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      For as long as she could remember, Sume wanted to see dragons. Not the large, ground-crawling lizards all over the west, or the false-basilisks that infested the waterways in the east across the sea. Not even the human-sized wyverns that would cover the mountains of the north like bees. No—she wanted to see an actual flying, fire-breathing dragon the way every child of Jin-Sayeng did and claim it for herself. She would capture it and bring it back home.

      “And what would you do with a dragon?” her father, the merchant, asked.

      “I would save the kingdom.”

      Amusement flickered in her father’s eyes. He had been young, then, just in his thirties, with deep black hair and a beard he kept proudly trimmed, a fit, trim body, and perpetual laughter at the edge of his lips. “From what?”

      She couldn’t remember the answer. Surely as a child she would not have known the hardships that could befall a nation at the wake of its king’s death. Perhaps she was merely parroting what everyone else took as the truth. When their ancestors rode dragons, they were prosperous. When they had dragons, no other nation would dare cross their path, and they lived without fear of war or invasion. And so what was missing, what did they need more than anything in the world?

      “Dragons,” she said, out of nowhere. She stared at the clear blue sky, her eyes squinting. Sunlight streamed through the clouds, but she couldn’t see a single shadow cross the horizon.

      The woman who met her at the docks grimaced. “You really are an island girl.” She said it in a way that told Sume she didn’t mean it as a compliment.

      Sume turned to Errena with a frown. “You don’t believe in dragons?” she asked. “But you live so close to the grasslands. You know the legend—how the dragons razed all the wilderness up there so that everything became flat and the only thing that grows is the wild grass and rice and—”

      “Of course we believe in dragons,” Errena huffed. “But we also don’t expect to just see them in the sky.”

      “Why not?”

      Errena turned her head to the side. “Why not,” she began, before rubbing the back of her head. “You need to drop the strange questions, Sumi.”

      “Sume.”

      “Sume,” Errena repeated, clicking her tongue. “You’re in the mainland now. Fuyyu is not the biggest city out there, but it’s big enough to swallow someone like you whole. The sooner you blend in, the better.” She sniffed Sume before wrinkling her nose, as if the stench of the fish and coconuts of her island of Akki clung to her. “And believe me,” she quickly added, “you’re going to want to blend in.”

      Sume tightened her grip on her bag. She couldn’t see why asking about dragons was such a strange thing. They were in the mainland of Jin-Sayeng, the land of dragons. Although a true fire-breather hadn’t been seen for decades, dragons were supposed to be in their blood. They even called their king Dragonlord.

      “Look,” Errena continued, her voice growing lighter as they strode down the dark, damp streets. “You can stare at the sky all you want, but I hate to break it to you. You’re never going to see dragons. Do you know how many tourists we get down here? How many supposed dragon-hunters we’ve had to fish out of the wilds or throw in jail for causing trouble? People think there're dragons wherever there’s wilderness and tall, jagged mountains about, and in Jin-Sayeng that’s either way to the northeast or all the way down here. So—”

      They reached a small, nondescript building leading straight to a narrow alley.

      “So if I were you,” she said, with a sheepish smile, “I’d not stir up suspicions that way. Mistress Iamme agreed to hire you sight unseen, and the last thing she needs is her seamstresses sticking their nose into places where they don’t belong. I should know—I’ve gotten my fair share of scoldings that way.”

      “All right,” Sume replied.

      Errena paused. “I mean…” She gave a quick burst of laughter. “Why are you so interested in them, anyway? You’re way too old for those childish fancies.”

      Sume gave her best smile. “Because I promised my father I’d bring one home,” she declared.

      

      Her memories of home—of Akki, that tiny island to the south—have blurred in her mind so much she wasn’t always sure where one ended and the other began. But some details have lingered over the years, like a lighthouse on a dark horizon. A cloudy sky in early morning grey, tinged with the shadows of ravens and gulls on the lookout for their next meal. Foamy waves, falling apart on the rocks in an explosion of salt-stench and sea-slime. Eddies forming in the black sand, spat out a thousand years ago by the volcano, some say, or crushed from boulders trampled by dragons, others insist.

      She remembered the winters the most. Winter in Akki didn’t have the same meaning as it did up north. Unlike in the mainland, wintry winds did not come bearing snow, blocking front doors and forcing families around a hearth for a season. Instead, it came once or twice in the form of strong gales that seemed to carry the world’s weight of water in its clouds, hurricanes that threatened to uproot an entire year’s work in an afternoon. And then it was gone, like a mother’s anger or a lover’s tantrum, leaving behind only a touch of dampness in the air, which brought a slight chill on people’s bones.

      Winter in Akki continued to the beat of a goddess who rewarded toil with the chance for more toil. Sakku of the Seas, also known as Sakku of the Wind in some villages, was not the kindest deity, but she was fair, and in that island—that often-harsh, unrelenting island in the southwest of the once-mighty nation of Jin-Sayeng—fair was enough. If the fisherfolk braved the rolling waters, she drove fish to their nets; if the farmers in the hills woke to plant rice on the butchered fields left in the typhoons’ wake, they would yield harvest. Never so much that they could put on airs like the fish traders of Sutan or the rice merchants of the Sougen, but enough to put foods in their families’ stomachs. Enough to last another day. It was why Akki had never needed a warlord, why the prominent families made their names simply by sticking their nose to the dirt and plodding along. If Akki had banners, they would be decorated with plough oxen; her colours would be mud brown, and her talisman a mixture of sweat and grime.

      It was winter, of course, when she left

      “I should be the one going,” Goran said the night before she left on the ship. His fingers shook as he spoke—years of drinking and cracking his head on the pavement nearly every night had taken its toll, and every little movement brought him pain. “Your mother’s dead, and your brother…swallowed up by the continent…I’m the father. It’s my responsibility to take care of my family.”

      “Father,” Hana said, stirring the cup of porridge and broth for their meal. “Don’t get yourself worked up.”

      “I’m the father,” Goran repeated. He placed his hand on Sume’s. His breath was free of alcohol fumes. It struck her as strange. She was so used to smelling them on him.

      “You didn’t drink tonight,” she observed.

      “I wanted to remember,” he said, placing a hand on her face. “I don’t want to forget you.”

      She laughed. “You won’t forget me. I’m your favourite child.” She used to declare it out loud when her brother was around; in his absence, the joke seemed to have lost all of its potency.

      But he simply stared at her, teary-eyed, as if he barely heard her at all. “I will forget,” he whispered. “When the drink is in me and all I see is haze—”

      “Then stop drinking,” Hana declared curtly.

      “Look at your brother’s wife,” he said, the earnest look on his face turning into a scowl. “She bears him a son and suddenly she thinks she’s the head of the family.”

      Hana stepped forward to snatch the porridge bowl from his hands. “Aren’t I?” she asked.

      “My daughter is the one leaving to put food in your bellies—”

      “Because your son hasn’t sent money in over a year,” Hana snapped. She ladled porridge into the bowl so violently it nearly spilled on Goran’s lap. Sume thought she was doing it on purpose—she half-expected her to throw the whole thing, steam and all, right into her father’s face. “If I didn’t have to take care of his infant son and ungrateful father, I’d have gone myself a long time ago.”

      “Go now, then,” Goran sneered.

      “And take the boy with me? Or leave him for you and your daughter to take care of? You’ll call me a neglectful mother, either way. Face it, Goro Kaggawa—you’re never going to let me win.”

      “Please, Father, Sister,” Sume broke in. “Let’s not fight before I leave. These hours are all we’ve got left.” She glanced at her nephew, who was sitting quietly in the corner, pretending to read. But she could see him simply going over the same page, hoping to be anywhere but in that common room with them. This wasn’t the first time her father and sister-in-law had been at each others’ throats, and she suspected they’d be doing it more often in the days to come. “Come here, Dai,” she said, extending her hand. “Tell me what you’d like me to bring home to you. A doll to play with? I remember how you used to love dolls.”

      He wiped his nose with the back of his hand. “I’m too old for dolls now.”

      “How about…a sword?”

      Dai’s eyes widened. “A real one?” he half-whispered, as if it was too much for him to say out loud.

      “Please,” Hana said. “A sword is expensive, and he’s much too young.”

      “Wooden swords are cheap,” Goran said listlessly.

      “I’m going to bring you a real sword you can use when you’re old enough to be a man,” she said, smoothing down Dai’s hair. “What do you think? A true royal’s sword, with a carved wooden hilt—”

      She heard Goran give a harsh exhale before looking away.

      “—just like the one your grandfather used to have,” Sume finished.

      “The one my father took away with him?” Dai asked.

      “Perhaps that same one.”

      “I doubt you’ll find him out there,” Goran said in a low voice. “If he’s so close, he would have come home already. He won’t come home. He’s either forgotten us, or he’s dead.”

      Hana finally slammed a bowl down on the countertop. It broke in two.

      “And you, sister,” Sume continued, turning her gaze to Hana, who didn’t even bother to clean up the shards of clay and had turned to stirring the porridge on the stove. “I’ll bring you a silk gown, like the one Mother had that we sold with the house to pay our debts. It would look so beautiful on you. What do you think?”

