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Overture

Restless mist blanketed Sibíko. Moisture slicked spiral-streets reaching from the grass to the highest levels of the Àlvar city. On a clearer Night, the reflection of lamps would have glimmered on golden wood, but fog swallowed everything.

Servants running errands left mistless wakes that yawned with brief darkness until the fog eased back. A black carriage cut a much larger wake from the western gates to the Taffeta District. The fog hesitated to refill the space. Deeper silence followed the passage of its rattling chains, creaking wood, and huffing elk.

The black carriage stopped outside a weaver’s shop.

Esor an Amen saw its arrival from a window above. He pushed up on his knees to look through warped glass. The carriage’s lead elk groaned impatiently. Its white head tossed in the shadow, nostrils wide with exertion.

“They’re here,” he said softly, surprised.

He darted to his feet, swept papers into his briefcase, and buttoned his shirt. He had been translating another old letter. His hands were covered with ink. Esor scrubbed his hands in a basin, but the cracks remained black.

Esor met his mother in the lobby with his hands stuffed in his pockets and a jacket hiding the stains on his shirt.

Tasero an Amen’s excellent posture gave length to her neck which her ears lacked. Her hair was piled under a beaded snood coordinated to the delicate blue lacework of her bodice, which flowed into unfussy linen suitable for singing at the loom. “Esor, this is Dak, footman to Great House Kovenor. He will take you to Śelasdur.”

It had only been a handful of Lights since Esor replied to a query from the palace of Śelasdur—a xilcadis so distant it didn’t appear on his mother’s wall map. Esor had penciled the name upon the border where it would have appeared.

“I’ve promised to porter fabric to the palace this entire week,” Esor said.

“Your obligations here have ended,” said the footman.

Esor bowed. “Then I will prepare to leave.”

Upon accepting the job, he had shipped his personal library ahead. That left only his wardrobe to transfer, but the wardrobe of a weaver’s son was daunting. Tasero pulled apprentices from the choir to fill suitcases and carry them outside. It was still an hour before Esor was saying goodbye to his parents on the doorstep.

Tasero drew him aside. His mother spoke with unfamiliar urgency in her voice and a lantern reflecting dully in her eyes. “You must take this with you.” She folded a small hard box into Esor’s hand.

“A present, Mother?”

“A puzzle. Don’t lose it. Don’t let anyone take it. Solve it. Do you understand?”

“I understand,” said Esor, though he did not.

“Write to me.” She tucked a coil of hair behind his ear, lightly pinching the point as she had when he was new. “Send me your poems. I love you, my son, my Esor.”

He climbed into the velvet embrace of the carriage to leave Sibíko. It took a full day of fidgeting with the stiff clasp on the box before Esor managed to lift its lid, underneath which he found a strange-shaped lock, like a heart shattered to pieces.

When the carriage arrived in Śelasdur, the sky wept rain over his waiting palace. A Herald sprinted through the entryway’s pillars to speak with a guard, who gestured to a kerotera, who leaped up the staircase three steps at a time. An usher returned via the same path moments later. Ladies in the grand foyer forgot their game of hopping millers as whispers swept over them like fresh rainfall.

Wind ripped the front door from the usher’s hand and flung it wide.

Esor an Amen stumbled over the threshold, shoved by an invisible fist of air. Guards battled the door closed again. Leaves swirled to stillness at his feet. His cheeks were flushed to the same vivid-pink as the tip of his wind-scalded nose.

The ladies stopped whispering. They looked boredly at nothing.

Collectively, the servants stared at their feet.

The lord of Śelasdur, Patrician Malor, and his wife Lady Kitśanve observed Esor’s tempestuous arrival from a balcony above. “So there it is,” Patrician Malor said.

Esor an Amen must have been an adult to take the teaching job, but he was young enough that his boyish features lacked the agelessness of mature Àlvar. His eyes were too large and his skin too dewy. He wore celestial blue robes over tunic and breeches, with fabric as fine as the cut was simple, and his cravat was frothy as sea foam. He clutched a briefcase threatening to spill books.

“A pretty thing.” Kitśanve spoke in the High Tongue and imbued the melody with added meaning. «Many of our daughters are older than this pitiful creature.»

“He is not pretty. He is Dokàlvar,” Malor replied. «You’re just feeling maternal.» His wife was heavy with child, in the later years of gestation, and her sentiments grew softer as her belly grew larger.

Esor an Amen fluttered across the foyer, arm gripped by Dak as the footman hurried upstairs.

“Notify Lord Mayor Corvin,” said Malor.

Lady Kitśanve curtsied and left, followed by keroterase armed with pikes.

Patrician Malor embarked for Śelasdur’s highest tower. He knew paths where even the servants could not find him. It required climbing a dozen stairs and unlocking a dozen doors. His knees hurt by the end of it, and he would have fallen if not for the support of his stave.

Malor finally entered a wind-battered rookery. The windows were taller than the average High Àlvar from pinnae to heels, and the floor was scattered in sticky droppings that had fallen from suspended cages. Malor tucked a note into a capsule hanging from a vosaik’s leg. When he released his courier, the beast erupted into the sky, screaming a warning that was silenced by the clash of thunder.

The doors on Bine Hall swung open. The hem of Esor’s overrobe and heels of his boots were still caked in mud, and Dak’s grip was so firm that Esor felt the lingering imprints long after he shook free. He brushed a hand through unruly hair in a failed attempt to tame it.

“Presenting Esor an Amen of Sibíko, son of master weaver Tasero an Amen and master steward Amen Nikowë, first of his line born unbonded,” Dak announced. “You stand before Corvin of Great House Kovenor, Patrician of Set, Lord Mayor of Ildòrian, eldest son of Magistrate Amalen.”

Esor swept a straight-backed bow. “May Namä bless his name.”

Nobody else said it with him. Silence smothered the others: the footman, the steward in the corner, the guards who stood between Esor and his liege.

Wind rose to toss the veils hanging between lord and servant. Beyond, Corvin sat motionless upon the throne: a twisted thing of branches with a back twice as high as Esor was tall. Morone muslin draped over the Lord Mayor’s intimidating form.

When nobody spoke, Esor awkwardly said, “I am honored to serve you.”

“You’ll be serving my sister, Lady Ilare.” The enthroned figure’s voice was deep and resonant. “Numerous references cite you as the finest tutor in County Mid.” «Either that speaks highly of you, or it speaks little of Mid.»

Esor’s youthful skin could still blush, taking on the color of springtime blossoms. His fingers fumbled over his robe to straighten the collar, emulating the primmer style of the household staff. “I’m honored to have earned a reputation.”

“Yes. Quite the reputation. You will give my sister the tools she requires to enter the College of Ralen.”

It was not the first time Esor had provided such services, so he was eager to assent. The contract would, after all, keep him occupied for a veton. Two years away from his parents. A fine start to adulthood independence.

Lingering reluctance dogged Esor. The wind bit colder and wetter by the moment. The palace stood atop a tor, so Esor could see spans of ghost forest filling the valley through the window. The landscape was painted in steely grays by storm light. Blossom season would soon begin in Sibíko. The air would be fragrant, the city colorful, the forest singing.

“You will be paid a sum of three hundred gold and fifty talons each year,” said the Lord Mayor. “The same again as bonus if Lady Ilare successfully enters the alchemy program.”

That was enough money for Esor to rent an apartment in Ralen while seeking work in academia. It was more than enough for him to steel himself against the bluster of wind and nod. “I will uphold your needs as though they are—ah, my own.”

He stumbled over the end of the sentence. Esor had begun a traditional oath performed by Low for the High who employed them. I will uphold your needs as if they are the needs of Namä herself.

At a clap of Corvin’s hands, the steward brought forth a small desk and contract; Esor seated himself upon a bench to read the text.

“This specifies that my duties are ‘as seen fit’ and will include non-educational matters,” said Esor.

“Yes, it does,” said the Lord Mayor. Harmonies blossomed, echoed, and trailed away from those three words, a choir unto himself.

Esor needed no contract for any High Àlvar to command him as desired, much less Ildòrian’s ruler. The verbiage as written meant nothing.

The edge of the page flapped in the wind. He smoothed it with his hand, his thumb tracing the etching of a familiar crest atop the page. “Do you originate from County Ralen, my liege? Your accent is familiar.”

“I am from places here and there, and where you might least expect it,” said Corvin. “Some of us are incapable of finding a home.”

Esor startled at the nearness of his voice. The Lord Mayor had risen noiselessly from his throne to stand over Esor, and now there were no veils to obscure the details of the eldest Kovenor son. His ears were longer than his hands. His eyes were an impossible shade of mauveine.

A pair of velvety antlers thrust from Corvin’s scalp.

The lessons Amen taught Esor about conduct were forgotten while entrapped by Corvin’s gaze. Staring too long at the wrong Lösàlvar is an invitation to violence, Amen once said, yet Esor stared, the way he would have stared if Namä herself had appeared.

Antlers.

“Is there a problem with the contract, Master Esor?” asked Lord Mayor Corvin.

Esor fumbled the pen, leaving a black smear on his fingers and an imprint of a thumb on the contract. “Forgive me,” he murmured. In his embarrassment, he signed without a single thought further.

#
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A FREIGHTER FLOATED serenely outside the mouth of Dolikën Bay. Admiral Geldur rechecked his position, anxiously ensuring the kavel was anchored beyond the boundary of buoys. Within that line, smaller swoops and trawlers traveled safely; beyond that line, the churn of Chaos threatened their keel. Geldur treaded the dangerous edge of that boundary. It would have been more dangerous to move nearer.

Through Geldur’s enchanted spyglass, xilcadis Śelasdur was an indistinct blotch of black against the mountains. He had avoided the palace complex for years, but Geldur still recalled the sight of it: the tower inhabiting a dead world-tree, with a city coiled tightly against its trunk, and the mud pit of its village sliding into the harbor. Brine and Chaos had killed the forest. Sprawling fields of grapes climbed otherwise barren mountains sloping gray behind them.

“To the aft! In the clouds!” A crewmate tangled high in the masts had spotted an incoming figure.

Geldur swung up the ropes to a crow’s nest. From there, he saw the beast too: a thrashing thing that navigated churning winds clumsily. In the wild, vosaik were graceful. This one was weighed down by a chain affixed to its leg.

It caught itself on the brass bar rimming the crow’s nest. Claws squealed against metal. Chain slapped against the platform.

“Taint, I forget how big you bastards are,” Geldur said. A vosaik was big as a Man before accounting for the wings, which could have knocked heads off from across a courtyard. “Stay calm—nice and easy—hey!”

He darted forward to seize the end of the chain. The vosaik snapped its razor-edged beak, but he leaped out of the way in time to avoid injury.

“Greedy prick.” Geldur lobbed a chunk of dried meat at the vosaik. Appeased, it lifted off, tilting its wings against the wind to heave toward its next task. Geldur only realized he had not escaped unscathed when he struggled to open the message capsule. His hand was slick with blood.

“You all right?” A lookout dropped onto the platform.

Geldur’s palm was gashed open to the bone. “Don’t you worry about that. Hurry, open the message for me. Read it.”

The crewmate needed a moment to interpret the letters, shaping them soundlessly with his lips. “The letter says ‘it is here.’ What is here? Is it on the swoop?”

“It’s here,” Geldur simply said, turning to take in the coast. Beyond Se Strait was Dolikën Bay, beyond the bay was xilcadis Śelasdur, and within those teetering walls was it. “We must go.”

It was time to leave—long past time. Geldur slicked his bloody palm over the main mast. The same power flowing through his veins infused every joint and nail in the kavel. Geldur turned the vessel toward the most dreadful waters they could sustain.

“What nonsense is this?” the lookout asked, swaying in time with the swoop. “You’re going the wrong way for the Maid!”

“I’m going the right way to make sure nobody dares hunt us,” Geldur said. None were mad enough to follow them into the edges of Chaos.

They could waste no time getting to Black River Grotto. The Àlvare had been caught in their sins at last, and Geldur’s blood would be far from the last to spill.
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THE TAVERN IN BLACK River Grotto stopped serving at sunrise, but sunlight pierced the filmy windows to shine upon one remaining patron. His head was pressed into his arms. The ruddy tangles of his hair were caked to the table with old beer. A cape covered his body like a blanket so only the gleam of his boot’s golden toe stuck out the bottom hem. That was how Opel identified her commander from the tavern door.

A barmaid attempted to prevent Opel’s entrance. “Our taps are shut ‘til midday,” said the barmaid.

“I’m not here to be fed and watered.” Opel pushed into the tavern. She was Dwarrow, sturdy as the iron bottom of a cauldron. A wyvern couldn’t have kept her from descending upon the sole occupied table. Opel stepped through a mound of food waste and clapped her hand upon his shoulder. “Mishu—wake up!”

He jerked upright. Her arm was waiting to deflect the clumsy slash of his dagger. Its cutting edge sparked off her vambrace.

“Butcher! Begone!” he roared through the mess of his hair.

She raised her arm to deflect a second blow, which did not come. He regained his senses quickly, such as they were after single-handedly draining a keg of beer in one night.

He sat back. The cape fell away to expose a golden chest plate. “What is it, lieutenant?”

“Urgent news,” Opel said. “Geldur arrived in the harbor as if chased by Lorkullen himself. They found the Heart of Tephra where we expected.”

He rose to his full height. Every ballad describing the Warlord compared his stature to that of a mountain, and indeed his presence loomed over the bar. The fellstar hammer swinging at his belt was stained with blood from his last fight. He had removed one gauntlet to eat, and now he combed scarred fingers through his beard, sobering as Opel’s words sank in.

“The Heart of Tephra...with Corvin?” he asked. “Again?”

“Yes.”

He gripped his fellstar and swung it in a wide arc over his head, shouting his rage. The hammer struck the table and turned it to splinters. He punched a hole in the floor bigger than his fist.

Even Opel, accustomed to outbursts, leaped back when he rounded on her. “Where?” snarled the Warlord, cludgeon still swinging from his fist.

“Śelasdur,” she said.

#
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ESOR COULD NOT SLEEP on his first Night in Śelasdur, so he sat among the crates piled in his bedroom with the strange little box his mother gave as parting gift. It must have demanded an equally strange little key. He prodded inside the lock with a pin but quickly met obstruction. There was no hinge to dismantle besides the lid; the metal was otherwise smooth and seamless.

“Surely there is an inner hinge and the lock itself will swing open, like a second lid,” Esor reasoned. He could not fathom the weight of what he held, sitting in his modest chambers behind the scullery. His mother wanted him to open the box, and open it he would.

Esor put it onto his necklace chain beside the Eternal Cross, ensuring servants wouldn’t make off with the pretty trinket while tidying his chambers. “It may be optimistic to expect my chambers tidied,” he said aloud. He’d found a dead toad while searching for spare linens. The little animal was black and red, unlike any he had seen before. Esor feared it had been rotting in his chambers for weeks.

His new bedroom was cramped by its bed, wardrobe, and writing desk. The leaking window left everything damp. He whispered a silent apology to his mother and hung a beautiful blanket—one of her many parting gifts—over the window to shelter the desk. There, he placed his personal altar: an image of Namä, an Eternal Cross as big as his hand, and a copper censer.

Esor initially left the silver puzzle on the altar, where it glistened in his lantern’s light. Yet when he tried to sleep, he felt as though something terrible lurked outside his shrouded window, waiting to steal his mother’s gift.

He fetched the box and drifted to sleep with its weight on his heart.

It was the last Night he rested well in Śelasdur.
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Melancholy Roots


Where Namä’s head once settled thus flourish’d peat and fields abrus,

and blessed pines grew in the clouds, where tender Àlvar hands embroude peaceful songs into Her shroud.

Such Order drew Lorkullen’s rage!

Her Shroud ravag’d, befoul’d by rain,

let melancholy roots entwine, drench’d by sin bled almandine.

Divine strikes on frail shoreline cleaved sanctum with succus

and curs’d the blessed truss.

Murder foreshap’d Śelasdur.

In soil his rot accrues; the sole gift he endues.

—From “The Loss of Śelasdur,” The Green History
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Three hundred years before Esor arrived at Śelasdur, a young Ulishunn Mikteshfis sought a wife. Ulishunn had strong hands, a sturdy back, and a big round belly. He was so handsome that he received dozens of gifts from suitors daily, but only one other Dwarrow held sway over Ulishunn’s heart: Gennaneki, also of Mikteshfis Clan, born to farmers.

Gennaneki was plain and stubborn. She was short. Her nose wasn’t big enough, and it looked like someone had pinned those overlarge ears back. Thick hair insulated her skull so she had no choice to be anything besides hot-headed. Most notably, Gennaneki had never left Ulishunn a single gift, nor positioned herself as suitor, and barely seemed aware of his presence.

She rejected his first marriage proposal.

“How can I make you see I would bend the stars for your love?” asked Ulishunn.

Gennaneki bade him make an impossible artifact of legend. “I will marry you when you make a Heartbox.”

She expected he would find a less exacting mate.

Instead, he set about accomplishing the impossible.

Legend said Spirits once made Heartboxes by plucking them from their breasts, but no Spirit still walked upon Her Divine Body to give Ulishunn one. Clerics explained adamantine might replicate the tissues of the divine, but only grand forges in Deep Frontier workshops could sustain steady fires at a high enough heat.

“An impossible task,” said the clerics, as if this might deter Ulishunn, as if he did not already know, as if his heart were not set.

