said I was willing, but I suspect that will make little difference.”




  Ewan smiled. “I’m glad we have such an efficient understanding.”




  Taev sat back and waved a hand. “If you can find me a Ryuven or two who aren’t too murderous, I will at least teach them how to bring me a useful field sketch.”




  “Thank you.” Ewan rose from his chair. “Thank you indeed.”
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  THE FINAL RISE INTO Alham’s gates seemed more like one of the mountains to the east. Ariana’s feet hurt, her legs ached, her eyes burned. It was not at all the first time she had walked for days, but it was different this time.




  They had not returned from a short, victorious war. Marshal Vanguilder had maneuvered them through perilous situations, and Ariana was proud of her work with the soldiers and grey mages, but they had suffered heavy losses in a pincer trap, rushing after a group of wounded Ryuven who had appeared to be fleeing. Tamaryl had fought with them, but he was only one Ryuven against many, seemingly reluctant in Ariana’s view, and he shared no elegant choreography of magic and weaponry with the human soldiers as the mages did; it was too soon to fight alongside a Ryuven, let alone a legendary enemy warlord.




  Vanguilder had coaxed and roared and gotten them on the road home, but Ariana could feel the destroyed morale like damp wool hanging over the train. Arakadamia had been too recent to face another such overwhelming opponent.




  They had exhausted all the healing amulets the mages had carried, and many wounded rode in the wagons or lagged in the ranks. Ariana kept pulling her thoughts away from the bloody rut of wondering how Shianan’s contingent had fared. Marshal Vanguilder had said fighting these Ryuven was different than what they were accustomed to. What if Shianan had been injured by their unfamiliar new tactics?




  As a mage, she had fewer duties upon their arrival in the capital, and Vanguilder released them before they even reached the military grounds. She plodded to her townhouse, weary beyond reason, and let herself in.




  “Ariana?” Her father’s eager voice came from his workroom. “You’re home?”




  “I’m fine,” she answered. “It was a rough expedition, but I’m all right.”




  He came out and embraced her. “You at least know to head off my questions,” he said warmly. “Sit down.”




  She did. “Have you heard from Shianan?”




  He glanced at her. “We’ve talked, yes.”




  “Then he’s all right.” A tension went out of her, and she recognized its enormity only in the relief it left behind.




  Her father frowned. “It was rough, wasn’t it?”




  “Marshal Vanguilder says they fight differently. Different tactics. Which I suppose makes sense, and it lends credence to Tamaryl’s argument that they are a different clan, but...we had losses.” She forced herself to say what terrified her most. “Their magic—it’s different. Our shields weren’t effective enough.”




  She had his full attention. “They could penetrate the shields?”




  “Eventually. It wasn’t that their magic simply broke through; it was more like it pressed through. Shoving attacks through a thick jelly. We could slow them, and sometimes stop them, but not often enough.”




  She knew him well enough to know he was attempting to hide his concern. “I will want to hear more of this.”




  “Of course. I made some notes, mostly impressions, but I did not want to leap to any conclusions.” With the assurance of Shianan’s safety, the nagging pressure of her other news surfaced. She was tired, but her father deserved to know. “Could we invite Shianan for supper tonight?”




  “Are you sure? You don’t look like you’ll be awake for supper.”




  Oh, she would. “I can fit in a bath and nap before.”




  “I suppose I can send an invitation to the commander and a request to the Merry Goat. Should I invite Elysia as well? Ranne or, er, Princess Calissa?”




  Ariana shook her head. “Not tonight, I don’t think.”




  He looked at her for just a moment, and she wondered wildly if he had guessed. But he only nodded. “I’ll take care of it.”
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  THE RIPPLES OF VANGUILDER’S return reached Shianan in the training yard, and he left Torg to finish the drills so he could go to see their arrival. The bedraggled train was a report as clear as any written on his desk.




  His first scan did not find Ariana, and a fist began to tighten about his heart. Nor did he see her on his second. Then he noticed there were no mages at all, and he fought down the irrational conclusion that they had all been killed for the more likely explanation that they had been released from duty already.




  That meant he should go to the Hazelrigs’ home. But if Ariana was not there, if Shianan encountered Ewan Hazelrig alone and waiting—




  King’s runny oats, his mind had been more settled when he had been alone and with fewer vulnerabilities.