      “I think your head is in the clouds,” Hana said. “You’ve listened to far too many tales when you were little, and now I’m convinced you might just be too young to be going out on your own. What do you know of living amongst strangers, Sume? We don’t know anyone in the city, and if people hear you speak, they’ll think you simple. I do, and I’ve watched you grow.”

      Sume ignored her. “And as for you, Papa,” she continued, placing a hand on her father’s shoulder. “I’m going to bring you home a dragon.”

      Her whole family fell silent for a moment. All she could hear were the crickets outside, singing a symphony into the night sky. She thought they were going to be angry with her. But then Goran clutched his sides and began to laugh so hard tears fell from the corner of his eyes. “Truly,” he said, after he’d caught his breath. “The things you say…”

      “Remember when I was little? I told you I wanted to find a dragon.”

      “And I told you what for?”

      “Whoever brings the first dragon to the king will surely bring their family good fortune for the rest of their days,” Sume said. “You know Prince Rysaran refuses to be crowned unless he rides a dragon. Both of his sisters stepped down from the succession, making him heir to the Dragonthrone. And yet even though he has been eligible for it for years, he has yet to accept the claim. Imagine, Papa—to be in the king’s good graces again…”

      Her father’s laughter turned to sobbing.

      “There, now, Sume, you’ve upset him,” Hana admonished. “He’ll be impossible for the next week.”

      But Sume didn’t think he was upset. She thought he looked happy, in spite of the tears. Proud. She hadn’t seen him look like that in years.

      

      Getting settled in the city of Fuyyu didn’t take long. She had a single bag with all her worldly possessions inside, none of which held any value whatsoever. Clothes. A hairpin. A cloak. “You come from a merchant family?” Errena asked, eyes nearly bulging out of her head as Sume unceremoniously shoved her things under the narrow bed in their shared room. “I thought merchants were rich.”

      “They try to be,” Sume replied.

      “And I suppose yours failed,” Errena said. She paused. “I’m sorry—I know that’s rude, but—”

      “No, it’s all right.” Sume shrugged. “It’s true. My family just wasn’t all that good at it, once all is said and done. We lost our ship to a storm a few years back, and creditors took the rest. My brother Oji left for the mainland to find work, hoping, at the very least, that he can earn enough to buy our house back.”

      “Is he here, in Fuyyu?”

      “No. He went west, to the Kag.”

      Errena looked surprised. “Did he…did he join the mercenaries?”

      Sume nodded.

      “Almost every young man out here wants to go west for that,” Errena said. “It’s despicable. No offense to your brother, of course, but…there are better ways to find money than in signing up for servitude to rich men who obey no laws. The Kag is chaotic, dirty, full of ill-bred men who only see Jinsein women as whores and Jinsein men as cheap sources of labour. Almost half the men I know who went there as mercenaries have died. They paint such a pretty picture over the riches and glory they can find, but they’re all lies.”

      “Mmm,” Sume simply replied.

      Errena stared at her. “Your brother isn’t—”

      “Oh, no,” Sume said, smiling. “My brother is alive. He sends us money. He just…he’s just been distracted the last few months. It’s why I came out here to be a seamstress. Just to help out, you know, and maybe find word on what my brother has been up to.”

      “Right. You came here for that, and to find dragons.” Errena didn’t sound all that convinced. Sume knew she probably thought her an airhead, a girl who needed to dream less and grow up faster. She didn’t exactly disagree, but…

      It was hard to wrap yourself up in doom and gloom on such a bright day. Leaving her island home suddenly made her world feel ten times bigger, and in her heart, that meant ten times the possibilities. Maybe out there, she could find what would make her family right once and for all. Then Oji could come home, Father would stop drinking and no longer argue with Hana, and Dai would grow up with a family who only knew how to be happy with each other. Errena left her alone to get settled, and she took the chance to return to the streets so she could get a better feel for the place. She didn’t know how much longer she would have. She figured once she started working, the days would just blur together, and she might as well get some sightseeing while she could.

      She had already seen as much of the docks as she wanted to—as a child of the seaside town of Akki in the island of the same name, the sound of waves and seagulls was about all she knew. So she went further inland, past the bridge to the handful of towers surrounding the city center. The first thing she found was the library. Her father had told her about it in the past, with a kind of cowed reverence. “A library,” he’d explained gently, “is a place where you can borrow books for free.”

      She stared back as if he had just told her you could scoop gold out of the streets. “How?”

      “What do you mean, how? You pick any book you want, or two, or three—”

      “Any book I want?”

      “Then you have to show them your town census and—”

      “For free, Papa?”

      He paused, staring at her with a measure of—well, she didn’t quite understand it back then, but now she was distinctly aware it was pity. Pity. Her father was a learned man who had travelled often in his youth—a man who knew every corner of Jin-Sayeng as intimately as the back of his hand. And yet here was his daughter, who had never left the island. “We’ve hidden you away, my dear,” he whispered, almost to himself. He placed a hand on her shoulder. “Someday, we’ll go, you and me and Oji and Mama. I’ll show you things you can’t even imagine.”

      Too late now, she thought, staring at the domed building with its faded green rooftops. Whoever ran Fuyyu—an official assigned by the Dragonthrone, if she recalled, and not a warlord—didn’t seem to care all that much about outward appearances. Chips of flaking paint were falling all the way down to the gutters, most of which seemed to have congealed around the edges of the pipes.

      She took a deep breath. “Well,” she said. “I’m still here, and I’ve got promises to keep.” Puffing her chest up, she strode all the way through the doors. She was surprised that they let her in. The library looked so nice, and even the attendant was dressed impeccably in silk and gold-threaded belts. She, on the other hand, was indistinguishable from any of the village girls, all clothed in yellowing linen and stinking slightly of fish. The attendant told her she couldn’t borrow anything until she’d filed the proper paperwork with the city, but she could read the books right there, if she wanted to.

      She found the aisle about dragons all to herself and then stood there, unable to decide where to start. There were aisles upon aisles of books. She shouldn’t be surprised—Jin-Sayeng was the land of dragons, and even though it wasn’t anymore, surely many would have written about them in centuries. She glanced at the only other person in the vicinity—a man sitting on a desk near the railing, bent over one book while a pile sat within easy reach. He was reading up on dragons, too. He looked Kag—the sparse hair on his head was tinged with yellow, his skin was very white, and his eyes seemed blue under the light. His nose looked like a wedge, rising out of his wrinkled face like a broken edge of a cliff.

      “An aficionado, I see,” she said, in Kag.

      The man looked up. “Of dragons?” he asked. He sniffed. “Does anyone else come to this blasted land for anything else?”

      “The seaside, the mountains, perhaps the food—”

      “—which I’ve slowly been starving on the past few weeks,” he said impatiently. He scowled at her.

      “What a rude thing to say.”

      “It’s ruder to offer a man rice three times a day and expect him to not keel over from sugar-sickness.” He turned to face her, as if to regard her for the first time. “Fascinating. I didn’t think many Jinseins speak Kag.” His own speech was accented—perhaps even more so than hers.

      “You’re in the west,” she pointed out. “Nearly everyone here speaks Kag. It’s not that strange.”

      “I’ve been here for weeks, girl. Most of you mangle the language into something incoherent.”

      She thought it was an odd thing to say, coming from a man who seemed just as careless with the way he spoke. “Well,” she said, after an awkward moment. “I should leave you to read on your own. I’ve got my own reading to do.”

      “Anything in particular?” he asked, his voice changing slightly. There was now a touch of curiosity on it.

      “I was going to pull a random book out of the shelf, and—”

      He slapped the table with his palms with such speed that it startled her. “Perfect. You can start by helping me.”

      “I’m sorry—what do you mean?”

      He pointed at the books in front of him. “I can’t read your infernal language, and most of these texts are in Jinsein. I assume you can read, of course?”

      “Of course, but—”

      “I’ll pay. What’s the going rate for translators these days?”

      She wasn’t sure why he thought she would know. “I have a job already—” she tried again.

      “You can work around that, can’t you?” he demanded. He pulled out three books from the pile. “I specifically need to know what’s in these. I don’t see why you’d still refuse, girl—you look like you need the money.”

      Sume swallowed. He wasn’t incorrect. If she’d learned anything in her island home, it was that opportunities are as rare as dragons, and if they fell in your lap, you weren’t supposed to say no.

      She glanced at the books. They were all accounts by various writers on dragon-sightings over the past century—books she would have been reading, anyway. She didn’t like the man’s arrogance, but she could swallow pride as easily as she could swallow a handful of rice, and getting paid could make up for the rest.

      “Where do you want me to start?” she asked.
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      The stranger, Sume later learned, wasn’t Kag at all, but Dageian.

      It made no difference to her. His money was sound and his arrogance she wrote off as a quirk that didn’t really affect her, one way or another. Most men were arrogant in some way, and almost no woman ever hit her teens without having brushed against one if not outright deal with them. More importantly, his interests aligned with hers. He was looking for a dragon, too.