Ulishunn exchanged a barrel of millennium beer with Deep Gnome traders to possess adamantine ore the size of his fist. He took shafts down to the magma lakes, then ventured into the Frontier, where forges champed metal teeth on flaming tongues hot enough to work the ore from Ashenna’s veins. Mhu-n Mowduh ran the only grand forge. Ulishunn bequeathed an entire wing of Mikteshfis Burrow to Mowduh in exchange for apprenticeship.

Seasons passed while Ulishunn studied. The velvet shank bloomed and receded. Ulishunn’s hosts grew several flocks of chickens to harvest, and the rush of egg to chick to bird to meal blurred as Ulishunn grew calluses.

Ulishunn practiced with Mhu-n Mowduh until he could melt adamantine without assistance. Then he began work on the Heartbox. The grand forge closed to other apprentices and journeymen.

“Leave him to this queer mood,” said Mhu-n Mowduh. Even he seldom passed the locked gates, and only to ensure Ulishunn did not exhaust himself. Ulishunn ate a bite at a time when fed, he drank when water was poured over his steaming flesh, and he slept when he fell unconscious. His muscles became iron cords underneath blistered forearms.

He changed.

Then the grand forge cooled, the doors unlocked, and Ulishunn emerged.

The Heartbox was curved and textured like Ulishunn’s palms. The delicate, double-crescent keyhole revealed glimpses of the mechanisms within.

“What kind of key would open that?” asked the Mhu-n.

“Only the right key,” said Ulishunn. None had seen the likes of such a key, even the creator of the lock. The creation of such was beyond his ken.

Ulishunn returned to the burrow with gray hair bolting a beard that had grown to his navel. He first brought the Heartbox to the clerics to validate its divinity. “Divine indeed,” said the clerics. “But how?”

“At a grand forge,” said Ulishunn. This was the extent of his explanation. He would tutor nobody in this process. He was not interested in doing it again. He would not make more to trade.

There was only one Heartbox, and Ulishunn gave it to Gennaneki.

He said, “Will you marry me, as you promised?”

She was an honest sow; she believed a promise made was a promise kept. “We shall marry, but I cannot give you my heart.”

They were wedded.

The condition persisted for the remainder of their lives.

One day, when the color began to fade from her cheeks, when she had already borne him cubs, Genna gave Ulishunn the key to the Heartbox. Her key was also made of adamantine and imperfect in different ways: a crooked keyshaft, teeth that followed impossible geometry, and a luster suggesting half the metal had melted off in the forge. Yet Genna’s key slotted perfectly into Ulishunn’s Heartbox.

It took both their hands to unlock the Heartbox. When it opened, both of them saw for the first time what it contained. They wept over it. They kissed the tears from one another’s cheeks. Then they closed the box and told nobody what they had found.
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THE BOX ESOR CARRIED around his neck had more perfect angles than any form produced by nature, its surface like glass without flaws, the metal reflective as a mirror. Both box and Eternal Cross hid under his shirt when he attended his first appointment with Xeta, Lord of Great House Kovenor.

“Doctor Xeta,” he clarified upon introduction.

“It is an honor to meet you, Doctor,” said Esor.

Xeta operated out of an infirmary accessible from the garden path. There awaited a half-dozen beds dressed in white linen, a maid polishing the floors, and the sharp scent of wine. Esor searched the doorways for an Eternal Cross to thank, but there were none. His hand fluttered over his cravat at the sight of dirty glass tanks lined along the wall. Some riparia were so muddy that he could not see inside. Others grew swamp grasses tall enough to brush the vaulted ceiling. Low leaves perspired against the glass and slime mold crept over the rims.

There was no music in the infirmary. Only the off-key rattle of metal implements when a breeze shook their cabinet and the occasional thump of amphibians against glass.

Doctor Xeta gestured toward a polished table. “Remove your overrobe and take a seat. I’ll listen to your heartbeat while you describe your medical history.”

Esor alighted where he was told. Under his overrobe, he wore an embroidered topaz vest and billowing shirtsleeves. The light from the windows outlined his arms within the fabric. Metal tools gleamed on a cart beside him: scissors, probes, and needles.

“The pestilence guardians searched me for symptoms when I crossed into Śelasdur proper,” said Esor, eyeing the probes. He removed his vest. “I am free of buboes, rashes, the rattle...”

“You would not be here if they found anything. I ask after your past.” Doctor Xeta removed his leather gloves and produced a long metal stethoscope. “Open your collar.” He spoke with a refined Lösàlvar accent, but limited his speech to verbal rather than tonal. Esor felt half-deaf listening to him.

Hesitating, Esor unwound his cravat and released the knots holding his shirtsleeves closed. His chest was tanned from his last summer at Greenoak Pond. When he slouched, the Eternal Cross dangled at his navel.

Doctor Xeta pressed the wider mouth of the stethoscope’s horn to Esor’s bare chest. Esor twitched at the contact of cold metal.

“Since I recovered from lungrot as a child, I have been untouched by so much as springtime sniffles,” said Esor, head lifted to look away from Xeta’s stooped shoulders.

Xeta listened to Esor’s heart for several minutes. The doctor stood so close that his jacket scraped Esor’s knuckles gripping the bed. Esor tried not to inhale too much lest he breathe in some scent nobility would not have otherwise permitted him.

Esor’s heartbeat throbbed to the left of his throat, under his jaw, and pulsed on the insides of his wrist. Under the scrutiny of a proper doctor, Esor became so self-conscious that he sensed the constricting muscles of his cardiac system ripple from trunk to twig.

Still, Xeta listened.

“What do you hear?” asked Esor eventually.

“Everything. The heart keeps no secrets.” Xeta turned to organize his tools. Only then did Esor dare affix his gaze directly upon the doctor. Xeta wore a straight black coat in the style of Inquisitors, though without religious adornment. Blond hair hung to his waist, unbraided but sleek. He had no antlers. “I am incredulous a Low Àlvar could cross the threshold of adulthood without catching bog cough.”

“Xilcadis Sibíko’s healers are the finest in the Great Thicket. Disease is seldom a concern.”

“Your lieges have given you a blessed life,” said the doctor.

“I thank the All-Mother every Light and Night.”

“Resist the urge. The Path has fallen out of favor with the Magistrate, and that matters once you’re off your mother’s leading strings, wandering far from the amniotic comfort of small town Sibíko.”

Esor thanked him for the advice. “Do I owe you gratitude for this posting? I was hired by Great House Kovenor, and that is your name upon the placard.”

“Quite so, though you will need to pay your respects to my brother for the placement.”

“Your brother,” said Esor. “The Lord Mayor.”

“You’ve already met.”

“He bestowed the contract upon me.”

“And his gaze, I imagine. Tell me...” Xeta’s smile was thin, curving at the edges, yet his cervine eyes remained serious. “How have your dreams been since meeting him?”

Esor said, “Pardon me. Dreams?” The subject of dreaming and Lord Mayor Corvin appeared intertwined in Xeta’s mind. The connection was not so obvious to Esor, who had yet to dream of Àlvare in Śelasdur.

“Are you resting peacefully?” Xeta lifted Esor’s lip to examine the health of his teeth.

“Sleep comes seldom, but I only need time to adjust,” Esor stuttered around the intrusion of the doctor’s fingers.

Xeta ran his forefinger along the roof of Esor’s mouth, pressing the tip of bone against the ridge firmly enough to shift the inside of his skull. When Esor’s head tipped backward, the doctor cradled it, holding him in place to feel the soft palate.

Xeta hummed using only the melodies of the High Tongue. «When the nightmares come, whose name will you scream into darkness?»

Esor’s throat shut tight at the question. He could not have responded even if he were not being physically manipulated.

The doctor’s expression was serene when he released Esor. Xeta rinsed his hands in a basin. “My sister will be pleased to hear you’re in good health. She’s eager to engage her mind after so many vetone bedbound by Wasting.”

Esor slipped off the table and stood behind it, wavering. The hyacinth undertones to his flesh had taken a gray cast. “Do you mean to say that she had Wasting and survived to recover?”

“The miracles of medical science.”

“I suspect it’s less a miracle than the inevitable result of your determined experimentation.” Esor indicated the glass tanks with a bob of his head. He discreetly wiped saliva off his bottom lip with a thumb, smeared during Xeta’s indelicate handling.

“Have you interest in science?”

“I’ve an interest in learning anything.”

“You will appreciate what I do here.” Xeta opened a cage and extracted a writhing bloodtoad. “Where Maiur engage with Chaos and artisans with Order, science means testing and observing what is objectively true. Imagine if alchemy were certain, simple, and infinitely applicable regardless of the arrangement of stars.”

“One imagines its adepts might find a cure for Wasting,” said Esor.

“Your rural mind cannot imagine the seasons of relentless study. The scale of experiments staged. Before plying the process of science upon my sister, I began infecting bloodtoads, a species invasive to Disunamä. They propagated after the Great Wave destroyed Śelasdur’s natural wetlands. Their nests are plenty and generations are short. I learned about curing disease with these creatures. I also learned about the creatures themselves.”

Xeta traced a small metal probe over anatomical features, which he claimed were proof the toad’s origin was Orkish territory. He supported his hypothesis by showing anatomical diagrams of other species from that area, using a stack of text books on his desk. Then he took another tank off the wall to reveal how many hundreds of tadpoles fit inside.

“It’s no wonder they have become so intrusive,” mused the doctor. “Like the Orkar who reign over its natural habitat, vermin that breed so freely can only be a blight.”

He drove the needle through a grown bloodtoad’s jaw, penetrating the skull to emerge from the other side. The toad twitched wildly.

“I found a nerve that makes these toads experience enormous distress without killing them.” Xeta placed seizing toad upon the table beside Esor. It was helpless to the pain. Long legs kicked out and squeezed in. It tried to open its mouth, but could not navigate the probe. “Do you believe in justice, Master Esor?”

“It is one of the All-Mother’s highest aspirations.”

“This toad devours pollinators, thus destroying our crops and leaving us suffering. If I were to pierce this nerve within every bloodtoad in Śelasdur, leaving them in endless pain, would that not be just?”

“It is not for me to say what is and is not just,” Esor said. “You are among the guardians, while I am among the guarded.”

Xeta’s laugh was lazy while the toad shook. “Pain extends a moment to infinity. As I speak, this toad lives a thousand of its minuscule lifetimes with excruciating self-awareness. The antithesis of vero.” He twisted the needle. The toad became limp. “An animal does not perceive pain as we do, of course.”

“This is a process of...science, you say?” asked Esor.

Xeta lowered the toad’s body into the tank, where it was swarmed by its young. Their tiny mouths pulsed against its corpse. Bite by bite, they dismembered the dead, only just bereft of life’s spark, and took its flesh inside of themselves to grow anew.

“And now for you, Master Esor.” The doctor opened a cabinet, its deepest drawers untouchable by the room’s light. Xeta spoke while searching. “You’ll be teaching my sister for the months to come. My brother dismisses every concern I express for Ilare’s safety. He wonders what could happen to my precious sister under the watchful eye of keroterase.”

“I assure you, I have nothing but professional intentions. I will be appropriate as any governess,” Esor said.

The doctor turned. He held a vial no larger than his thumb.

“Regardless, the keroterase cannot protect Ilare from disease.” Xeta’s irises were dark-rimmed green, the same shade as the moss clinging to the village rooftops. They would look black when Night settled over him. “Take this jar. Spit into it and I will see if disease grows. That’s the only test I’ll need to perform today, unless you’d like to volunteer for the needle.”
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ESOR SOUGHT HIS ASSIGNED classroom behind the Patrician’s library. Arched windows gazed toward a terrace garden, beyond which stretched the smooth bark of the central tower. The maids hadn’t finished cleaning the room from its vetone of disuse. One hurried to wash the windows. Another set about drying the floor where overnight rains left a puddle. The windows had been left open to the mild weather, so Herald songs drifted through the cobwebs.

“Forgive the mess,” the housekeeper said, bustling behind a bookshelf with a broom. “The bloodtoads got in when we were airing things out—clever little monsters!” Chisamith flung the corpse of a mangled black toad into a bucket.

The shelves became clean one by one. Esor inventoried his books and arranged them on newly vacant space. Everything had arrived in good condition: the primary texts he endeavored to translate, the translations-in-progress penned in Esor’s hand, millennia of historical almanacs, gifts from prior clients he had yet to peruse, and more.

He dared to feel optimistic about the time to come, though sickness from Xeta’s violating examination lingered.

When Light subsided and Esor succumbed to slumber, he had a nightmare. It was not the first in his time since arriving at Śelasdur. But it was the most vivid.

He dreamed of Dwarrow: a breed Esor had never once met in the waking world, but he identified as easily as neighbors. Any Àlvare recognized the hairy bodies and cruel eyes. They were the enemies Heralds sang about every Light and Night. Dwarrow bristled with axe blades when they swarmed fishfolk villages, but ordinarily churned underground with picks. Esor dreamed of the churn.

Esor dreamed the face of Ulishunn Mikteshfis.

In death, Ulishunn was only a statue. Gennaneki raised their grandchild under the watchful granite eyes of her dead husband. Grandfather Mikteshfis watched the young cub frolicking between his immobile gray legs flush from pin to fruit.

There was something special about the Mikteshfis grandchild in Esor’s dreams. Mishun Mikteshfis was ruddy-haired, serious-jawed, and square, and he gripped a Heartbox in one fist. It was so familiar, though the Heartbox looked nothing like Esor’s necklace, and the dreamland caverns looked like nothing from Esor’s life.

In his nightmare, the caverns did not remain settled. They seethed and heaved and changed.

The statue garden walked away.

The cave’s precipice became the edge of a bear’s teeth. Mishun Mikteshfis did not know he was walking onto its tongue, and no matter how Esor shouted, the Dwarrow would not hear his warning.

He is going the wrong way.

You are going the wrong way.

The Dwarrow vanished into the darkness, walking down the throat of the bear to be swallowed, and Esor screamed into oblivion after him. Doctor Xeta chuckled from behind it all.
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Chapter 3
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Protectors

Selasdur’s library became hollow once Namä’s eye closed and Lorkullen’s opened, shining twin moons on the Night. Maids extinguished lanterns, shuttered windows, and sealed the doors against bitter drafts. Heavy silence followed.

The shadow revelry began moments after the last footfall. Thorny spiders cobwebbed the shelves with sticky gossamer. Moths swirled from dusty liana to beat their wings against glass. Bloodtoads hopped from one ornate planter to another, seeking mates in the sodden roots of ill-attended bushes left to grow hairy weeds. They squeezed their eyes against the rocks, expressing red jelly from the glands, while others inseminated haloed by swarms of gnats.

In those dark, quiet holes, where small bodies scrabbled to survive the deadly unseen, the raging of harbor winds was a distant whine. Wilderness wrought in miniature thrived, sheltered.

By the first glint of dawn, the library’s evening patrons retreated to places Light would never touch.

Àlvare flung open the doors. Librarians entered again. A quiet figure followed, not as tall as the others, nor as brusque. He drifted through the shelves.

“Lovely,” Esor sighed as he regarded the sanctum of books. He had brought a poetry book clutched to his heart as armor, but the whole of the library was his shield. None of the library windows leaked. Heavy curtains prevented the rare shaft of sun from damaging old paper. Basins of dried kilberry seed stood beside each stack of scrolls to dry the air. “If only I had some for my bedchamber,” Esor said to himself.

“Are your rooms are as mildewed as my own?” asked an approaching Dokàlvar. “I wake up feeling like I’ve spent the Night soaking in ice water.”

“You must be Àstin an Galefar,” said Esor.

Àstin bowed his head in greeting. “And you are Esor an Amen, the newest unbonded Low in the palace. Long has it been since one joined our ranks!”

Àstin an Galefar was the xilcadis professor, responsible for supplying primary education to noble youths. He was a handsome, vital Dokàlvar with chin-length hair hued like olives and skin of willow gray. There was enough definition in his bone structure to suggest northern climes; he entirely lacked the soft roundness of Esor’s features.

The professor was proud to give a tour of his classroom, decorated with tapestries and paintings of long-conquered nations. Carvings of Men at work were labeled with ports of origin. An Orkar firearm hung out of reach, its fat barrel and short fuse menacing at a distance. Àstin’s bookshelves put Esor’s to shame; the volume of volumes spilled off the shelves and into stacks atop student desks.

He also maintained a beautiful keyed lyre, which Àstin claimed could replicate the tonal elements of lösàlvaren only High could sing. “Do you play?” asked Àstin, offering the instrument to Esor.

Esor declined. “I can’t conceive the skill required to achieve linguistic fluency with a lyre! Where did you study?”

“I taught the children of musicians in a fabulous Frostland port,” Àstin said. “One paid me in lessons, at my request. When I taught the sons of traders, I requested payment in artifacts. Some gifts were excessively generous.”

“You must be excellent at your job,” Esor said.

“I have numerous talents.” A smile stole across Àstin’s lips, quickly concealed when he turned away. He wore round-rimmed glasses that reflected Light and stole emotion from his eyes. “Do you like poetry? I see you clutch the first volume of The Green History.”

“It was a gift from the coachman who brought me here.”

“If you enjoy that one, then let me know when you’re ready for more. I have so many books tucked away you’ll love.”

Àstin took the younger Dokàlvar in hand for the Lights that passed, orienting him to the rhythms of the palace. The professor took care to ensure Esor could find his way to the dining room by following one type of rugs, then showed him to the library by following statues.

“See how the male statues have divine sigils upon their instruments?” said Àstin. “They are different in each corridor. Follow the sigils that look like a chicken foot to the library.”

