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      The world felt fractured, broken into jagged splinters that dug into Ailanthe’s head and chest and legs. She gagged on the smell of sap filling the air like syrup, gagged and coughed and tried to sit up. Her body refused to obey. She felt as if the mother tree’s roots had her tied to the ground, which, she now realized, was digging hard, cold knuckles into her back and hips. She couldn’t even open her eyes.

      An atonal thrumming sound that echoed in her bones resolved itself into the sound of a harp; it seemed to be coming from everywhere at once. With a great effort, she dragged her eyelids open and saw the branches of the mother tree’s many trunks arching high above her head, unexpectedly blurry in the morning light. “Banazir, what—” she began, addressing the unseen player of the harp.

      “You’re alive,” her mother said, and her face swam into view, as blurry as the branches. She put her arms around Ailanthe and lifted her, clutching at her so tightly it hurt. “We thought—Ailanthe, what happened?”

      “I don’t remember anything,” Ailanthe said, but fragments of memory were beginning to piece themselves together. She’d risen early, crossed the bridge from one trunk to another to the stores where she could get a bite of cheese before breakfast, come back along the main branch, and then…the rest was gray nothing.

      “I think you broke your back,” Banazir said, still out of Ailanthe’s line of sight. The kerthor continued to strum the harp, whose music was gradually becoming melodic as her magic wrapped around Ailanthe. It was making her whole again, she realized, easing the pounding headache and the stabbing agony in her legs and lower back, lifting away the other miscellaneous pains Ailanthe was only just becoming conscious of. “I had to use a song I barely knew to put you back together again. You must have fallen four flights.”

      Ailanthe went numb. “Fell?”

      Her mother nodded. “Varden saw you. You…slipped.”

      “That’s impossible.” Ailanthe struggled away from her mother’s embrace and sat upright, blinking to clear her vision. “Impossible. No one falls.” But she could remember now. Two steps along the wide branch, and it had…bucked, rippling like the ocean waves in her father’s stories, knocking her off balance, another impossible thing. She had taken her first steps on branches higher than that one. In the whole twenty-three years of her life she had never fallen. No Lindurian ever fell from a mother tree’s embrace.

      “It’s all right,” her mother said, her voice trembling beneath its soothing tones. “It doesn’t mean anything.”

      Ailanthe pushed herself to her feet, closed her eyes against a momentary dizziness, then looked up at the branches of the mother tree again. From this perspective, here in one of the clearings between the trunks, the many rope bridges spanning the distance from branch to branch looked like black webs against the cloudless sky. A few people stood on those bridges, or on the thick branches wide enough for three of those people to walk with arms linked, and stared down at her. Backlit by the rising sun, their faces were impossible to read. She looked around at the few other people standing around the clearing; they all stared at her, expressionless, as if deferring judgment on whatever she had done to make the tree—no, it wasn’t me, it was an accident. It doesn’t mean anything.

      She walked with slow steps toward the nearest trunk. The two women standing near it moved out of her way, stepping to either side of her as if showing her honor. Or attending my funeral. Ailanthe put her hand out to caress the silky bark of the mother tree. It tingled, but nothing more. She clambered up the rope ladder strung from the first flight to where it was tethered to the ground, moving more quickly as her confidence returned, and pulled herself onto the first broad branch⁠—

      —and sharp pain like icy needles stabbed at her hands and arms where they touched the living wood, and she screamed and slipped backward, flailing at the ladder. Her bare feet tangled in the ropes, her hands caught at a rung, and she hung there, upside down, panting. Tears pooled in her eyes and slipped down over her temples. Then there were hands, helping her disentangle herself, half-carrying her to the ground, and she tried to stand, but found she needed those hands’ support if she didn’t want to collapse. The pain was gone, but in its place was a terrible weakness, as if something had sapped her energy and left her wrung out and empty. She closed her eyes and focused on breathing.

      “It’s an accident,” her mother was insisting, “you must be ill, sometimes that can make a person lose her balance….” Her voice trailed off.

      Ailanthe opened her eyes and looked up at her; her mother, four inches taller than she, looked as drained as she felt. Ailanthe ran her fingers through her short brown hair, trying to smooth it. “I’m not ill,” she said. “You know what this means. The trees have rejected me.”

      Her mother turned away. Banazir said, “That hasn’t happened to anyone in the settlement since…it must be over one hundred years.”

      “Well, you won’t be able to say that anymore,” Ailanthe said, but the joke came out sounding flat and weak.