      He never explicitly told her, of course. He saw that she could communicate with him and could read well and left it there. He never even gave her his name. She only saw it scribbled in one of his notebooks much later on, where he’d signed a note with Kastor.  She tried calling him that one day, and was greeted with the resounding snap of a book being slammed shut.

      “Keep your nose out of my business,” the man said. He got up, grabbed his cloak, and stormed down the stairs as if her curiosity were highly offensive. Perhaps it was. She didn’t know much about how people from other parts of the world went about their business.

      “Why do you let him treat you like that?” a voice asked.

      Sume turned around. A man was perusing the aisles with an amused, somewhat pensive look on his face.

      “He’s a foreigner,” Sume said.

      “And that’s excuse enough for him to be rude?” The young man walked down to join her, hands on his back. He was Jinsein, with long black hair tied around the nape of his neck. He gestured at the chair next to her. “May I…?”

      “Go ahead,” she said.

      The young man slumped down and bowed. “Ing Vahn,” he greeted.

      She returned the gesture. “Sume Kaggawa.”

      “Sume—I say if we let foreigners get away with whatever they want within our borders, it’s a signal for them to do more.” He tapped his chin. “Say…invade.”

      “Just because he’s Dageian doesn’t mean he’s scouting the premises.”

      “What makes you say that?”

      Sume closed her mouth. She really wasn’t sure, if it came to that.

      “You’re young,” Ing Vahn said, “so I think you can be forgiven for a little naivety.”

      “I’m sixteen,” Sume countered. “And you don’t seem that much older than me yourself.”

      “Then it’s about time you learned how small things can signal bigger intentions.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “Like your friendliness towards me?”

      He laughed. “I’m more interested in the books you’re reading. You don’t seriously think you’re going to find a helpful anecdote or two in there? Every dragon sighting will be years too late, and I can tell you right now—every dragon hunter in this century would have gone and checked already. There are no dragons in Jin-Sayeng anymore.”

      “And you’d know this how?”

      “Dragons hold power in these lands,” Ing Vahn said, growing serious. “It has nothing to do with the beast itself. A beast—just one beast—is so easily killed. But whoever possesses a dragon in these lands would have the people’s ear. They’ll see him as anointed, a speaker for the gods, even. And so if there were one to be found, you would have heard about it by now. If a single forest or mountain so much as even had a single sighting of a beast, you would see people flocking to it in droves. If your employer was serious, he’d go back home. Any dragons left in this continent would be further up north, and he certainly sounds like someone who could get around the empire without fear. He’s a Dageian citizen, isn’t he? Only people from Dageis go on like that—walking without fear, pretending the whole world recognizes their superiority.”

      “He doesn’t tell me anything,” Sume replied. “He hasn’t even told me he’s looking for a dragon, specifically. But these…accounts, these sightings…it’s all he’s interested in.”

      The young man frowned. “Really. I told you they’re useless. Look at this…” He jabbed an entry with his thumb. “Written well over forty years ago. Dragons don’t live that long.”

      “Don’t they?”

      “Well, not out in the wild, anyway. They succumb to everything wild beasts do: sickness, starvation, other predators…”

      “What could kill a dragon?”

      Ing Vahn crossed his arms. “Other dragons. And especially when they’re little—just about anything. See, that’s the other thing about most of these sightings—they’re not on true fire-breathers, like the ones in the stories. These are pathetic, half-starved lizards, and I’m willing to guess every single sighting in this century alone involves hybrids or other creatures. Look at this one—” He flicked to another entry. “Ah! An account from a cart-driver who brought something up north in a box no bigger than an infant.”

      “An egg, then?”

      He extended his arms in full. “Dragon eggs are this big.”

      “You’ve seen them?”

      “I’ve read about them. Whatever this creature is…can’t be a dragon.”

      Sume paused before scribbling the account down.

      “What are you doing?” Ing Vahn asked.

      “He asked me to keep an eye out for strange accounts, like this one,” she said. “Mark them, he said.”

      “Interesting. Maybe he’s not looking for a dragon. Care to ask him?”

      She smiled. “You’ve seen his mood swings. I’d rather not.”

      

      But Ing Vahn’s words were a spark of doubt she wasn’t sure she needed. Sume couldn’t get it out of her mind as she returned to her daily routine. Life as a seamstress was unglamorous: they made shirts one after another until their fingers grew bone-weary, grabbed a bite to eat before they keeled over in exhaustion, and then they woke up the next morning to repeat the same thing. The mystery of her benefactor was a stark contrast to the mind-numbing work, and it was all she had left to look forward to.

      After another evening spent in the library, marking five other entries, all involving mysterious creatures trafficked in and out and through Jin-Sayeng in the last few decades, she decided she wouldn’t leave it to chance. As was his habit, he usually left her to finish up in the last hour or so of daylight while he went off on his business. This time, instead of staying until the library was closed, she put the books away and followed him.

      She walked right into Ing Vahn on the street.

      “What—” he began.

      She placed a finger on her lips before drawing him aside.

      The young man glanced in the distance, where Kastor’s silhouette was visible right at the first bend. “Ah,” he said, realization dawning on him. “I see.”

      “You put it in my head,” she countered.

      “I’m not judging,” he said. “But let me go with you. It may not be safe.”

      “Why wouldn’t it be? For all we know, he’s going back to his inn.”

      “But that isn’t the way to the inn,” Ing Vahn said. “And you know that, don’t you? You’ve seen him depart through the window the last few days.”

      “I see him meet people sometimes. I don’t know who they are, but…”

      They fell silent as they tailed the old man through the streets. She felt a frisson of excitement in her veins and willed it to go down. This wasn’t her. She knew if the old man discovered what she was doing, he would be furious. Whatever he was busy with was none of her business. She was just a seamstress from an island hardly anybody knew existed. She wasn’t supposed to be sticking her nose where it didn’t belong.

      And yet…

      What would you do with a dragon, little one?

      I would save the kingdom. I would—

      “Kaggawa,” Ing Vahn whispered out of nowhere. “You said you were from the island of Akki.”

      She glanced at him. “What about it?”

      “Are you of any relation to Goran Kaggawa, by any chance?”

      She paused before nodding. “Yes.”

      “Goran Kaggawa, of the Seven Shadows?”

      Another pause. “He’s my father.”

      His eyes, which seemed perpetually narrowed and unexpressive, suddenly widened. “I’m in the presence of a legend…” he began.

      She furrowed her brow. “Me? I wasn’t even born yet. It’s my father you’ll have to talk to. His adventures in his youth…were long behind him when I was born.” A legend. It was hard to compare to the memory of the man in her head. The ill-tempered drunk, the one whose last threads of patience had been worn down by time. She knew Old Goro was important once, but she’d long stopped beinig impressed by it.

      “I heard he retired. Married his lady love. He stole her away from a royal family, and she dared turn against one of the oldest clans in Jin-Sayeng for the chance to settle down with a peasant. A peasant, who defied a king!”

      She gave a small sound under her breath.

      “You don’t…seem happy about it.”

      “I didn’t say that.”

      “Your father,” he continued with an awe of reverence. “He was part of the uprising that gave rise to the merchant cast, the alon gar. Before that, all trade had to go under the warlords’ noses, which you can imagine made for an extremely unjust system for the common man. Your father started a revolution—”

      “He didn’t start it,” Sume said, her eyes still on Kastor’s silhouette from afar. “He just fell in with the right group of friends. He was the youngest of them. Hardly knew what he was doing, what he was fighting for. Like many young men, all he wanted was to do something with his life.”

      “And he did. He changed the world as we know it.”

      She refrained from saying he didn’t, really. She knew it would sound…ignorant. She knew little of the outside world and what happened all those years past. What she did know was irrefutable, but difficult to talk about. Her father’s bankruptcy. Her mother’s death by her own hand. Shame and scandal dogging a family that was revered in history books, or so she’d come to learn as she grew older. It was what filled her brother Oji with bitterness, the sword that eventually cut him loose from them to seek his own fortune in the hopes he could outrun their father’s mistakes. He was convinced he could—the bar was too low.

      “Ah,” Ing Vahn continued, snapping his fingers as if coming to a realization. “That’s why you want to find a dragon.”

      “Hush.”

      “You’d bring glory to your father’s name, restore Kaggawa to Jin-Sayeng’s eye. Because he disappeared, you know, and—”

      She placed a hand on his arm, and he fell silent. Kastor was talking to someone.

      They inched along the side of the wall, hoping the shadows would hide them as they drew closer. They could hear an argument.

      “You want to know if I’ve transported anything strange to the Kag?” an old woman demanded. “Have you been asking every cart-driver in the blasted city? We transport strange things all the time. It’s none of our business. We get paid, we deliver the goods, that’s it.”

      “It’s the Dragonthrone’s business if they find out these creatures you’ve been delivering were magical. You’re forbidden from engaging with magic.” There was a note of authority on Kastor’s voice, as always. This was a man who expected people to give him what he wanted, just because he wanted it. A man born to lead and thought nothing about it. There were very few men like that in Akki. Those with even a fraction of courage to face the unfamiliar had all left, like her brother Oji.