Esor learned other sigils too: a rotated cross for servant quarters, a four-pointed star to the nobles’ rooms, and a jagged constellation to the gardens. Only a teardrop-and-crescent sigil appeared seemingly at random, and Esor spotted it in three different hallways.

“What is that one?” asked Esor.

“That is one of the secrets Śelasdur keeps to himself,” Àstin said. “I’ve found nothing in the literature to explain it. Attend my lessons if you’re curious to know more of the xilcadis! I often discuss the known history of greater Dolikën Bay.”

There was ample opportunity to observe Àstin’s classes while Esor waited for a clean bill of health from Doctor Xeta. He attended the classes on several consecutive Lights. Àstin’s office filled with aristocratic youths every morning: the boys too immature to be sent to Ralen, the girls too young for more than a single kerotera apiece. Esor sat behind the keroterase during Àstin’s lectures. The children were unlike his students from home. They sat silently as Àstin spoke; they were polite in saying thanks at the end of the lesson; they were orderly filing down the hall to return to the city below.

“Your lessons disappoint,” Esor said when the room became quiet after another lecture on industry and historical figures. “You taught me less about Śelasdur than this poetry book. What of the All-Mother’s shroud? Or Lorkullen’s rage?”

“Parochial. Outside my subject matter.” Àstin gathered supplies to clean his classroom. The professor dusted and scrubbed frequently atop the maids’ work.

“Then surely they learn at church,” Esor said.

Àstin laughed as he shifted a bookshelf. “Neither the Church nor its Inquisitors have been welcome in the xilcadis for centuries. Ominous, don’t you think? The children do. The ambiance keeps my students under control. Once Lord Venorinen’s eldest misbehaved and his father sent him to stay for a Night in our halls. Never since have any of them so much as sneezed during lectures! Amazing, the power of superstition.”

“Perhaps they fear the vermin.” The shadowy spaces were frequently cleaned, yet nests still materialized, formed of mildew and stones from elsewhere. When the adult toads left to hunt, a strange red jelly swirling with tadpoles remained.

Àstin transferred the jelly into jars. The rest of the nests, he washed away. “The children have no reason to fear bloodtoads—or anything else in the city. We are still within the Empire, chosen by the All-Mother and blessed by the Church, and we press civilization upon the places we dwell. It is as safe here as in Ralen. If a fear of harmless vermin ensures the ruliness of my students, however...” He had a way of laughing that made no sound, a tremble in the shoulders, a squint of the eyes behind his wire-rimmed spectacles.

“What will you do with these?” asked Esor, lifting a jar so the dimming afternoon light silhouetted the tadpoles. They were not as wormlike as they appeared at first. Their bodies were translucent, exposing nascent skeletons and beady red eyes.

“I give them to the xilcadis doctor,” Àstin said.

Esor fumbled the jar but caught it against his belly before it could fall. “Doctor Xeta, you mean?”

“You are acquainted, I see. Did he test you for Wasting? He took samples from everyone the day he arrived. A strange practice, but thus far we have had no outbreaks, even when it appeared in the farms some vetone past.”

“Does he also test villagers for Wasting?”

“They won’t permit it.” This came from Doctor Xeta himself, having entered from the library. The younger of the Kovenor brothers wore spidren silk, naturally ink-dark and shimmering. “The villagers have never had an affliction treated by medicine rather than the songs of healers, so they see Lorkullen in my work. It is a fear born of ignorance.”

“Never mind that science’s tenets are in direct conflict with the Chaos of Night,” Àstin said.

“At least some Low understand. My thanks for another donation of bloodtoads, Master Àstin.” Xeta shook the jar and the larvae cartwheeled. “As for you, Master Esor, I bring pleasant news: the saliva sample you provided was ordinary for an Àlvar of your apparent age, free of disease and anomaly. You’re ready to meet Lady Ilare.”
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LUSCIOUS VELVET DRAPES framed the arched windows of Governess Malenē’s classroom, obstructing drafts. Keroterase still huddled around one corner brazier for warmth. By the other brazier, among the divans, benches, and tea tables, Governess Malenē held court with a class of a dozen. She stood at the approach of visitors.

“Doctor Xeta.” Governess Malenē’s glossy, ageless features were symmetric, with a fetchingly pointed chin and ears barely longer than Esor’s. “What a pleasure to benefit from the rarity of your company.”

“The pleasure is mine,” said Xeta. “I’m overdue bestowing gratitude. The difference in my sister’s comportment under your care is miraculous.” He took Malenē’s gloved hand and bowed his head over it. The refinement of his Levusàlvar features put Malenē’s to shame. Where she had symmetry, the planes of Xeta’s features were diamond facets cut by an artist.

Malenē’s hand did not linger in Xeta’s. Keroterase watched until distance was once again established.

“Lady Ilare sets an example I hope her peers will follow,” Malenē said.

Most of the young ladies were gowned in heritage fabrics with minor updates to accommodate modern style. Antique clips held hair away from faces. Bodices were fitted, skirts were floor-length, and the robes were meant for function more than fashion.

One cluster of young does emulated modern style, inherently rebellious in its rebuke to vero. Each wore their hair in braids as thick as the width of a hand. They arranged two to fall down their breasts and the center braid to align with their spines. The handiwork was competent, the oils fragrant, the clips new. These Àlvare knew to coordinate the gems adorning their ears with those adorning their belts and slippers. Stiff collars framed their shoulders rather than closing around their throats.

Among the two elder does, already adults, dewy stretches of skin were exposed to signal availability. They were subtly naked in public, reservedly suggestive.

Àstin elbowed Esor’s side. “Do not stare at Lady Kitśanve’s daughters,” he hissed. If the keroterase were protective of a mere governess, they might blind Esor for violating the Patrician’s daughters with his gaze. Esor averted his eyes bashfully.

Governess Malenē beckoned.

One girl separated from the others. She drifted, lanky, pale as a specter, each footstep soft as dew dropping from rose petals. The slope from eye hollows into nose said she was another of the Kovenor Levusàlvar: Highest of High blooded, so near to Tosvodos that Lord Mayor Corvin bore his antlers.

“Blessed Light,” greeted Lady Ilare Kovenor, curtsying. Imperial blue skirts billowed around her movement. Governess Malenē patted Ilare’s back to adjust the student’s posture. Ilare maintained her bent knees until the teacher patted her again.

Xeta introduced Esor. “He teaches you tomorrow, sister.”

Ilare boldly absorbed sight of Esor, her eyes claiming every detail. The Doctor’s sister lacked the ominous aura of her brothers, but her oblique features kept silent judgments secret as effectively. “You must be well-versed in all subjects to prepare me for the College. You know everything about the Everhalls?” asked Ilare.

“Astronomy is in your curriculum, yes, as well as advanced mathematics,” said Esor without lifting his gaze.

“Religious studies?” she asked, and Esor inclined his head in agreement. “Do you know the story of the Lexin? Tell me it.”

“I believe you’re being tested, Esor,” Àstin said playfully.

Governess Malenē disapproved. “A lady does not toy with the staff.”

The admonishment did not seem to reach Ilare. “Go on, Master Esor. The Lexin? The myth of how the Spirit of Sadism made the All-Mother weep?”

“When she walked her First Path, the All-Mother seeded a dozen beautiful babes on the trail,” said Esor. “They sprouted as wondrous beasts in infant form: a serpent to embrace the universe, a bear cub with fur to warm the coldest reaches, and a dragonet to sing with the All-Mother. Before they could grow to fulfill their fates, the Lexin drained the Esba of youth in their cradles. The Esba aged into ancient bodies with minds too new to understand their loss. They became monsters, enslaved to the Spirits of Regret.”

“Yes, that is the story. I suppose you know enough to teach me, Master Esor.” Ilare thanked him for his time. Mischief sparked at the corner of her mouth. “I look forward to learning with you.”

No business remained. They sang farewells. Xeta gave his arm to his sister and escorted her away. Esor left with Àstin. The class dispersed. Another Night descended.
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ON THE MORNING OF HIS first lesson, Esor arrived with his overrobe hanging unevenly on his shoulders. He wore a vest spattered with ink stains. Exhaustion bagged his gold-flecked eyes as apologies spilled from his lips, dropping his satchel onto the table within the door. He was braced for a verbal thrashing and wouldn’t have been surprised to receive a physical one. Lady Ilare was, after all, the Magistrate’s daughter.

“Did Xeta not say that class begins today?” asked Ilare, seated on a bench near the brazier.

Esor bowed to her. “You remembered perfectly well. The error is mine.”

He provided an evaluation first: a series of questions to determine what Lady Ilare knew. She knew a great deal. Her memory of the Holy Chorus was precise as Esor’s. He tested her understanding of alchemy and found she was familiar with most correspondences. So too did she know all a doe could have known about astronomy.

“Tomorrow we shall begin a college-level curriculum,” said Esor.

“Assuming you do not sleep through it,” said Lady Ilare.

His eyes traveled over the ring of keroterase and he cleared his throat, tugging his poorly tied cravat with a finger. “I’ll ensure the mistake doesn’t happen again.”

She licked her finger and turned a page in her journal. “Very good, then.”

Then Esor proved himself a liar by oversleeping every Night he slept at all. For weeks, his entrance to the classroom was delayed; if he was not delayed, then he was too fatigued to teach coherently.

Neither situation fazed the lady. “I’ve better ways to occupy my time,” Ilare said once. She filled a journal every week rather than studying. Her restless pen never stopped wandering across the pages, even during his lectures and attempts to test her knowledge.

“I am certain my lady’s writings have abundant educational value,” he said, bowing in deference.

The bowing annoyed her much more than recurrent lateness. “Don’t bore me with formalities. I hate formalities.”

“I understand, Lady Ilare,” he said.

But he did not stop clinging to formality.

From then onward, she snapped her journals closed in his face every time he tried to bow. “No bowing!” she said, sometimes angrily, sometimes singsong, but never with genuine threat.

One time Lady Ilare told him to bow low enough to kiss her slippers. When he did, she stomped in front of his face and said, “I told you to stop that!”

“I’ll stop bowing if you’ll start studying,” Esor finally snapped back.

Ilare’s refined features broke into an unrefined smile, as though she had only ever wanted him to show defiance. “Give me your papers and I shall fill them.”

Lessons became easier thereafter.

With Ilare’s participation, Esor provided test after test, attempting to find holes in her knowledge. She excelled at everything. His mischievous student had studied independently while sick with Wasting and she had studied well. He wasn’t certain he could help Ilare progress.

Not only was Esor ill-prepared for a student so intelligent, but the keroterase watched Esor like he might transform into a raving lunatic without notice. A dozen attended his classes. They often stood directly between Esor and Ilare. He couldn’t see the lass he taught half the time.

“If you’re afraid I’ll commit harm, you could chain my ankle to the desk during classes,” Esor once suggested to the commander, Samej, to no reply besides stony silence.

On another day, Esor brought tea for the keroterase, and none of them drank it.

“You might poison them, you know,” Ilare said.

“Or worse, I might make friends with them,” Esor said.

“Pah! What a waste of your time. Being ignored is what keroterase do best.” Ilare’s smile was tighter when turned upon her guard. No amount of book-snapping could make them shed formalities.

When Esor wheeled an alchemy table into class, the keroterase insisted upon inspecting it before Ilare could approach. Once they determined he had concealed nothing, they still would not let Esor work at the same table as blessed, valuable Lady Ilare. “How do I teach from over here, exactly?” Esor asked, arms folded by the bookshelves.

“Teach with your words,” said the commander, Samej, “if your Low tongue can manage even that much.”

Ilare admonished her kerotera for rudeness, but Esor had barely heard the insult. Leaning against the bookshelf took enough weight off his body that he fell asleep. He didn’t awaken until they had already left and the thunder of a storm shook the tower so hard, he fell from his position. By then it was dark. Esor returned to his room under the veil of Night. Yet still, he did not rest.
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ESOR COULD NOT TAME his routine in an environment that was untamed. Winds shrieked off the ocean to batter every crack in the palace walls. Ancient windows cried at the abuse. Ossified wood groaned, and the aroma of rot wafted fresh over Esor’s bed whenever the room shifted. His room remained so drafty that his lantern often guttered out. Esor hurried to relight it, sheltering it with his body, curled around its faint warmth.

The library was warmer. He was safe among its stacks, curling up on a cloak with books to research until his eyelids grew too heavy.

Even there, in the silence, he woke often. He jolted upright and lifted the lantern to search for eyes he knew must have been there. His dreams filled with eyes: creatures watching him as he slogged through lightless swamps, chased by an enormous shaggy bear with bloody jowls.

By the time he became alert, the vermin already crawled out of sight.

One morning, Ilare’s keroterase discovered Esor unconscious on his desk. Esor had to protest loudly to avoid visiting Xeta’s infirmary. “I am well! I need no aid!” He began a lecture before they could bodily remove him. Samej looked to Ilare for instruction, but Ilare was already writing in her journal, so the class continued.

Esor soon caught himself stumbling over dates.

Ilare noticed. “We are in the year 9,255, and thus it cannot have been 9,623 wherein my father Amalen became Magistrate.”

“Yes...you’re correct. Hexes, look at that. Of course you’d know the years of Amalen’s reign.” Esor tossed aside his book. Attempts to compose himself failed; he could not conceal his yawns. “Please forgive me.”

Ilare’s cheeks dimpled when she smirked, which made her look as young as Esor. “Yes, you’re dreadfully unprofessional. Look at you. Daring to have a fatigued body in my presence.”

He bowed deeply. “Again, please forgive—”

“So serious! I thought I cured you of bowing and scraping like a sniveling footman,” Ilare said. “I’m barely listening.”

“You—you’re not listening? At all?”

“Will you report my misbehavior? You’re the one who has only begun class on time twice.”

Esor flushed. “We’ve six Lights without class beginning tomorrow. I’ll focus on adjusting to the conditions in this xilcadis. By the time we return, I’ll be more capable of upholding professional standards.”

“Oh yes, we can’t forget those all-important standards.” Then she flicked ink from her fountain pen in the face of a kerotera and laughed loudly at his ire. She was gorgeous when she laughed. Esor dared not notice.
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ESOR WOULD NOT HAVE seen Ilare again before holidays if the weather hadn’t cleared after teatime. He stepped onto the patio behind the classrooms to enjoy the warmth. There, palace gardeners maintained a small orchard. Each tree stood in a planter of imported soil and was surrounded by protective bushes.

Ilare kneeled by a planter alone, slippers stained by dirt. Keroterase supervised from within Governess Malenē’s classroom, forming an intimidating wall of silhouettes on the opposite side of warped glass.

“My lady,” began Esor.

“Quiet.” She watered the bushes using a decanter. “Look.” She spread the bushes apart so that he could see what keroterase could not.

Lady Ilare fostered bloodtoads within the roots of a Fruitful Tree. A pile of them squirmed in the mud. A different kind of smile crossed her lips when she clocked Esor’s revulsion—a smile that darkened her eyes and bared the gap between her two front teeth—and she placed her forefinger to her lips to signal he should be silent. She drained the decanter into the pool, tugged fronds in place to conceal them, and rose to stand taller than her tutor.

She extended her muddy fingers toward Esor. Tiny larvae crawled over her knuckles. Natural ridges of skin turned such worms to sea serpents navigating the topography of riverbeds, trailing reddish smears behind them.

“Sometimes I want to be with them,” she said softly. “I want to curl up in the mud and let them take me.”

“My lady,” said Esor, snapping a handkerchief from his inner pocket, “you cannot be so soiled! Oh, if Governess Malenē sees you like this...!”

She curled her hands near her heart to avoid being cleaned. “Am I soiled when I entered their habitat and invited them onto my flesh? Or am I anointed?”

The kerotera commander erupted onto the balcony. Samej’s hand rested on his belt knife: a distinctive hooked blade with its hilt wrapped in gold thread, as only eunuchs from the Court of Light carried. “Lady Ilare, are you safe?”

Ilare dipped her hand into the fountain. Stains dispersed from her skin like clouds. “I called Esor to remove undesirable mushrooms from the planter. He tells me it will be more complex to kill the fruiting body, so the task must fall to the garden Affinites. Is that not right?”

“Yes,” said Esor belatedly, “that’s correct.”

Esor’s complicity in Ilare’s lie pleased her. She smiled again. Her tongue touched the gap between her teeth like a worm sliding past bones.

He bowed to Ilare and exited, gripping the puzzle box so tightly that its corners bit his palm through the glove.
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Chapter 4

[image: ]




Seeds That Slumber


Dear Mother,

Since leaving the comforts of home for Śelasdur, the letters I send have been one of few reminders of the familiar. This linen upon which I write, repurposed from flax that did not meet father’s standards, feels as comforting beneath my palm’s heel as the brush of your hand on my forehead. This bone pen comes from my first Covenant. This ink was a gift from Lord Nudva’s office when his son left my care. I write in the glow of the lantern Father gave me upon reaching adulthood.

Surely the puzzle box you gifted me will soon become such a treasured keepsake, but for now, the mystery remains opaque. After these Nights struggling in vain to meet the task you set out, I wonder if this is not a problem to solve but a lesson in patience, in failure, in obsession. You often remind me that forty years is little more than infancy and I must not be so confident in my cleverness.

I do not feel clever distant from your guidance, Mother. With no reply to my letters, my questions grow numerous. How to open the box and why you entrusted it to me fall secondary to the mystery of your silence—whether my letters fail to reach you, or yours to me, or whether you are ill and can no longer sit in your study. I trust the latter thought to be paranoia. The ramblings of a fatigued mind.