      “I’ll start searching the records,” Banazir said. “You’re just out of balance, that’s all, and someone must have written down how to fix that.”

      “What if you…you could stay on the ladders,” Ailanthe’s mother said, “and we could cover the branches near our home…”

      Ailanthe put her arms around her. She felt strangely empty, as if every emotion had been drained from her along with her energy. “I think,” she said, “we should find me a tent.”
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        * * *

      

      They ate on the ground that evening despite the chill in the early spring air, not only Ailanthe’s family but the entire settlement, consuming what was almost the last of their winter stores in near silence. Once again Ailanthe was reminded of a funeral—but, then, for a Lindurian to be out of balance with the trees that sheltered and nurtured them was a little like death, wasn’t it? She still felt numb inside. At some point her predicament would become real, and then…she had no idea what she’d do then. She couldn’t live on the ground forever, tethered like the rope ladders.

      “Ailanthe,” Banazir said, and she looked at the young kerthor, who had just leaped down from a low branch and was advancing toward her. In the half-light of twilight, Ailanthe could see everyone else was looking at her, not at Banazir, and she laced her fingers together in her lap and wished she were not so conspicuous. The pale skin of her hands seemed to glow in the moonlight as if lit from within.

      “I’ve read everything there is,” Banazir went on, “which isn’t much. But it’s not hopeless. Just…unexpected.”

      “Tell me.”

      “You have to go to Castle Always,” Banazir said.

      It was unexpected, so unexpected Ailanthe at first didn’t understand what she’d said. “Castle Always?” she said. “That’s for people who want a destiny. I’m happy with who I am.”

      “It sets you on your true path. It reads your heart, gives you your destiny, and sends you where you’re supposed to be. The records imply that means bringing you back into harmony with the trees.”

      “‘Imply’?”

      “The earliest records are over two hundred years old. I’m lucky I can read any of them.”

      “Castle Always,” Ailanthe repeated.

      Her father took her hand in his and squeezed it. “If that’s what it takes,” he said, “then I think you should do it.”

      “But—” her mother began.

      “You’re right,” Ailanthe said. She stood and faced Banazir. “I don’t suppose those records say where it is?”

      Banazir shrugged. “It exists in all times and in all places,” she said. “I think, if you’re meant to find it, it doesn’t matter in which direction you go.”

      “Then I’ll leave in the morning.” She took a deep breath. “I’ve always wanted to travel. Maybe not this way, but…it’s not that bad, is it?”

      “It’s too soon,” Morwenna cried out. “There are preparations…we have to give you a farewell….”

      Ailanthe looked around at all those familiar faces. “This is as good a farewell as anyone could want,” she said. “And I won’t need much. Mor, I just…I want to get this over with.” What no one was saying was that it might be years before she returned home, depending on where the Castle sent her. If she returned at all. Three people of the settlement had left for the Castle over the last ten years, and none of them had come home.

      Ailanthe looked around again, this time at the massive trunks of the mother tree, and felt again the stinging pain of her rejection. If Castle Always could restore her balance…. “It will be an adventure,” she said with a weak grin, and a murmur of amusement rippled through the crowd.

      “Then let’s make this a celebration,” Morwenna said, and embraced her. “Clear the ground, everyone, and we’ll dance and sing for Ailanthe and her destiny!”

      Ailanthe laughed, but to herself, she thought, What if my destiny never brings me home?
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        * * *

      

      Four days later, Ailanthe trudged through the forest in the pale light of dawn, gnawing on one of the hard, dry, odorless trail biscuits that were all the food she had left. She hadn’t thought the Castle would be so difficult to find, so she’d packed lightly, and now she was regretting it. The idea of delaying her journey to gather food or set snares made her impatient, but it seemed she might have no choice.

      A flock of tiny white birds, eerily silent, circled her head, and she turned to watch them flutter away like dry leaves on the wind. When she turned back around, she nearly stumbled over a low-growing bush, took a few more steps, and found herself at the edge of a clearing so sharply delineated it could not be natural. Across the clearing, looming up before her like a gray, perfectly vertical mountain, was a building that could only be Castle Always.

      She stood gaping up at it for a while, barely able to comprehend its size. Its stones, which might have been hewn out of the granite cliffs of Duathenin, fit together so tightly that from where she stood she could barely make out the outlines of each one. High above her head, glass windows winked at her in the early morning light, mirror-opaque against the brightness. Ahead, set into a stone arch too plain for the Castle’s grandness, were two doors not much taller than Ailanthe herself that looked entirely out of place in the majestic gray wall. There was no movement in the clearing, which was covered in long green and yellow striped grass, not even the leaping and buzzing of insects.

