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Chapter One – Tyatavar

Chapter One

Tyatavar

Morning came cold as ash to a city that had been lit from harbor to hill only hours before. Through the streets of Nirsuathu, my injured ankle echoed pain with each step: a reminder set against the stark, extinguished grey of a normal day in a normal winter, until I unlocked the bakery and stood there in the gloom like an unlit match with no idea how to strike itself. 

In the stillness of waiting chairs and tables, my fingers slid into my pocket and over the smooth glass of a stolen vial, until the dial mechanism poked at my thumb. I’d gone to a dozen different places last night, and I’d stolen the vial to get to them. I’d made it home on the edge of hypothermia and dehydration and found Nirsuathu lit by an ominous orange light from the harbor—something big enough to illuminate most of the hill in a dull torchlight glow.

It had all happened only a few hours ago, and already taken on the dim fuzz of dream memory.

But then, so had the bakery.

I finally dragged myself behind the counter, and my hands hovered tentative over bowls as if I could read their auras. Thanks to years of running the bakery nearly by myself—territory that came with being the responsible elder daughter—muscle memory carried me through as I kindled a fire in the coal stove and set in on the day’s recipes. Today, my kneading had none of the rhythmic vigor it usually did; my arms sunk elbow-deep into the bowl of dough, and I swayed into a brief standing doze before it occurred to me to light a lamp.

I’d be more surprised if I made it through the day than if I startled awake with flour coating my cheek.

Daybreak came at the end of the lampdarkener’s poles. In the morning quiet, I heard the muffled grate of metal-against-metal as they hooked the iron lamp shrouds and placed them once again atop the ever-glowing fireglass street lights. In my tired fog, the noise seemed to cue the first pale rose streaks of sunrise. Sunrise, in turn, reminded me of coffee, and following the first drifts of coffee-scented steam, the bell chimed the morning’s first customer.

If I were a match waiting to be struck, it happened with that chime. I snapped to life, and so did the bakery. A few early morning loaves sold gave way to sun warming the regulars as they sat with coffee and gossip. They, too, had noticed the ominous orange glow—a ship outfitted in fireglass to melt the ice. Whatever warranted the expense of setting a ship’s entire prow in fireglass, they had their theories, each one as ominous and all-encompassing as the orange light itself.

Their creative paranoia put my own theories to shame. It was an oneiromancer, they said. An ambassador. Someone who would shut down the university, raise another Tower of Refracted Sunlight, install an imperial governor.

“It’s old Emperor Lirghala, coming to do what he can before he gets booted in a few months,” said Haltuin the ferry captain, gruff and irritable at not being the first to share harbor-related news. “You just watch—they’ll wall in the city. Guard posts and curfews, that’s where we’re going.”

Buri ignored his irritation. “Nah, they coast the last few months. It’s about Ghordaa and his magic.”

“Doesn’t mean it’s not Lirghala,” Haltuin had countered.

After that, the theories grew less and less plausible, but still, I slowed my kneading to listen.

Now, the sun glittered high on the edges of the windows and intruded blindingly into the kitchen. Lunchtime would come soon. Well, a baker’s early lunchtime. I silently earmarked a fori squash roll for myself and a sausage bun for Pinuar, set aside two cups, and put the kettle on.

When I turned around again, Pinuar himself stood at the counter. He held himself with the observant alertness that seemed to be his default when he wasn’t talking. His head cocked to the side, listening, and dark hair fell across his forehead. An unfamiliar flicker of trepidation fled from his eyes as they caught mine.

“Any word?”

“Word?”

“On your apprenticeship.”

“Right, that.” I’d almost forgotten. My failure to win the printing apprenticeship and finish Pinuar’s brochure both played their own small roles in my stupid, desperate choice to steal the vial. But no one really cares about the pebble that kicks off a landslide, not after it buries their house. “You must be the only person who isn’t asking about the glowing ship.”

“Oh, so that’s what it was.”

“You saw it?”

“Not much of it. Some orange.”

Again, trepidation flickered across his face. As if he didn’t want to show he was worried.

“Are you nervous about something?” I asked.

“Shhh!” He lowered his voice. “Your father . . . is he here?”

“No.”

His sigh of relief breathed over the sound of kettle steam. “Good. Wasn’t sure if I was still welcome, after yesterday.”

Yet another thing that had happened yesterday. On another day, it would’ve stood out—my father’s irritated suspicions about what I might’ve done in the upstairs room with a dark-haired Tavhathan glass merchant whose smile winked even when his eyes didn’t.

I poured some water for his tea. “Of course you’re welcome. You’re a paying customer.”

“Not when you slip me the free rolls, I’m not. And your father had that ‘stay away from my daughter’ death stare.”