Enclosed, you will find a sum that I request you deposit into my account at Gildergreen. I pray for your health and the success of your shop. Pray that the howling winds of Śelasdur quiet so I may sleep.
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Working was prohibited during the week of Biltane, when they opened the city for the Peony Marsh Market. The drains were cleared so that once-flooded streets could dry in the sun. Temporary shops stood on uneven legs to keep level against the road’s steep grade. Despite a chilly wind that smelled of rotting gourds, city folk acted like it was Sibíko summertime, leaving overrobes folded on benches to bask in tunics.

Esor an Amen huddled within his winter cloak while sitting at a teahouse patio, accompanied by his colleagues.

“Did you hear the Heralds at dawn?” asked Governess Malenē, holding a delicate teacup. Her keroterase made the party large enough to occupy the entire patio. “Kamimäes’s fishport has fallen under siege by the Dwarrow Warlord. There were a dozen Low families there—all dead before Amalen’s troops arrived.”

Esor had heard the songs. The Warlord’s name was always on Herald lips. The previous Night, Esor had dreamed of a bloated bear dripping blood, hollow eyes staring, and that bear had been called Warlord.

“The Dwarrow are nightmarishly swift,” Àstin said. “You would never expect such squat little cave-demons to be so quick coming from the sea. Twelve families would be nothing.”

Esor occupied himself with his tea, fussing with the spoon and the milk and taking time to smell the steam. “Kamimäes is to the north, isn’t it?”

“Deep in the Frostlands,” Àstin said. “A vulnerable target. If the Magistrate had ordered them to relocate to Rosen—”

“Abandon ports?” Malenē scowled. She tossed her hair over her fur ruff. “As if the price of fish weren’t high enough. Amalen should protect the villages rather than letting the Warlord burn them.”

Esor choked on his tea at her blunt criticism. Àstin slapped Esor’s back until he breathed again.

“We don’t need to worry about the war here,” Àstin said. “There’s no reaching us so far to the southwest. The Maiur fleet won’t let a Dwarrow swoop cross the Set straits, and Orkar won’t let them take the long way around the Sou’eastenland shores. Let us discuss cheerier matters.”

“What else is there to talk about?” Malenē asked. “Would you prefer to discuss the poor comportment I suffer from my students or the frivolity of festivals?”

“Frivolity is an essential part of life,” Esor said. “We were not merely put on this land to labor, but to celebrate.”

The lady had no appetite for her teacakes. She pushed them toward her commanding kerotera so he could eat them. “I’ll not be attending the parade this veton. The past two years have been a blink and I am still in no want of flower crowns.”

“Similarly, I’ve plans to work,” said Àstin. “This is the first week I’ve had no lessons in an era. I fully intend to take advantage. Better than attempting to celebrate the warm seasons in a place where spring flowers wither when we water them.”

“How can the city be anything but dreary if we never celebrate?” Esor tempted them by spinning visions of holy revelry: sewing streamers, building fires to dance around, and staying on the streets to drink mead until the last of Light faded. He may have been successful if he had not finished by saying, “Then we will make offerings to Namä, so next veton, she may bless us with abundance.”

Malenē stood, robes of potash blue tumbling straight along her rigid physique. “If you make offerings to Namä at the feet of Śelasdur, then you are the festival’s fool, and my urge to attend is even less.” She tossed her napkin to the table. “We shall luncheon again tomorrow to discuss mutual students, Master Àstin. You should feel no need to attend, Master Esor.”

The group left quietly besides leather scuffing against leather. The abrupt departure sent a ripple of dismay through the maids. Esor was numb with awkwardness at the exit. As usual, Àstin remained unperturbed, even smiling.

“Forgive Malenē for acting precious. She is the first High born to her father’s new House,” Àstin said. “Their family is one in a million and she knows it.” Seldom did Low families achieve manumission of enough generations to ascend to High status.

Esor’s fingers traced the peak of his right ear. “As sour as the governess can be, I imagine her husband is sourer for surviving her.”

“The marriage deal is struck, but Malenē won’t marry until the groom comes of age. She terrorizes the rest of us in the meantime. Pity her husband’s future.” Àstin drank his tea, though it was hot enough to scald a heart when swallowed. “You’ll be disappointed by our festivals. Use the time to rest. You look as though you need it.”

“Correctly judged.” Esor’s exhaustion remained absolute.

“I’m sure the doctor could give you something to help with that.”

Esor rubbed his arms, taken with sudden chill.

Heralds sang news across the harbor. Conversations silenced as everyone stilled to listen. The method was the same across Disunamä, part of the same network, with each voice singing in a round to convey information to the next tower.

«The Republic has reclaimed ports occupied by the Warlord.»

«The Warlord has relocated to the waters of Men.»

«Kirēd needed for new vessels. Prices have risen.»

«Luxuries restricted. The price of barley has fallen.»

Minute details could be conveyed through the vast harmonies of lösàlvaren. Somewhere, attentive clerks logged figures, stewards drafted social calendars, and generals planned maneuvers. Military Osurmite filtered the songs using arcane acoustics to receive coded messages none other could understand. To Esor, Àstin, and thousands of other citizens, it sounded like being assailed with hymns.

“Teatime is over,” said Àstin when the songs began growing distant again. He had other matters to attend, thus bid farewell.

Esor asked for another moment of time. “Pray, if you were to inherit an obscure lock of pedigree unknown, is there anyone in the city you would trust to open it? An artisan attending the market on such a fine day?”

“We have few artisans, and fewer skilled enough to do anything interesting.”

Esor showed the locked box to Àstin. Its polished outer walls remained impossibly pristine no matter how often Esor handled it with dirty hands. “Nothing like this?”

Àstin considered its design. “I stand corrected. A village locksmith works locks by inferior races. You can only find him at the docks, dire as they are.”

“Could you take me there?” Esor asked.

“Even I will not go to the sinśos except to leave it,” said Àstin. “I’ve no business in the village. Few reputable souls do.”

Esor shook Àstin’s hand, thanked him for his help, and sought the xilcadis gates. Namä’s golden eye smiled upon the warming streets.
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THE ROAD COILING AROUND Śelasdur’s spire gave Esor ample view of the sinśos on the way down. From above, the village looked like a dark smear alongside dark waters. As he descended, individual shacks became distinct. Overhanging roofs linked to shadow the spaces between buildings, which formed a singular blanket impenetrable by Light. Esor could discern no individual streets under the rolling sheets of stick-and-mud.

It was unlike the Light-drenched streets on the spire road. The manors shined above Esor, encouraging him to turn back.

In the shelter of the xilcadis wall, Esor gathered his courage. He muttered encouraging words under his breath, slapped his cheeks, and shook himself out. The guards who opened the gates to let him pass wouldn’t make eye contact after watching him do that.

Esor hurried through the village. What looked like only a blanket of roofs from above was, below, a maze of saplings, vine barriers, and burning refuse outside pit-shacks. The air tasted like tainted soot. A Dokàlvar could live her entire life in such streets without ever once being seen by Namä’s eye.

A flooded trench ran alongside the road, guiding brown water from the shacks’ gutters toward the bay. Only that trench looked like it was part of the village’s plan. Other mid-road trenches were unplanned and unavoidable when industry sent so many heavy carts riding to and fro at all hours. Esor walked along the edges in others’ footprints, but his boots still grew heavy with mud in the slog.

Industry was quiet for the time being. Holiday restrictions on work extended to Low. Instead, Dokàlvar strung listlessly throughout the alleys between shacks, staring at anyone who passed with luminous eyes.

Esor took a turn down a narrow road, away from the crowds, and stumbled into another busy marketplace. He was not the only well-dressed Àlvar passing through. The few unbonded Low in the sinśos worked here. It was watched by guards wearing the yellow and blue of House Írsa. Esor’s breathing slowed at the sight.

Two pillories stood at either side of the market square. One of them held a Low Àlvar by the neck and wrists. His knees were sagging, eyes closed, lips pale. Multiple wounds had blinded his right eye. The scabs were filthy with rot. Flies picked him over, and Esor was transfixed, waiting to see if the prisoner would breathe.

“You look hungry, child.”

At the voice, Esor stopped staring and turned. An old Dokàlvar named Yliriem sat on the ground outside a shop, her knees folded to her chest. “Would you like a taste?” She offered a skewer. She was eating from another blackened with charcoal.

Esor bowed to her. “My thanks, Grandmother, but I must move on.” Far from the pillory’s cross-shaped shadow on wood-plank roads. Away from flies. Away from liveried guards.

“Do not disappoint your mother by refusing hospitality from a withered old doe,” she said.

“My mother is too far from here to know.”

“Mothers always know,” Yliriem said sternly. She made pleased sounds when Esor crouched beside her, watching to ensure he ate. She introduced herself by name. Esor offered his in return. “You are lost, no? Never been loose in sinśos Śelasdur before, little Master Esor?”

“You have my measure. My friend told me not to come this way, yet come I did. It overwhelms me.”

“It is a lovely place, the sinśos, however it may look. But you must look for loveliness. It’s those who look for trouble who find trouble, understood?”

“What do those seeking a locksmith on the docks find?” countered Esor.

“His shop is yonder.” Yliriem pointed to a road. “Down and left.”

He thanked her for the directions. Esor ate the skewer with his back turned to the pillories. The meat was sticky-sweet, with a skin seared to crisp. He could not help but make happy smacking noises as he ate. “I will know where to look for loveliness in the future, Grandmother.”

She stroked his hair. She kissed his cheek. “Namä bless you,” she whispered. A wrinkled old finger slid underneath the chain of his Eternal Cross, tugging it tight against the back of his neck. “Namä protect you as her own.”

Nourished, Yliriem went back to work inside the shop. Its sign was marked with pestle and twig—a healer’s office. Esor dropped a talon into the bowl outside the door before leaving.

The locksmith’s shop was little more than a few haphazardly sung saplings leaning together. Rain dribbled through the cracks in the walls. Shriveled gray leaves trembled when the slatted door creaked open to permit Esor. Círdiras’s work was as fine as promised: a hundred thumb-sized wooden locks hanging on the insides of the walls, sheltered from moisture by greatfish skin. The latches radiated suspicion at the approach of a stranger.

Círdiras himself was not in attendance. Instead, Esor met the apprentice, Luidor.

“It’s quite a journey to get here,” said Esor, attempting to scrape his muddy shoes off on the doorway. It was equally muddy inside. “The sinśos has no proper roads or signs to travel. Has it always been like that, or is something wrong?”

Luidor said, “Something’s wrong, all right. A great many things are wrong in this Republic.”

Esor chuckled. “Ah, blessed by the All-Mother, we are, the Republic is, and—it’s definitely not like that anywhere else I’ve been, certainly.”

“That’s how folks live,” said Luidor. “Most everywhere, just like this, or worse.”

“I don’t think it’s like that at home.” Esor could not be certain. He had avoided sinśos Sibíko for any purpose except to leave the xilcadis. “Where is your master? When will he return?”

“His talents were needed on the war front. You can have the work he left behind if you’ve the crown, glass ear.” Luidor’s hostile gaze took survey of Esor’s new leather boots, the purse poorly concealed under his tunic, the jonquil silk lining of his hood.

“I seek help. I have a lock made by hands rather than artisan-sung.”

“Let me see it, then,” said Luidor. Esor showed him, and the apprentice locksmith whistled between the cracks in his teeth. “Metal tells me Man, Ork, or Dwarrow. That design is something else entirely. The lock... What’s inside of it?”

“I think a ring, given the size,” said Esor. “Can you help me?”

“I’d be curious to see it open. To see the ring a lock like that protects.” Luidor’s itchy fingers wiggled across the counter. “Leave it here and I’ll see what can be done.”

“I shall remain as you work.”

“No need. Could be many Lights before I’ve any results.” Luidor held the shack’s door shut when Esor attempted to exit. “Give me the box. I’d hate to see you leave disappointed.” His breath smelled of fish roasted in charcoal.

Esor forced a too-loud laugh. “Good sir, I must leave. If your concern is loss of business... Well, I can hardly judge for that! Please, friend, take this brass talon and my thanks for your time.”

Luidor hung onto Esor’s wrist to paw at talon and lock alike. “Don’t go to another locksmith. Only Círdiras can open it. Only we will not punish you for owning it!” The apprentice was so strong. His grip ached.

Esor could not retreat into his robes like a turtle into his shell, but he made a marvelous effort. All the while he laughed breathlessly as though it were a harmless tussle. “I have no quarrel with you, friend!” Esor shoved free.

“Don’t be a fool!” Luidor’s last words were shouted out his door as Esor stumbled onto the muddy road. Esor fell, splashed in the mud, got back to his boots. “Get back here, lad!”

Esor cut across the docks, where the wood was so rotten his heels sank. The hem of his overrobe tracked filth. Now the eyes of the Low seemed far more sinister, and Esor raced back to the more civilized market.

He halted when he spied Àstin an Galefar crossing the village square.  The other teacher was carrying a fat white hare slung over his back, its ears clenched in a fist, blood staining the fur between its rear legs. The professor did not see Esor, and Esor did not call out to him. Àstin stepped into Yliriem’s hut and dropped the rabbit on the counter. Esor watched from the opposite end of the road, rolling the lock box in his fingers, until Yliriem took the hare and Àstin into the back room.
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Chapter 5

[image: ]




Making His Acquaintance

Guards came for Esor midway up the xilcadis spire. He wasn’t prepared for it. He had stepped into a beam of sunlight and become transfixed by fluttering ribbons strung overhead. The strips of silk and glittergrass caught the fading Light. Reflected sparkles danced over the twisted-wood road. Some village choir sang to honor Biltane, voices undulating in time with the rippling ribbons. The moment was so perfect Esor’s heart forgot to beat.

The ribbons were the last thing Esor saw before a knife hilt struck him unconscious. He crumpled to the guard’s feet as if boneless. The light swirled and music played uninterrupted.
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MANORS AND SHOPS LINED the road climbing Śelasdur’s tor. High on the tor itself, between street levels, rooms were carved directly into the petrified trunk of the world-tree. Agile Àlvar guards scaled them using a series of ropes and handholds. Even the archer who carried Esor moved weightlessly.

Esor’s body fell to the floor in a beam from the arrow slit. The stone was cold enough that he stirred, lifting a hand to his aching skull.

“What...? Where am I?”

“This is an Osurmit,” said a voice coming from a buck Esor could not see. “From here, any Àlvar may sing to the next, conducting matters of war without utilizing Heralds.”

Esor struggled to focus upon the Àlvare surrounding him. These guards did not wear the pale tones of House Írsa. They wore lightweight leather armor trimmed in red and carried arrows fletched with roc feathers. Lady Ilare’s keroterase were similarly appointed. They were Kovenor.

“Why am I here?” asked Esor.

“Matters of war.” Lord Mayor Corvin emerged from the rear of the room. He was draped in black, antlers adorned by delicate golden chains. In one hand, he held a whip. Its tail dragged on the ground beside him so its teeth scraped lines into the dust. With the other hand, he held the silver lock box Tasero had given her son. “I’m holding you on suspicion of Dwarrow sympathy.”

Esor began stuttering. “I don’t understand. There’s some mistake.”

“Ravens and wolves hunt together.” The Lord Mayor’s voice dropped to a rich baritone that radiated emotion, all sharps and flats. “Ravens will find weak prey and alert the wolves with a cry. When the wolves come, they perform the kill. They rend the flesh and ravens devour the offal.” He lifted the box. “What is this?”

“A gift from my mother.”

“You mean to tell me that your mother, Tasero an Amen, the lauded seamstress, gifted you a Dwarrow Heartbox?” The Lord Mayor’s voice was as beautiful as it was terrible. A dozen musicians could have served as his backing orchestra without overwhelming the raw disbelief he projected.

Esor could barely speak to utter the word, “Dwarrow?”

For a moment, he feared Corvin had found his way into Esor’s dreams, observing those visions of their enemy. It felt more forbidden than ever that Esor’s sleeping mind should be filled with Dwarrow while he kneeled in a guardroom, skewered by the Lord Mayor’s gaze.

Corvin strolled around Esor, the long hem of his robes slithering in his wake. Beadwork hissed on stone. “Heartboxes are precious to Dwarrow Clans. A family keepsake passed between generations. They’re only gifted to another soul when a Dwarrow seeks marriage. A tender, sentimental keepsake between lovers.”

Esor shook his head, slowly at first, and more frantic when a step brought Corvin’s radius tighter around him. “There’s some mistake. My mother knows no Dwarrow!”

Corvin stopped before Esor. The Heartbox trapped the Lord Mayor’s fingers caught the sunlight, reflecting on Esor’s eye so he flinched away.

“I must look like weak prey, retreating from Set to Śelasdur,” said Corvin. “You look to me like a raven about to cry for Dwarrow wolves to shred my throat. So I will ask once more. Where did this Heartbox come from?”

The air hummed when the Lord Mayor held the Heartbox between them. Esor could not pull away when Corvin let the silver metal swing against his cheek. They were connected by chain and box for a heartbeat. The wind shifted. It smelled like mines deep within Neuś Mak Namä, where her brilliant eye never shined, and a young adventurer could vanish after taking two steps beyond the wrong gate.

Esor’s eyes rolled into the back of his head. He fainted.

Nightmares chased Esor’s briefest moments of unconsciousness, drawing blinks into months. He was the skewered bloodtoad. His dreams extended into infinity.