      Ailanthe wiped her suddenly sweaty palms on her tunic and crossed the clearing to the doors. She laid her palm against the cool dead wood, a stripe of sunlight across the back of her hand providing a warm contrast, then pressed down on the plain iron latch and pushed the door open. It squealed like a dying animal, making her jump. Well, if there were anyone inside, they knew she was coming now. She took a few steps inside, letting the door close behind her with another shriek.

      Beyond the door lay a short hall carpeted in black and gold that ended in a wall covered by a tapestry. Ailanthe went to look at it: it depicted a man and a woman fighting a creature with the body of a lizard and the head of a snake and wings that belonged to no bird or bat she recognized.

      There were openings on either side of the hall, and she looked into one and saw tables and chairs made of dead wood, their legs carved to look like animal feet, a plush carpet thicker than meadow grass, and a long, cushioned seat drawn up before a fireplace big enough for her to curl up in. Ailanthe had never seen anything like it outside of books. She ran her finger along the back of the…sofa, the word was, and marveled at how it was smooth in one direction and resisted her stroking in the other. Amazing.

      She turned around to look into the other room and realized with surprise that the front door had no latch on this side. Ailanthe stood back and regarded it, hands on her hips. “Already playing games, Castle?” she said. “I’ll just have to find another door.”

      Her words sounded strange in her ears, and she clapped a hand to her mouth. “What—what language am I speaking?” she whispered. It was not Lindurian, nothing she recognized. She couldn’t even remember the Lindurian words for what she’d said. It’s not permanent, she told herself, Banazir would have said if the people who returned couldn’t speak Lindurian. She took a deep breath and moved into the next room.

      This room had one wall that was nothing but windows; it looked out not on the grassy clearing, but on a dry and cracked desert landscape with one tree that looked as if it had been dried out by the sun for a thousand lifetimes. She walked closer and laid her palm flat against the glass, which was warm from the heat of a sun much hotter than the one that shone over Lindurien. So these were magic windows. Banazir had said the Castle existed in all times and places; it made sense that people within the Castle should be able to see those places.

      A soft breeze blew past her ear, carrying with it the smell of peaches. She reached up to push her short hair back into place. That the Castle might have an orchard growing within its walls would not surprise her at all.

      She crossed the room to a door on the far side and opened it to find a room packed full of books, neatly lined up on the shelves, all of them matching in height and color. Ailanthe had read the few books her family owned many times over; it would take her years to read this many. She counted, did a little calculating in her head—over three hundred books! A pity she wasn’t here for reading, especially since the chairs in this room looked so very inviting. She cast one last glance at the shelves, then opened the next door.

      She stepped from the comfortable, warm library into a vast stone chamber paved with slabs of dark gray rock four feet on a side that were set in pale mortar that crumbled in places. High above, curving arches of white stone supported the roof, like the ribs of some unimaginably large beast. The chamber smelled of dust and old stone and made Ailanthe, who had never felt intimidated by the size of her forest home, feel small and in danger of being crushed. She straightened her spine. If the Castle were alive, it might be watching her, and she wanted to look strong. Another peach-scented breeze blew past her face, and she filled her lungs with the tantalizing smell. She was starting to feel hungry again, but food could wait.

      In the center of the cavernous chamber stood another room, this one of a coarser stone that looked like undressed granite, but pale yellow instead of gray. Window arches that came to a point at the top pierced the walls in several places, and light shone from those windows, brightening the dark stone floor.

      Ailanthe advanced toward it and looked through one of the arches. The room beyond was empty, its glossy waxed floor reflecting the curving wooden beams of its ceiling high above. More window openings looked down on the room from the upper stories. The light came from dozens of glass hemispheres attached to the walls that glowed steadily instead of flickering with firelight; Ailanthe reached out to touch one and yanked her hand back when it burned her finger.

      Around the far side of the room were three shallow stairs going down to the floor, which was made of thousands of pieces of dead wood set in an intricate, abstract pattern. She walked around to the stairs and looked down at the floor again. The pattern was fascinating. She went down the steps to look at it more closely⁠—

      —and the moment both her feet were on the floor, the room was no longer empty, but filled with tables and cabinets overflowing with objects. She gasped, leaped backward, and the room was once again empty. Cautiously, she put one toe on the floor, but nothing happened. She took another step, and the objects appeared between one blink and the next.