My father could barely carve up a chicken for soup without wincing. But I’d seen the death stare; I’d put it up against an army of blackswords and figure on the blackswords running.

“You sound like you’re familiar with it.”

“Oh, I’m a magnet for death stares in this city. I know all the types. The ‘stay away from my daughter’ and ‘do you have to stand there all foreign-like?’ and ‘dear gods, stop trying to sell me glass.’” A smile curled at the edges of his mouth as he took his cup of cinnamon tea. “And speaking of glass . . . ” Pinuar took a sip of tea, but before he finished speaking, Fyinna broke from the other regulars and made for the counter.

“Listen to them and their theories! As if an emperor is coming here.” She frowned into the bakery case. “Hmmm, no currant loaf? Just as well, it’s always dry. Some of those, then.”

I wrapped a few onion rolls and made a mental note to start the currant loaves before my father came in and noticed their absence. It wouldn’t matter; the next time Fyinna saw him, she’d mention the lack of currant loaves and ask if everything was quite all right with me.

And she might not be wrong to ask.

I handed her the onion rolls and took her pile of sikreis without comment. My father tried to keep people from paying with Kiroszan money, but Fyinna patched some of the guard’s uniforms now and then, and they paid her in the small silver bird coins.

“It’s Master Zanhrori, you know.” Fyinna scraped her change into a small pouch. “The oneiromancer. He’s come to oversee Ghordaa’s magic. See if it’s of any use to the empire. He’ll be conducting a thorough investigation. I should hope not too thorough—you know, his three fearsome beasts murder people by moonlight.”

Pinuar laughed, then turned somber at Fyinna’s glare. “Something in my throat,” he said.

“See if you laugh when you’re murdered in your bed.”

“I probably won’t,” he said quite seriously. “Really, I won’t.” He walked off back to his table, a smile poking at the edge of his jaw.

“That one can laugh all he wants, but I’ve got the right of it. You’ll see. As soon as all this came out, I went and talked to Sivinta at that library of his, as your father should’ve done himself.”

I nodded, trying to figure out what rules of the universe had made rumor verification my father’s responsibility.

Fyinna touched my arm. “I hope you won’t be walking home alone tonight.” For a second, her eyes fell on Pinuar. It was almost sweet; she’d rather have the bakery’s resident foreigner escort me home than see me devoured by vicious beasts.

“I’m all set,” I said. Tirsan would see to that. And many other things as well.

As Fyinna went back to her table, I could feel Pinuar’s eyes on me, expectant, waiting for me to come sit with him. Waiting for me to tell him I’d won the apprenticeship and present him with a slick brochure. The thought twisted my stomach.

I skimmed a pencil over a ledger so I wouldn’t meet his eyes, but when I glanced up, he’d been joined at his table by some of Buri’s crew. As a foreigner himself, Pinuar was considered something of an expert on their motives. He’d know why a perfectly good ship would do something so mystifying as to doll itself up in fireglass and sail into Nirsuathu mid-winter.

When Buri and his people floated back to their own table, Pinuar returned to the counter.

I wrapped a roll and passed it over to him, though he’d already had a sausage bun.

“Here. That’s for the death stare.”

“Thank you.” He eyed the superfluous roll, but took it anyway. “Onion’ll do me some good after seeing my life flash before my eyes. Tough morning with the ledgers?”

“What?” My pencil tapped the page. “No, they’re fine.”

“You’ve been staring at the same page for over thirty minutes.”

“Well, it hasn’t gotten any better.” Of course he knew exactly how long it had been; he’d kept an eye on the clock throughout Buri’s endless speculations and conspiracy theories.

“You seem distant today.”

“No, I’m—”

“Was it the death stare? Because I can . . . ” He nudged his head towards the door.

“No, it’s fine.” I’d now said “fine” twice. If that wasn’t a cry for help, I didn’t know what was.

“Any word on the brochure?” His voice was quiet and even. Like walking over broken glass. He knew.

“You’ll have it in a few days.”

“Very nice. And the apprenticeship?”

“Not so much. Someone else got it. Someone younger.” I sighed and finally dropped the pretense of going over the ledger. “I passed your project on to another printer. Brun. He’ll have it done for you. I just . . . ” But I didn’t know how to explain the bone-dry exhaustion. The way my bright path forward had turned to an impossible slog. Or the sense of a vise closing around me.

“Tyatavar?”

I’d turned to the side counter and jammed my arms into a bowl of dough.

“If you want to talk about it, I’m here.”

My fingers squeezed against the dough. “I don’t need a charity conversation about my failure.” 

“It isn’t charity. This—” Pinuar held up the onion roll—“is charity.”