The Heartbox.

A different puzzle box swung before him like a pendulum in darkness, the only source of light. It was as lumpy as if hands had molded it while white-hot. The cord was clutched in the strong fist of an indistinct figure, stocky and broad but faceless. A Dwarrow.

Hands slapped Esor’s cheeks.

“Wake up.”

Esor stirred to find himself held in one of the Lord Mayor’s arms, cheek stinging from a slap he hadn’t felt.

When Corvin saw open eyes, he briefly smiled. “Good,” said the Lord Mayor. To the guards he said, “Strip the creature for interrogation.”

They took Esor’s vest and coat, leaving a flimsy cotton shirt underneath. It would be no protection from Corvin’s whip. The finest Àlvar weapons could penetrate leather armor, and Esor was far softer than leather.

“Why did you faint? Is your constitution typically so weak that you swoon with fear?” asked Corvin.

Esor did not respond. He sweated, and the dampness made him shiver.

“You’d best remember how to speak. I have many questions and little patience.” The whip twitched at Corvin’s side as a feline’s tail might. “I have no patience for the Era-spanning political games other Lösàlvar play. I react to threats swiftly. In this way, I survive.”

“My liege—”

“You’ve spent forty years distant from the Republic’s war with the Mountainhomes. It would take a powerful force to turn a Thicket Àlvar toward Dwarrow sympathies, but passion compels many traitors. Passion for country...passion for a female. A Heartbox would seem to point a finger.”

“My liege, please—”

“It will take time for Tasero an Amen to tell me where the Heartbox came from.” «What will I do with you until then?» Corvin seemed to have an answer in mind. To an archer, he said, “Take the lad’s undershirt.”

The cloth ripped free over his head. Esor whimpered. The Eternal Cross swung free from his neck.

“I know there to be traitors in Śelasdur,” said Corvin. “Twice have assassins moved against me here. My secrets are sold to enemies. This began before you arrived, so if your mother can satisfy questions about the Heartbox, I may let you live. If she won’t respond...”

Corvin stopped circling Esor. The teacher hunched on the floor, exposing the arch of his spine. Esor’s back was tanned except for slashes of white scar.

“When were you whipped?” asked Corvin.

Esor’s teeth chattered when he talked. “I was punished for stealing expensive medicine from an apothecary.”

“Were you guilty of the accused crime?”

“Yes, my liege,” he said, hair hanging over his face to hide his shame.

Esor gasped when a gloved fingertip touched his back. He swayed at a fresh surge of dizziness.

Corvin traced the lines and counted silently. “Twenty lashes, I see. It must have been a valuable medicine to so vigorously stripe the skin of a tender-fleshed, unbonded Dokàlvar.”

“My father encouraged the apothecary’s punishment. He didn’t want me to make that mistake again.” Esor swallowed so hard it rocked his body.

“Would you do it again?”

Even quieter, his muscles tightening, Esor said, “The child of a weaver fell ill. She couldn’t get the medicine in the sinśos. They won’t release it without an examination by a xilcadis healer, and by the time we saved enough for a pass, she was too sick.”

“Your father had you whipped for the transgression,” said Corvin.

“The child died regardless. I endangered myself in vain. My father knows that pain can teach lessons to the deafest ears. If he had not taught me that lesson, someone else may have, with direr results. I’m grateful.” His gaze tracked up Corvin’s embroidered robes, to his belt, his collar, his antlers. “I wouldn’t betray my father, the Empire, or a son of Tosvodos such as yourself.”

The Lord Mayor tucked his whip into his belt decisively. “Get dressed, Master Esor.”
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ESOR WAS STILL RUMPLED when they descended to the waiting carriage. Corvin entered first. The footman Dak held the door open with his right hand, the webbing of which was tattooed by an oathsworn mark. He slammed the door shut behind Esor.

“You should realize by now that you’ve been watched closely. My people will watch you closer still after this,” said Corvin. They sat on opposite benches facing one another. The sprawl of Corvin’s robes occupied more than half the roomy carriage, its velvet roof lifted to give his antlers space.

Esor occupied a corner of one cushion, though he no longer cowered. He rearranged his jacket, ran his fingers through his hair, and took slow breaths. “I welcome the scrutiny.”

Corvin registered surprise without words. «Why?» A chime in the High Tongue that shivered through the glass pendants swaying on the valances.

“I’m loyal and commit no wrongs, so the guards will serve to protect me from allegation.” Esor’s eyes flicked toward the antlers, then back to his hands. “My Lord, I beg you to allow me to keep the gift from my mother. The—the Heartbox. She has requested I keep it—open it—and I will notify you when that time comes to pass, if you feel it is of security concern to the Republic.”

“You cannot infiltrate the lock on such a Heartbox,” said Corvin. “To meet your mother’s supposed challenge, you can only find someone with the key.”

“Then I will find them,” said Esor.

“They say the box will only open when those who hold lock and key are truly in love.”

“Then I will find them,” he said again with hardly a pause. When the carriage halted at the steps of the palace, fleeting Light illuminated a flush atop Esor’s cheeks. He couldn’t hide his smile. “So long the seed must slumber before the springtime thaw, as they say.”

The Lord Mayor said, “Does the humming of the bees call you?” At Esor’s startled expression, he said, “All lordlings learn Kaledor.”

“What do the Dwarrow say is within a Heartbox?” asked Esor.

“Neither bee nor seed, nor anything else you might expect to lie behind a lock that size. The contents of a Heartbox are a closely held secret.”

“But if there are more in the Mountainhomes, then someone has surely told the secret by now,” said Esor. “People must know what is inside them.”

“The Dwarrow defy rationality in so many ways.” Corvin held out the Heartbox, offering it with graceful fingers tipped by groomed nails. Esor took it back. “I look forward to seeing this Heartbox open.”

Esor stepped out of the carriage to find himself taken in hand by guards. His eyes grew round. “I thought...”

“You would simply leave after bringing a Dwarrow treasure into this palace?” Corvin’s size was overwhelming when he slid from the carriage. “It’s time I become more acquainted with the young buck teaching my sister.”

#

[image: ]


THERE WERE TWICE HEXANT bedrooms in Murnloim Wing, where the members of Great House Kovenor resided in Śelasdur. Esor was escorted to one of those lavish, unoccupied chambers. “Hexes,” Esor murmured at the sight of the room. Its arched roof dripped with flowers, painted glass windows glimmered with orange and cyan, and a central bed was canopied by vines. Artisans had sung the furniture into shapes resembling tree-spirits, flowing with natural growth patterns. A fountain poured from one wall to fill a wash basin. “I thought I was under arrest. This isn’t a prison.”

“Prisons take all forms,” said Dak.

“Such as being oathsworn?” asked Esor, not as politely as his mother would have liked.

Dak rubbed the mark on his hand. “There’s no difference between being oathsworn or bonded Dokàlvar in the Empire. You wear yet another prison around your neck willingly.”

The jostling rush up the stairs had shaken Esor’s Eternal Cross from underneath his collar. “My faith frees me.”

“The deadliest prison is the one where you choose to stay,” said Dak darkly.

“Enough of the dramatic.” Another staff member fluttered from behind a woven screen. Kuper wore his steward robes with Ralen’s flair for embroidered hems. The arch of paint over his eyes made him garishly cosmopolitan for the remote city setting. “Dak’s dramatics will escalate if you let him. Never let him go on about anything gloomy like that. Prisons, murder, death, etcetera.”

“I appreciate the advice, but—why are you undressing me?” asked Esor.

The steward’s hands made quick work of Esor’s fastenings, tossing aside overrobe, vest, and shirtsleeves. “You can’t dine with the Lord Mayor in this condition,” said Kuper, yanking Esor’s belt out of the loops. He glared when Esor tried to step away. “Don’t fight me, now. I’ve never lost a fight. I won’t lose against you.”

“But—”

“A belt,” Kuper muttered, yanking at the toggles. “Boots! Such lower-class clothing. Functional clothing.”

Esor defended the Heartbox and the Eternal Cross. “These stay.”

“So long as you hide the cross. The whole Great House holds a grudge against the Church—which you did not hear from me, mind. Now come along.”

There was no time for a proper bath, but Kuper scrubbed Esor hard enough with soap and cloth that his skin burned red. He replaced Esor’s clothes with robe and slippers, of all things—nothing Esor could have worn serving as his mother’s porter, nor when hiking to teach children in rural manors.

“A tailored fit with no fittings performed,” Esor marveled. “My mother would be impressed.”

“High praise from the son of Tasero an Amen,” said the steward.

“How is this done?”

“The Lord Mayor delivered your measurements,” said Kuper, raising more questions than answers.

Esor glimpsed himself passing a polished metal mirror. The robes were high-necked with a waist dropped lower than fashionable, much like the Lord Mayor himself wore. Esor couldn’t even see his slippers. He felt shorter wearing them, and he was already too short for an Àlvar. Wearing so much black deprived his face of color. He could have passed for a Kovenor.

He was dazed upon arriving to a dining room in a solarium. The table was set for two with comfortable cushions for kneeling. A shiny decanter filled with wine caught the glow of distant braziers, ranged so the warmth was consistent. A maze of inset planters defined a path over an ivy-tangled bridge and under weeping branches.

Esor came to stand across from Corvin.

The Lord Mayor kneeled so that his robes engulfed the pillow. He was comfortable sitting straight-backed with a goblet of wine in one hand, somehow insolently lazy with flawless posture.

“Lord Mayor.” Esor bowed deeply and remained bent with his eyes upon his slippers.

“Sit,” said Corvin. “Pour yourself wine. We’ll not be attended for this conversation.”

Esor gazed mistrustfully at the plate of fruit, pastries, and thin-sliced meat. It looked delicious. He feared to touch it.

“This won’t be your last meal. I don’t need privacy to kill you,” said Corvin lightly.

Esor served himself. When the last of the attendants disappeared from the doorway, he took a drink of wine. He resisted the urge to grimace at its bitter flavor until Corvin was looking elsewhere.

“My liege,” began Esor.

“Eat while it’s hot.” Advice aside, Corvin seemed only interested in his wine. It was the same color as the trim of his collar, the cuffs on his sleeves. It stained the edge of his mouth violet. “Even the grapes here are soiled by the taste of Chaos. Śelasdur grows beautiful females and little else.”

Esor took a small bite of meat. It was wretched indeed, even cooked in fine spices and oils. “Did you come to Śelasdur for does?”

“My father often reminds me that I need a bride to oversee household matters in Set. Lady Kitśanve needs matches for her daughters.” Corvin refilled his goblet, already emptied. “How do Ilare’s studies progress?”

“I wish I were doing better by Lady Ilare. It’s impossible to teach a science as complex as alchemy across a horde of keroterase.”

“That sounds like something a lad might say to get time alone with my fertile, unwedded sister.”

“I would be left alone with her as soon as I would a pit of vipers,” said Esor. He was so nervous that he lost control of his words. They kept coming. “Lady Ilare herself is pleasant, of course—I don’t mean to insult any of the High, much less a daughter of my benefactors’ House, and—well, if I can be honest, there is nothing to be gained for me worth the risk of misbehavior. I only wish for space, you see. I stumble over the keroterase. They block me with their arms. I cannot see what she does until mistakes are made. It might help if they were amiable to standing more...ranged around the room?” He trailed off at the end, realizing he was making vague broad gestures with his hands to the quiet amusement of the Lord Mayor.

“Noted,” said Corvin.

Esor grew more embarrassed and folded his hands on his lap. “Yes. Thank you.”

The Lord Mayor swirled his wine, smiling over the rim. “You have kept busy outside Ilare’s lessons by building friendships in the tower. You’ve ample time to take on more work.”

“Yes. Of course. Other duties as specified, as the contract said.”

“You were familiarized with stewardship by the legendary Amen Nikowë, were you not? Excellent. You should have a steward’s knowledge and a tailor’s eye. That information will tell you more about an individual than they will ever say aloud.”

“I am not renown for my perceptiveness,” Esor said.

“Any skill can be developed. Assuming that your mother testifies to a benign origin for the Heartbox, I have another task for you. I want you to serve me directly. Find Dwarrow sympathizers in the xilcadis.”

Any command would have settled over Esor with the weight of divine order: such was the debt Dokàlvar owed to the Lösàlvar Namä favored. From the Lord Mayor who held his contract, this command descended as a noose.

Esor emptied his goblet of wine.

The Lord Mayor chuckled when Esor could not hide a grimace of distaste.

“Scared you, have I?” asked Corvin. «Good. You should be scared.»

Esor picked up a wafer then set it down again without eating, dipping his fingers in the bowl of water to clean them. “Dwarrow sympathizers?”

“You’ve been invited to luncheon at every House in the city. You’ve befriended the unbonded Dokàlvar of Śelasdur, the wives of the Elders are fascinated by you, and I see you hold brew well enough to coax them with drink. Get them to talk. Tell me who lacks in loyalty.”

Esor thought of the maiden-of-the-garden spitting vitriol about the Magistrate. He thought about Àstin an Galefar claiming he never went to the village, then carrying a dead hare to meet a midwife. He thought of a new tutor with a Heartbox and Dwarrow dreams. “I am at your service in any way, as we both well know, but I can only disappoint you in matters of espionage. I am a teacher, Lord Mayor. That’s for good reason. My mother failed to teach me weaving. My father despaired at how poorly I took to the logistics of stewardship. I’m useless outside of books.”

“We’ve sent soldiers to war with less training,” said Corvin. “You’ll do fine. Steady yourself, lad. Deep breaths.”

“Are you...trying to reassure me?”

“You seem to need reassurance. I did not bring you to Śelasdur to see you immediately killed. You can do what I have commanded. And you will, if you hope to survive this war.”

Esor had not known he was fighting one.
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DWARROW HAD BEEN WAGING war against the Àlvare for years, dogging the coasts and harassing ships in the deepest channels. They had few vessels their own. Hence the Warlord sailed on Geldur’s sea-tower. Boiling tanks turned Chaos to kirē, keeping them afloat and heating the air. It was there, in the belly of the Cursed Maid, that the Warlord made his demand: “Go north at the coast. We take Śelasdur.”

The Warlord wore only authority as armor in the sweltering belly of the Maiur sea-tower. He wore a skelt wrapped around his waist with its long tail flung over one shoulder. The exposed breadths of his shoulders were hairy and tanned.

“With Admiral Brynulf’s fleet in place, the northern straits remain too dangerous. He’ll obliterate me,” said Admiral Geldur.

“But we know at last the Heart of Tephra is in Śelasdur right now,” said the Warlord. “I will not miss this opportunity to strike.”

“Is it more important to loosen the Ildòrian grip upon our straits, or fulfill a personal vendetta?” asked Hornbull.

The Warlord snarled again. He rounded upon Hornbull with fists clenched.

“Peace, men.” Geldur rested his hand on the Warlord’s chest and fixed his commander with a firm look. Hornbull was fiery as the Warlord in his way—a Magus with Orkar blood—yet both were quelled by Geldur. “This is higher than Àlvare and Dwarrow. What matters most is retrieving the Heart.”

“The Lord Mayor. Lord Mayor now. He grows in power as I scramble.” The Warlord spit upon the deck. “I only agreed to negotiate with the Magistrate when we didn’t know where the Heart was hidden. Now we do.”

“If you face Corvin Kovenor again, Warlord, he will take your life,” said Geldur.

The Warlord hung his head before the armor. The scarred lines of his back were taut, rippling with canyons and peaks built by years of crushing Àlvar heads with his hammer. Anguish showed in the fists hanging heavy at his sides.

A new voice spoke. “I’ll go to Śelasdur myself.” Another Dwarrow slid down the ladder from the upper deck. Bonetaker was more diminutive than her leader, her garnet-studded beard sleeker, her muscles wirier. “I’ll debark at the peninsula and find my way to Śelasdur. Be sure to tell that Patrician I am coming swift. A three-month journey, no more.”

“I cannot send you to fight Corvin alone, my friend,” said the Warlord.

“Nor would I try to fight.” Bonetaker softened the Warlord’s muscles with a touch on his cheek. “I am not one to fight, but to influence. Let me seek the Heart. Trust I will do it without drawing a dagger.”

The Warlord remained unconvinced.

Geldur said, “Take Hornbull. His powers will be great in Śelasdur where Chaos taints the very air. Bonetaker will come to no harm in his care.”

“That will do,” said the Warlord. “We continue with our plan to retrieve the great krandryl and Chakora, leaving the Heart to Bonetaker.”

By morning, the Warlord was watching Bonetaker’s swoop retreat into the coastal mists. The hostile geometry of cliffs dwarfed the vessel. Pale-blue glints of Hornbull’s sorcery upon the prow were the last to vanish from view.

Men dwelled on lands of stark stone and sparse vegetation, where soil was tough, bogs were deep, and wood was scarce. Even the ravenous Àlvar Empire didn’t want such a land, leaving the soft-skinned and short-lived Men to muddy about with their barbaric kingdoms. It was a safe place for Bonetaker to pass.

Uneasy, the Warlord said, “I neither know nor trust Hornbull.”

“I do,” said Geldur. He unwrapped the bandage from his hand. The vosaik bite was hot and red. He grunted when he splashed another tincture on it.

“He disrespects my cause,” said the Dwarrow.

“Hornbull need not grasp the enormity of our mission. We do. Without the Heart, the Mountainhomes will die.”

“Without the Mountainhomes, Ashenna dies,” said the Warlord by rote.