      Stunned, Ailanthe moved forward along a narrow path that threaded between the tables and past a tall cabinet that bulged with so many things its doors were unable to close. It looked like a treasure room, with golden crowns and silver necklaces set with bright, faceted gems, but at a second glance Ailanthe saw more mundane items, like reels of thread and wooden boxes with chipped lids. None of it seemed magical at all.

      She reached out to touch a beautifully embroidered handkerchief, and an urge to pick it up struck her so powerfully she jerked her hand back. She could feel, deep in her bones, that the Castle wanted her to choose something. If this was how it determined her destiny, she wasn’t going to pick up the first random object she saw.

      She made her way to the back of the room, where a squat cabinet with slim, curved legs stood, its top piled with coins of different metals and sizes in irregular stacks. Ailanthe wanted to pick them up to look more closely at them, see what distant foreign lands they came from, but she put her hands behind her back to resist the temptation and instead bent to get a closer look.

      In leaning forward she saw, hanging from one of the lower doorknobs, a key on a short silver chain. It was made of gold and had silver tracings all down the shaft. It was so unusual, an ordinary object made from such precious material, that she reached out and took it in her hand.

      Between one blink and the next, the room was empty. Ailanthe straightened and looked at the key in her hand. This definitely looked magical. The silver lines flowed across the golden shaft like trickles of argent water. It looked as if it might open something extraordinary, like a chest full of treasure or a box containing the breath of the North Wind. She looped the chain around her wrist—it was too short to go around her neck—and went back up the stairs. It was time to find the exit. Maybe she would be lucky, and the Castle would let her out where she’d entered.

      A movement caught her eye, something furtive, and she tensed. Suppose she wasn’t supposed to take anything, and the Castle had servants to enforce that? Whatever it was had been small, low to the ground—she looked across the flagstones and saw a black and white animal approaching from the direction she’d come from. A cat.

      She moved cautiously toward it; it could still be dangerous. But it merely twined around her legs and rubbed its head against her shin. She scratched its head. “Are you the Castle’s guardian, then?” she asked. “Because if you are meant to welcome guests, you’re late.” The cat’s purr was inaudible, barely more than a vibration. Ailanthe scratched its head a little longer, then straightened. “I don’t suppose you can show me the way out?”

      The cat either didn’t know the way out, or he didn’t feel like helping, because he just followed Ailanthe down halls and through rooms as she looked for the exit. She wandered for a long time until the rooms blurred together, most of them so opulent and strange she felt out of place, like a bird trapped indoors. Several rooms seemed dedicated to foreign cultures; she’d read about Indrijan in one of her family’s books, and here were robed mannequins dressed the way the Indrijanese had looked in the pictures, and one of their stone-bladed plows, and the machines that did everything from make their wheeled carts go to create books bound in leather and gold.

      Finally she came to a corridor tiled in gently pitted red stone with a comfortably low ceiling. Leading off the corridor were store rooms, pantries, and a kitchen filled with more cabinets and drawers than she had ever seen. The cat leaped onto the big stone-topped counter in the center of the room and flopped over to lie on it, but Ailanthe didn’t stay to investigate further. She passed through more store rooms until she came to an ancient wooden door bound with iron. Its knob was in the exact center of the door, and a small barred window at the top revealed only a dim glow.

      The door opened easily on a short, low-ceilinged corridor, no more than ten feet long and half as wide, paved with the same large stones as the vaulted passageway. The mortar here was almost entirely missing, though she saw no dusty chips; it all looked much older than the rest of the Castle.

      At the far end was another iron-bound door, though this one had a latch rather than a knob and its small window had glass instead of bars. Through the window, Ailanthe saw clear, bright daylight, not the cool light of the forest but a hot, blinding light that left her blinking and seeing its dark inverse when she closed her eyes. Ailanthe set her hand to the latch and pressed down on the thumb lever. It didn’t move.

      She laid both her palms on the lever and pushed down, hard. Still nothing, not even a minute shift that would tell her it was simply stiff with disuse. It might as well have been a decorative handle, fixed to a door that wasn’t a door but one of those museum displays.

      She searched the door with her eyes and her fingers, feeling for the real latch, or a keyhole, or anything that might open it. She pressed the whorls on the door, hard as iron itself, pushed every rivet and bolt she could find, tried to fit her fingers between the door and the jamb, thinking wildly that she might pull the door open with her fingertips alone. It didn’t respond to anything she did.