“No, it was a distraction. You were supposed to go eat it and forget to ask about the project.”

“Quite a plan, there. Almost as good as yelling ‘look that way!’ and running out the back.”

His smile urged me to answer it. I didn’t.

“Look,” he said, “I’m serious. If you want to talk, I’m here. I mean really, I’m here. Every morning. No escaping me.”

Behind him, Buri and his crew had moved on from debating the glowing ship to the prospect of snow in the afternoon. The bell jangled as Haltuin the ferry captain left for his boat. Three bread timers clicked and wound down, close to zero, but not there yet.

And still, Pinuar stood there, watching me. It felt like forever.

Finally, I pulled my arms up from the dough. I’d punched it down too early.

Now I’d have to wait on it to rise again. At last, I turned back to Pinuar.

“I’m sorry if I snapped at you. The charity thing.”

He waved it away. “It’s fine. We all need someone to vent at once in awhile, don’t we? Otherwise it’s down to vandalism, or spirits forbid, gardening.”

This time, he got the laugh he’d been fishing for. Then my wrist—another injured souvenir of the previous night, treated and wrapped in clean cotton—caught his eye. “What happened there?”

Vandalism or gardening would’ve made better pressure valves. But no, of course I couldn’t explode in a fit of juvenile angst and knock over a sign, or gods forbid, find a constructive release by embracing the whole ‘learn, love, land’ philosophy like Tirsan. Hell, if I were just a bit more like my father, maybe I would’ve punched my emotions into daily bowls of dough instead of stealing the vial, falling on a rock gods-knew-how-many-miles from home, and slashing my wrist open because I was running on weeks of exhaustion.

“Something stupid,” I said, to tell the short version of the story. 

“Always is. Come tell me about it when you have a free moment?” he asked.

“If I must.” I gave him a real smile, and the warmth that lingered after he’d turned for his seat gave me pause.

Vandalism and gardening, indeed. Or stealing magic vials.

The thought gave me pause.

I could tell him.

The odd glass merchant with his daily magic test failures and apparent love of bread was the closest thing I had to a friend. All my others had married and gone. Mostly the married.

I’d known Pinuar all of six months, but with the brochure, he hadn’t just wanted a useful sales tool with his face on the cover: he’d been cheering for me to win the apprenticeship. He’d cut the project down to size when I’d admitted I didn’t have time to finish it.

It should’ve warmed me through and through. Hearth fire on a cold night. Instead, wordless gratitude for my failed opportunity ached like water in my ear.

When he’d sat down again, I took Fyinna’s handful of sikreis from the cash drawer and replaced them with Nirsuathan money. Then I crouched over the cracked tile in the corner and pulled a wooden box from underneath. 

Yesterday, I’d woken up with thoughts of a new backpack, a leather one hidden in the bakery’s upstairs room, waiting to be filled with books and traveling clothes and the promise of a new life in Luntaburu.

Fyinna’s sikreis clinked softly against the assortment of foreign coins my father wouldn’t take. Even with my brochure payment from Pinuar and some optimistic accounting, it wasn’t a lot to leave the city on, not without the apprenticeship lined up.

Yesterday, I’d had that dream dashed before I even hit lunch time.

But today . . . 

Today, I had a stolen magic vial.

The last thing I’d stolen had been inconsequential, nothing at all like this. A roll with perfect swirls of glaze, one of many my father had deposited still-warm into the bakery case. I hadn’t realized he didn’t care if I took the roll, and until we’d sold the entire batch as day-olds, my stomach gnarled with fear, as if he’d somehow find out.

I’d have to live with that feeling a bit. Plus, I had almost no control of the vial; I’d almost died three different ways, and I’d barely gotten myself home. I couldn’t use it again—only an idiot would take that kind of risk.

But a glass merchant I’d known for six months wanted me to succeed, and I couldn’t say the same of my own father. It wasn’t even worth telling Tirsan—my husband, legally, if in name only.

And despite last night, nothing real had changed. 

The bell chimed, and I shoved everything away in the box and kicked the tile back over it.

The vial still sat in my pocket.


Chapter Two – Tirsan

Chapter Two

Tirsan

Take the mathematical precision with which a snail shell grows into a spiral, an act of art and nature constrained by a particular ratio. Even as the snail’s shell grows larger, it maintains symmetry and beauty.

Now, take away the governing mathematics. Take away the snail. Take away nature and replace it with a slew of buildings along curved streets. Figure they do follow that ratio, but rather than organic growth, it is an accident of chaos.

There are parts of Nirsuathu like that, but if you’re lost in the twisting warren of the Old University, you’re probably not thinking about ratios. I know I wasn’t, the first time I navigated the snail shell of buildings and courtyards and grafted-on additions into the ancient heart of the university, beneath a canopy of huge, wide-trunked trees. Legend had it they’d been the site of Rill’s first teachings. Hundreds of years of city had grown around them in a dizzying labyrinth.

