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CHAPTER 1: ASH
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Thalen came back to himself in a clearing of black trees. He had no idea how long he had been there. The first thing he saw was a crow looking at him.

The crow was on a branch about ten feet up. It did not move when his eyes opened. It watched him the way a crow watches a thing it has been watching for a while — with a patient flat interest — and after a long moment it tilted its head once, the way crows do, and went on looking.

Thalen lay still and looked back.

The clearing was burned. The trees were burned. The ground he was lying on was burned — not the fresh burn of a fire still hot, but the old cold burn of something that had finished a long time ago and had been left alone to cool. Black bark. Black earth. A fine dust of ash on the coat across his shoulders. Above him the sky was the color of cold metal, low and even, the way a sky goes when it has not been entirely a sky for some hours.

He wanted, before anything else, for the crow to be gone. He wanted to be the one watching, not the one watched. The wanting was small and clear and it surprised him by being there at all.

He thought, I should know where I am.

He did not.

He thought, I should know what day this is.

He did not know that either.

He thought, with a careful patience that surprised him in the moment of feeling it — the way you might surprise yourself by being calmer than you expected at the news of a death — I should know my own name.

And the name came up to him, slowly, the way a name comes up in dream: Thalen.

It came without a face attached to it. Without a family attached to it. Without any particular feeling. The name was his the way the burned coat on his shoulders was his — present, fitted, accepted. It was also, somehow, not entirely his. The way a name in a dream is yours and not yours at the same time.

There was something at his throat. Something small and warm, lying against his sternum under the coat. He could not, for a moment, place what it was. It felt like the only thing on him that was entirely his.

He sat up.

His body protested in several places at once. A long shallow cut down his left forearm, scabbed over but freshly enough that the skin around it was still warm. A bruise across his ribs that pulsed when he breathed in. Stiffness everywhere, the kind that came from being on the ground for hours rather than for minutes. He reached up with his right hand and touched his face, and his fingers came away with a crust of dried blood from his eyebrow that he could not account for.

Whatever had happened to him, he had been in a fight.

He did not remember any of it.

He sat for another moment, listening.

The clearing was wrong.

It took him a beat to put words to the wrongness. The forest was not silent — there was the small rustle of dry leaves in the wind, the tap of a far-off branch knocking another branch, the dragging sound of something small settling somewhere out of sight. There was the crow. But under those sounds, where the steady hum of a forest ought to be — insects, the small movements of small animals, the breathing of leaves — there was nothing. The forest had been emptied of its small lives. The wind moved through it the way wind moves through a barn after the animals have been taken out.

He looked at the crow again.

The crow looked back.

Crows do not, as a rule, sit still on branches above wounded men. Crows wait for the wounded man to die, and they do it from a respectful distance, on a higher branch. This crow had not gotten the message. The cold patience he had felt a moment ago thinned by a degree.

He stood up.

He stood too fast, and the bruise across his ribs flared, and the world tilted briefly. He caught himself on the trunk of the nearest tree. The bark, where his palm met it, was warmer than the bark of a burned tree on a cold morning had any reason to be. The warmth was small. He noticed it the way a man notices a thing he is not yet ready to think about, and which he has decided to come back to later.

He took his hand off the tree.

He looked at his hand.

He looked at the tree.

The tree looked, as far as he could tell, like all the other trees in the clearing. Burned bark. Black branches. A skeletal shape against a metal sky. He could not have picked it out of the line of trees five minutes from now if he had needed to.

The crow, on its branch, lifted both wings briefly and resettled them, and made a sound that was not a caw but a small dry click in the back of its throat.

The movement was, at any other moment of the morning, the movement of an ordinary crow on an ordinary branch. In this moment it had the small unmistakable quality of attention.

He got away from the tree.

* * *
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HE FOUND THE PARCHMENT when his hand went, of its own accord, to his chest. The gesture had been a check — making sure his heart was still beating, perhaps, or making sure his coat was still on him — but his fingers met something stiff under the wool that wasn’t his ribs.

He drew it out.

A folded square. Plain paper. Wrapped tightly enough that the rain — there must have been rain, sometime, between whatever had happened to him and now — had not gotten through to the writing inside. He unfolded it with the slow care of a man who did not know what was about to be on it.

The handwriting was neat. Looped. The kind of writing someone took time over. There was one word at the top, in a hand he did not recognize and did not, when he tried, feel he had ever known:

Gravemarch.

Below it, a small map. Hills. A line of forest. A road. A town, circled.

There was no signature. There was no instruction. There was only the word and the map.

He sat with it on his knee for a long moment.

Whoever had left this on him had wanted him to find it when he woke up. That was a fact. It was not, by itself, a friendly fact. There were a great many reasons a person might want a man with no memory to walk to a particular town, and not all of them involved that man’s good. He turned the paper over. There was nothing on the back.

He folded it. He put it back inside his coat.

His coat had a pendant on a thong of cord around his neck, under the collar. He had not noticed it before. The pendant lay against his sternum and had been warming, very slowly, for the last half a minute. He had not noticed that either, until he did.

He pulled the cord up.

The pendant was a dragon’s claw, cast in a metal he did not have a name for — pewter-colored, but warmer than pewter — and a small ember sat at the joint of the claw, etched into the metal as if a fire had been pressed into it and the fire had stayed. He had not been wearing it long enough to know it. He had been wearing it long enough that the cord had a small place in it where it had begun to fray from regular use.

He held the pendant in his palm.

The pendant was warm.