      But the old woman had dealt with men like him before, too. She just laughed. “You’re in the forgotten west,” she said. “The Dragonthrone doesn’t give a flying fuck. How could it? We have no king!”

      “I’ve heard otherwise.”

      “That mite of a boy who refuses to be crowned because he doesn’t have a dragon is no king. What is this obsession you all have with these creatures? They’re nothing but beasts.”

      “It’s not just dragons I’m interested in,” Kastor said. “In fact, the creatures can rot in hell for all I care. But I care about what people will do to get their hands on such things. I care, mostly, about magic. None of you louts know what to do about magic in this part of the continent and your ignorance can be the death of us all.”

      “And you would know, being a high and mighty Dageian and all?” the woman sighed. “If it will get you to leave me alone, then I’ll give you this. The Boarshind company: they’re the people you should be seeking. Up to the lawless west you’ll find them. They’ve contracted drivers all across these parts for many of those, more often the last few months. If you’re looking for strange shipments, they’re the ones you want to talk to. I’ve been told they’ve been transporting what sounded like livestock for years. The funny part is they’ve got no pastures. Maybe they needed the meat to feed something.” She spat. “That’s all I can give you. Good day, sir.” She shoved past him without another word.

      Sume held her breath as silence followed.

      “The lawless west,” she heard Ing Vahn say under his breath.

      They heard a movement. She turned to run and realized too late that Kastor had already seen them. He crossed his arms as he stared at them from the street, his face glowering.

      Running would make her out to be a coward. As far as she knew, she’d done nothing wrong. She walked up to him with her head held high.

      “You think I pay you to spy on me?” Kastor demanded.

      “You never said I shouldn’t,” Sume replied. She pointed where the woman had gone. “All of that…” she began.

      “Has nothing to do with you,” he said curtly. “I’ll have to cut this arrangement short. I think I’ve had enough of your services.”

      “My brother is a mercenary of the Boarshind,” Sume continued.

      Kastor glared at her. “So?”

      “We…we haven’t heard from him in a long time. If anything’s happened out west, I want to know. Does this have anything to do with your search for dragons? What do the mercenaries have to do with dragons?”

      “I don’t give two shits about your personal matters.” He fiddled with something in his belt before flinging it in her direction. It was a purse. “We’re done. If you’re smart, you’ll stay away from all of this. Dragons are bad news. Take it from someone who’s heard it all.” Drawing his hood over his head, he turned around and disappeared in the shadows.

      Sume watched and stared at the street as Ing Vahn came up to pick up the purse. He pressed it in her hands. She wrapped her icy fingers around it before turning to him. “You know,” she said, with a note of thoughtfulness, “I don’t think he ever asked for my name once. It was always you, girl!”

      “Sume Kaggawa, Goran Kaggawa’s daughter,” Ing Vahn said with a note of reverence. “He had no idea.”

      “It means nothing.”

      “Doesn’t it?”

      “He saw a mere girl and brushed her off as a nobody because it’s the truth. Goran Kaggawa is a shadow of what he had been, and his children inherited nothing but the wind. The other seamstresses are right. I’m no dragon-hunter. I’m just a girl who went out here so her family wouldn’t starve to death. What am I, in the grand scheme of things?”

      Ing Vahn placed a hand on her shoulder. “Alive,” he answered softly.

      And then, without stopping to explain to her why or what for, he left her to follow Kastor.
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      All Kefier knew of stories came tinged with the memory of his mother’s smooth, unbroken voice. A shame, he had been told more often than once. Books, his brother would tell him, were better. Books contained stories their mother’s imagination could never touch: stories of heroes larger than life, who toppled down beasts the size of houses and whole cities and regimes. There was no snapping Enosh out of his daydreams whenever the topic came up. Was it just the talk of heroes that did that to him? He had wanted to tell Enosh, more often than not, that he wasn’t one.

      Kefier certainly wasn’t. He didn’t long for the sort of stories his brother did. He just missed his mother’s voice.

      “That’s a very long explanation from someone who didn’t look like he cracked the damn thing open,” the shopkeeper told him, peering over his frosted glasses with a glare. “I’m still charging you for the full week.”

      “I tried to read it,” Kefier said, tapping the leather-bound tome with what he hoped sounded like a resigned sigh.

      “And?”

      “I told you—”

      “Three days,” the shopkeeper said.

      “I had it a day!”

      “I’m not running a charity here.”

      Grumbling, Kefier reached into his pocket, pulling out a silver coin.

      The old man picked it up, blew on it, before tucking it out of sight. “Don’t feel too bad,” he said as he returned the book to the small shelf at the back of his shop. “You’re a mercenary. I don’t usually get the bulk of my business from you lot.”

      “Oji reads,” Kefier blurted out.

      “That he does,” the old man said. He blinked. “Oji, eh? The Jin! Well, perhaps one mercenary, then. I hear he’s leaving Cairntown, going back home! Finally gotten sick of this old place. Not a moment too soon, eh? If the piss-filled water doesn’t get you, the whorehouse crabs will.”

      “He’s probably read your entire shelf,” Kefier said, trying to change the conversation.

      The old man smiled. “That’s not much of an accomplishment. There’s not a lot on there.”

      Perhaps that was true, but thinking about all those books and the words one after another made Kefier ill. Bad enough that they blurred on the page when he looked at them—now they were blurring in his head. “Well, thank you, anyway,” Kefier said. “Maybe I’ll be back.”

      “It’s a big world,” the old man suggested. “More than books can ever contain.” It was touching how he was still trying to make him feel better. Kefier didn’t think he needed to. It wasn’t his failure to read the book—borrowed hastily the night before, when he snuck out of the inn under the pretense of running an errand—that bothered him. He had failed to read books all his life, as his brother Enosh would have eagerly pointed out.

      No. His biggest anxiety stood at the end of the road, waving at him with a grin that looked plastered on. Oji—friend, benefactor, protector, or whatever the hell the men called him. Oji, who had saved him from a fate worse than death seven years ago, and whom he needed to learn to live without soon. It shouldn’t have to be this hard. He wasn’t a boy anymore.

      “Oji,” Kefier greeted.

      Oji glanced at him. “You looked like you came from the book lender’s shop.”

      “I passed by,” Kefier said, glancing away. “I thought they had pictures of naked ladies.”

      “If you want to read anything, you know I’ve got a tab,” Oji helpfully piped up. “We might as well use it up before we leave town for good.”

      Kefier shrugged. “Not interested.”

      “I told you, Kef. All you have to do is practice. If you can read signs, you can read anything. Look, once we have the time, I can help you out again. I know you—”

      “I don’t really want to talk about it, Oji.”

      Oji gave a small chuckle, the sort that told Kefier he didn’t really take him seriously. He never did. That never used to bother him, either. Funny how the last few days had turned everything awry. One moment he thought of himself as nothing more than Oji’s right-hand man and the next…they were making plans to return to Oji’s homeland of Jin-Sayeng. Well—Oji was, fully convinced he was speaking for the both of them. Kefier hadn’t tried to correct him.

      “What will you the miss most about Cairntown?” Oji asked as they took the road leading out of town.

      “I don’t know,” Kefier answered truthfully.

      “Come on. Lisa, I suppose.”

      He scratched the back of his ear, wondering if he could work up the courage to tell Oji what was really on his mind. Oji. Good luck, but we have to part ways. It felt like a rotten thing to tell someone who had given you nothing but kindness the past few years—a rotten way to dismiss someone who had saved your life.

      He pushed the thought away and focused on not stumbling on the road.

      

      Kefier had seen Oji look like he wanted to rip off Algat’s head before, but this was the first time he saw him try. He lunged and ended up tackling his friend to the floor.

      “This is ridiculous!” Oji’s cheeks and ears were turning a bright red. On most occasions, Kefier would have laughed, but the news had caught him equally off-guard. He had expected to be packing Oji’s things and listen to him waving goodbye to the stuffed boar’s head in the main hall by now.

      “You signed a contract,” Algat grumbled, leaning on his desk with his elbows. He spat out the chunk of sugar cane he had been chewing on and reached under his desk to pull out a collection of parchments. “This is our standard contract agreement for all new workers on board. If you can’t read, I’ll happily do it for you. Upon termination or resignation, a worker is entitled to the balance on his pay only after the completion of one last assignment, to be given at the Boarshind’s discretion. You would have signed at this part, right here.” He jabbed at the parchment with his finger and bit off another piece of sugar cane. “In blood, I might add. In the Kag, matters like this are taken seriously.”

      “The Kag? We’re in the middle of a garbage heap, you prick. You really think this is the Kag?” Oji dragged Kefier all the way to the edge of the desk before slamming his fists on the surface. “I want to go home. Home. Do you understand? Or maybe you wouldn’t know, not having a proper home to go to. You stupid ass! My sister’s waiting for me. I have a wife I haven’t seen in seven years, flies rot your soul.”