“I would not intercede if the stakes were less. But I am sensitive to the loss of the Prophet, just as you are. I mourn as you do. We will salvage the Heart so that it may go home.” Geldur rested an uninjured hand on the Warlord’s shoulder. The Maiur was grim-faced, but the wisdom of age radiated from his sympathetic gaze. “We will make sure your dead rest.”
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Chapter 6
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Stargazing


So long the seed must slumber

before the springtime thaw

The flowing nectar brings the bees;

their humming is my call

To spread my petals open wide,

surrendered and enthralled

Rapture glistens on their hair

from whence they dared to crawl

So long our pollen mingles

after tender touch withdraws

I bear the seeds that slumber

in remembrance of it all

—From “The Song for Suska” by Kaledor
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Though he was approaching four hundred years—ten times Esor’s age—Àstin an Galefar was still considered young by Àlvar standards. He chuckled incredulously when asked about romance. “My prospects are as many as yours,” said Àstin. “I can’t secure manumission for a village lass, much less the children she bears us. I’ve no mind for marrying until the All-Mother produces a doe suitable in form and status. She will have to fund her own freedom.”

“Not every romantic prospect is one for marriage,” said Esor.

Àstin laughed again, lasciviously. “You dirty dog.”

They shared a drink in the parlor of House Anrire after luncheon had ended, passing the afternoon in the lord’s hospitality. The sons of the House, Ismiren and Verim, were due for private tutoring on astronomy once Night fell, so Esor and Àstin remained in wait to escort them. Crystalline minerals were caught within the grip of wood urged to cage stone, then hung on shelves. The husks of monstrous insects hunted by miners adorned their walls. The parlor doors stood open to a garden with imported trees and spring-flush flowers. Such luxurious comfort gave Esor and Àstin’s conversation the mood to skew toward the personal.

Àstin said, “I’ve had tumbles in many a port, if that’s what you suggest, but I would not tumble so casually in Śelasdur. Why, have you found the prospects quality since your arrival? Have you been actively searching for that special one in the brothels, perhaps?”

“I wouldn’t,” said Esor, stuttering. “I never.”

“Maybe you ought to,” said Àstin. “I know a place in the village where the ladies are not so fine, but lovely to behold and be held!” Esor choked on his attempted response. He could not speak. Àstin said, “They have fellows too, if that’s your preference. Are fellows your preference, Master Esor?”

They couldn’t continue speaking once the housekeeper presented Ismiren and Verim. They were pale children few vetone distant in age, the youngest young enough that he wouldn’t have been out of place carrying a doll.

“Will this take long?” asked little Verim, trembling.

Àstin sobered and slipped into a teacher’s role. “The sooner we begin, the sooner it ends.”

Esor guided them through the Night by lantern. Ismiren showed no fear, though he held Verim’s hand tightly. Àstin hummed to himself, rehearsing the melodies he would teach them using the keyed lyre hanging off his shoulder.

The palace was poorly lit once Namä’s golden eye sank below the horizon, leaving nothing but the expanse of starlight and the crescents of Lorkullen’s watchful moons. The spiral hall into the astronomy tower was pitch dark outside Esor’s lamplight.

“It’s so quiet here,” Ismiren said. “Nobody comes out this late.”

“Because it’s dangerous,” said Verim.

“I often walk the halls of Śelasdur at Night,” said Esor, holding the lantern higher to illuminate the jagged steps. “I remain safe and whole.”

“Why do you walk at Night?” asked Ismiren.

“Master Esor loathes beds and prefers to catch his rest atop his desk,” teased Àstin. Esor swung a kick at his fellow teacher as a child might.

A laugh from Ismiren was strange in the echoing tower—a joyful sound that seemed hostile to the creak of ancient wood.

“In my wanderings, I’ve heard many a strange sound, and seen many a strange shadow,” said Esor. “It is a strange xilcadis, don’t you think? Yet not all that is strange wants to hurt us. You may be sure you’re safe in Àstin’s care.” He winked at the children. “Naturally, I would allow the monsters to eat you.”

The children were cheery enough to begin the lesson as soon as they entered the astronomy tower. Esor sat back with his lantern, sketching in his journal, while Àstin sought gaps in the clouds to show them stars.

“Astronomy was easier to teach in Rosen,” said Àstin. “The skies were clear and cold! The Everhalls may see us through such cloud cover, but we cannot see the Everhalls.” His voice took a professorial cadence, describing each visible star and the souls with which it associated. “That star peeking through the storm, Daledus, is where the souls of lustful Àlvar are punished in death... And Orotio is a place of wrath... Few reach Ko Devero, but it is the finest of them...”

When they were done, Esor escorted the boys back to the city. Àstin was already gone when Esor returned to the tower, and Esor could not find him anywhere. Àstin’s chambers were in the same hallway behind the scullery as Esor’s. As near as Esor could tell, Àstin never slept there. It was not so strange. With the onslaught of nightmares, Esor tried not to sleep in his room, either. Perhaps nobody in Śelasdur slept, driven to wander by the shrieking winds and promise of secrets.
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SOME LIGHTS LATER, the teachers shared luncheon at House Avandulen. Lord Duxnus was eager to show his wealth by serving finely sliced greatfish, pickled and adorned in capers.

“It’s marvelous,” Esor assured the lady of the House, who blushed at the compliment. “I recently ate Frostland hare that was, until now, the finest meal of my life. I never expected to revise my opinions so quickly.” Àstin was not eating as eagerly, subdued at his end of the table. “Would you prefer the hare, Master Àstin?”

“Hare has never been to my taste,” Àstin said. “The greatfish is delightful.”

Every House Esor visited seemed much the same. The fine decor varied only to distinguish a House’s source of wealth, such as forestry or mining. All gardens were small and obsessively tended by artisans with an Affinity for flora. The àlvilere were terribly proud of their xilcadis homes, their wives were dying for gossip, and Esor saw nothing of the Dwarrow among any of them. He only saw enormous wealth straddling the spire road overlooking enormous poverty.

Weeks unfolded with tense quiet. Esor accepted every invitation that did not conflict with teaching Ilare.

Àstin stopped showing up for luncheon one week.

“Imagine his exhaustion, poor thing,” tutted Lady Vàliere of House Iśkirad. “Even a Dokàlvar so newly manumitted can only work so hard and so long before requiring respite.”

Esor took advantage of Àstin’s absence to ask, “Oh, his manumission was recent?”

She and her sisters were eager to tell him that Àstin an Galefar had paid his bond off only a century past, delivering a mountain of gold to the Church’s tithe barn in one visit. “Apparently one of his students’ families was very grateful for his work,” said a sister, Kinevare. “He’s a handsome thing. I might be grateful for his work too, if I could get him to perform it for me.”

Vàliere giggled the loudest of the group. “Naughty lass!”

Esor’s polite smile made up for his silence.

“Your bond was paid at birth, was it not, Master Esor?” asked Vàliere. “What a triumph for your bloodline. True redemption is mere generations away. You’ll see your family’s quality improve quickly, I tell you. Look at the maiden-of-the-garden, Governess Malenē. Only the first generation born to her House, yet already, she would pass for old-blood Lösàlvar if not for those stubby little ears.” Those last three words were delivered as though she spoke to a baby. Stubby little ears. She wiggled her forefingers beside her own gracefully long pinnae. “Namä’s blessing comes swiftly to those Low who please her. I’m sure you please her greatly, Master Esor.”

He murmured thanks as the ladies tittered.

After luncheon that Light, Esor retired to the quiet of his classroom. He’d written a letter about Àstin’s behavior to Corvin. The first draft was quick and short.

Àstin an Galefar is given to lie about his whereabouts. He denies visiting the sinśos, but I witnessed him bringing a white hare to a healer.

As time passed, Esor added more details about the elusive teacher. Àstin’s inconsistent stories of his past were enough to fill a page. Esor had also sketched a white rabbit at the bottom, stretched out dead, as if carried in a fist.

Esor hid the page when his classroom door opened.

“Care to get a drink in the city?” asked Àstin. He looked tireder than Esor. The smell of bitter wine clung to his jacket.

“I fear work keeps me at my desk. Lady Ilare is an ambitious student who demands challenging lessons to hold her attention. My sleepless Nights are barely enough time to learn the alchemical processes before she does, and now Corvin asks more work of me.”

“A drink could remedy much of that,” said Àstin. “I have listening ears if you want to talk through the rest. Unless it is a private affair?”

“Private indeed. I can only share that the Lord Mayor demanded I perform research. I’m unsure I can offer what he desires.”

“I have no envy for the tasks you face. The visiting Levusàlvare show no interest in my presence—a mercy for one such as we. You are a bright wit, Master Esor. Your answers will come to you.”

Esor was not so confident, gazing hollowly into his ink bottle. “Forty winters have I fared upon Neuś Mak Namä, and endless they have seemed—purposeless beyond a search for purpose. Àlvare are meant to be timeless, yet I feel each day crawl. I suffer each minute I can neither sleep nor grasp the ghosts I am tasked to grasp.” Esor resentfully knuckled the Heartbox, currently resting on the desk. “This is far from the only lock I have failed to open.”

“The passage of seasons is slow for the young,” said Àstin. “Impatience is a fleeting gift that dims as we numb to the rhythm of life—its failures and successes alike. For now, turn your frustration to passion for the chase. It is your advantage. In the meantime, my invitation to the tavern remains.”

“As do my refusal and gratitude, friend.”

“Brother,” said Àstin, patting him on the shoulder.

Àstin departed. Esor tugged the letter he drafted from underneath his book and despaired over the details.

“No certain answer,” Esor said, “but a certain fate unto anyone I report to Corvin.” He laughed to himself, shaking his head. “Àstin, Dwarrow sympathizer? At worst he is a rake.”

He tossed the letter into his brazier and resolved to no longer investigate Àstin an Galefar.
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Chapter 7

[image: ]




Crescent and Teardrop

Classroom conditions improved after Esor asked for Corvin’s leniency. Keroterase crowded the library, but once Esor stepped into his classroom, he found only Ilare and her commander.

“I’ve been ordered to limit keroterase inside this room,” said Samej.

Ilare clapped her hands. “Wonderful. Now we can get work done! Don’t you think that’s wonderful, Samej?”

The commander’s gaze burned silently through Esor.

Samej was more vigilant to compensate for the emptied room. His hand seldom left his belt knife. He hovered at Esor’s back, as if waiting for an excuse to slit the teacher’s throat.

This scrutiny did nothing to damage Esor’s reinvigorated enthusiasm for teaching. Esor lit the heating elements, unpacked an assortment of herbs, and pulled books off the shelves.

“How queer that my brothers relaxed their policy on my supervision,” Ilare mused aloud. She performed an infusion on the alchemy table, using notes written in her own hand. Flighty as she was, she learned quickly, and she had already written a novel’s worth of pages about the lessons.

Esor stood nearby with only Samej between them. At least Esor could see her hands. “I asked the Lord Mayor for help.”

“When did you speak to him?” asked Ilare.

“We had dinner on Biltane.”

“You ate with Corvin?” She drooped. “I never eat with him.”

Ilare seemed distracted for the remainder of the lesson, incapable of performing even the simplest procedures. Esor did not press on her performance.

After the lesson, he bade she return prepared on the morrow.

Ilare replied, “Will you ask my brother to let me attend church?” At Esor’s confusion, she elaborated. “The church in Śelasdur has fallen into disuse, but I would see it restored for my spiritual comfort. I cannot make this request directly; I’ve not spoken with Corvin in months. He’s always in Osurmite, guiding battles against the Dwarrow, his attention far from Śelasdur. If you passed along the message, I would be indebted—deeply so.”

“I’ll broach the subject if opportunity presents itself.”

“Thank you, Master Esor.” Ilare sang, «I have been so lonely.» It whispered from her like a brook rippling between stones.

Esor pretended not to hear or understand, bowing his farewell.

After she left, he stood before windows shaded by growing thunderheads. Condensation gathered inside the glass and ran in rivulets to the sill. He widened the lantern’s shutter so that he would not be alone with the shadow. “A church in Śelasdur,” he murmured.
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THE PATRICIAN’S LIBRARY was sparse on matters specific to the xilcadis. “The Great Wave destroyed much of the original collection,” the librarian explained. “I’ve been rebuilding it a thousand years, but many books can never be replaced.”

“Nobody has recreated maps of the palace?” asked Esor.

“What’s the benefit?” Medista asked.

“Such information would help maintain the estate. Or help its residents find their way from room to room,” he said. Medista’s obvious annoyance made Esor think he had said something ridiculous, but he wasn’t certain what. “Then do you know where I might find an abandoned church in the xilcadis?”

“The tower was built by those who came before the Republic. They didn’t have language like we do. They didn’t draw maps. They got around the world-tree using symbolic signposts.”

“You mean, the runic marks on the statues? You think I could follow those to find the church?”

Medista sipped her tea wordlessly and stared at him until he left.

Esor searched his personal collection for information on symbolism and runes. Every book felt heavier than the last, their covers fraying and pages delicate. Previous employers had gifted most to him. The old books had no practical value: outdated almanacs, reference books, and other ephemera that had been forgotten in the basements of Great Houses. They contained many symbols that meant nothing to Esor. None aligned with those upon Śelasdur’s statues.

He looked through an atlas of Xaxen Tuv, the Land Beyond Chaos where Emperor Xenētos ruled all Republics. Esor read older translations of the Holy Chorus, too. But nowhere did Esor find anything that related to the pattern of symbols.

He did not mean to sleep, but his eyes were heavy, and he had long avoided slumber. When he blinked, symbols swirled behind his eyelids. Crosses and hatches. Jagged lines intersecting with curves. Musical annotations. The sigils of Spirits.

Esor could not tell the difference between his open eyes looking at a page and the dream. He tumbled into dark, musty caverns as his head drooped.

The wind sucked him deeper. It was warmer than Śelasdur ever became, even on the hottest day. The distorted Heartbox hung before him, gleaming in darkness, its lumpy shape a mockery of the flawless cube Esor carried. Icons slithered over the topography, dipping down into the valleys and arching over hilly peaks.

Crosses and hatches. Jagged lines. Curves.

Esor was no longer falling. He stood upon shifting, sandy ground. There was nothing to be seen in the absolute darkness, but some emptiness that roared huge and unseen. The mass of its presence was in its aural splendor, as if Namä herself were inhaling for a yawn.

He caught the Heartbox and shined it upon the ground. There was something at his feet—a round metal shield, half-embedded. Its rim was circled by concentric rows of slithering runes. The largest at its center was a crescent and teardrop, plain compared to the intricacy of the others, and distinct in its sharpened lines.

Look there.

Whispers swirled louder around him, and Esor turned to see, but he was alone. There was nothing but the symbols. The Heartbox. The emptiness.

He’s looking for me.

Look.

Esor’s forehead struck a book. He leaped awake at his desk. He flung himself back in his chair, again drenched in sweat. The lantern’s flame dwindled as the fuel depleted. It was still Night outside, sky turned moonless-black, and Esor couldn’t stop shaking.

He stacked his books, stumbled to his bedroom through cold hallways, and collapsed into bed.

Śelasdur was awake when nobody else wanted to be. Its core thrust so high into the clouds that it swung with every storm. After so long being so shaken, the masonry was dust, and there were no more stones capable of falling; what remained to support the stumps of old branches had been sung together by so many artisans it could have withstood the end of the world.

It felt like the end of the world when Esor tried to sleep. The tower screamed in fear of its fate. His bed heaved like a ship at sea. He covered his head in pillows, but still, the sound tormented him.

By midnight, Esor was out of bed again, cloaked against the cold, and lurching into darkness with his lantern.

It didn’t take long for him to find the icon of the crescent-and-teardrop on a statue. Àstin had never told Esor what he would find if he followed those to a point of concentration, climbing lightless stairwells and dusty halls based on their nearness to those markings.

Esor soon found himself in an unfamiliar hallway outside an unfamiliar pair of doors. They were dusty and locked with a chain. Grand carvings rippled underneath the surplus of ivy growing from its frame, but no matter how Esor swept them aside, he could never glimpse more than a few pieces of the relief. An Eternal Cross marked the center.

“Namä’s blessings,” he whispered. “There is a church here.”

After so much time fussing with the Heartbox, the lock on the church door looked simple. Esor still had no means to open it. He settled for ripping down ivy to expose the entrance. It stood opposite a wall of windows staring at the foothills, and there was just enough starlight through the clouds that Esor could behold the door.

He stepped back, eager to see the whole of it...and gasped.

“Namä’s blessings,” he said again, with fear.

The Eternal Cross was carved onto the shield of a Spirit of Aspiration. The crescent-and-teardrop engulfed the opposite side of the door, backing a creature of eyes and rippling shadow. The monster was killing the Aspiration.

Lorkullen.

“Master Esor?”

He leaped and shrieked and swung his lantern, striking the housekeeper in the head.

“Chisamith! Oh, my apologies, I didn’t realize—did I hit you?” Esor dropped his lantern onto a windowsill to reach for Chisamith’s hands, but the old Àlvar batted him away.

“You’ve neither the aim nor arm to do damage,” she snapped, rubbing her forehead. “What in Neuś are you doing up here? This part of the palace hasn’t been used since the Great Wave.”

“Is it off-limits?”

“Only if you consider the limitations of sensibility. Come on, get away from there. Ripping down ivy—hexes! You could have pulled the whole wall on yourself! Or fallen through a hole in the floor!” Chisamith swatted him down the hall. Her hands were rough from centuries of hard labor, but her beating was half-hearted.