  A strange paralysis seized him, a weird terror of finality. As long as he did not know, then Ariana was alive and unharmed. As long as he waited to learn, she was not dead in a river. He had to ask—but not immediately. He would return to his quarters, change out of his training clothes, allow enough time for Hazelrig to have been informed.




  He was pulling on a dry shirt when Luca admitted the messenger into the office. “To join the Mages Hazelrig for supper” was the most gloriously musical phrase, and Shianan sank onto a nearby chair as Luca thanked and tipped the runner.




  Luca came into the room. “You’ve been invited—”




  “I heard.” Shianan sighed, almost giddy with the rush of air. “That means she’s safely home.”




  Luca stifled a smile.




  “Don’t give me that,” Shianan said, pointing a finger at him. “You laugh at my concern, but I know something you do not.”




  “And what is that, my lord?”




  “Ariana Hazelrig is my wife.”




  Luca’s jaw dropped.




  Shianan rubbed at his chin. “That was very odd to say aloud.”




  “Master Shianan—are you serious?”




  “She took my hand on the road, and we swore our vows. That makes us legally wed.”




  “No wonder you’ve been distracted,” Luca said. “But I am happy for you. What will you do now?”




  Shianan looked at him and shook his head. “I haven’t the faintest idea.”
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  SHIANAN DID NOT GO directly to the Hazelrigs’ townhouse. He did not go often to the paper market—the supplies for his endless reports were delivered to his office—but he knew what he was looking for, and it did not take him long to find a stall with delicate paper flowers, cut and folded into blooms out of season. He bought seven, trusting the vendor to choose appropriate colors and combinations, and tucked them safely into the crook of his arm. He stopped next to purchase a bottle of wine, of a finer vintage than he usually bought.




  He paused beside the little fruit trees in the tiny front yard, braced himself, and then went to the door and knocked. Within a few heartbeats, Ariana opened the door and seized his wrist. She pulled him over the threshold and into her arms.




  Shianan only just managed to get the paper flowers and wine out of the way before they came together. He held her tightly, quelling the last of his worry for her, drinking in her presence, breathing in the warmth of her. She was solid in his arms, real, reassuring.




  She bent her head against his neck and stayed there. “Was it bad where you were?”




  She had worried for him, too. “It was.”




  “We lost many soldiers.”




  “We were ambushed. We should have known better, but we believed we’d had an easy victory.”




  She nodded against his neck. Some flowers slipped from his grasp.




  After a moment, Shianan slid his lips across her dark hair and pressed his face down to hers. She turned up and met his lips, and they kissed a long while, explaining much that was unsaid.




  At last she pulled back, breathless. “We should go back. Supper’s been brought, and Father will be waiting.”




  “Does he know?”




  She shook her head. “Not yet. I wanted you here, too. What’s all this?”




  He looked down at the remaining flowers, bent in his grip, and the few that had fallen to the tiled floor. “Sunlight on flowers is harder at this time of year, and these were the best I could do. They...looked better before.”




  “I can fluff them. And you brought wine?”




  “To my knowledge, no one has ever bribed the White Mage, but I thought it couldn’t hurt.”




  She laughed, though he didn’t.




  She led him into the dining room, where a crock of stew steamed on the table beside two loaves of brown bread. At one end of the table, Ewan Hazelrig was reading a book, his hand resting on a stack of notes.




  “Shianan’s here,” Ariana said.




  Ewan Hazelrig looked up with an easy smile. “Ah, yes, I know. But you two were occupied, so I thought I’d wait in here. Plenty to keep me busy. Please, sit down, and let’s eat.”




  Shianan felt heat over his face and neck.




  The White Mage tore apart a loaf and put a large chunk on Shianan’s plate. “There’s butter and honey just there. The stew is lamb and root vegetables, from the Merry Goat. One of my staples when Mother Harriet isn’t available.”




  “I brought wine,” Shianan said woodenly. “A good vintage, she said.”




  “Well, then, let’s pour it,” Ewan Hazelrig said amiably.




  “Before you do that,” Ariana interrupted, “we have something to tell you.” She looked at Shianan and reached to take his hand. “Together.”




  Shianan wasn’t sure if she was urging him to speak. Which would be more appropriate, the bridegroom or the daughter?




  The White Mage looked between them and smiled. “Yes?”




  Shianan’s stomach clenched.




  “If it helps, you’re not going to surprise me.” Ewan Hazelrig sat back in his chair and smiled at them. “I’ve been waiting for you to work up to a betrothal.”