      “You’ll see them again once you’ve delivered that package,” Algat replied. “And I might add, Odi—”

      “Oji,” he hissed.

      Algat’s eyebrows crinkled. “Right. Your grasp of our language has improved over the last few years. Which whore was responsible for that? Was it Lisa, over at Comfrey’s?”

      Oji’s face tightened. “This isn’t over.”

      “It could be. I dare you to walk out of here, Kaggawa. You’ve been here seven years. Surely you have some coin to spare?”

      “Let’s go, Oji,” Kefier whispered. “He’s just trying to make you angry.”

      “Maybe I want him to. Give me a reason to stick a sword up his backside.” Oji snorted. “How do you want that, Algat? Seven years—no wonder I don’t want to stay a day later!”

      “Have it your way,” Algat said. He threw the sugar cane behind him and pulled out a sword about five fingers wide. The smile on his face—the one he’d been carrying since Oji started raising his voice—was gone. He pointed at Kefier. “I won’t hesitate to cut you down either, short nose. Get out of the way.”

      “He’s just mad. Let him be, Algat, please,” Kefier said. He turned to Oji. “Calm down. You won’t be able to get back to your wife like this.”

      “If she still wants a penniless whoremonger,” Algat sneered.

      Oji pulled out his own sword. He stared at Algat, but instead of rushing forward, his arms dropped to his side. He looked worn out, like a man who had just lost a battle before the first blow was even struck. “I’m not going to bother,” he murmured. “Let’s get out of here, Kef, before I do something I regret.” He patted Kefier’s head and strode out of the room.

      “Don’t forget your package.” Algat returned to his desk.

      Kefier picked up the box and heard parchment and coin rustle inside. He started to say something.

      Algat rubbed his ears. “What’s that? You’re talking to me?”

      “Yes.”

      The grin returned to Algat’s face. Kefier tucked the package under his arm and approached the desk. “Maybe you could let him go.” His eyes darted to the window for a moment. “I’ll do this job and the next couple for free if you do that.”

      “I’m sorry, am I hearing you right? You’re not going with him?”

      Kefier hesitated. He had never spoken like this to Algat before, but it was too late to back out now. “I’ll work here longer if that’s what it takes.” He took a deep breath. “He really wants to see his family. He got a letter from his sister a few weeks ago. His wife’s ill. Nothing serious, but he’s realized he’s had enough of this life.”

      “And what about you, short nose? Do you think the same way?”

      He sounded genuinely curious, which was unlike him. That made Kefier hesitate. He shrugged. “I was thinking to just go with him a bit. Help him get settled. But what would I do there? I wouldn’t know anyone. I’d be bored off my ass. I don’t know. I just want to do right by my friend.”

      “You always do, don’t you?” Algat smirked. Kefier waited for him to explain what he meant, but Algat returned to his business-like drawl. “That’s all well and good, short nose, but I suppose you’re not aware that you don’t have a contract of your own? You’re here under Kaggawa’s name. If he leaves, your work with us is finished.”

      Kefier opened his mouth. Algat sighed. “You’re pathetic. You didn’t know? How old are you again?”

      Somehow, he found his voice. “It’s my nineteenth year.”

      “Already! I could’ve sworn you were much younger the last time I checked.”

      He shook his head. “What do you mean I don’t get a contract of my own? You’ve been paying me for years!”

      “You’ve been here about as long as Kaggawa, if I’m not mistaken. A bit less. Only a boy. I don’t blame you for not knowing, but we can’t give contracts out to escapees.” Algat scratched his chin. “We’ve got standards, kid. We wouldn’t get Dageian clients otherwise. Consider yourself Kaggawa’s hire. If we’re done with him, we’re done with you.”

      Kefier felt the heat rush into his face. Up until that moment, Oji’s decision had been a joke—something to talk about on a nice summer evening years from now when they speak of good old Oji. He tried to read into what Algat wasn’t saying, but he didn’t know the man well enough. He ended up standing there, blinking at the light and feeling stupid.

      Algat leaned forward. “If you want to hear my advice, then here it is: finish this job. What’s another? Finish it, get your pay, and follow your friend home. Jin-Sayeng folk don’t take kindly to strangers, but I’ve heard you speaking the language with him. In my unschooled opinion, you sound almost native. You should fit in there about as well as you fit in here.”

      “But if I want to stay...” he started.

      “Maybe if someone else wants to sign you in under their name. Try asking them, but I doubt it. Hard enough to let them overlook the fact when we started paying you.” He propped his feet up on the table. “Look, lad, I don’t mind you underfoot. You don’t talk very much or cause trouble, which is a lot more than I can say for some of these Agartes-forsaken monkeys. If you can figure out a way for us to keep you without a lot of hassle, you have my blessings. Now, if you’ll leave me to my afternoon snack?”

      Oji was outside with Rokarsh when he stepped out in the hall. From the look on Rok’s face, the big man was equally infuriated, but hardly surprised. “You remember what Algat did to poor Shange? Last job, sent him out to work for a month on those mines. You know the ones belonging to Yn Garr, down south? Entire operation collapsed over his head and he never got to come home after that. At least you just get to do a simple enough delivery.” Rok glanced at Kefier by the shadows and waved to him with a meaty arm. “Come and join us, pup.”

      “Kefier will be fine,” Oji said, rolling his eyes. “He likes the mountains. It’ll take us a day or so at least. Would you take this job if it was on the list?”

      “Oh, I don’t know,” Rok murmured, rubbing his barrel-sized belly. “I don’t do well on travel rations.” He glanced at Kefier. “You don’t look half as skinny these days as you used to, pup. You looking forward to this?”

      Kefier didn’t reply. He was still thinking about Algat’s words and wondered if Rok would sign those papers for him. He had always been a straight fellow, Rok. Foul-mouthed, but equally kind-hearted. He put the thought in the back of his mind and followed the men out into the courtyard. He stopped by the gates, his eyes tracing the cobblestone and the jagged iron fence. The hot breeze pressed against his smooth cheek. The memory of the first time he had walked up this path returned to him. He had been beside Oji then, too, and he suddenly realized that he had actually never gone up here alone. He glanced at his dimple-faced friend and felt repulsed by his presence—he suddenly wanted, more than anything else, to do something on his own. To start and finish a job by himself, like the other men did.

      “I’ll take care of the supplies, Oji,” he said out loud. Oji and Rok stopped and stared at him. He tried to smile. “I haven’t used up my credit at the store yet. We’ll need supplies for tomorrow.” He nodded for Oji. “I’ll meet you at Blue-dog’s.”

      “Will you be fine?” Oji looked concerned. “I can ask Aden—”

      “Shit, Oji,” he snapped. “I’ve done this before. You don’t need to have someone babysitting me all the time.”

      “All right.” Oji’s brow furrowed for a moment, but only a moment. Ever unaware of troubles other than his own, he wrapped an arm around big Rok’s shoulder and laughed with him all the way to the tavern, or so Kefier presumed.

      

      The bells of the single chapel in Cairntown were ringing by the time Kefier got to the market. Even after so many years, the vibrations still reminded him of the Dageian mages’ morning rituals and he had to stop to calm himself. Even after seven years of freedom, that filthy blanket he had spent as a Dageian mage-thrall seemed all but impossible to shake off. He closed his eyes, waiting for the last bell to toll as he attempted to calm himself with questions. Did the priest who rang them twice each day cared at all about the conversation they had last summer? Nobody in Kago believed in Yohak like they used to. Who did he ring the bells for? Why do it at all? The old man had given him a long-winded reply; he couldn’t remember a word of it, but he would never forget that look on his face. You don’t see hope on people’s faces often—not around here.

      When it was silent and he could feel himself breathe again, he approached the cluster of shops around the moss-covered statue of Agartes. A pimply faced boy waved at him from the window of their store. “Good riddance to Cairntown, is it?” the boy asked, leaning over the rails.

      Kefier cracked a smile. “Oji passed by, I guess.”

      The boy nodded. “Him and the whole pack. They about consumed a whole bucket of pork skewers. Jin-Sayeng. Are you serious? I know that’s his home, but what would you do there? Work on a fishing boat or something?”

      “I don’t know.” He shrugged and handed the boy a piece of parchment. “Here’s the list. A fishing boat doesn’t sound too bad.”

      “A fishing boat is a poor substitute for what you do here.” The boy handed the parchment over to his sister and returned to the window. “Won’t you miss the fighting and the adventures?”

      “I don’t know that word. Adventures.” He clicked his tongue. Kagtar was still a strange language to him and the young people always talked too fast. Jinan was a lot easier on his tongue. It was closer to his own native tongue, less weighty.

      “I mean the interesting places you go to.”

      “My last job, we helped put up beams for a farmhouse they were building next town.” Kefier wiped a bead of sweat off his face. “Then the one before, tseh. We hammered in some nails, for a fence. But that was in a star-apple orchard so I didn’t mind.”

      “But once in a while, they send you someplace exciting, right?” The boy’s eyes flickered. “I’m going to try my luck next year. Aden says you will need more people soon because of Inigar. Ingur? I think that’s his name. The rich Hafed.”