      She was trapped inside Castle Always.
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      She leaned against the wall, panting not from exertion but from fear. She’d done something wrong, failed to perform some step, and now the Castle wouldn’t let her go. Or she’d taken the wrong thing. She lifted her wrist to look at the key hanging there. Well, she could go back and return it, take something else. Maybe she was supposed to take the first thing her eye fell on. Maybe she was supposed to take something symbolic of what she sought.

      Or maybe there’s something wrong with me, maybe it’s rejecting me the way the trees have, she thought, retracing her steps at a sedate pace; she wasn’t afraid, this was a temporary problem, nothing to worry about. But her steps came more quickly despite her efforts, and when she reached the flagstone passageway she was almost running.

      She trotted down the stairs and waited. Nothing happened. She backed up, tried again, but the room remained empty. She walked slowly across the patterned floor and removed the key from her wrist. “I’m sorry I took the wrong thing,” she called out, and set the key on the floor a short distance from her feet. “I’m putting it back. I’m ready to choose again.”

      Nothing. The key glimmered on the floor and its reflection glowed dully. Ailanthe sat on the steps. The key lay there unmoving. The room remained empty. Ailanthe clenched her hands and willed herself to breathe slowly, regularly, not to pant in rhythm with her racing heartbeat. She was not trapped in Castle Always. She just hadn’t found the way out.

      She left the key where it was and retraced her steps to what she’d thought was the outer door. There must be another one I’ve overlooked. I’ll just have to be more thorough.

      She began opening doors, feeling her way around the windows and walls; maybe the glass swung outward, leaving a gap she could crawl through, or maybe there were doors concealed in the panels of dead wood covering some of the walls. She searched for what felt like hours, went through dozens of rooms, and found nothing.

      Eventually she ended up back in the vaulted stone passageway, where in despair she leaned against the wall, pressed her cheek against the cold stone, and stared blankly down its length; it gave her the momentary illusion that she was lying on the ground, looking out across the floor. The cat came trotting along the passage toward her, appearing from that perspective to be walking along the wall. She ignored him when he once again butted his head against her legs.

      Banazir’s lore was clear: go in, take your destiny, go out again. It said nothing about the possibility that the Castle wouldn’t let you go. Ailanthe couldn’t think what she’d done wrong. Was it the key? Why would the Castle present her with that object if no one was meant to take it? She didn’t even have it anymore, so why couldn’t she open the door?

      She fought back panic. Someone else would eventually come to the Castle, and that person would open the door, and she would walk out with him. Unless the Castle traps him too. Unless the Castle is broken. The panic tried to turn into a scream, which she muffled with her hands. She’d lived all her life in the shelter of the wide forest, and these walls and doors of dead wood were starting to close in on her, trying to choke the life out of her—no, that was ridiculous, she was being ridiculous, and she needed to stop being a fool.

      She stood erect and thought for a moment. There was food back there in the kitchen; there must be people here to eat it, or else what was the point? Maybe one of them would know a way out. Her stomach growled at the thought of food. She’d been searching all morning without rest, and the stone-hard biscuit she’d eaten just after dawn had not filled her. She would eat, and then she would find a place to sleep, and perhaps in the morning the Castle would have changed its mind.

      She took a few steps, and hesitated, then descended the stairs once more and crossed the floor to where the gold key shone. “I chose you, so you might as well stay with me,” she said, and looped the chain around her wrist. The key felt warm, as warm as her own skin, though the silver lines were a cool contrast and tickled her palm as they moved. Ailanthe examined it again. It would be interesting to see what lock it opened, though the size of the Castle made it unlikely she would ever find its hiding place. Assuming it opened something here.

      She moved off in the direction of the kitchen, the cat at her heels, trying not to think about the possibility that she might have plenty of time in which to seek it out.

      She took a different route this time, down a long hallway tiled entirely in tiny squares of blue of all possible shades, with curling borders of gold marking off sections of the walls and more gold tiles making circles and crosses at random along the floor. Windows looked out on a gray, depressing courtyard with a couple of spindly trees and thin grass trying to hold its own against the clayey mud it was growing in. Across the courtyard, Ailanthe could see the Idrijian room; her heart leaped to see human figures there before she remembered the mannequins.