But once I’d made it inside, the shell felt cozy enough.

“Professor Iyarnou?” I’d asked at the door to my classroom. Sweat rolled down my back, and I’d gasped for breath as if I’d crossed an entire desert with no water.

“Yes. One of them,” answered a woman. Her eyes sparkled with good-natured intelligence. 

“I made it here!”

“Excellent. Making it here is half the battle.” She’d ushered me into the classroom.

And that was the first time I’d met the Professors Iyarnou. There were two, Giyil and Nyori, a husband-and-wife team, and only six other students going through my animal husbandry classes with me. Small enough to feel like a family—a good family with a good father—but I’d cut off that thought before it took hold. My grandfather had treated me well. My mother had done what she could, considering. From the Iyarnous, I learned diligence wasn’t a shield against mistakes, but a duty of care. We tended animals, learned about the world, and tried to make our lives better. Learn, love, land, and the warmth they created together. Everything promised by Nirsua, and then Rill.

And then the accident: a thrashing gyadi, shouting-sharp pain, and a kick in the side, just to add insult. The Iyarnous had been the ones to get me medical attention. Since that day, I hadn’t seen their office, their classroom, or their gyadi pasture north of the river. It had been so long, I’d taken the wrong path through the trees. A careless mistake on a leg that still needed coddling.

By now, my leg wasn’t the only part of me that ached and twinged; a twitch had started near my eye. I could blame last night’s work hours and the lack of sleep and meals they’d entailed; it was either fatigue or a nutritional deficiency.

At least half a dozen times last night, I’d considered stopping my work and going to sleep. Some of those times, I could hear Professor Giyil’s voice in my head: “Tirsan, don’t be an idiot. Take care of yourself.” He’d said that a few months ago, when he’d visited during my convalescence, and I’d revealed some of my lofty ambitions: I’d get myself walking a mile a day in a matter of weeks, and return to my research by mid-fall.

That hadn’t happened. But then, it hadn’t been realistic.

Finishing my research in the next month wasn’t realistic, either, but that was the great plan I’d cooked up on my walk home after the planetarium. I wouldn’t just start again; I’d finish in a single push. A couple of weeks. One week. Probably a few days. Then I’d meet the conditions of my grandfather’s deal and move on with the rest of my life: marriage, land, family. I had a solid foundation, after all, and not much else to do. 

 In the end, I’d gone home set on finishing my work that very night.

I’d stayed up poring over my old notes, which I’d remembered as pages and pages of results, and found disappointment at every turn. Holes. Missing conclusions. I’d filled in gaps where I could, but it all felt foggy and thin. As I’d flipped through the pages, the lost months dragged at me, as if I’d never gotten my legs untangled from the bedding where I’d spent those first few weeks immobile and in pain.

Even so, it was the same work, and still worth doing. That was what mattered, and that was why I’d made my way to the center of the snail’s shell for the first time in months.

I made a fist to knock on the door, then paused halfway there. Funny that it hadn’t been the pages and pages of writing that had thrown my hand into pain-sensitive uselessness, but rather a slightly stuck doorknob I had opened on the way into the building. I circled and stretched my wrist, then took a deep breath and knocked like someone who had a solid foundation and every reason to be confident.

I’d expected the usual sounds of shuffled papers, books shutting, and Professor Nyori calling out, “Enter at your peril.” She held down the office-end more often than not, and it always took a moment for her to de-immerse herself from her work. I leaned against the door frame and flipped through my papers for the thousandth time in the last twelve hours while I waited for her to answer.

Instead, the door whooshed open in my face so fast that I stumbled back on my bad leg. I bit back a wince. Before me stood an unfamiliar teenage girl in worn overalls and tall muck boots, despite the fact that the gyadi pasture itself was north across the river. She looked even more surprised than I was.

I recovered first and reached out a hand. “I’m Tirsan. Tirsan Fyin Wiragh.”

“Uh, good?”

Behind her, I could see enough into the office to recognize that it hadn’t changed, aside from some cleaning. Same gyadi and sheep diagrams, same books, same tidy desk. Spotless, in fact. Not because the Iyarnous were neat and tidy—their incompatible, idiosyncratic organization systems scattered chaos every time they butted heads—but because they spent so little time there. Whatever the identity of this girl, this was still the Iyarnous’ office.

“I’m one of their students,” I said, and waved my paper. Wrong hand—the cramping in my wrist started again with a piquant seasoning of mild stabbing. I clutched my hand to my chest so it wouldn’t move; movement meant pain. “I didn’t know they had an assistant now.”