He could not, when he tried, account for the warmth. The clearing was cold. His body was cold. The metal under his palm was warm in a way that came from the metal itself.

He let it fall back inside his coat.

The crow, on its branch, made the small click again, and lifted off the branch in a single neat unhurried motion, and flew east — the direction the map had pointed.

Thalen watched it go.

He stood up the rest of the way. He had been making decisions, in some part of himself he did not have access to, since he had opened his eyes. The decisions had been arriving as facts: he was Thalen, he had been in a fight, the pendant was warm, the crow had pointed east. He did not know how to account for any of them. He did not, on consideration, have the time to account for them.

He started walking.

* * *
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THE FOREST WENT ON for some distance.

It thinned as he walked, the trees fewer, the ash less. Once or twice he saw, far off through the bare trunks, a shape moving — not a deer, deer did not move that way, but something man-shaped that was traveling at the same speed he was, in roughly the same direction, on a track parallel to his. He stopped walking when he saw it. The shape stopped walking too. He started again. The shape started again.

He did not let himself look at it after the third time. Looking made it more there.

The path he was on was not a road exactly, but it had the shape of a road that had once been there. Stone underfoot in places, half-buried. A drainage ditch beside it that had not been a ditch for a long time. He followed it because it was easier than not following it and because the map had wanted him to go east.

The thing in the trees walked with him for perhaps an hour.

When it left him, it did not leave him by going somewhere else. It stopped where it was, in the trees twenty paces off the path, and watched him pass. He felt it watch. He felt the watching the way you feel a hand laid lightly on the back of your neck. He did not turn his head. He kept walking. He could see, in the corner of his eye, two faint points of green light at about the height a man’s eyes would be — and a third, lower, not at the height a man’s hand would be either, but where a hand might be if the hand were resting against the side of a tree. Three points. He counted them three times to be sure. Three.

It did not move.

It watched him until he was past it, and it watched him a few seconds longer, and then the points of green winked out one at a time — the lower one first, then the two at eye height — and it was gone.

He kept walking.

He did not stop until he was a quarter of a mile farther down the path and his legs were shaking.

Then he stopped, and he sat down on a flat stone at the path’s edge, and he put his face in his hands for a moment.

Whatever had been in the trees had decided, deliberately, not to come for him.

He could not work out which was worse: that something had been in the trees, or that it had decided.

He did not sit long.

He stood up and went on.

* * *
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GRAVEMARCH WAS NOT what he had expected.

He had expected — without knowing he had been expecting anything — a small place. A village, perhaps. A few houses. The map had drawn a circle, and the circle had been small. What he came down out of the forest into, on the far side of the long valley filled with wrong-moving mist, was a town. Stone buildings two and three stories tall, set against the dark wall of the forest behind them. Smoke from a great number of chimneys. Lantern light through the slats of a great many shutters. A wall, low but real, built of the same dark stone as the buildings.

He stood at the edge of the trees for a long moment looking at it.

After the burned clearing and the empty path and the thing in the trees, the town looked, more than anything else, populated. It looked like a place that had not been emptied of its small lives. The relief of it took him by surprise, and he put his hand briefly on the trunk of the last tree behind him to steady himself.

The tree did not warm under his hand.

He was glad of it.

He went down through the gate.

The cobblestones inside the gate were old and worn smooth, and a few of them had faint patterns set into them that glowed, very dimly, when his foot passed over them. Sigils, of the same kind that had been on the trees in the burned forest. He did not know what they meant. He did not, walking, draw attention to himself by looking down at them too long.

A baker pulling his stall in for the night looked up, looked at Thalen, and looked quickly away.

A woman sweeping her stoop watched him pass with an expression he could not read — wariness, but with something underneath it that was not quite fear. As he went by her she said something, very quietly, that he caught only the last word of: — forgotten.

He did not turn his head.

He did not know what she had meant by it.

He kept walking.

* * *
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THE TAVERN WAS AT THE town’s center.

He found it the way you find a tavern — the noise and the smell. A door creaked open as he was passing it, and the inside spilled out: laughter, the clatter of mugs, the smell of meat on a fire and wood smoke. He had not eaten in he did not know how long. His stomach moved, suddenly, in a way that surprised him.

He went toward the door.

He stopped at the threshold.

A man at the back of the room had a hand resting on a knife at his belt. The man’s eyes were green.

Not the green of a person’s eyes. The green of the points in the trees.

Thalen turned to walk away. The man was already moving.

The first blade did not come from the man. It came from the alley to Thalen’s right — close enough that he heard the cloth of a sleeve before he saw the blade, and his arm came up, of its own accord, in the instant before the blade reached him. The blade hit his forearm. It cut. It did not cut deep, because his forearm had been moving too. He understood, in the back of his mind — the part that had named him Thalen and known the path was east — that his body had done this without him.

The body knew things he did not.

A second figure came out of the alley behind the first.

The man with the green eyes was crossing the tavern doorway toward him.

Three of them.

He did not think. He did not have time to think. His left hand caught the first man’s wrist as the wrist drew back for a second strike, and twisted, and the blade clattered onto the stones. His right elbow came up under the second man’s chin without his having decided. The man’s head snapped back. His teeth went together. He went down.

Then the third was on him.

The third was a bigger problem. The third had a longer reach. The third opened a long line down Thalen’s left arm — across the same forearm that had taken the first cut, the scab there split clean by the new blade — before Thalen had got his footing back, and Thalen felt — not the cut, exactly, the cut was a piece of information his body would deal with in a moment — but the wet suddenness of the cut, the way the cold of the night air came in through the new opening in his coat, and that was when the pendant at his throat went hot.