      She was almost at the back door before she realized she wasn’t the only one making noise. Someone was in one of the kitchen rooms, someone who moved without attempting to be stealthy. The cat put its ears back—was that a good sign, or bad?—and bolted forward around the corner. She stayed where she was, trying to calm her heart. Now that she was nearly face to face with one of the Castle’s inhabitants, her earlier eagerness deserted her. Suppose the person attacked her? She didn’t belong here, after all, and the people who did might not like intruders.

      She closed her eyes and breathed deeply, then quickly opened her eyes so whoever it was wouldn’t come upon her unawares. She needed to get out. This could be the Castle’s way of giving her an exit. She took another deep breath, then walked around the corner and into the kitchen.

      The man had his back to her, busying himself in one of the giant store rooms nearly the size of the kitchen. He was tall and broad-shouldered, dressed plainly in loose trousers and a short-sleeved tunic with a sword belted to his waist, and his long brown hair was tied back at the base of his neck. The cat was trying to tangle itself around his legs, its purring now barely audible at the limit of her hearing.

      Ailanthe was about to clear her throat to announce her presence when the man turned around and jumped in surprise, juggling his armload of food. “You’re still here,” he said.

      It wasn’t at all what she’d expected him to say, and it left her groping for a reply. “Was I supposed to be gone?” she finally said.

      “Yes,” the man said. He had a strong, angular face and brown eyes that were uncomfortably direct. “Didn’t you take anything from the Honor Hall?”

      Ailanthe held up her wrist with the key dangling on its chain. “But the door won’t open.”

      He continued to gaze at her with that steady expression. “The door always opens after you’ve made your choice. Maybe it’s stuck.”

      “You’re stronger than I am,” Ailanthe said, eyeing the well-defined muscles of his arms and his broad shoulders. “Will you open it for me?”

      The man shook his head, making the hoop in his right ear quiver. “It won’t open for me.” He set his armful of food on the counter in the center of the room, then bent to pick up a fruit with a pebbly orange skin that had fallen to the floor and rolled a short distance away, chased by the cat. “Not even if I try to open it for someone else.”

      “But—if you can’t get out, you must know why I can’t!”

      “It’s not the same.” He looked at the fruit in his hand, then set it on the pile. “I can’t help you. The Castle must have some reason for keeping you here.”

      “But—” Ailanthe closed her mouth on the rest of the sentence, not sure what it might have been. “But I can’t stay here! I was supposed to go on a journey so I could return home!”

      “I’m sorry.” The man began gathering food into a more stable pile. “You should eat something. The food won’t hurt you.”

      She put her hands on the counter and heard the key go clink against the white stone top. She quickly raised her hand again. “Could this be what’s keeping me here?”

      The man shook his head. “None of those things are magical. The Castle gathers them up from all over itself and takes the rest back after a quester chooses something. I don’t think it has anything to do with where it sends people.”

      Ailanthe looked at the key again. It had to be magical; how else could the silver streaks move like that? “I—no, wait!” she said, seeing the man was heading out the door with his pile of food. “What’s your name?”

      The man looked at her as if she’d asked him to give up some secret. “Coren,” he said finally.

      “I’m Ailanthe. Can I…can I come with you? The Castle is so quiet…” Her voice trailed off in the face of that level gaze. He seemed to be considering her, and she wondered how she looked, disheveled from sleeping rough in the forest for four nights. She wondered what he would do if she slapped him, or pinched him, anything to get a reaction out of that still, expressionless face. She felt as if she were beginning to go mad in the face of his silence.

      Eventually, he shrugged. “Take what food you want,” he said, and waited for her to gather bread and apples and a round of cheese, the only foods she recognized that didn’t require cooking.

      Clutching her food and a wax-sealed bluish glass bottle of what had turned out, when she picked at the seal, to be water and not alcohol, she followed Coren back down the blue-tiled hall and around the stone passageway to a flight of steps broad enough for ten people to climb at once, arms linked. They climbed and climbed until Ailanthe, who’d never seen more than ten stair-steps in one place before, was out of breath and felt the prickle of sweat start under her arms.

      The stairs changed as they passed each landing, going from shallow carpeted steps to steep unvarnished wooden ones to stairs covered in a strange green material that gripped Ailanthe’s shoes like a burr clinging to her shirt. Brightly lit hallways led off the stairs’ landings. Some of them had long rows of windows through which she could see the ocean, or the scrubland desert, or a range of snow-blown mountain peaks. She longed to explore those corridors, but obediently followed Coren instead. If she wandered off, she might not be able to find him again.