“Assistant. Housekeeper. Farmhand. I’m looking after everything.” She shrugged and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “The gyadi are kind of nice.”

“Yes, mostly they’re gentle.” Once you got past the horn, they were docile, pleasant animals with big, soulful eyes. They ate grass and shuffled along with long coats that shimmied and shone in the sun. “But watch out. When they charge, they really charge.”

The girl nodded. “That’s the first thing the professors told me, so I was scared of the gyadi at first. One of them actually attacked a student here a while back.”

“‘Attack’ might be too strong a word.” I smiled. “That was me, by the way. Mostly healed now, and trying to finish my research. If the gyadi will let me.” I held up my papers. “It’s the start of a solid foundation,” I told the assistant. “Shaky foundation” would’ve been more accurate. “It’s all about the influence of pasture management strategies on effective breeding programs, and—”

Her eyes had glazed over in anticipation of a research paper’s-worth of babble. “Eminently practical,” Professor Giyil had said of my chosen topic, but that probably translated to “dull as dirt” for most people.

“Sorry,” I said. “I won’t bore you with it. Maybe I could leave a note, and you could hand it off to them? I was hoping to set up a meeting.”

“Ah.” The girl pursed her lips and made no move to take the paper. “That might be a problem. Unless you happen to have an airship.”

“An airship?”

“They’re off doing research somewhere near Mihridatho.”

“Mihridatho? They could have mentioned it.” Hurt came through in my tone even more than surprise. Mihridatho. But did they owe it to me to inform me of their travel plans? Probably not; I was one student among many, even if we’d felt like family for a time. I’d broken my leg and faded away into the past. 

All right. A step out of the past and into the present—that was tougher than a mile of cobbled hills on a bad leg. But there was nothing else for it.

Sure, things had changed: I’d lost the rest of summer to my injury, and the planetarium had been stripped to the bones, star-dotted ceiling panels pried away in water-damaged stacks. Still, with the light ball moved into a makeshift lantern shining from the top of a ladder, it felt like something that could be fixed.

“Do you know if anyone else is working in the field at the moment?” I asked.

“I’m not sure,” she said. “I haven’t been there since yesterday, although Melapa usually comes in to shovel out the pen on Ponsday.”

I almost smiled; it wasn’t the first time I’d run into that ambiguity. The Iyarnous had heaps of puns between them. “Not the pasture. Someone I can talk to about finishing my research.”

“Oh, sorry. I don’t really know about any of this university stuff. I’m just their neighbor. This is supposed to keep me out of trouble. Whatever that means.”

“Then you don’t know if there’s anyone else?”

She shrugged. “There’s that dean with the office down the hall. But he’s out to lunch.”

“It’s barely past breakfast.”

“That’s what the sign on the door says. It’s been there a couple months. One time I saw him playing nibs in the courtyard. At least, I think it was him.”

“Right. Well, maybe I’ll swing by.” Maybe, maybe not. That eye twitch hadn’t gone anywhere. “Tell the gyadi I said ‘hello,’ all right?”

She gave me a bright smile and shut the door once again. A brief eddy of dust settled by my feet. 

I sighed and snugged up my papers under my arm, then caught a glint of brass sitting on the wainscoting—the nameplate from the office door. I set down my papers on a nearby stool and held it up to the spot where it should’ve gone, but found only two empty screw holes. Setting it back down, I tucked the papers under my arm once again, then walked off down the hall.


Chapter Three – Vilari

Chapter Three

Vilari

Nothing dire had occurred. No arrests, no firebombing, no curfews, no giant walls built around the city. There’d been kreihlets, sure—oneiromantic messenger birds darting up into the sky from the university, a back-and-forth between Nirsuathu and the powers-that-be in the heart of the Kirosz Empire.

Nothing had come of them. 

Professor Ghordaa burned with an intense brilliance that had cut through centuries of stagnation. He’d devised a new form of magic, one that would someday belong to the whole north. Everything in the lab was his own creation: the excisors and impression chambers and the distilling machines with their quiet bubbling and hissing. He’d earned a space in the Tower of Refracted Sunlight and challenged the squabbling University Council, along with the few allies who could spot a tidal wave as it formed. Several of the books lining the shelves of my work cubby were his, and so was the distillate itself: the dark liquid that flowed through an impression chamber, gave shape to thought, and made everything possible through some mysterious process he hadn’t yet deigned to share.

But send a few kreihlets up into the sky, and he’d assume crackdowns, networks of spies, and probably a knife to the throat as others stole his life’s work. He wouldn’t even allow me to bring work home so I could progress more quickly, never mind that he’d done so once before.