It went hot the way a horseshoe goes hot. Sharp. Specific. A heat with a shape to it.

A spark bloomed in his right palm.

He had not asked for the spark.

It was blue-white, the size of a small coin, and it hurt — hurt, the kind of hurt a man feels when a thing in his own body that should not be moving begins to move — and it threw the third attacker backward off him in a way that did not seem entirely physical. The man hit the wall of the tavern. The man slid down the wall. The man got up again, slower, and the spark in Thalen’s palm had gone out and Thalen was on one knee in the street with his right hand pressed against the cobblestones and the pain of whatever had just happened in him was, briefly, the loudest thing in his head.

The three men were withdrawing. Not running — withdrawing carefully, the way men do who have prepared for a thing they did not expect to actually meet. One of them, walking backward, said to another in a voice low enough that Thalen barely caught it: — told you it was him.

Then they were gone.

Thalen stayed where he was.

His right hand on the cobblestones. His left arm bleeding through his coat. The pendant at his throat hot enough that he could feel it through the fabric of his shirt. The street around him was suddenly empty in a way the street had not been empty a minute ago — every door closed, every shutter shut, no figure visible at any of the lantern-lit windows that had been lantern-lit a minute ago.

The town had decided, very quickly, that it had not seen this.

He understood in that moment, with a clarity that did not come from any memory, that he had come into Gravemarch as a marked man, and that the town had recognized the mark before he had.

He got his feet under him. He got himself upright.

Two figures were coming up the street toward him at a run.

A woman with a sword in her hand, lantern light on the side of her face. A man behind her holding a cloth-wrapped bundle and limping slightly and glowing — there was no other word for it, the bundle in his hands had a faint light inside it that came through the cloth.

The woman saw Thalen, and she stopped running.

Her face changed.

“Thalen,“ she said.

The way she said the name was not the way a stranger says a name. The way she said the name was the way a person says a name they have been afraid they were not going to say again.

He did not know her.

The man came up beside her, breathing hard, his eyes fixed on Thalen with an expression that was not quite surprise — the expression of a man who had been told a thing was probably true, and had been hoping it was, and now was being given the proof.

“You’re alive,” the man said.

He said it the way a man says a thing that means several things.

The pendant on Thalen’s chest was still hot.

The bleeding under his coat was beginning to slow.

He looked at the woman, and he looked at the man, and the names came up to him without his asking — Seris, Eldric — the way Thalen had come up an hour ago in the burned clearing. They came up the same way. Without faces attached. Without histories.

He did not know if the names were a memory.

He did not know if the names had been put in him by the same hand that had put the parchment in his coat.

He did not know which of those two things would be worse.

He stood in the street with his right hand bleeding and his pendant hot and three attackers’ worth of his own body’s competence cooling in his arms, and he looked at the two strangers who had run into the night for him, and he made the only decision he could see how to make.

“Help me,” he said.

It was the first thing he had said aloud since he had woken in the ash.

He did not, when he heard the sound of his own voice, recognize that either.
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CHAPTER 2: THE WALL
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The room above the alley was small and candle-warm, and it was not a room Thalen had any reason to be in.

He understood that fact distantly, the way a man understands a fact he has not yet had time to be alarmed by. He was sitting on the edge of a narrow cot. The cot was against the inner wall of the room. The room was perhaps four paces across in either direction. There was a table in the room’s center. There was a single chair at the table. There was a small iron stove against the opposite wall with a kettle on it that had begun, just now, to make the small clear ringing of a kettle approaching boil.

Seris had bolted the door behind them when they came in. The bolt was new. The wood of the doorframe around it had not yet weathered to match. Whoever lived in this room had put the bolt in recently, expecting to need it.

Eldric was at the table.

The papers Eldric had brought with him in the cloth bundle were laid out across the table now. The bundle had stopped glowing when he’d opened it — the glow, Thalen now understood, had not been the bundle itself but a small flat stone Eldric had taken out and set on the table, then quieted with a single careful pass of his hand. The stone now sat dim. The papers Eldric was sorting had sigils on them like the sigils on the cobblestones, and like the ones on the trees in the burned forest.

Thalen sat on the cot and looked at the two strangers who knew his name.

Seris was younger than he had thought she would be in the lantern light. Twenty-five, perhaps, or thirty. Her hair was cut short, the way a soldier’s hair gets cut when she is tired of dealing with it. There was a line of small white scars along the underside of her chin that ran in a row, evenly spaced, the way scars get when a person gets a single bad cut and a great many small ones at the same time. Her sword was leaning against the wall behind her. The way she had set the sword against the wall was not the way you set a sword down for the night. It was the way you set a sword down when you might need it back in your hand inside three seconds.

She had not stopped watching him since they had come into the room.

She was watching him the way a person watches a stranger at the edge of a clearing — not exactly with hostility, not exactly without it. With a held judgment.

“You should eat,” she said.

“I’m not hungry.”

“You should eat anyway.”

She broke a piece of bread off a small loaf on the table and set it on the corner of the table closest to him. He left it there. The thought of food was distant, behind a kind of static that had not lifted since the fight in the street.

Eldric finally looked up from his papers.

He was older than Seris. Not old. Forty, maybe — long-limbed, thin in the way scholars get thin from forgetting to eat, with hair that had been brown and was now heavily threaded with gray at the temples. His left ankle was tightly wrapped in a clean strip of linen above his boot. He had been favoring it on the run up to the tavern. He was favoring it now, sitting.