      Eventually the stairs ended, and Coren went down a hallway with white rough-textured walls that was lit by more of those glowing hemispheres, then through a door set into a carved wooden arch. Ailanthe followed him, her leg muscles burning, past a bedroom the size of the kitchen and into a spacious chamber with a ceiling twenty feet tall and floor-to-ceiling windows on three sides. She’d never seen so much glass in one place. Coren put his load on the floor, and Ailanthe did the same.

      “I use those padded boxes as chairs,” Coren said. “They might actually be chairs. The Castle has a lot of furnishings that make no sense.”

      He took a stiff white rectangle as wide as his outstretched arms off a stand in the center of the room and laid it face-first against the inside wall; Ailanthe had time to recognize something was painted on it before it was hidden. He next moved the stand over to the same wall, then removed his sword and laid it on one of the boxes. He dragged another box over to the eastern windows and settled there with the pebbly orange fruit.

      Ailanthe selected her own box and pushed it over to the northern windows. Now that she was here, wherever here was, she felt awkward about intruding on this man’s…well, it seemed to be his home. Had he lived here his whole life? Was that even possible? He sat peeling away the bright orange rind of the fruit, revealing a paler orange meat veined with white inside, and stared out the window as if he’d forgotten she was there.

      Ailanthe bit into a crusty loaf of fresh bread and sighed at how soft and rich it tasted. The window looked out over sand dunes that stretched as far as she could see. Wind rippled the tops of the dunes, then a tiny creature, unrecognizable at this distance, came trotting over a crest. Ailanthe stared at it in fascination, turned to point it out to Coren, and realized his window had a very different view from hers. The eastern windows overlooked a narrow valley through which flowed a shallow stream. The walls of the valley were sheer granite cliffs that rose high above the Castle, the tops shrouded in fog.

      Ailanthe went up to the glass and pressed her forehead against it, trying to see the base of the Castle far below. “Are we at the top of the Castle?” she asked.

      Coren startled again. Maybe he really had forgotten she was there. “Yes,” he said. “There’s only one place taller, and the door is locked.”

      “If it’s locked, how do you know it’s taller?”

      “I read about it in a book.” He pulled the orange meat apart into neat sections and ate one, then glanced at her. “Where are you from?”

      “Lindurien.”

      He offered a section of fruit to her. “You won’t have had this before. Be careful, there’s a lot of juice.”

      She took it from him and bit, carefully, and was surprised when juice spurted into her mouth and down her chin. It was sweet and tangy and delicious. She caught the drips in her other hand and pushed the rest of the fruit into her mouth, and was rewarded with another burst of juice she kept her lips carefully closed over. She swallowed, wiped her chin, and licked the last drops of juice from her palm. “What is it?” she asked.

      “It’s called an orange. Not very imaginative, I know.”

      “It’s incredible. Where do they come from?”

      “Much farther south than I’m sure your people ever go.” He looked out the window again. “People grow them where I come from.”

      So he hadn’t lived here forever. “Where is that?”

      “Hespera.”

      “I’ve seen drawings of the olive groves. They were beautiful.”

      “Pretty enough, I suppose.” He took out a belt knife and sliced cheese, then bread, and put the one on the other and took a large bite. He had a stillness about him that made Ailanthe feel uncomfortable about speaking, even though she was filled to bursting with questions. Was he really so emotionless as he seemed?

      She busied herself with an apple, then bit off more of the delicious bread. She thought it was useful but strange that the bottle contained water—why bottle something that was freely available at any stream?—but then there probably wasn’t a stream flowing through the Castle. She considered that thought, and wondered if it was a good idea to make such assumptions about a place that existed everywhere at once.

      A long drink of water made her realize she had another pressing need. “Is there, um, a place to…relieve myself?” she asked, trying not to feel embarrassed.

      “Oh. The bathroom,” Coren said, setting his food aside.

      “There’s a room for baths?” At home, Ailanthe bathed in the pool her people had dammed up from the river, or in a tub in front of the gyrsta during winter.

      “It took me a while to figure it all out.”

      He led her back toward the stairs and opened a door to reveal a mysterious red-tiled room holding shiny white basins of various sizes and with short pipes sticking out of the walls. “Chamber pot.” He pulled a chain hanging above a round basin filled with water; with a whoosh, the water emptied itself into a hole at the bottom of the basin and then filled again. Ailanthe dropped to her knees to examine it.

      “Why doesn’t the water go all over the floor?” she asked.