Nothing dire had occurred—no arrests, no firebombing, no curfews, no giant walls built around the city. 

Those would’ve been my arguments to a different, more grounded type of person. To the professor, their absence hung in the air like tension before a storm.

Still, I gathered them around me like a cloak and prepared to make my request.

“Professor?” I stepped out of my cubby into the larger lab. Sunlight from the Tower’s enormous glass roof flashed against Ghordaa’s machines. I kept my hand on one of the shelves, casual as leaning against a doorframe. As if my words had only just occurred to me rather than been strategized. “Do you remember yesterday, how I asked you for homework?”

The professor shut his book, a quiet movement that somehow pointed a finger like a murder accusation. I’d caught him in a bad mood. But then, that had always been the most likely outcome.

“Do I remember yesterday when you asked me for homework?” he said almost thoughtfully. “Do I remember yesterday?” Tapping finger to chin, he glanced up at the ceiling as if struggling for an answer. “How old do you think I am? Do you think my brain leaks recent memories like a tea strainer? Yes, I remember. What of it?”

I took a deep breath. I wasn’t sure if he’d reacted worse than I’d expected or exactly the same—or which of those things was worse. Either way, “ill-tempered” came part and parcel with Professor Ghordaa. He certainly wasn’t going to say, “Why, yes, of course, Vilari,” then sit, chin in hand, and listen in rapt attention.

“Would the library be a better place?” I asked. “For homework? I could work there, and I wouldn’t have to leave campus.”

He stood, scratching his chin. “Would the library be a better place? He tapped his chair idly as he mulled over the words. “Would the library be a better place? Tell me: how does this little plan differ from you doing the work here?”

Because you won’t be there. 

“I’ll tell you how,” he continued. “At the library, you’ll be under Sivinta’s domain. That nosy librarian will be over your shoulder the whole time, taking it all in.” He flashed around the chair to face me. “Here’s a better question: do you live in Nirsuathu? Or under a rock somewhere? A deep pit? Perhaps the nether planes of The Pilgrimage of Dunyar?”

Glass bottles rocked as he slammed his palm down on the worktable. “What sort of fictional daydream world do you live in that you could have missed the ship of fire come into the harbor? Do you live the rest of your life in some kind of cave?”

Do you ever just get to the point? A direct answer was beyond his capabilities.

His eyebrows furrowed—disapproval seasoned with disbelief, but something else too, something— 

“The oneiromancer to end all oneiromancers is in town,” he said. “Master Zanhrori. The next closest thing we’ll see to any of the emperors coming here.”

“Master Zanhrori,” I repeated. Master Zanhrori of the violently ended Mirkotasa River blockade, and the reinstated Katiplir Alliance. Master Zanhrori, of seventeen languages and as many ways to kill a person. Master Zanhrori, who had no home, but could send any king packing from his throne with a glance. 

And, famously, Master Zanhrori and his three fearsome beasts, each said to be a repository for his vast power—if you’d never read a book in your life. Provincial superstition Professor Ghordaa had pronounced, but that hadn’t stopped him from making them the subject of one of my fill-in-the-blank diagrams.

“Ignorant girl. How have you not heard of this? Master Zanhrori is here, and his eyes are everywhere. To have my work out in the wild with him around . . . ” His movements stilled, but I could feel the paranoia buzzing behind his eyes. “You will do nothing outside this room. No practice. In fact . . . ” he went on, appearing to be on his way into lecture mode.

But I was mistaken; he paused his speech and started rummaging through his worktable. Wires and pliers and the makings of a new, smaller impression chamber. 

“They could stop everything I’ve worked on. Nothing is safe.” His rummaging grew frantic as he moved glass jars to and from the same spots and opened the same drawer three times.

Since he had clearly forgotten me, I retreated into my cubby. This was familiar territory. Professor Ghordaa ran at three speeds: too fast, too slow, and too self-absorbed, a state in which his manic thoughts outpaced his ability to observe I was still in the room.

But I was mistaken again, and again he grabbed my arm.

“What?” I yanked myself free, but his gaze held me in place.

“You have to come in tomorrow.”

“I don’t know if I can.” I gave no hint that I was already considering what I’d tell my father. Better not to look like I’d jump the instant he said “jump.”

“You have to come in. At this rate, you cannot progress nearly quickly enough. Zanhrori’s already met with the Council, and we may be in for a surprise from him. You need to be ready, because you’re what I’m stuck with.”

I held his gaze without flinching. Once, it had been difficult for me. But the shock value of Professor Ghordaa had long ago worn off.

“Give me homework,” I said, “and I will hand it in tomorrow.”

“What if Zanhrori approached you? What if he asked you about my magic?”

“And what kind of answer could I give him? You’d have to have actually taught me something.”