“How much do you remember,” he said.

Thalen looked at his hands.

His hands were cleaner than they had been an hour ago. Seris had wiped them with a wet cloth on the way up the stairs. The cut down his forearm had been bound with the same strip of linen that was on Eldric’s ankle, only shorter. The cuts and bruises were a list he could read on his body. The body was, in some ways, the only thing he had brought with him.

“Nothing,” he said.

“Nothing as in nothing, or nothing as in fragments.”

“Nothing as in I woke up an hour and a half ago in a clearing of burned trees and I did not know my name until my own head told me what it was.”

Eldric’s eyes did not change. He had been ready for the answer.

“All right,” he said.

“What does all right mean.”

“It means I had been warned to expect that and now I have heard it and I can stop hoping.”

“Hoping what.”

“Hoping that some of it had stayed.”

Thalen considered him.

“You knew it was going to be like this.”

“I had been told it was a possibility. There is — there is a working that does this. To a person. Strips the memory back to the body. We were told there had been an attempt. We were told the attempt had succeeded. We were not told whether you had survived the working. We had been hoping you had. We had been hoping, since hoping is cheap, that you might have survived it with some part of yourself still in place. The hope was free. It is no longer free. I am letting it go now. I am sorry, Thalen. We had been ready to see you not know us. We had not been ready to see you not know yourself.”

Seris, by the wall, had gone very still during this.

She had not, Thalen knew — without knowing how — heard Eldric say it that way before. Eldric had been holding his hope back from her. Eldric had been letting her hope.

She closed her eyes.

When she opened them she said, in a voice that had taken her a moment to make even: “Show him.”

“He is —“

“He is what.”

“He is just out of a fight, Seris, he is bleeding, he has been awake for an hour and a half. Let him eat the bread.”

“He will be less ready in a week. He will be less ready next month. Eldric. Show him. He has the right.”

Eldric looked at the papers on the table for a long beat. Then he set down the page he had been holding, very carefully, and he stood up.

“All right,” he said. “Yes. Yes, all right.”

* * *
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THE HIDDEN DOOR WAS behind the cot.

Eldric pulled the cot away from the wall. Thalen stood up to let him. The wall behind the cot was the same plain plastered wall as the rest of the room, except for one stone at knee height that, when Eldric set the heel of his hand against it and pressed, sank into the wall the depth of a finger.

A line opened in the plaster beside it. Then another, perpendicular. Then the section of wall framed by the lines came forward an inch, and Eldric got his fingers into the gap, and pulled.

The whole panel swung outward like a door.

Behind the door was a narrow stair sloping down into dark.

The stair smelled of cold stone and something older — the smell wood gets when it has been burned and rained on for a long time. Eldric took the candle from the table. He took the small flat stone too, the one that had glowed in the bundle, and he set the stone in his palm and passed his hand over it again and the stone woke, this time, glowing the same dim amber as the candle but steadier, and he carried it ahead of him down the stairs the way a man might carry a lantern.

“Come,” he said.

Thalen looked at Seris.

Seris had taken her sword from the wall. She had not put it on her back. She was holding it.

She was not holding it for him. She was holding it for whatever might come up the stairs.

She tilted her head, the smallest gesture: go.

He went.

* * *
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THE STAIR WAS TWELVE steps. Each step had a sigil cut into its face, faintly. The sigils glowed when Eldric’s stone-light passed over them and went dim again as it passed away. They were the same sigils Thalen had seen on the trees and the cobblestones — spirals, stars, circles — and there were two new ones he had not seen before. A claw. An eye.

At the bottom of the stair was a chamber.

It was not a large chamber. It was not, for that matter, a chamber that anyone had built recently. The stone was dressed but very old, and the air had the dryness of air that had not been disturbed in a long time. The chamber was perhaps twice the size of the room above it. Its ceiling was barrel-vaulted in low brick. Its floor was flagstones, swept clean. There was a small shelf along one wall with a row of stone holders for stone-lights. Eldric set his stone in the closest holder. The chamber came up out of the dark.

Every wall was painted.

Thalen stopped on the bottom step.

The paint was old. Faded. In some places the pigment had flaked away to the underlying stone. But where Eldric’s stone-light caught the paint, the paint was alive — not moving, not literally, but alive in the way old paint is sometimes alive, the way the eyes of a portrait sometimes follow a person across a room. The paint was watching him as he came in.

“Look at the back wall first,” Eldric said.

Thalen looked.

The back wall was a city.

The city was burning.

Spires of pale gold stone, perhaps a dozen of them, set on a hill that fell away to a river. Many of the spires were broken at the top. Some had a thumb-streak of melt running down their sides as if something had pressed a hot finger to them while the stone was wet. Above the city, in the painted air, there were dragons — three of them, scaled in colors that ought not to have been mixable, molten green, and a blue like the inside of a flame, and a black that was not black but was the absence of any other color. They were not flying toward the city. They were flying up out of it, the way smoke flies up out of a fire.

In the painted street at the foot of the painted city, small figures stood with their hands raised. Fire poured from the hands. The fire in the painting was the same blue-white fire that had bloomed in Thalen’s palm an hour ago in the alley.

He could not, for a moment, speak.

Eldric said, beside him: “This is the Ashfall. Six hundred years ago. The end of the Dominion. The last time Lorvandel was anything that could be called whole.”

“Lorvandel.”

“The land. The land we are standing in. You did not know its name.”

“I did not.”

“Now you know. Lorvandel.”