      “Yn Garr. And why? You’re only fourteen summers next year, if I remember correctly.”

      The boy snorted. “They say you were that age when you first joined.”

      Joined, he thought, scratching his cheek. He had been no better than a dog who was allowed to tag along. A spot near the fire and a warm blanket were the best he could’ve hoped for in years. They didn’t even start paying him until recently. He noticed Gaven, Algat’s right hand, coming up to the window with the usual scowl on his face. Kefier immediately took two steps behind.

      “Two packs of pipe weed,” Gaven said to the boy, slipping a few coins through the window rails. “Fresh ones, mind. Not the moldy stuff from the bottom of your cupboard like the one you gave me last time.”

      “I don’t know what you mean, mister. All our goods are fresh.” The boy wrapped the packs in brown paper. “Your supplies will be ready soon,” he added, glancing at Kefier.

      Gaven seemed to notice him for the first time. The scowl deepened. “Don’t screw this one up. I’m sick of cleaning after your messes.”

      “Are you joining Oji’s party tonight?” Kefier could tell when Gaven was baiting him and the last thing he needed right now was an argument—even if it was the same old, one-sided screaming he usually got from this man. He placed his elbow against the window railing, pretending to look past Agartes’s statue.

      Gaven snorted, his face assuming that expression that went beyond the scowl and said, distinctly, I smell a dead rat. “Maybe, maybe not. Are you carrying the puke bucket tonight?”

      Kefier pretended to grin. “I think there’ll be a fair share of that on the floor.” When Gaven didn’t reply, he quickly added, “You should go. Oji’s farewell and all. He’ll want you there.”

      Gaven continued to ignore him. There was a grey-bearded man walking up to them from the distance and he made a big show of waving in the air. “Thiar!” he whistled.

      The old faction officer crossed the square and grinned at both of them. “I see you’ve got the night off too, Gaven. How did that Muiju job go? I heard the client paid a generous tip. That’s the way it should be, Gaven—keep them happy and we’ll always have enough money for Baeddan’s smokes. Kefier, my boy.” He reached out and grabbed Kefier’s hand. Kefier was too taken aback to pull away. The old man shook it vigorously. “We will miss you. Oh, but you will enjoy your time in Jin-Sayeng. I’m green with envy. They have culture there, don’t you know? The sort of thing this place sorely lacks.”

      “We’ll talk later, Thiar,” Gaven said. He purposely bumped into Kefier before walking away.

      Kefier rubbed his shoulder and sighed. “Thiar, is it true that the faction can’t sign me on my own? I wanted to work extra jobs so Oji doesn’t have to go on this one. Wilderness travel doesn’t sit well with him.”

      “Going to complain till your ears drop off, is he? I’ve been around men like that. An orange, please,” he told the boy who had reappeared with Kefier’s pack. Thiar whistled. “That looks heavy. You’re heading to Hartmur? Two, three days out in the bush?”

      “Yes. Thiar, about what I said—”

      “Algat told you that, didn’t he?” Thiar accepted a dilapidated-looking orange and started peeling it. “There’s some truth to that, but he didn’t tell you the whole of it. You can just as easily fake some paperwork and sign it under a Kag name.”

      “You can do that for me?”

      Thiar coughed. “Hold on, there. I didn’t say I could do it. You’d need—well. Let me think about it for a moment.” He popped a piece of orange into his mouth. “You already talked to Algat, you see. He’s the guy to talk to about stuff like that. And the fact that he didn’t tell you—”

      “I know he doesn’t like me. That’s all right. Is there any way I can prove myself to him? More than I already have?”

      Thiar smiled, his teeth showing. “Well, my boy, you and Oji have been on the donkey end of things. You’ve been given jobs anyone with half a brain could do. And as well as you may have done those, it’s not enough.”

      “But Algat never trusted us with anything harder.”

      “Doesn’t like foreigners, that one. Well, my boy, what a pickle, eh? Can’t advance without proving yourself, can’t prove yourself at all. Hold on a moment. You, give me my money back, I’ve had squirrel nuts that tasted better than this.”

      “They’re not in season, n’uncle,” the boy murmured, pouting. But he handed the coin back.

      Thiar looked through the coin before pocketing it. “Where was I? Right. Proving yourself. As it happens—well, better if I showed you. Come with me.” He walked a few paces.

      “Watch my stuff,” Kefier told the boy, before hurrying after Thiar. “Where are we going?”

      “Not far,” Thiar said, smiling.

      They took the long, winding road north of Cairntown, towards the abandoned quarry which gave the city its name. Kefier knew it as nothing more than a garbage dump and a place where cheap men occasionally brought even cheaper women to have sex with. It was still mid-afternoon, and the heat brought along with it a stench that reminded Kefier of carrion. He hesitated at the foot of the downhill slope.

      Thiar noticed his reluctance and folded his arms. “I don’t know what you’re implying. If you were with Officer Ro, you can start doubting now, but I happen to like women. Ask Mim Comfrey.” He grinned, showing crooked teeth. “It’s not far. I have to show you or you won’t understand.”

      “I chopped up a guy with this dull sword once,” Kefier murmured. “Just so you know.”

      “Good. Watch your step or you’ll stab yourself tripping on boulders.”

      Dust had caked around Kefier’s boots by the time they reached the edge of the cavern. The stench was so ripe now that Kefier felt it clinging to the back of his mouth. He covered his face with his hand and tried to breathe through it.

      “Look,” Thiar said, pointing. Thick, black sludge dripped from the ceiling. “It’s ah—a type of mineral one of our clients wants to harvest.”

      Kefier squinted at Thiar, wondering if the man took whiskey with his morning coffee. He knew that the fast-paced Kagtar often contained phrases he couldn’t understand, but he also knew that bullshit came in all shapes and sizes. He paused, trying to find the right combination of words that wouldn’t sound downright insulting, and ended up blurting out, “Who are you trying to fool? It looks like blood. It smells like death. Who would harvest that?”

      Thiar looked thoughtful for a moment. “That it does,” he conceded. “But, well, when you dry it up properly, it forms into these ore-like clumps. Our client tells us they’re valuable—they burn a hundred times longer than coal. But difficult to transport. We need men to help bring them to Gaspar.”

      A thick glob dripped near Kefier’s shoe. He jumped back and saw a steaming hole where his foot had been. “As you can see,” Thiar continued. “The material is volatile. Some years ago, we tried bottling them up in containers and they ate right through them, through the crates, and into the ship’s hull. Ended up causing a wreck a few miles south of Cael. Now, the client has given us a better method to handle them, but we need men we can trust to make sure this gets where it needs to go. The pay is very good—more than what you make in half a year, just for this one job.”

      “If that’s the case, why haven’t the men started bidding on this one?” He knew most of the recent jobs that had gone out and who had taken what. None ever mentioned a cavern outside Cairntown or the transportation of “minerals”.

      Thiar looked like he expected the question. He looked like he was even glad Kefier had asked. “Tell me how you feel right now. Do you want to vomit?”

      “It’s unpleasant, but it just smells like dead bodies to me,” Kefier said. “Why?”

      “There,” Thiar laughed. “You’ve answered your own question. The smell is more than what most men can take. Only a few have signed up for it. The rest couldn’t take the stench when I took them here. Keeled over and blew their guts out. Wouldn’t even take more money when we offered it.” He looked smug.

      “We’ve never heard of this job before.”

      “You haven’t? Or Oji didn’t tell you?” Thiar winked. “From what I understand, you can’t read very well.”

      Kefier flushed. “That makes no difference. The other men—”

      “I’m only joking, my boy. Joking! Can’t you tell? So, enlighten me. Does this not look like an easy job? What say you about delaying your trip to Jin-Sayeng? I’ll arrange for your papers and when this job is done we can talk about extending your stay with the faction. In no time you can see yourself with some farmland off the coast or near Muiju, if that’s your fancy.”

      Kefier flushed. He had heard that the faction jobs varied depending on your rank, but what Thiar was saying was beyond his wildest dreams. “How much are we talking about for this job alone?” He tried hard not to let the excitement show in his voice.

      “I told you, didn’t I? Ah, you want the real number. Of course. It’s about, oh, a couple thou of ril.”

      Kefier swallowed. He was not given to dreaming, but even someone like him could not control the rush of visions of what could be. Some farmland, Thiar said—you could get them for a few hundred ril in some places, if you were willing to fight for them. It felt strange to think about having something—a home, maybe even a family, someday? Lisa had told him, once, that if she could get a man who could offer those kinds of things she would pack in a heartbeat. He was not very familiar with women’s humour, but she sounded serious.

      He looked at Thiar and slowly nodded. A grin spread across Thiar’s face. “Start off with this letter.” He reached into his robe and handed Kefier a sealed envelope. “Once you and Oji have delivered your package to the foreman at Hartmur, ask him for directions to the Sangut mineshaft. There is a box we use for drop-offs—our client is very secretive. You’ll see it a few feet into the entrance. Deliver the letter and we can proceed.”