Master Zanhrori didn’t scare me. Tales went around about his might and capriciousness, but they were all of great deeds and important people, not petty bullying. None of the tales said anything about stealing homework from bakers’ daughters.

“Homework,” I said, holding out my hand. “I’m not being graded on this. There’s nothing you can make me do.”

This time, I wouldn’t back down. He feared Master Zanhrori, and I breathed in that fear and let it power me.

At last, the professor broke my gaze, picked up a pile of papers, and dumped them in my arms.

“Homework. Since nothing else will please you.”

I’d won. A thrill bubbled up in my chest, and I tried not to look too eager as I flipped through the papers.

“Wait . . . what is this?” Blank. Every page, blank.

“One thousand words on the difference between oneiromantic manifests and our own distillate-generated impressions. It seemed appropriate, given the occasion.”

“A writing assignment.”

His smile curved to crescent-moon points. “See that you have it finished by tomorrow.”


Chapter Four – Tyatavar

Chapter Four

Tyatavar

I spent the day in a strange distraction, forgetting how to do simple tasks I had done by rote since I was a teenager. I scalded myself pouring tea and swore loudly enough that our scattering of afternoon regulars took notice. A few commented that I seemed tired and distracted, but I didn’t take their bait and offer details; a shrug and the phrase “one of those days” acted as a vague catch-all, and they nodded knowingly.

Between customers, I downed cups of coffee with the same desperation as I’d shot back vial water last night. By the time the afternoon sun cast long shadows from the back door, I’d earned myself jittery fingers and a sour stomach, but little else.

It didn’t help the anxiety. Every time any guards came in, I tensed and waited for them to say, “Ma’am, you’re going to have to come with us.” But I remained part of the background, nothing more than the owner’s messy-haired daughter who took coin and provided bread. The guards, like everyone else, had other things on their minds: weather and money, wet boots and crotchety supervisors. As the day wore on, news of the glowing ship passed through their ranks, and the name “Master Zanhrori” popped and fizzed up from the rumors, along with his three fearsome beasts.

The only guard who spoke to me was the one whose shoulder I’d grabbed yesterday. “I’ll be watching my back,” he said, and his grin revealed him to be younger that I’d thought. 

My sister came in without comment and went right to the tray of freshly baked mini loaves, loading them into the bakery case. They’d baked a shiny golden brown from the egg wash, and I’d managed little twists in the centers, despite once again dozing off with my arms in the dough.

We barely made eye contact; Vilari did her work and left at more or less the time she’d agreed upon with my father—not so much a silent apology as a begrudging armistice. After she left, I found myself behind on my afternoon tasks, but the coffee had finally caught up to me, and I charged through them in a burst of tense energy.

Night came to the bakery. My hands worked like machines, while my mind flooded with images of rushing water, coughing and heaving up onto muddy shores.

For a while, I didn’t see the shadow at the window.

Tirsan had come to walk me home.

For a minute, I pretended I didn’t see him; I stayed behind the counter with the ledgers and tapped idly with a pen, all the while rubbing the seashell-smoothness of the vial that sat deep in my pocket.

The idea of talking to Tirsan, right now, was more exhausting than exhaustion. I’d spent the day avoiding conversation. Every innocuous snippet of small talk gapped open a tiny hole that I might fall into like an enormous pit. Better to walk around it—way, way around it—because if my foot slipped an inch, if so much as a pebble fell down the deep, endless hole—

Tirsan knocked at the window.

My head snapped up—the perfect picture of startled. I crossed to the front and took down the “We are open! Come on in!” sign as I pushed open the door. The moment the bell rang in the quiet, I’d already bent over a table, wiping it down with vinegar without meeting Tirsan’s eyes. Through some liar’s instinct I’d acquired, I knew eyes to be dangerous territory.

From another table, I heard a wet, papery splat.

I turned to look. “That’s wet.”

With a pained look, Tirsan peeled up the now-damp papers and moved to a second table.

“Wet.”

Then a third.

“I would just hang onto it, if I were you.”

A fleeting grimace was his only answer. He looked as tired as I did—and as injured. A bandage wound around his wrist. Before he could see, I tucked my own wrist beneath my apron.

Noticing my glance, he said, “The other one is going to start spasming too. I had to have a poultice put on. Don’t know if it helped.”

“Sorry to hear that.”

He shook the pile of paper and tried to wipe the sodden back page, to no avail. “I should’ve waited to get it bound.” He shrugged and tossed it back down onto the wet table, an act of bone-weary resignation. “Doesn’t matter. No one’s going to look at it anyway. The Iyarnous are off in Mihridatho, and I spent six hours having people tell me that a dozen different ways before passing me off to someone else. They even sent me up to the Tower to talk to Ghordaa.”