Thalen tried the word in his mouth without saying it aloud. The word fitted. The word did not feel new.

“The figures in the foreground,” Eldric said, “are Scions. Scion is the word. Scion was the word. The people who carried the dragon-claw bond, the way you carry yours. The fire from their hands is the fire that came up in your palm twice tonight.”

“How do you —“

“I will get to it. Look at the figure at the front.”

Thalen had been avoiding the figure at the front.

He had been avoiding it the way you avoid looking directly at a thing you have already half-seen out of the corner of your eye and have already decided you do not yet want to look at. He let his eyes go to it now.

A man stood in the painting’s foreground in armor of blackened bronze. His back was partly to the viewer. His hand was on the hilt of a long blade. His face was lifted toward the burning city and shown in three-quarter profile.

The face was Thalen’s.

Not similar.

His.

The same brow. The same line of the mouth. The same shape of the jaw he had seen reflected in a puddle on the way down out of the burned forest, where he had stopped to wash his hands and had paused, briefly, to look at the man in the puddle and try to recognize him.

He had not, then, recognized him. He had thought: that is the face I have. I do not know the face I have.

He recognized him now.

“That isn’t possible,” Thalen said.

“It is possible,” Eldric said. “Just not the way you mean it.”

Thalen took a step back, off the bottom of the stair, and put his hand against the side wall to keep himself upright. His hand met cold stone. The cold stone, briefly, warmed under his palm. He did not, this time, jerk his hand away. He had been expecting, somehow, that it would.

“Eldric.”

“Yes.”

“Tell me how it is possible.”

“Blood.”

“What.”

“Bloodline. The man in that painting was a Scion of one of the great cities of the Dominion. He died in his city’s fall, or he was thought to have. He is not in fact dead, by the way, but I am getting ahead of myself. His bloodline survived. It thinned and threaded out across Lorvandel for six centuries. Many people carry a drop or two of it. Most of them never know. A few in every generation are born with enough of it concentrated in them that the dragon-claw bond comes up in them at fifteen or sixteen, and they spend the rest of their lives either learning to manage it or being killed by it. Of those, in any given generation, one is born — sometimes — who looks like the man in that painting. The blood remembers. It puts the face back. You are this generation’s. You are exactly this generation’s. You are very, very heavily that man’s. You are the most heavily that man’s anyone has been in three hundred years.”

Thalen kept his hand on the wall.

The wall was warm under his palm now. Steady warm. Not the spike-warm of a stove. The held-warm of a sleeping animal.

He was not sure if the warmth was the wall.

He thought it might be him.

“You’re saying he’s my ancestor.”

“I am saying he is the man whose blood, six hundred years later, runs in you. The bloodline is not direct. He had no children. The blood threaded out by his cousins, his cousins’ cousins, his sister’s line. The line found you — found you, Thalen — by an accident that has happened only a handful of times since the fall, and never, that I have been able to find in any record, this strongly.”

“Who is he.”

“His name is on the registry beneath the panel. We can show you later if you want.”

“I want.”

“You will want it tomorrow more than you want it tonight, and tomorrow you will be steadier on your feet to receive it. Tonight there are other things to receive.”

“Eldric.”

“Yes.”

“What is his name.”

Eldric looked at him for a long moment.

Then he said, very gently: “I am asking you, as a favor — a favor to me, to Seris, to yourself, as a small kindness — to wait. Tomorrow. Eat the bread, sleep for what is left of the night, and tomorrow I will tell you the name and the registry and the line. The name will land easier on you tomorrow. Tonight there is one more thing I have to show you and it is more important than the name and we have less time for it. Will you wait.”

Thalen looked at the painted man.

He thought, with a small part of him that was very tired and not afraid: if I push him on this I will get the name. He will give it to me.

He thought, with a larger part of him that was also very tired but was afraid: and then I will be the man with the name, all night, alone in a small room above an alley in a town I have walked into four hours ago, and I do not, on consideration, have the strength for that.

He let go of the wall.

“All right,” he said. “Tomorrow.”

Eldric closed his eyes. The closing of them was the closing of a man whose hands had been gripped the whole conversation and had finally been allowed to open.

“Thank you.”

“What’s the more important thing.”

* * *
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ELDRIC, VERY CAREFULLY, took the candle from the shelf and held it close to the painted figure in the bronze armor, so that the candle’s light made the figure’s painted hand stand out from the wall.

“Put your hand on his hand,” he said.

“On the painting?”

“On his hand. Yes.”

“Why.”

“Because I want to see whether you feel it. I want to see it for myself. Seris and I have been standing in this room for a great deal of our lives, Thalen. We have put our hands on this hand many times. The hand is paint. The paint does what paint does, which is not much. We have wanted, for years, to bring a person into this room who would change that. I want to see whether you are the person.”

Thalen looked at the painted hand.

The painted hand was the hand of a man on a long blade. It had four fingers and a thumb and a single ring on the smallest finger, painted with a flake of blue pigment that had survived six centuries on the wall. The hand was the size of his hand.

He set his palm against it.

The paint was old.

The paint should have been only paint.

It was warm.

The warmth was not the held-warm of the side wall a moment ago. The warmth was the warmth of another hand. A hand that had been pressed to the other side of the same surface and was now pressing back. He could feel — through paint, through stone, through six centuries — the give of a palm.

He pulled his hand away fast, the way you pull away from a stove.

His palm tingled.