      Kefier glanced at the letter. The seal was black and outlined with a wolf’s head. “That’s it?”

      “A start. Show us you can be trusted,” Thiar said. He patted Kefier’s shoulder. “Now, don’t you have a drinking party to catch up to? The sun will set, soon. You don’t want to be here when it gets dark.”

      Kefier looked back at the cavern and swallowed. “Why not?” he asked, watching the ooze bubble and pop.

      “Oh.” Thiar smiled. “It’s just easy to trip. That’s all. Talk to me when you get back, son, and we’ll discuss the rest of your paperwork. And son, don’t tell anyone about this. With what this job is worth, the last thing we want is every Boarshind rank-and-file thinking they can bid for it. It’s not that kind of job, Kefier. Remember that.”
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      It was a very long walk back to Cairntown. The dry heat drummed over Kefier’s eyelids and made him so drowsy that every once in a while he would stop to check that he hadn’t dropped the letter. He felt like a boy who had just been entrusted with his father’s sword. A contract of his own, a chance to do work few others were entrusted with! The more he thought about it, the more eager he was to get started. By the time he got to Cairntown, he was grinning from ear-to-ear.

      He took their supplies back to Mim Comfrey’s, the inn he and Oji usually stayed at. Everyone was too busy with their afternoon chores to talk to him, but he saw Lisa putting up clothes to dry out in the courtyard and gazed at her from the window.

      “Why am I here? You naïve boy. I’m just sitting around, biting my fingernails and hoping someday a man with enough balls will come and offer me a life away from all of this. Now shut up and go to sleep.”

      Of course, he couldn’t tell her anything now, but he imagined her dark, freckled face smiling at the news and felt himself blush. Before he got too carried away by his daydreams, he turned and changed into a fresh shirt. He folded his old one and some of Oji’s dirty laundry from the floor and stacked them near the dresser to make them easier for her later.

      The sun had set when he got to Blue-dog’s tavern. Before he could walk in, he could tell that half the men—including Oji—were already drunk. Too many mugs and ribald songs were in the air and some of the women had bared their breasts. One was even riding a man while pretending to sit on his lap in the corner.

      Kefier went straight to the largest table. Oji caught sight of him and waved his hand. “Oi, Kefier!” he yelled. Despite being red-faced and drunk as shit, he looked boyish as ever. “Get started! Throw him some ale, Rok.”

      “Piss on ale. Have a man’s drink, pup!” Rok laughed. He filled a small glass with brandy and shoved it into Kefier’s hands. “One, two...!”

      Kefier inhaled the drink and slammed the empty glass on the table. Some of the men cheered and Oji grinned. “You’re doing much better than that first time,” he said, his eyes crinkling. “You remember, Rok? He threw up so much.”

      “You idiots forced it down my throat,” Kefier grumbled. He grabbed a stool and pushed himself in between Rok and Oji. From across the table, he saw Gaven glaring at him. He smiled back and took another shot of brandy. “Give us a song, Oji,” he added, his words slurring.

      “Ah, amaha,” Oji said, squeezing the buttocks of the girl on his lap. The girl squealed and nuzzled her nose against the sparse hairs on his chest. “This is a Jin-Sayeng love song, ever so popular in my hometown of Akki.” He swirled his mug on the table and began to sing.

      Oji had a pleasant voice, actually, one that might have been worth listening to on another day. It was the kind that grumbled a little and he could reach high notes if he set his mind to it. Tonight, of course, he didn’t. He sang painfully and excruciatingly, making the entire tavern howl with laughter.

      But of course, they would. It was gibberish to them. Only Kefier in that entire room heard the tremble in his voice when he sang, over the course of the river, to my home, to you, to you, to you…

      He took a mug of ale and a loaf of garlic-pepper bread, just as Rokarsh slapped a meaty palm on his shoulder. He cringed before smiling. “Turning dust mites into little city folk again, are we?”

      “I’m sorry?”

      “You look serious tonight. Constipated?” Rok grinned. “Or are you thinking of that job again? You’re going tomorrow whether you like it or not, so no sense worrying about it all night. Think about how wonderful it would be to walk out of all of this. Jin-Sayeng is a beautiful country, Kef, no matter what you think of Oji.”

      “Come with us, Rok,” Oji broke in, his curls glistening with sweat. “There’s nothing like the harbour in Akki. Nothing, by Gebuth or Agartes or whatever it is you folks here swear by. The starsh jusht glishen over the water, you know?”

      “Ah, well, you make me wish I did,” Rok sighed, winking at Kefier.

      “Damn Gaven, you said you’d go with us. What was that bit about business first? Fucking snob.” Oji threw Gaven a hateful glance. “I tell you, ever since you became Algat’s right hand you were never the same. You used to know how to have fun.”

      “And you used to know how to talk without butchering your words,” Gaven snorted. “Agartes fucking hell, Oji, save some ale for the other patrons.”

      “They can...” Oji started, glancing around. He hiccupped. “Bucket. Where’s the bucket?”

      “Oy, I see Oji and his pet!” Aden burst into the tavern with his arms wide open. The girl on Oji’s lap squealed and immediately left him to wrap her arms around Aden’s waist. Oji rolled his eyes and then, on an entirely unrelated note, vomited a little on the floor.

      “I’d be jealous, but the fop just clearly pays them more,” Rok said, waving at Aden.

      The fair-faced Aden—who was pure Kag on his mother’s side—slumped into an empty chair. “So, last job,” he said, winking. “I told you that was the protocol.”

      “I blame Kefier.” Oji burped and wrapped his arm around Kefier’s neck. “I’m telling you, my boy, all you need to do is let the old man have it. Just that one little tap of your perky ass. Don’t even need to take your pants off.” He pushed Kefier away and grew sombre. “Honestly, I’m just looking forward to having all of this behind me. My wife and sister make the best lami noodles that side of Jin-Sayeng. I’m going to get so fat!” He glanced at the girl. “Come back to me, woman. We’re not done yet.”

      “She likes me better, Jin.” Aden gave a smug grin.

      “I can see that,” Oji huffed. “Well, I know someone I’m not taking to Akki. I have a sister, you know.”

      “I know, and if she looked anything like you, I wouldn’t touch her.”

      “And I wouldn’t let you! Urgh, damn mug…keeps moving…”

      Kefier pulled it away from him. “Think you’ve drunk enough, Oji.”

      “To hell I have. Those bastards making me work tomorrow. We gotta catch a cart across the border when we get back. That’s inshane.”

      “We’ve had worse,” Rok snarled. “Remember that time in Cael? Fifteen days’ marching, four waves of bandits.”

      “More like four badly armed men,” Kefier murmured.

      “Piss off, boy. I’m telling this story. Four waves of bandits,” Rok continued. “And only half pay? I don’t even know why we try!”

      “We did uh, allow that one fellow to kill him, remember?” Aden grinned. “Very hard to get pay out of a client when he’s expired. At least his family was sympathetic.”

      “Piss on your attempt. A contract’s a contract. The idiot fed us oatmeal and bran mush for five days. If we hadn’t been so damn exhausted and hungry, we wouldn’t have neglected to inform him that a pointy stick was making its way to his brain. Don’t forget all that traipsing around in the mud, what for I don’t know, but my damned feet were itching for weeks.”

      “Was that why that one guy nearly beheaded you with a shovel, Rok?” Kefier asked. He pretended to poke at the roasted chicken with a fork.

      “You try to kick a cat with itchy feet,” Rok snarled. “See if you can laugh at my shovel story some more.”

      “Why are you idiots complaining? I was the one who had to explain to Baeddan why that job went as badly as it did,” Gaven broke in. “I should have saved the trouble and flat out told him how effectively you all botched it. Itchy feet, honestly.” He shook his head. Aden sniggered and made a circle with his fingers, pretending it was a tight butthole.

      “You have to admit we’ve had some fun times,” Oji said with a sigh. He smiled and wrapped an arm around Kefier’s shoulder. “But we’re done, boys. Me and my brother here are off to better pastures. In a week, we’ll be sunning our toes on the beautiful shores of Akki, gawking at beautiful maids and drinking plum wine to your health. Gods know,” he added, the smile turning into a sad one. “Seven years isn’t a joke.”

      He said it again later, half-asleep and leaning against Kefier as they walked out on the street. Kefier watched his face twitch and wondered what it would be like to long for a family. What does it feel like, he thought, to know that there are people who would greet your return with arms wide open? To know that you are missed, no matter how long you’ve been away? Oji had taught him words in Jinan that were meant as a response to the statement, welcome home. His friend had been so insistent that Kefier learn those words that even now, so many years later, he knew them still, although he had never uttered them in his life.

      Oji never really showed his feelings openly, of course, not to those hard, embittered men they worked with. To them, a family that didn’t leech off your pay and buy goats behind your back was a fantasy worth laughing at. You old softie, they’d say if a guy made the mistake of mentioning marriage or, God forbid, children, either drink some more or get into that grave while it’s early. It was a common rumour that the men who believed their families gave them strength and steadied the blow of their swords were usually the ones who died first. You weren’t really allowed to think of anything else if you wanted to live. “One foot forward, never back”—that was something Algat always said before a particularly dangerous job. If you think there’s some place else you’d rather be, then we’d rather not have you with us.