      “There’s a pipe that must lead outside. Washbasin.” He turned a handle attached to one of the pipes and water began pouring from it into a white basin somehow attached to the wall. “Try it.”

      Ailanthe gingerly rotated the handle, making the water flow more rapidly, then turned it the other way and saw the flow diminish to a trickle and then a single drop. “How does it do this?”

      “Plumbing. Though I’ll admit this is all a lot more sophisticated than anything we have back home. I don’t even know what country might have this kind of thing. Indrijan, maybe, but….” He shook his head. “Then there’s a bigger one of these you can sit in to bathe.” He pointed.

      “I’ve never seen anything like it. Is this room the only one?” A bath would be nice, after four days of traveling.

      “There are dozens of them, usually near the bedrooms.” Coren turned and left the room. Ailanthe played with the handle for a few moments, then used what he’d called a chamber pot, sitting gingerly on its edge and standing well away from it when she pulled the chain. She pulled the chain a few more times just to see the water swirl around before it disappeared. Amazing.

      She glanced around the room at all the strange fixtures that seemed even more alien now that she knew what they did. There was nothing here at all like home, and the more she learned the more she didn’t know why she’d had to come here in the first place. Was the Castle keeping her here to taunt her, show her how much greater the wide world was than Ailanthe had ever dreamed?

      She clenched her teeth. Damn the Castle anyway. She was going to get out, she was going to go home, and she’d never think of the place again.
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      When she returned to the room with the windows, Coren had finished his bread and cheese and piled the rest of his food on another of the padded boxes. It looked as though he’d stocked up for a few days, which, given how far up these rooms were, was probably sensible. Or he might just be a big eater. She sat down across from Coren, who silently stared at her until her discomfort led her to blurt out, “How long have you been here?”

      For answer, he turned his head and pointed at the wall. It was neither stone nor wood but some substance that crumbled easily, because gouged into it were the words 6 YRS 23 DAYS. Ailanthe blinked at it. “Are you…do other people live here?”

      Coren shook his head. “People pass through. No one stays.”

      Ailanthe struggled to conceal her horror. Over six years alone? No wonder he was so silent; he’d probably nearly forgotten how to talk. It was astonishing that the man wasn’t mad. Or maybe he is mad, and he’s good at hiding it. How certain are you that you could defend yourself against that knife of his? “Why won’t the door open for you?”

      “Do all Lindurians ask as many questions as you do?” He smiled, a non-threatening, entirely sane expression that transformed his face. It was so surprising she returned the smile, shrugging in self-deprecation. So he’s more than just a block of wood.

      “I want to leave,” she said, “and you must know everything about the Castle if you’ve been here this long. I’m sorry if I’m prying.”

      He shook his head. “I’m not used to talking to the questers who come through here. It’s easier for everyone if I stay out of the way.”

      “Then how did you know I was here?”

      “The Castle bell rings.” He made a motion with his hand. “It makes everything vibrate. You’ll know it when you hear it.”

      “I don’t intend to be here that long.”

      “There’s no other door. And the Castle can be stubborn.” He smiled again, but this was a private smile, one that said he was thinking of a joke he didn’t intend to share with her.

      “Then I’ll have to out-stubborn it.”

      “Good luck. I hope you find it.” He settled back to watching her, and Ailanthe fidgeted until she couldn’t stand it any longer, and said, “Why are you looking at me that way?”

      He scratched his chin. “I was trying to discover if you were an elf without asking outright.”

      Ailanthe sat up indignantly. “Because Lindurians live in the trees and enchant living wood, is that it? As well say all Hesperans are…are olive farmers with no time for elevated cultural pursuits.”

      Coren smiled, and his distant air faded a little more. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to offend you,” he said. “That will teach me to blindly trust the things I read in books.”

      “If I were an elf, you wouldn’t be able to look at me so directly,” Ailanthe said, less angrily. “You would feel as if something else was more interesting, and have trouble focusing your thoughts to even remember there was an elf there. And no, they don’t interbreed with humans.”

      His lips quirked. “Another dream dashed,” he murmured, and Ailanthe burst out laughing at the humor in his eyes. “I suppose they don’t have metallic hair?”

      “No, that’s true, but it’s not pretty metals like silver and gold, more like iron, or old bronze. Where did you learn all this?”

      “The Library. I read a lot. Not much else to do, most days.”

      “I saw it downstairs across from the…did you call it the Honor Hall? I’d never seen so many books in my life.”
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