“My deepest apologies. I couldn’t sleep and got to exploring. Honestly, I don’t know how anybody else here sleeps with all this noise,” Esor said, laughing nervously.

Chisamith’s aging face puckered into a frown. “What noise?”

“The wind...the shrieky walls and windows... It’s terrible all Night. Surely you must hear it. It’s all over the palace.”

She still didn’t understand. “If your windows are troubling you, I’ll see about having another room prepared.” Chisamith did not react to the floor pitching under their feet. She was steady guiding Esor to his office, where he seemed most settled, and she left him huddled behind his desk with his lantern blazing bright.
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GOSSIP WAS THE CURRENCY of the idle wealthy, and Esor an Amen’s strange ways made staff talk. He was often seen pacing the hallways at Night by lantern and scribbling into journals. “He didn’t always do that,” Chisamith confided in Vaseri, one of Kitśanve’s many daughters. “It took...oh, a month, I think. Then he stopped spending Nights in his room. Don’t think he’s done it since. Stranger still, he isn’t spending Nights with anyone. There is no paramour. He just wanders.”

“He’s restless when he visits the Houses in the city, too,” said Vaseri.

“I’ve heard that he’s always that way. Restless. It’s like he’s looking for something,” said the housekeeper.

Chisamith’s observations were carried to the Patrician’s wife. “What if he is looking for something?” Vaseri asked.

“He should be careful what he looks to find here,” said Lady Kitśanve. She was writing letters at her desk. Her legs were tucked under her hindquarters, crossed at the ankles. The voluminous pearl robes were hitched to allow a cooling breeze up her thighs. “I’m suspicious of anyone so conspicuous.”

“They say that if you meet him—share tea with him—he’s far too charming to be suspicious,” Vaseri said. “His clumsiness and naivete would consign him to being a joke if he weren’t so pretty.”

“But he is very pretty,” said Lady Kitśanve, musing her glimpses of Corvin’s hand-picked tutor.

“The eccentricities hardly end at Night. Chisamith said that one of her maids told her that Esor attends every festival and sabbat,” Vaseri said. “He asks after the planning committees.”

“Volunteering for the Church’s festivals,” said Lady Kitśanve wonderingly.

Interest piqued, she slipped a note to Chisamith.

Within a matter of days, Lady Kitśanve found Commander Samej at her desk. When the Patrician’s wife demanded a kerotera’s free time, he could only surrender it. He settled himself on the kneeling stool across from hers. He set his gold-wrapped dagger on his thigh where Lady Kitśanve’s keroterase could see he would not touch it.

“I wish to hear your impressions of Esor an Amen,” Kitśanve said. “I understand Great House Kovenor hired a restless creature of the Night who charms the nobility and seeks public service in idle times.”

Samej detailed everything known about Esor an Amen:

His family was locally famous in the Great Thicket. His parents’ trades, which had been passed from their own parents, made them wealthy.

He was as respectable as Low could be, born manumitted and nary a mark upon his record.

He was not very smart, but very earnest.

“If Master Esor behaves strangely, it is the act of a thin-skinned lad suffering homesickness in a foreign county,” said Samej. “Strangeness is a sign the child should go home. He does not belong here.”

“Corvin sought him personally, you say?”

“Indeed, my lady,” said Samej.

“What makes Esor a better teacher than those local to our siśe?”

“There is surely a reason, but I am not held in the Lord Mayor’s confidence. He permits strange indulgences of Master Esor. Teacher and student may occupy the classroom when only one kerotera is present.”

Lady Kitśanve clutched her necklace. “I can only imagine the motivation. To leave his sister so vulnerable to perversion...”

“I watch Master Esor closely and would abide no harm. He presents little danger.”

“I’ll take your evaluation into account, commander,” said Kitśanve.

She commanded her housekeeper to arrange a luncheon with the entire teaching staff—Esor, Malenē, and Àstin—as well as her daughters. The Lord Mayor and Samej may have judged Esor as harmless, but there was no judgment Kitśanve trusted more than her own.
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THE COOKS OF HOUSE Írsa prepared a lavish meal under Lady Kitśanve’s guidance. She chose the finest samples of the four fish species least tainted by Chaos from the harbor. She selected herbs from her personal garden to season them. She authorized the use of citron bought from an Orkar trader. Chisamith decorated the dining hall with flowers, and the windows were cleaned so that the Light could make it all gleam.

Her efforts to entertain such lowly company did not go unnoticed. Lady Malenē was precise in her compliments, as precise she was in her movements, taking the time to help serve the bucks before she herself settled.

Esor was effusive in his praise, eager to avoid insult, and quick to blush. He made a salad bowl clatter loudly once and looked as though he might melt into the floor. He took two opportunities to visit the lavatory, and each time was so transparently an excuse to compose himself, Kitśanve pitied him for it.

Despite the distraction of Esor an Amen’s radiant awkwardness, Lady Kitśanve noticed Àstin remained silent. He said nothing by the time they arrived at the second course.

“What do you think of our company?” Lady Kitśanve asked her daughter, Ulana, seated to her left. “Do we not have a fine teaching staff at Śelasdur, my dear?”

“Finer than they have in Rosen,” said Ulana.

“Proof that a port can be wealthy in crowns and impoverished in people.” Lady Kitśanve stroked her hands over her belly, so large that it rested on her thighs when she sat. Her chair placed her high above those who kneeled around the table—all except her prided daughter seated to her right.

With barely two centuries behind her, Vaseri was beautifully ripe. Masses of glossy chestnut hair were gathered in a snood. Her shoulders were bared, and she wore no crown, but that would surely change soon. Malor was Patrician and Kitśanve was Levusàlvar. Their daughter was only yet unmarried because they were waiting for the best offer.

It meant something when young Lady Vaseri said, “The teaching staff at Śelasdur is indeed the finest. I’ve learned more at the hands of the instructors than I dreamed possible.”

Àstin bumped his goblet and it tipped, spilling onto Esor. Àstin leaped to his feet. “Oh, I’m dreadfully sorry—Esor?”

The younger teacher hadn’t reacted to the spill. He was unconscious in his chair, head hanging, bangs over his face, hands limp in his lap. He had been quiet for minutes but nobody had noticed.

“What is the matter?” asked Kitśanve. Her guests were stirring, pushing their chairs away to stand. Alarm rippled over them.

“He seems to be...asleep,” said Àstin. He tipped Esor’s head back. The younger teacher was lightly snoring. Àstin laughed and ruffled Esor’s hair with relief at the sound. “Oh, you sad little mouse of a buck.” He passionately planted a kiss on Esor’s forehead. To the rest of the room, Àstin said, “Master Esor is an insomniac. Forgive him, my ladies, for this is neither insult nor illness. Come, Esor, you’d best wake up. Quickly now.”

“No.” Lady Kitśanve stood. “Let him sleep.” She dismissed everyone from the room, including Àstin an Galefar. “I will personally attend Master Esor.”
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ESOR JERKED AWAKE SOME time later, hand flying to grip the Heartbox. Lady Kitśanve’s dining room seemed flipped. He stared at the distant wall through his crooked legs as though he were floating above the windows.

In his dreams, he had been gathering allies in a lightless cave, planning to defend the Dwarrow Mountainhomes. There were no windows looking outside in those caves; one cavern simply led to another.He had stood beside—within—above—Mishun Mikteshfis the Brinkdelver. The maps had been so detailed that Esor could read the words in the margins, but even those details were fleeting.

It took time before Esor realized he had slipped from his stool during lunch. He remained on the floor, but Lady Kitśanve had propped his feet on a cushion.

She stood over him, one hand on her belly and one on the back of a chair. “Awake at last,” said Lady Kitśanve.

Esor nearly flipped himself over in his rush to simultaneously bow, apologize, and ask how long he had been unconscious. She passively watched him right himself. Esor only got to his knees before stopping with a groan, dizzy.

There were no keroterase in the room. He was alone with the Patrician’s wife.

“Someone seems to have slipped a sleeping draught into your meal. I’ll have to tell the cook to be more careful next time,” Kitśanve said dryly.

“Please don’t,” said Esor. “This is no fault but my own. My dreams have been turbulent, so I resist sleeping. Childish tomfoolery.”

“Tell me about the dreams,” Lady Kitśanve said.

“They are unremarkable,” he demurred.

“I am no Kovenor to debate orders with Low. Tell me about the dreams.”

Her command clutched his chest like a fist. “I see dark caves and—and I see Dwarrow, largely.” Esor straightened himself as much as he could without getting up, smoothing back his hair, straightening his collar. “They feel like nightmares no matter the subject. When I wake, the details flee, and I am left with a wretched sense of dread and...”

“And?”

“I tremble for hours,” he said quietly, shamefully. “The Heralds here sing often of Dwarrow activity. Weak as I am, I cannot help but dwell upon the lives lost in village raids, and I fall asleep thinking of these battles. I suffer naught besides an over-active imagination.”

“You are a fawn,” said Kitśanve. “So young, so small, so sensitive to the world, without a whit of vero. We become like the oldest trees, impervious to disaster, timeless observers on a changing land, but you are malleable as shoreline. My daughters, too, have strange visions when they sleep. They are sensitive to psychic matters. For years, I have collected their visions and tried to understand the connection, but theirs is a story with missing chapters.”

She took the cushion that Esor’s feet had left. Her descent made her billowing robes gust out the citron-tinted scent of her sweat. Pregnant Lady Kitśanve was not so intimidating once seated, hands folded in her lap, face as round as her stomach.

“Śelasdur is a place of evil,” she said. “Truth of this evil is locked behind resolute lips and lost to time. Yet Śelasdur wants us to know what happened to him. Śelasdur’s story remains embedded in the soil. He speaks to us in dreams, begging us to find his wounds and heal them.”

“You say the xilcadis lives?”

“A world-tree’s petrified trunk can never truly die,” said Kitśanve. “His rotting halls yearn for growth. A skilled arborist to sing his veins to life. My daughters and I cannot help unless we find the missing pieces of Śelasdur’s story.”

“If the chapters you seek play through my dreams, I can supply no more than a few phrases at a time,” Esor said. “They come and pass in a haze.”

“Give me your hand,” Lady Kitśanve said. He hesitated. She seized his wrist and lifted the palm, tracing the lines with her fingernails. “You are sensitive indeed. I see great sickness in your past. Pain. You are a wound yourself, open and raw, not unlike Śelasdur.

“I’ll provide a tincture that will help you sleep longer and recover more quickly after the visions. You’ll no longer faint during the Light. I want you to see the dreams.” Her fingers tightened around his wrist so he could not retract his hand. She studied him closer. “Ordinary enough, the lines which dictate body and mind,” said Kitśanve. “Everything else is frayed as lace. You are infinitely permeable. Have you been tested for Affinity?”

“Yes, my lady,” said Esor. “I have none.”

She nodded slowly, then loosed his wrist even slower, letting his fingers curl and slip from her grasp. Lady Kitśanve retrieved a jar of tea leaves from her banquette. “Each First Orote hereafter, you will share teatime with me.” She placed the jar in his hands. “Drink this before you sleep. Over time, your mind will settle and focus, and we will learn what Śelasdur is trying to tell us.”

Prickling swept down Esor’s scalp to his spine. “Do you think it’s a warning?”

Lady Kitśanve had a raspy, fleeting laugh. “Śelasdur does not give warnings. He wants to be heard, but he does not care if we survive.”
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Chapter 8
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The Alkahest

The alchemy table Esor used to teach Ilare was four thousand years old. It was one solid piece of wood sung into shape by an artisan and the curved working surface was more generous than a king’s bed. Its journey began as a gift from Magistrate Amalen’s father. Later, Amalen gave it to his eldest son Navarë; Corvin claimed it after his death. Shipping a table from Set during Dwarrow siege had been no small matter. It had been swaddled in blankets and lifted by hexant servants using straps. A swoop’s crew quarters had been dedicated to its safe transport.

When the alchemy table arrived in Esor an Amen’s classroom, it was in flawless condition.

Doctor Xeta had made himself responsible for furnishing the glass pieces, many of which also appointed his surgery. He installed them wearing gloves that ensured no smudges would be left behind. “You’ll have to take care to break nothing for a few months,” Xeta warned. “It will take time to train the local glass artisans to sing similar quality.”

Esor bowed deeply and mumbled his thanks for the help.

When Xeta left, Esor sagged against the alchemy table. Strength drained from his body. He used to get strength by clutching the Eternal Cross, even when it was concealed underneath his shirt. Now his fingers curved over the hard edge of the Heartbox before reaching the Cross, and it made his bones colder.
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THERE WAS A CERTAIN scent to Lady Kitśanve’s tea which Esor could not identify, but it had little taste, and it went down easily. He learned after the first Night that he should only drink it when he was already in his chamber. Esor became too fatigued to work by the time he finished the cup. Sleep was deep, absolute, and dreamless, if the winds of Śelasdur allowed him to sleep at all. His empty Nights left him feeling as lonely as though he had left his mother’s hearth again.

The screaming drafts and shaking walls continued jolting him awake frequently. More than once, Esor woke up on the floor of his chamber in a tangle of sheets, shivering at the sounds of the storm but too tired to rise, until he collapsed back to the oblivion of sleep where he had fallen. It was the only benefit to the tea. He didn’t need to wander anymore.
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ESOR BECAME CLOSE COMPANIONS with the alchemy table and often worked through the fall of Night. He unraveled throughout the process: cravat dropped to the windowsill, collar plucked open, sleeves rolled to his elbows. He kicked his shoes underneath the desk so he could grip the uneven grain of sung wood floor with his toes. His feet had lost muscle after so long without mujan to climb. The glow of burners, distorted through alembic and flask, gleamed on the underside of his features and darkened gray-blue shadows under his eyes to black.

Esor drank the tea from Lady Kitśanve later and later each Night.

Alchemy was convoluted, but the secrets of turning one substance into another had never been secrets: the mechanisms that could transform bark into bone and meats into minerals occurred naturally in the world long before alchemists understood how to replicate it. The Àlvare had a right to apply Order to Chaos. Alchemy meant learning to step into that command.

Or so the books claimed. Esor was not especially commanding, whether with his student or alone with simmering elixirs. No matter how closely he followed books from the College of Ralen, his results were never what he hoped. He examined and reexamined star charts. He tried using correspondences from foreign calendars as well as those of the Àlvare. Fresh ingredients, stale ones—all failures.

Salts which should have become flax transformed into copper fibers finer than hair. Brews that should have filled the air with sedating fog instead smelled of benign flowers. When he tried to turn sand into fertile soil, he found his beaker brimming with seawater.

The results were also fleeting. Everything he created dissolved into glittering black powder as soon as he whistled conclusive tones. That powder vanished into acrid smoke if he set it over flame. “Is this because of you?” Esor asked the storm outside his windows, quieted by the shutters. The smell of rainy Chaos was trapped in the hairs of his nose.

Ilare’s had no trouble with alchemy. Esor successfully taught the methods he performed to failure. She sang wordless notes that brought fire to the proper temperature without burning a thing, and if he whistled too low, she would find the correct disharmony to remedy the issue.

“Well done,” he said. “You’re progressing superbly.” As if he could somehow bestow approval upon someone who so effortlessly commanded new flax to grow from old maiden’s tongue.

Alone with the table on such long, exhausted Nights, Esor took notes of his progress, filling staff paper with melodies that got him nearest proper potions. He wrote a new book of alchemy that spoke to his results, one strange experiment at a time. He described the rules he observed with his own eyes. He created new charts. He designed harmonies that sounded like dying cats.

Slowly, bit by bit, unaware what he was doing, Esor mapped a land none had yet to explore.
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WHEN ESOR MET WITH Lady Kitśanve for teatime, she wore a shawl to protect her robes from tiny yellow songbirds climbing on her arms. They hopped and fluttered up her shoulders to nip at her hair. Esor feared Kitśanve enough to resist asking why she had so many.

She wanted to look at his palm again. “You dream of nothing?” she asked, glaring at the lines. A songbird alighted on his shoulder to peck angrily. “Nothing at all?”

“Nothing,” he said, pulling back from the stab of tiny beak. “My apologies.”

With neither keroterase nor other companions, the sitting room felt vast. Unlit braziers and half-closed curtains made the middle of Light feel like evening. On the side table, an almanac rested beside a single cup of tea that Kitśanve had served for herself. She had also eaten two cakes before letting him speak. Her tongue traced the flavor against her teeth while she considered Esor’s face, as if seeking secrets his palm concealed.

“You should be dreaming more,” she said. “My daughters’ dreams became abundant in the thick of the herbs.”

“Perhaps I am only having nightmares,” Esor said. “Any of us has every reason to fear the Dwarrow.”

“Keep drinking the tea.” She gave him another jar with a songbird balanced on her wrist. It watched his every movement with a fixed black gaze.

“Thank you, my lady,” said Esor, and he was dismissed.
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ONE NIGHT, THE LORD Mayor found Esor hunched over the alchemy table. A storm concealed the sound of Corvin’s approach. Esor only realized he wasn’t alone once he spoke. “I heard you were a restless soul,” said Corvin. Esor spun around by the third word, plastering his back to the table. “I did not expect such slavish dedication to your labors.”

Esor stood within the protective circle of beakers as Corvin loomed large and dark on the other side. His antlers formed lines more sinuous than the metal frames holding flasks. His statuesque features were composed into a frown, but his words were accompanied by that secondary hum of amusement. Corvin often sang like that in Esor’s presence.