“I can’t imagine that went well.”

“I couldn’t either. So I saved my leg the pain of those stairs and skipped it.” His exhale seemed to release a great weight, and he smiled dimly. “So there we are. Our life has been put on hold yet again.”

Maybe it’s for the best. The words felt exhilarating as a free fall, a rush of air in my face in the endless, irrevocable moment before gravity takes its due.

“Is everything all right with you?” Tirsan asked. “You’ve seemed distant lately. And jittery.” 

“Oh, the coffee. Some days it’s tough.” That was the second time today someone had said I looked distant. Small talk wasn’t all that brought me too close to the gaping hole.

“Your father puts too much on you,” Tirsan said. “You know, you have to sleep sometime.”

“Yes, sleep is a nice concept.”

“It should be more than a concept. You’re running yourself ragged. Everything here, plus that printing project. The glass catalog. How’s that going, anyway?”

“It fell through.” Three words of gentle euphemism. “I passed it off to Brun.”

“Maybe that’s for the best.”

My own unsaid words echoed back to me with a tinge of irony. Did either of us want the best for the other? If we did, it was in some theoretical way with no presence in reality. He didn’t want me printing and I—

“I’m going to head outside,” Tirsan said. “The heat in here is too much. I feel like I’m being smothered to sleep.”

He waited outside while I finished the day’s work. I stood with my hand on the door, running through everything again. Ovens: cool. Kitchen: clean. Money: locked. Dough: rising, rising, rising—rising in the warm air until it floated away like a hot-air balloon, bowl dangling beneath, taking all my hopes and dreams with it.

I could’ve laughed from the sheer, stupid tiredness of it. Maybe I did. 

I squirreled away my injured wrist beneath my coat sleeve, then let the door shut. My exhaustion dropped away with the warm bakery air. 

After I locked up, Tirsan stepped forward to take my hands. The dry skin of my fingers caught on the rough fabric of his bandage.

He winced at my touch. “Too much writing. Too many doorknobs.” A wry smile cracked at the edge of his mouth. “Small price to pay.” Wrist held rigid against further trauma, he gathered me in by the small of my back. His lips whispered heat against my neck.

I pulled myself away far too abruptly. “I have to go somewhere.”

“Where?”

“Nowhere. Well, home.”

Something unreadable crossed his face—half-voiced words and suspicions. He dropped our embrace and studied me.

“This isn’t what I thought being married would be like,” he said at last.

My eyes went wide. I pulled Tirsan away towards the fountain, where—

But, no. The stone statues of Nirsua and Yinar still looked up past the buildings, but without the cascading rush of water to mask our voices. I cursed. Tired idiot.

I pivoted into the dark corridor between our building and the locksmith’s, over by the back door.

Before now, we’d always spoken of our marriage in hushed voices. Yinar’s Law mandated it. This was the first time he’d said anything so openly, so matter-of-factly. Even in private, it had been a whispered secret.

Light enough from the square spilled on Tirsan’s face for me to see his frown.

“This isn’t right,” he said. “We shouldn’t have to hide behind a building like a couple of teenagers. We should be . . . ” An inarticulate noise punctuated his frustration. “We should be in a home of our own. Everything’s dragging along, nothing’s happening, and you . . . I don’t know, maybe we both just need sleep.”

Two hands—once callused from fieldwork, now smooth from the lack of it—cupped my face. “We’ve done nothing wrong. You know that, right?” A kiss poised on his lips, but he remained still. Warm breath brushed my face, there in the still dark. He watched my eyes for an answer.

Eyes, again. A danger to meet them, but worse to look away.

“Of course,” I said. “We followed Yinar’s Law.” I sounded like a machine, low and even, shying from echoes, from volume, from pitch—sharp sounds that carried. We’d followed Yinar’s Law and spent months lying about it: a night together in a deserted planetarium, and I’d become his wife by law and name.

“Walk me home?”

***

You’d think I would be smarter this time. That I would pack a change of clothes or money or bread. That I would bring a map or compass. Instead, I was less smart; I packed none of those things. I barely even concealed myself.

Tirsan left me at my front door with a kiss on my forehead. “Get some sleep.” He smiled a weary smile and turned down the walkway. I watched as he walked away, the limp still catching in his step after all these months, then I dipped down the shadowed side of the porch, still half-visible, and gripped the vial in my pocket.

I ran to the bridge and down the hidden path, only slowing to a stroll near the bakery so I wouldn’t draw attention to myself. At the water’s edge, the movements came smooth and practiced after last night’s string of failures. Fill the vial, turn the mechanism, wait for the hissing to fade, chug down the water.
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