  “No betrothal,” Shianan said. “We’re married.”




  Hazelrig went still. “Well, then. Perhaps a little surprised.”




  Shianan’s stomach sank, and he squeezed Ariana’s fingers.




  “You handfasted outside of Alham?”




  They nodded. Ariana said, “Just before the units separated. It was like something out of a tale—I reached up to Shianan on Kuolema—his horse! He has a horse to ride now!—and we clasped hands and swore, and I kissed a man on a horse.” She grinned giddily.




  Shianan’s gut twisted further, and he wondered how it was possible to be so happy and so upset all at once.




  But the White Mage nodded and lifted a hand, forestalling anything Shianan might have offered. “I am surprised. But I am happy for you.”




  The constriction in Shianan’s throat eased a bit.




  “I cannot deny, I am also a little afraid for you. I don’t know the best way through this. But I know each of you, and I know you will face whatever comes with courage.” He reached to take a hand from each of them, so that they were linked in a circle. “I want the best for each of you, and I will help you however I can.”




  “Thank you, Father.”




  “Thank you, my lord mage.”




  “Now, that’s a bit too formal at this late stage, don’t you think?” Ewan Hazelrig sat back and beamed at them. “I should be more worried, I know, but I am just so happy for you both. Now sit down and eat. Ariana, you should have told me at least enough that we could have a more celebratory meal! I feel something of a failure, providing only lamb stew and bread for your marriage.” He tipped his head. “Though I suppose it must be better than your road rations. That would have been a poor wedding meal.”




  “Not even that,” Ariana said with a chagrined smile. “We made our vows just before we separated. No meal at all.”




  “No meal?” Ewan’s fingers slowed on the bread he was tearing apart. “You simply pledged your marriage vows and walked away, and you haven’t seen each other until now?”




  Shianan watched him calculate and conclude.




  Ewan cleared his throat. “Well, I suppose I’m flattered that you wanted to take the time to break the news to me over supper.”




  Ariana laughed, embarrassment coloring its sound. Shianan’s neck burned hotter, and he shifted awkwardly under Ewan’s knowing gaze.




  But—it was different. This was embarrassment. Not shame. He had not thought on the difference before, and it was surprising how much it mattered.




  Ewan ladled a surprisingly small serving of stew into his bowl and started on it. “Have you given any thought to how you’ll go forward? Will you try to preserve the secret, or will you live openly and hope to blunt the king’s response?”




  “I had hoped that a successful campaign might influence him in our favor,” Ariana admitted. “But after things went as they did...”




  “Deeds won’t win him,” Shianan said quietly. Deeds might earn the king’s favor, but not his acceptance. Not what Shianan had wanted. “We’ll have to register our marriage, record its legality as soon as possible. After that, he can do as he likes to us, but he cannot undo the marriage.”




  Ariana held his eyes, suddenly grim and determined, and he regretted his words. This should be their celebration, their joy.




  Ewan Hazelrig scraped his bowl and set it down. “I’ll think on it. If we can hide a Ryuven for fifteen years, we can handle a marriage.” He began to stack his notes on the book. “Well, I have much to review. I’ll ask Elysia to go over these with me. I think after twenty years or so, she’s finally coming around to an interest in Ryuven history.”




  “You’re leaving?” Shianan asked stupidly. Yes, the White Mage had just said he was happy for them, but to cut short their supper and walk out—was that a sign of some deeper disapproval?




  “I’ll be out late,” he answered, picking up a hunk of bread and balancing it on the stack in his arms. “Very late.”




  Oh. Heat raced anew through Shianan.




  Ariana put her hand to her face, crinkled with a smile.




  “Good night,” called the White Mage, and he swept out the door.




  Shianan sat there in awkward stillness. This, facing one another over lamb stew, was never how he had imagined their first lovemaking.




  Ariana looked at him, still smiling, still embarrassed. “He means well.”




  Shianan shrugged one shoulder, trying for nonchalant. “I don’t think he did so poorly.”




  Ariana laughed. “I suppose I could come around the table.” She rose and rounded her father’s empty chair, coming to rest on Shianan’s knee. She slid an arm around his shoulders.




  They had kissed only a handful of times. Now, with all the night before them, Shianan felt as if he stood on a precipice, anxious to fling himself into the inviting pool below but teetering on the edge.