He could see, very faintly, on his palm — for the space of perhaps three seconds, before it faded — the print of another hand pressed into his. Not a burn. A print. A shape of warmth in the lines of his hand that the warmth of another hand would have left if another hand had been pressed there long enough.

He showed Eldric his palm.

Eldric’s face changed.

The change was small. The change was the change of a man who had been preparing for years to see something he had not been entirely sure he would see in his lifetime, and was now seeing it, and was being careful not to let the seeing knock him over.

He did not say anything for a long moment.

Behind them, Seris — who had come down the stairs at some point and had been standing at the bottom step without making any sound — said, very softly: “It’s him.”

“Yes,” Eldric said. “It’s him.”

“What’s me,” Thalen said.

Neither of them answered immediately.

Then Eldric, with a great care, said: “What you just felt. The hand pressed back. That has been happening on the other side of that paint for six hundred years. The hand has been pressing. The hand has been pressing on no one, Thalen, for six hundred years, because no one with the right blood has come down these stairs in that time. Tonight a person came down these stairs, and the hand pressed, and the person felt the press. Tonight is the first time in six centuries that the press has met another hand. Do you understand me.”

“No,” Thalen said. “Not all of it.”

“All right. The short version. There is somebody on the other side of that paint. Has been. The whole time. Reaching. We — Seris and I, and the small society we belong to — have known about the reaching for a long time. We have never been able to reach back. It has been a very lonely thing to know about. Tonight a hand was reached back. Tonight, for the first time in six hundred years, the person on the other side of the paint has been told they are not alone.”

Thalen looked at his palm.

The print was gone. The tingle was fading.

“Who is on the other side of the paint.”

“I will tell you that tomorrow. Together with the name. They go together. Will you wait.”

“I will wait.”

“Thank you.”

He sat down on the bottom step then, because he had to. He sat with his palm turned up on his knee and looked at it. The palm was a palm. There was no print on it. He felt, distantly, that he was carrying something — something pressed into him, something that had not been pressed into him an hour ago — and that he did not want to put it down before he had understood what it was.

Seris crossed the chamber and stood next to him at the bottom of the stair. She did not sit. Soldiers, Thalen would learn later, did not sit on stairs.

“You’re real,” she said quietly. “You’re actually him. I had not — I had been ready to be wrong about you. I would have ridden out tomorrow if you had been wrong. I am — I am not riding out tomorrow.”

“Where would you have ridden to.”

“East. We have other places to look. We have looked for sixteen years. We are not looking anymore. You are him.”

“Sixteen years.”

“I was nine when we started. Eldric was twenty-four. We have looked in seven cities. We have crossed Lorvandel three times. We have found two boys we thought might be you, and they were not. You were the third. We were not going to keep looking after you. Eldric had said. We had agreed. If you had not been him I would have gone back to the army and Eldric would have gone back to the order and we would have stopped. You are him. We are not stopping.”

She was crying. Quietly, a little, the way a person cries who has been holding something for sixteen years and is finally allowed to set it down. She did not sit. She stayed standing.

Thalen did not know what to say to her.

He said: “I’m sorry.”

She laughed — short, wet, surprised. “Sorry for what.“

“For taking you sixteen years.”

“You were not — you were not in charge of your own arrival, Thalen. You were a baby at the start of it. You were not late.”

“All right.”

“Eat the bread. Sleep. We have a great deal to tell you in the morning.”

“All right.”

He stood up.

He went up the stairs.

Eldric did not come with him. Eldric stayed in the chamber for a long time. When Eldric finally came up, the candle in his hand was almost out, and his face had the look of a man who had been alone in a room with a thing he had been talking to for years.

The kettle on the stove had boiled away. The steam from it had filled the small room and condensed on the inside of the shutters. The water in the kettle was gone. Nobody had thought to take it off the heat. Eldric, when he saw it, made a small sound that was not quite a laugh.

He took the kettle off.

He sat down at the table.

He looked at Thalen, and Thalen looked back at him, and the two of them sat in the small candle-warm room above the alley for perhaps ten minutes without speaking, while Seris, in the chamber below, did whatever a person does when she has been allowed, after sixteen years, to put a hope down.

When Thalen finally lay back on the cot, and pulled the blanket up over his bandaged arm, and let the silence of the room cover him, the pendant at his throat was warm.

He did not, this time, find the warmth alarming.

He was not sure whether that was a good sign or a bad one.

He went to sleep anyway.
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CHAPTER 3: WHAT THE WALL WANTED
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He did not sleep.

He had not, on the cot, expected to. He had eaten the bread because Seris had set it next to him a second time and watched him until he ate it. He had drunk a cup of water from the kettle once Eldric had refilled it. He had pulled the blanket up to his chest the way he had been told to. He had closed his eyes. None of those things had brought sleep any closer.

The chamber below the room kept pulling at him.

That was the only word he had for it. The chamber was twelve steps down through the wall behind his cot, and the steps were old and dressed and quiet, and the chamber was full of dim cold air and silent paint, and yet the chamber was pulling him — as steadily as a thread pulls when a spool of thread has been laid on the floor and the thread has been caught on a person’s foot, and the spool has begun, slowly, to roll. Each time he closed his eyes he felt the steady pull. It was not in the room. It was below the room.

He lay with his eyes closed and felt the pull and tried to put a name on it.

The closest thing he had to a name was the word the woman on the stoop had used as he had walked past her into the town. Forgotten.

He had not, in the moment, understood what she had meant. He understood now, in some partial way: she had not been calling him forgotten, and she had not been calling herself forgotten. She had been naming a thing in the town that was forgotten. The chamber under the alley. The painted city. The hand on the other side of the wall.