      Kefier knew, but could never really understand, how conflicted Oji was when it came to his family. Perhaps it came from having spent so many years being laughed at by the men anyway, but he thought that Oji was overreacting. Was what he was going into so bad that he needed to bring a reminder of his old life with him? His friend had never asked if he wanted to go to Akki at all; he had simply assumed that Kefier would follow wherever he went.

      Oji began to snore. A beggar at the street corner awakened to the sound, stared at them, and went back to sleep.

      Kefier shifted Oji’s weight to his other shoulder and looked up. The roofs of Cairntown didn’t shimmer as Oji said the harbour in Akki did, but he supposed he could imagine it now. The sound of waves, the smell of salt-air. Just thinking about it made the hair on his arms stand on end. But he knew that was not the life for him. Once, perhaps...if Oji had not taken him here...

      Oji murmured something unintelligible. They had reached the doorstep of Mim Comfrey’s inn. Mim Comfrey herself was out on the yard, and she reached out to help.

      “This is pathetic,” Comfrey said, her hooped earrings jingling as she shook her head. “The way you men celebrate. One would think a few nice words and a lemon pie ought to be enough.”

      “A lemon pie sounds lovely,” Kefier replied. “It’s over now, anyway. Soon he’ll be on his way home.”

      “Aren’t you coming along?”

      Kefier said nothing and shook Oji again to wake him. The man didn’t stir.

      “I don’t mean to pry, of course.” Comfrey took a candle from the nearest table and called for one of the girls to help. “It’s just that I don’t really see you staying here on your own after he’s gone.”

      That irritated Kefier. Why not? He almost said it out loud, but years of experience had taught him to hold his temper. He wiped his face instead. “He wants me to go with him. And I want to go, I think. It sounds like my kind of place. I’d like to see the sea again. Sometimes I wake up in the middle of the night thinking I can hear waves and it turns out it’s just someone upending last night’s chamber pot across the street.” He laughed nervously.

      Comfrey pursed her lips together. “So why do you look like you want to stay here?”

      “He’s got a family there.” Kefier glanced at her. “It doesn’t seem right at all, does it? For me to intrude like that? It’s his family.”

      “He took you in. I imagine he would be more than happy to do the same for you in his home.”

      “I don’t know if I want to leave the other guys.”

      “Grown attached to that surly lot, have you?” Comfrey snorted. “You can find better friends. I should know.”

      “They like me. I think.” Kefier glanced at the girl who just walked in with a bucket and a towel. “I’m used to them.”

      Comfrey wrung her hands together. “Here, here, let me get his shirt off, and rub his back like that. Poor man should know better than to overdo it. He’ll be sick tomorrow, you know. You better go up to your room and stop worrying over things you can’t control. I’ll take care of him tonight. Agartes! The things you children make me go through. You’re mighty lucky I’m fond of you and this Jin here, or I’d have dumped you out on the streets before nightfall.”

      Moonlight slid through the shutters and over the cobbled streets of the city as he got into his room. He sat at the edge of the bed and stripped his boots. His feet were blotchy from standing around in the cold all day and he rubbed them.

      “You’re being a little bitch,” Lisa said, walking in without knocking. She was carrying fresh sheets and unceremoniously pushed Kefier off the bed without warning. “If you don’t want to go, then don’t. Agartes, men these days.” She gave him an angry look. “At least you get the option of walking out of here. Look at this dump. Can I dress up as Kefier and get a free ride to Jin-Sayeng? No? Too much breasts?” She furiously started ripping the old blankets off the mattress.

      “I could help you.” He tried to reach for her arm, but she yanked it away before he could even touch her.

      “Oh, now don’t start a pity party for me now, you stupid boy.” She jabbed a finger at his chest. “I know I have problems, but they’re mine to mind. I’m saying go, or don’t go. If you’re worried about what Oji will think, don’t.” Her voice softened a little. “That man loves you more than you can ever know. More than you deserve, sometimes. Now, please stop making this room smell like a pig sty. We do have other clientele.”

      “Lisa, I—”

      She wrinkled her nose in disgust. “I’m not sleeping with you tonight either.”

      Kefier flushed. “I wasn’t saying that!”

      She narrowed her eyes. “Right. Well, I’m off to start on breakfast. Again. That’s the kind of real problem normal people worry about, you see.” She walked out, stepped on the cat on her way down the stairs, and cursed for all the night to hear.

      

      “Marry you. You?” A pause, and then, “Okay. But I want a home, Kefier, and chickens. When Go-an married Jarn he made her live at his uncle’s. None of that for me. Next summer—”

      “Wake up, Kefier.” He opened his eyes and lunged for the dagger he kept by his hip. In that same instance, he saw Oji peering over him while keeping a respectful distance. There were pockets of sunlight on his dimpled face. “It’s me. Oji. Just me.”

      Kefier took a deep breath. “Where are we?”

      Oji smiled. “First morning on the Hartmur trailhead. We’re in Kago. Finishing up a job—our last job—for the Boarshind mercenaries.” He paused. “You awake now?”

      “Give me a moment,” he said. He tucked the dagger back into its hilt and felt his heartbeat slow down. He glanced back at Oji, who continued to wait. The way that man could understand, without ever needing an explanation, sent a chill through his bones. He didn’t really deserve a friend like that, did he? “Are we leaving now?”

      “No. Not yet. I haven’t made breakfast.” Oji scratched his head and smiled. “Get up. Look at this.” He strode towards the edge of the cliff and scrambled up a rock. “Don’t go back to sleep.”

      Kefier kicked off his sleeping sack and followed Oji’s gaze. In the distance, the sun was rising over Cairntown in a spray of orange light that masked the usual cloud of dust that surrounded the city. “Now isn’t that just wonderful,” Oji murmured. The look on his face reminded Kefier of a child’s.

      “As wonderful as a pile of shit sprinkled with gold dust. Who are you fooling, Oji? You love this place.”

      Oji’s shoulders drooped down, and he laughed. “I do, don’t I?” He threw his head back. “I should have gone home sooner. I hated Cairntown when I first came. There was a dead cat on the street—a terrible omen, you know? And the first man I met spat on me. I didn’t even know that to get a bath in that rotten place you had to pay more than for a night with a woman. I was so upset I tried to swim in the lake.”

      Kefier glanced at the brown shape of Lake Ugoa behind the town and had to grin. On rainy days, rivers of sewage drained straight into the lake. “Somebody stopped you, I’m guessing, or you wouldn’t be alive to tell the tale.”

      “Somebody stopped me all right—or what used to be somebody. I didn’t want to get too acquainted with that body floating face-down in front of me.” Oji took a deep breath and tucked his knees underneath his chin. “The guy was part of the faction, too. Got into a fight behind the alley at Blue-dog’s, ran the wrong way and into a knife. Rok knew him.”

      “Rok knows everyone in every alley in Cairntown.”

      Oji smiled. They fell silent. Kefier felt the air getting warmer and returned to fold his sleeping sack and work on the fire. Oji continued to sit on the rock bare-footed, humming an Akki song, “Home away from home...”

      Kefier paused from scratching at the ashes and looked back at his friend. “Hey, Oji.”

      “Hmm?”

      He hesitated and started blowing into the ashes. Embers jumped to life. When they started glowing, he tore a piece of bark and slowly fed the growing fire. Oji came up to him and peered at his handiwork. “Kef? What’s wrong?”

      Kefier looked into the blaze and allowed the smoke to sting the corners of his eyes. He had avoided trying to discuss it the past few weeks, but it was suddenly very difficult not to say it out now. “You don’t have work in Akki. Isn’t it a lot better for your family if you stay here? Algat’s right, too—you don’t have much coin to spare. If you go back, it wouldn’t do your family any good. Won’t you just be another mouth to feed?”

      Kefier felt his face turn red in the silence that followed. “Never you mind,” he started to say, but Oji shook his head.

      “I didn’t know you felt that way.” Oji scratched the back of his head, looking embarrassed. “Believe me, Kef, it’s better if we leave. I thought by now I’d be helping guard estates over in Hafod or be helping out on one of the faction ships. The biggest job I ever did was that one in Dageis and…” He peered into Kefier’s face and laughed. “Maybe that’s why. I bungled that one up real bad. It was worth it, though.” He ruffled Kefier’s hair.

      Kefier slapped his hand away. “Stop doing that. I’m not a kid anymore.”

      “So you say, little brother.”

      “I’m not your brother either.” Oji looked away, and Kefier took a deep breath and tried to change his tone. “Listen to me, Oji. There might be a job that’ll get us on their right side again.”

      “I’m not interested, Kef.” Oji smiled. “I like Cairntown, but I’m tired of it all. I just want to go home. And don’t you worry because I know you’ll love it there. There’s plenty of pretty girls I can get my wife to introduce to you. An Akki woman is worth a fortune, my friend, believe me.”
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