  Ariana looked as if she felt the same, nervous but eager. He slid his arm about her and tipped his head back to invite her to him. Her lips were firm and yielding, sweet and hot, all the wild contrasts that made her.




  She broke away from the kiss, a little breathless. “My bedroom is upstairs.”




  “I know. I’ve been there.”




  “Oh? Oh, after the Shard. When you were recovering.”




  Shianan whispered against her jaw, “I’ll enjoy it more with you there, too.”




  She laughed, and she kissed him, and somehow they made their way up the stairs.
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  LUCA WAS ROLLING MAPS after dusting their pigeonholes when the knock came. He tucked the roll into place and opened the door. “How can I—”




  The man outside was in Gehrn robes. Luca froze.




  It was not Ande. Luca only vaguely remembered this one, one of the younger members, barely Luca’s own age. He fixed baleful eyes on Luca. “Deliver this to your new master,” he snarled, and he flung a heavy fustian bag into Luca’s hands hard enough to sting. Luca’s fingers closed by reflex, catching it from falling.




  The young Gehrn stepped forward and delivered a heavy open-handed slap, snapping Luca’s head to the side.




  Luca reeled, caught himself, automatically ducked and cringed backward, shielding himself as he gave way. But the Gehrn did not follow him into the office, and when Luca raised his head, he was gone.




  Luca closed and locked the door, and then he retreated to the sleeping quarters. He lowered himself stiffly onto his bed, moving jerkily more from the rigidity of his muscles and the sudden numbness of his limbs than from the bruises, and drew his legs onto the low mattress. He took long breaths, thinking hard of nothing at all.




  He had known the Gehrn were in Alham. That had been so for months, since Ande had brought Luca with him to perform the ritual on the Shard. But he had not expected to see them, and not at Shianan’s own door, and not striking him as if nothing had changed.




  He squeezed his fists so that his nails tore his palms as he clenched his jaw, anger flooding in to replace the ebbing shock and panic. He was furious with himself at freezing at the sight of the blue robes. He was not subject to that any longer; he owed them no allegiance or service or fear. He should stand in his new life, in his new position, safely out of their reach and influence.




  His body had forgotten his new life at the sight of his old.




  He uncoiled his aching fingers and picked up the fustian bag, two hands-breadths long. He undid the drawstring—it wasn’t his place to examine his master’s things, but this had come from the Gehrn and he could not stop his hands—to reveal a solid key, weighty in Luca’s palm, with a silken tassel dangling from the end.




  Luca didn’t understand. What meaning could this have for Shianan? Was it a message from the Gehrn? Had it come because of Luca’s late testimony in Ande’s trial?




  And Luca had opened the door to it, opened the door to another Gehrn, who had struck him as if he belonged to the order and not to Shianan, and Holy One knew what it could mean.




  Luca returned the key to the bag and got stiffly to his feet. He set the key on Shianan’s desk and then, with angry embarrassment, he moved it inside a lockbox where it was less visible, unable to catch his eye as he worked.
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  WITH LESS ROAD DUST and more expectation, Garl and Esar set out to the house of exchange. The House of Lombard had a large and highly visible office in the center of Flerinz, prominent and near to all the major markets. Garl judged that it would be foolhardy to present the letter in Ivat, and Flerinz was a prosperous trading city in its own right, well able to fund a deep withdrawal on a merchant letter and busy enough to forget the faces of two men who left soon after their business was done.




  How deep should they draw? Garl had been debating the question with equal consideration to both approaches. Drawing lightly meant they might be able to return again and again, shearing the sheep for regular profit instead of slaughtering it with one wild, draining withdrawal that would certainly call the attention of the parent house. The idea of acting so recklessly gave Garl a moment of hesitation, like Esar—and considering himself for a moment like Esar, he resolved to be bold.




  The letter was the chance of a lifetime, and not to be wasted with too much caution. Even small repeated draws might alert the parent house and invite eventual capture. Better to strike boldly, profit hugely, and walk away safely.




  He straightened, taking the air of a wealthy merchant who had every right to expect respectful service from such an establishment, and he pushed through the door into the offices of the House of Lombard.




  The office was impressive, designed to exude confidence and reliability, with floors of expensive grained stone polished to a shine and heavily carved wooden chairs for those waiting to transact business. Rows of benches and counters hosted most of the common interactions, while private offices were available in the rear for extensive negotiations and larger amounts. There was also a set of barred doors in a stone wall, and Garl’s eyes were drawn again and again to them against his will. That would be where the chests and coffers of hard money lay, waiting to be withdrawn against family credit. That was where their prize rested.