The forgotten thing was reaching.

He opened his eyes.

Seris had taken the chair against the door. She had not gone home. She had told Eldric, before Eldric had gone — back to wherever he was sleeping in the town, an hour before — that she would take the watch tonight and Eldric could take the watch the next night, and she had set the chair against the door the way you set a chair against a door when you mean to be the door.

Her sword was across her knees. Her eyes were on him.

“You’re awake,” she said.

“I’m awake.”

“You haven’t slept.”

“No.”

“Is it the room.”

“It’s the chamber.”

She nodded slowly. She had been ready for that.

“It’s pulling,” he said. “I can feel it pulling. I have not — I have not had to fight a pulling like this in any part of my life I remember, but I have not had a great deal of life I remember, and so that may not be a useful thing to say.”

She set her sword carefully against the chair.

“How hard is it pulling.”

“Harder than it was two hours ago.”

“And how long have you been lying there knowing it was getting harder.”

“An hour, perhaps.”

“Why didn’t you say.”

“Because I was going to wait until morning. I thought, if I waited until morning, the pulling would stop on its own.”

“Has it stopped.”

“It has not stopped.”

She got up from the chair. She crossed to the small iron stove and put her hand against the side of the stove for a moment, the way a person checks the temperature of a stove that has been off for a few hours. Then she came over to the cot and crouched in front of him so that her face was level with his.

“Thalen.”

“Yes.”

“If we go down there now, in the night, with you only an hour-and-a-half awake and bleeding under a bandage, you are going to see something. I do not know what. Eldric might. Eldric is asleep. I do not have the kind of knowledge Eldric has. What I have is the knowledge of a person who has held the watch on this room for sixteen years. And what I know is that the chamber does not pull on a person unless the chamber has a thing to give. If you come down with me now, the thing will be given. We will not be able to stop the giving. Do you understand.”

“Yes.”

“You can choose to wait. The thing will keep. The thing has kept six hundred years. It can keep until morning. Eldric can be here. Eldric can be ready. I would prefer this. I am asking you to choose this.”

He thought about it.

He could feel the pull. The pull was steady. The pull had been at him for an hour and was, by his estimate, going to be at him for the rest of the night, and possibly the rest of the day to come. He thought of lying on the cot another six hours feeling it. He thought of trying to sleep. He thought of standing up in the morning with whatever he was about to be given still ungiven, and meeting Eldric, and being asked to receive it then.

He thought, too, of what Eldric had said in the chamber the night before: the hand has been pressing on no one for six hundred years.

A person had been alone for six hundred years.

A person had been pressing.

A person was, right now, on the other side of paint and stone and time, reaching.

He could go down. He could not, on consideration, decide not to.

“Seris.”

“Yes.”

“I would prefer to wait. I cannot wait.”

She closed her eyes.

“All right,” she said. “All right. Then we go down. Stay behind me on the stair. I am going to wake Eldric on the way.”

“He is —“

“He has a room three doors down. He told me where. He said: if it pulls in the night, get me up. I am following his instruction. Up.”

He stood up.

She bolted the door behind them. She crossed the corridor to a smaller door three doors down. She knocked twice — sharp, clipped. The door opened almost at once. Eldric was already up. Eldric had the small flat stone-light in his palm, woken, and his cloak over his shoulders, and his hair stood up at the back of his head where he had slept on it, but he was not, in any other respect, a man who had been asleep.

He looked at Thalen. He looked at Seris.

“How long has it been pulling,” he said.

“An hour and a half. Maybe two.”

“Why didn’t —“

“Eldric. Now.“

He came.

* * *
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THE HIDDEN DOOR AT the back of the small room above the alley swung open more quickly the second time. Whoever had built it had built it for a hand that knew the hand’s way. Eldric set his stone-light into the holder at the top of the stair, and the chamber below, when Thalen came down into it the second time, was already faintly lit — the sigils on the stairs had begun to glow on their own, without the stone-light passing over them, and the pale light of the sigils ran down the stairs into the chamber as if water were running.

The chamber, when he reached the bottom of the stairs, was not the chamber he had left.

The painted walls were the same painted walls. The flagstones were the same. The barrel-vaulted ceiling was the same. But the air in the chamber had a charge to it that had not been there the night before. The air pressed lightly against his face the way the air presses against a face when a person stands at the open mouth of a cave on a cold morning. The air was breathing.

The painted city on the back wall was burning brighter.

He knew without knowing how he knew: the painting had not been changed. The paint was the same paint. But the paint was, at this moment, being seen by an eye that was not his — by a body whose blood understood what the paint was — and the seeing was lighting it from inside. The paint was responding to him.

The painted figure in bronze armor stood at the foreground of the painting the way it had stood the night before. Its face was lifted toward the burning city. Its hand was on the hilt of the long blade at its side.

Eldric said from behind him: “Don’t go to the figure first. Look at the chamber.”

Thalen looked.

There were sigils on the floor he had not noticed the night before.

They had not been visible the night before. They were visible now — pale lines pressed into the flagstones, running in concentric circles around a central point about three paces in front of the painting. The central point was a small inset of dark stone in the floor, no bigger than a fist. The circles around it were faint and clean and old.

“It’s a working circle,” Eldric said. “I thought it might be. I’ve never seen it lit. It’s lit now.”

“What does it do.”

“It holds you. It holds whoever stands in the center of it while the chamber gives them what it has to give. A Scion can stand in that circle and reach for what the chamber holds. The reaching is — safer there than outside it. Marginally.”

“Marginally.”

“The chamber gives what it gives. The circle does not stop the giving. The circle keeps the body of the Scion in the chamber while the rest of him is elsewhere. Without the circle, the body sometimes does not stay in the chamber. Sometimes the body goes where the rest of him is gone, and is not recovered.”

“That is — disturbing.”

“Yes. Stand in the circle.”

Thalen looked at Seris.

Seris had stopped at the bottom of the stair. She was not, Thalen understood, allowed to enter the circle. The circle had been laid for Scions and the working would not respect anyone else inside it. Seris’s place, in this room, was at the bottom of the stair, watching. She had taken the place. She had her sword in her hand. Her face was the face of a woman who was not enjoying any of this.

He stepped into the circle.

The flagstones under his boots were warm.

He had not, the night before, noticed the flagstones being warm. He noticed it now. The warmth was steady. The circle had been waiting for a foot.

“Now,” Eldric said, behind him. “When I tell you. You are going to put your hand on the painted figure’s chest. Where the heart would be. Not on his hand. The hand was a smaller thing. The chest is the larger working. You are going to feel a pull. The pull will be heavier than anything you have felt yet. Don’t fight it. Don’t try to push it back. Just receive what it gives. When it gives too much — and it will give too much, because it has been waiting six centuries to give — step back. Take your hand off the wall. Don’t try to remember what you saw. Trying to remember will tear what you saw. Just step back and let the chamber close.”

“How will I know when it’s too much.”

“You will know.”

“Eldric.”

“Yes.”

“What if I can’t step back.”

“Then I will pull you back. I have a working for it. Seris has the second piece. We will not let the chamber take you.” He paused. “I will be honest with you. I have not pulled a person back from this chamber before. I have read the working. I have practiced the working. I have not done the working for real. The chance that the working works is — high. It is not a certainty. I am not going to lie to you about that.”

“All right.”

“You can still wait.”

“You said that two hours ago.”

“I am saying it again. You can still wait.”

“I cannot still wait, Eldric. I can feel it pulling. If I do not give it the hand it is going to take it whether I give it or not. I would rather give it.”

Eldric closed his eyes.

“All right,” he said. “All right. Now.”

Thalen lifted his hand.

He set his palm against the painted chest of the man in the bronze armor.

* * *
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HEAT.

Not the heat of fire. The heat of air — air that had come off something burning, miles away, carried on a wind. He smelled it before he saw anything: smoke, hot metal, a sharp green note like cut grass thrown onto coals.

Then the chamber was gone.

He was standing on the slope above a city.

The slope was steep and rocky. The stones underfoot were basalt, and they were warm — not the warm of weather, the warm of a stone that had been sitting near a great heat for hours. The wind, coming up the slope, was the wind that comes off a fire so large it has begun to make its own weather. It pulled at his hair. It pulled at the cloak at his shoulders.

He looked down at himself.

The cloak was bronze-colored and bordered with a thin red stitch. The armor under it was blackened bronze. His hands — but bigger than his own hands, broader across the knuckles, more heavily calloused, scarred along the right forearm in a pattern of three thin lines — rested on the hilt of a long blade at his hip. The blade was a kind he did not know how to name but knew, in his hands, how to use.

He was in another’s body.

He looked up.

The city was the city in the painting. He recognized the spires before his mind found a name for them — pale gold stone, opening tops, intricate as the architecture of cathedrals he had not yet seen. They were burning the way ice melts in a fire: from the inside out, dripping in slow strange ways that had nothing to do with how stone was supposed to behave. The sky above the city was the color of struck copper. Ash was falling upward — drawn by something in the upper air that was pulling it the wrong direction.

Above the city, in a sky that should not have held them, three dragons were fighting a fourth thing.

The fourth thing was not a dragon. The fourth thing was the suggestion of a thing — a column of dark fire that had a shape only when it caught the light wrong. The dragons screamed. The dark column did not. Wherever the dark column passed, the air went out of the world. He could see it: the air, behind the column, became briefly not air, and birds at that height fell straight out of the not-air and were gone before they hit the ground.

A voice he did not know but felt in the bones of him said, very low, inside the head he was looking out of:

Maelren. Look up.

The name was the name of the body he was wearing. The name landed in him the way Thalen had landed in him in the burned clearing — offered up by the body itself, like the body had been waiting.

Maelren.

A woman was running up the slope toward him.

She wore armor of red and silver, half-melted at the edges, the silver gone gray with soot and the red gone the color of dried blood. Her helm was off. Her dark hair had come loose from whatever had been tying it. There was a cut along her temple that had clotted hours ago and been forgotten. Her eyes — her eyes were not the eyes of a soldier in the middle of a fight, although the fight was around her. Her eyes were the eyes of someone arguing.

She was, Thalen understood without having any way to know it, the most important person in this man Maelren’s life, and she was furious with him.

She got to him.

She grabbed his arm.

“Don’t,“ she said.

The body Thalen was wearing did not answer. The body Thalen was wearing had been in this conversation for hours and had run out of new things to say.

The pull tightened.

Thalen could feel it — not the pull of the chamber on him, but the pull of the moment on him, the pull of the vision that was about to unfold at full length whether or not he was ready for it. The argument on the slope was about to happen. Maelren and the woman in red and silver were about to walk down the slope into the city. Maelren was about to do a thing. The woman was about to be in a chamber. There was a fifteen-year-old boy somewhere ahead, who would be in the chamber too, and would not walk out of it.
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