  Only a few moments more.




  “Good morning, my lords,” called a clerk, his face cheery against their worn travel clothes. “How may I serve you?”




  Esar grinned at this boot-licking. Garl ignored him, hoping his brother wouldn’t say something stupid, and began, “I have a letter of credit, and I would like to take out a large sum.”




  “Please, come and have a seat, and I’ll be happy to assist you.”




  Garl had often negotiated for funds, but always at the cheap moneylenders in the lower markets, where the usury was high and the courtesy low. Taking a seat at one of the house benches was like a dream, play-acting at being a mercantile success. He gave a little wriggle on the cushion to rub his common buttocks across it.




  Taking this document from the gasping, whining young man who had lost it had been the best choice of his life.




  “Thank you, thank you, and now how can I help?”




  Garl withdrew the document wallet and passed it over the table. “I’m Luca Roald, and as you can see I have a considerable amount of funds available to me. I have a business deal to arrange, and so I need to pull out some hard currency. Gold coins preferred.”




  The clerk smiled. “Oh, my lord, there’s no need for that. I can write out a letter for you for the exact amount of your business, and you can take that to your arrangement. It will be much simpler than transporting the gold, especially if it is a large amount. It won’t take but a moment.”




  Esar twisted his mouth in suspicion and displeasure.




  The clerk noticed, and his tone grew a little placating. “It would be safer, too, as I can make the letter redeemable only by the individual you specify, so that there’s no benefit to theft. That protects both you and your business partner.”




  Garl snorted. That wasn’t such a protection.




  “And the seal of the House of Lombard is accepted by all, with sterling reputation. There would be no concern.”




  “I would have concern,” Garl said gruffly. “I would have concern that I asked for gold and was offered paper. What sterling reputation, if I can’t even get my own money?”




  The clerk shrank back. “I’m sorry, my lord. I didn’t mean—I was only trying to help. Of course you can have your gold, if you prefer. I only meant to simplify your transactions.”




  Esar grinned, and Garl preened a little, happy to have displayed his prowess before Esar and to have silenced his doubts.




  The clerk looked down at the letter for the first time. “Yes, yes, this is one of ours, and I can just—oh! Luca Roald! Of the Ivat house! I’m sorry, I didn’t recognize it when you introduced yourself. But yes, you’re in luck, my lord! I’ll just step to the back and get things started. How much did you want?”




  This was the key question—how much could they carry? They couldn’t clear out a third of a merchant house’s treasure, no matter how attractive the idea; the Asher brothers were strong, but gold was heavy, and Garl didn’t trust anyone outside family to help with a prize so tempting.




  But Garl had a plan ready. “Four hundred thousand pias,” he answered, trying for a casual tone as if he talked of such amounts all the time.




  The clerk, well-trained, betrayed only a second of hesitation. “Of course, my lord,” he replied. “And will you be collecting it here? You understand, we cannot deliver such an amount outside of our protected offices—”




  “We’ll carry it out,” Garl said, ignoring Esar’s stunned look. “You box it up, we’ll get it out.”




  “Right, my lord,” the clerk said. “In the usual case, we would need to complete a few steps to begin such a withdrawal, but as I said, you’ve come in on the right day. Did your caravan come early? We weren’t expecting you.”




  Garl needed to deflect any questioning. “My business is my business,” he growled.




  The clerk looked abashed. “I’m sorry if I gave offense,” he mewled.




  Oh, but how these hired men scraped for the rich. Garl could drink this power like wine.




  “I’ll just go and get things started. If you’ll wait here, my lords?”




  “We’ll wait for the money,” Esar said, and the clerk scurried away.




  Esar turned to Garl. “Four hundred thousand? I like your ambition, but even in large coin, that’s going to be quite the load. How are we going to manage that?”




  “They’re going to bring it here in cases,” Garl said. “I’ll wait here with the money, safe in the office. No one is going to try to rob me of it while I’m still inside. But you will take a handful and go down to the labor market, where you’ll pick out a half dozen big brutes. We’ll load them down and drive them over the hill to just outside Sienna. Then we kill the slaves—it’s a waste not to sell them, but we can afford it for the silence and safety—and hire some porters to carry it all into town, where we’ll load everything into a boat like it’s grain or pot metal. Then we sail away to wherever we like, and set up to live like princes.”
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