Esor slipped his alchemy journal into a drawer. “I won’t be able to hunt for anyone if you cancel my contract, or if you—”

“Flay you in a guard tower?” suggested Corvin.

“I assume that’s never off the table,” Esor said.

The Lord Mayor slid his arm between to beakers to proffer a letter. His sleeve dangled above unused heating elements and a scattering of salts. “I might flay my ignorant tutor if his mother had not attested to his innocence.”

The letter was in Tasero an Amen’s tidy handwriting, as meticulous as her weaving. It said, in short, that Amen had brought the Heartbox back from a military tour, and she had given it to Esor as a sentimental parting gift. Esor’s hands were so tight on the letter that it crumpled.

“You look displeased,” Corvin said. A dark smile flitted over his lips. “Did you hope for the lash, Master Esor?”

“Of course not!” His cheeks reddened hotter than any flame on the table. He almost set the letter down on one such flame, but yanked it back in time. Esor clutched his mother’s words to his breast. “I’ve heard nothing from my mother until this.” He laughed lightly. “Apologies. Of course, that is not your concern. May I keep this, please? I would quite love to—no, of course, yes, you’re taking it back as evidence, I’m sure. Excellent choice too. It’s your letter.”

Corvin stepped between the lines of the table to pluck the paper from Esor’s hand. He slipped it into an inner pocket of his robes. “What have you found while touring the homes of our esteemed city Elders?”

“A fondness for mid-Era decor and terrible wine,” said Esor. “Derkut of House Beowë drills me for poetry fodder, while most lords seek my company to brag, and the young ladies treat me as a deadly object with which to be toyed.” He might have said more if Corvin were not so near, drawing away the air so that the flames guttered and Esor could hardly catch his breath.

“Have you learned anything from Lady Kitśanve?” asked Corvin.

Esor became ever more flustered, stumbling over his words. “She invited me—she thinks—she wants to talk to me every week.”

“Your charms took you directly to the Patrician’s wife. I approve, with caution. Do you know anything about the witch-hags of Vei?”

“I’ve read about their plague upon the Frostland forests, but only in history books; the last were killed long ago.”

“Vei was once unsettled land. Witch-hags fought occupation, but some bore the children of their colonizers. A few such children were raised by families who eventually became nobility, generations later. The witch-hag blood lingers in Vei. They’ve handed their rituals from mother to daughter for tens of thousands of vetone,” Corvin said. “Even a Levusàlvar from Vei—like Lady Kitśanve—will be viscerally superstitious and inclined toward...strange ways.”

Esor put a hand over his suddenly churning stomach. “Thank you for the wisdom, my liege. I will bear it in mind. For now, our conversations have been as limited as my ability to explore her apartments. I have no suspicions toward House Írsa or any other.” With a shaking laugh, Esor confessed, “The job is difficult.”

“The job is the job, and the lash is never off the table,” said Corvin.

The idea of Corvin’s lash haunted Esor while he took luncheons around the xilcadis, desperately seeking traitors where none could be found. He sometimes fell asleep sitting in a host’s garden, and he invariably dreamed of being in that guard room again, stripped to his waist, scars stroked by a Lord Mayor who seemed to contemplate adding more.

At Night, alone with his alchemy table, the threat lingered over Esor in a different way.

He napped while waiting for simmering potions to take their final form, or for the crucible to reach temperature. He was still drinking the tea. He did not dream of Dwarrow. But Esor did begin to dream again.

Surrounded by waves of warmth and light, Esor dreamed of standing naked to the waist before the Lord Mayor, his skin caressed by the scarred hand of an ancient soldier with sloped features hinting at Tosvodos’s blood.

Sometimes he was whipped again, as he had once been whipped by an apothecary. The moments had stretched endless while the blows fell. His skin had turned to fire. He lived a thousand of his minuscule lifetimes with excruciating self-awareness. With every breath, he had prayed to Namä to let it end.

The opposite of vero.

In his dreams, it felt longer still—entire years spent tumbling down a blazing path of agony. The hand wielding the lash always belonged to Corvin.

The dreams were not always nightmares, nor were they always painful. Sometimes the Lord Mayor brought down the lash and Esor cried for more. When he snapped awake from those dreams, he was drenched in sweat. He could barely stand. When he fell to his knees, it was alone before the table, unseen, unwounded, unable to sleep again.
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Blood Relations


To fruitful coasts the Dwarrow steer

And crush the churches they find there

When guards are raised it is too late

The Warlord lands and seals their fate

Heroes hurl toward Mountainhomes

Righteous arrows from sov’reign throne

Against the tempest honor stands

Merciless is the Warlord’s hand

Bodixa falls with fearful cries

A thousand souls ascend the skies

Nor’western lands, be wary and bold

Against his siege you soon must hold

—Excerpt from Ekatos’s Heraldric Record
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Each week brought new invitations to Esor’s mailbox in the library. Fear propelled Esor to take every opportunity to meet àlvilere and entertain their wives. He felt more jester than tutor. A sideshow attraction. Someone whose amusing stories and eccentric ways made him fashionable company.

Yet he was neither jester nor tutor: under Corvin’s order, he had become a spy. Hence Esor acted the fool while observing fabric, mannerisms, and anything else that might suggest Houses with access to the Mountainhomes.

He found nothing, but he ate many small cakes and laughed at many terrible jokes.

When teatime with Kitśanve came again, there were no reasons to laugh.

“Have you been dreaming yet?” she asked.

Esor thought of the lash and said, “No. Not at all.” She would not refill his tea jar. She didn’t want him to drink another drop. “My lady, I am tormented without it,” said Esor. “I suffer in sleeplessness.”

“Then you will suffer.” Kitśanve sent him away. “We may talk again once your visions return.”
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THAT NIGHT, ESOR DREAMED again of bloody battles in the deepest places. That feral Dwarrow called Mishun Brinkdelver was immersed in senseless battle, buffeted by waves in the lightless depths of violence. There was little besides yelling and crushing. Commanders conflicted with Republic archers. Ibexes collapsed from poisoned axe blows. Mishun was sucked under tides of armor.

Another Dwarrow pulled him out of the crowd, but then he was pushed again.

Mishun collided with shields held by a clutch of skeletons. Their ashen faces shed dust on every blow. Teeth clattered and ribs rattled and every single one had a crescent-and-teardrop stamped upon its head.

The crescent and teardrop. Hatches. Crosses...

Mishun seized upon the axe strapped to a dead ibex. His arm was mighty and his swing was powerful. The steel blade shattered a tower shield. The next slice shattered bone. Inhaled shards shredded lungs to make paths for blood and Chaos.

The Brinkdelver only stopped when the blazing light of Ashenna’s eye opened on the other side of the gates. 

The battling figures were blinded as one. 

Armor burned with the reflection of fire.

It was a waterfall of golden flame so brilliant that living eyes could perceive nothing but white. It turned the wraiths to wisps, then nothing. The skeletons were paralyzed, trapped in contortions as they screamed, shivering the mountain above them. Dwarrow and Àlvare alike tumbled to their knees, clutching their faces. 

Only Mishun stood, swinging around with the axe to face the door. It lit his bruised, furious features as the muscles slackened, realization settling over him.

Ahnor.

It was always Ahnor, standing at the center of everything. The strength in his arm. The reason to keep fighting. The light holding darkness at bay.
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YOU CAN’T KEEP DOING that,” Mishun whispered to Ahnor after the battle ended. His fingers moved over her wounds.

She had bled liquid fire yet survived. Mishun stitched flesh that Esor could feel but not see through the fog of the dream. The misshapen Heartbox rested over Ahnor’s breast, only a hand’s length from the place where she had plunged the knife.

“My goldblood is the best way to protect the Warrens,” she said. “Nobody knows I am the source of this weapon. Even if they realize I’m different—that I’m not another Dwarrow—the people are kind, and I think—”

“You’re not a weapon,” Mishun said. “You’re Ahnor. You’re someone.”

You can’t keep hurting yourself.

Two hands joined together, fingers entwined. The Heartbox between them. Mountains above, darkness below, and an infinite pit from which neither could escape.

Don’t hurt yourself.
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THE SLAM OF A DOOR awakened Esor in his classroom. He jolted upright, tossing his head back so that his hair stuck straight up, glued into place by sweat.

Corvin sauntered in. The Lord Mayor carried a goblet of wine, wore a long dressing gown, and bore no visible weapons.

Esor smoothed his hair down and leaped to his feet. 

Corvin perused the table’s surface. “If Ilare is using such challenging ingredients, then I feel confident the College of Ralen is in her future,” said the Lord Mayor. “You’re brewing these things before her, so your skill is equal or finer. A shame they don’t take Dokàlvare.”

“They’ve admitted a few exceptional Low students,” said Esor. Firelight gleamed on his sweaty collarbone. “I dream not of rising to such historic heights. There are other academic opportunities in Ralen where I may apply my skills. I’ve broad interests.”

The images of Dwarrow in battle slipped through his mind. The broadest interests possible, Esor thought. But while the smell of blood lingered in his nostrils, the adrenaline of fighting flitted away like Kitśanve’s songbirds.

“I would love to work as a research assistant for the Affinities Department.” Esor hurried to add, “Once my contract here is completed, of course. Until then, my focus remains entirely upon the tasks you’ve set. Entirely.”

A strange expression crossed Corvin’s features. “You’ve thought a lot about your future, it seems. Pining for romance. A future in academics.”

Esor blushed from hairline to chest. “I’ve lived only twenty vetone. I’ve much time ahead, I hope. But, as previously stated, I’m not thinking about my future beyond this contract!”

“Are you always so nervous? It’s exhausting.”

“I’m sorry,” he said, “I’ll try to do better. Very sorry. It’s just—you know, very intimidating—you’re very intimidating—and I want to do well, and—”

The Lord Mayor laughed at him to interrupt the flow of thought. “This was my alchemy table, once,” said Corvin, strolling along its outer edge. “It went with me to the College of Ralen, where I entertained dreams of becoming an alchemist. I wished to find the alkahest.”

“What would you have done, should you create a substance that could destroy anything?” Esor asked.

“Use it,” Corvin said, “very carefully, very selectively. The alkahest is a dramatic concept with myriad applications—medical or defensive. But revolutionizing alchemy was not the path I took.”

“You were called to the military to fight Dwarrow,” said Esor. “You fought for Ildòrian.” At Corvin’s questioning look, Esor blushed and stuttered again. “You told me to leverage my knowledge as son of steward, so I have observed everyone. That is what I gather from observing you. The way you move speaks of military—and with your history, your position in your family—it stands to reason you would have served.”

“I would still be serving if my brother Navarë were Lord Mayor,” said Corvin. “He was meant to maintain Kovenor interests as the right arm of Magistrate Amalen. He never should have lost his life at the bottom of the ocean in the churn of Chaos.”

“Were you close to him?”

“We were near in age and competed for everything.” Corvin drifted away, fingertips brushing over his own chin thoughtfully. “It was never a real competition. Navarë was too responsible to grow into anything but the next Magistrate. I could not win the titles. I won the attention by making trouble and failing frequently. We resented each other but...we were stronger for it. I was stronger with him here.”

“You miss him,” said Esor.

“I miss the buck I was around him,” said Corvin. “At times I yearn for Navarë’s laughter again, but I yearn most strongly for the life I cannot live without him.”

Esor said, “I’m sorry,” and he meant it, truly, forcefully, even though he could not rattle the glass with the song of his emotions. “If you’d like, you’re welcome to resume studying alchemy with me—and your sister! We conduct lessons every Light, excepting the week-ends, sabbats, and esbats.”

The Lord Mayor lifted an eyebrow, which added an appealing hint of asymmetry to otherwise flawless features. “Would you like it if I attended your lessons?”

“Ilare would,” said Esor. “She projects an air of mischievous confidence but falters in matters regarding her brothers, revealing vulnerabilities. She asked me to pass along a message, in fact—though I daresay she would prefer to ask you herself—and the sum of it is that she wants to go to church. Śelasdur’s church. She requests that you renovate that.” He finally let out a breath and breathed in again, letting some color return to his face. “She misses you. It is more about you than the church, I should think. Ah, hexes!” His gesturing hand struck a vial and shattered it upon the table.

“Careful. Don’t touch it.” Corvin tried to catch Esor’s hand before he could reach for the shards, but he had already been cut.

“Don’t concern yourself,” Esor said. “I’ve fingers clumsier than a goat’s hoof. This is nothing.”

Corvin squeezed Esor’s hand firmly. The skin yellowed and a dark-hued gem of blood budded from the cut. A low groan emerged from the Dokàlvar’s throat. The Lord Mayor’s breath caught. The rich violet undertones of Àlvar blood against flawless satin skin transfixed them both.

You can’t keep doing that, whispered some voice from Esor’s dreams. Hurting yourself.

Cheeks reddening, Esor jerked free. 

He stuttered through repeating his request. “The church Ilare wants—”

“What’s the point when she will so soon go to the College of Ralen?” The Lord Mayor plucked a handkerchief from his pocket and placed it over Esor’s bleeding hand. “As you said, it is a cry for attention. I may find other ways to provide that attention.”

“Do you think she is the only one who yearns for worship in this tower? Even a non-believer should recognize unfilled needs in his community.”

Corvin’s hand tightened around Esor’s again, pressing linen against wound. It stung warmly. “I have approved vainer projects to please the loves in my life. I’ll speak to Malor about the church for Ilare...and for the others here who yearn.”
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A FEW LIGHTS LATER, Esor arrived at his classroom to find no keroterase. Ilare sat on the floor beside Lord Mayor Corvin’s knee, beaming up at him the way spring blooms turned toward sun. He smiled at his sister with equal love, hand cupping her cheek. She rested upon the spill of his robes, hers gauzy white against his velvety black, and they were such pristine division between Light and Night that Esor struggled to breathe.

Ilare shined happier still when Esor entered. She rose gracefully to her feet. “Good Light, Master Esor! We are going to inspect renovations on the church today. You’ll be coming, won’t you?”

“Of course, my lady,” said Esor, drably dressed in jacket and boots, hair mussed, hands stained with ink. “Is Samej outside?”

“I need no keroterase in my brother’s presence.” Ilare gathered her capelet around her shoulders. “What a relief to be freed from circling vultures!”

The route to the church was not so ominous during Light. The room stood at the heart of Śelasdur, atop what had once been the mass of its trunk, and the doors were flung wide to permit Ilare’s entrance. Its roof stood open to the tumultuous sky. A framework hinted at windows that must have once arched overhead. Now the wooden beams served only to dangle ivy over moss growing on broken bricks.

“Patrician Malor has approved my renovation proposal. I’m personally selecting artisans to perform the work,” said Corvin. “Only for you, ninut.” «A church. Really. You know how I feel about these things.»

“‘Don’t say the All-Mother’s true name in front of me,’” growled Ilare playfully, mocking her brother’s tone. “‘The Church is terrible. Live your life free of an unfeeling god’s decree!’” She hugged him again and hummed, «Thank you, Corvin. I love this so much.»

Unburdened by keroterase, Ilare floated through the disarray buoyed on imagination of what could be, what it would become. Holes in the floor had been covered with planks to create a safe path. Spiderwebs tangled between bushes, and Ilare was as light as their silk, shimmering while going from pew to altar to the remnants of windows beyond. Workers had pried loose any art depicting Lorkullen. The only remainders were the crescents and teardrops on the trim that Ilare traced her fingers along.

Her footfalls and playful melody grew distant as she explored deeper into the room.

“Thank you for this, my liege,” Esor said. “And for this.” He returned Corvin’s washed handkerchief, bleached and folded.

“Are you grateful enough to offer help in kind?” asked Corvin. “Have you found my sympathizers?”

“I hate to disappoint by reporting nothing.”

“You report nothing regardless,” said Corvin. “Have you found nothing aberrant in this accursed palace, no matter how minor?”

Esor would not meet his eyes. “I won’t report until I’m certain.”

“Come, now. I do not ask you to be an Inquisitor. I ask you to highlight suspect behavior for others to investigate.”

“Then I will highlight suspect behavior when I’m certain it is suspect.”

Corvin’s eyes sparked with dangerous alertness. “Bold.”

“No bolder than the way you expect me to believe your gestures of geniality are authentic,” Esor dared to say.

“Am I feigning my friendliness?” The Lord Mayor was suddenly still again, neither menacing nor friendly, but empty of emotion.

“You pretend to let down your guard before me so that I will do the same. You trust nobody, no matter what you say, and so our shared affability can be nothing but a ruse.”

How breathless the air between them, how difficult the silent passage of moments.

“What could I obtain through coercion that I cannot through command?” asked Corvin.

“I have yet to form any theories on the matter,” said Esor.

Mirth sparked in the Lord Mayor’s amethyst eyes. “I’m sure your brilliant mind will come up with something soon enough.” He touched Esor’s cheek, briefly, with an ungloved hand, Corvin’s palm curving along the hairless line of Esor’s jaw. “I know I’ve pleased Ilare by renovating the church. The question is whether I have pleased you.”

“Me? What should that matter?”

“It shouldn’t,” said Corvin, “yet it does. It matters terribly.”

Ilare summoned their attention to the front of the Church, where workers had stripped away overgrown walls of dead ivy to expose carvings underneath. “What can you tell me about this relief, tutor?” she asked.

Esor leaned in close to look. It must have been centuries since the artwork was last exposed. Its cracks were filled with green-brown muck. “Geometric carvings with inorganic lines signal that this was cut in the wīskiren style of ancient Àlvar peoples. This church might be old as the tower. Astounding to imagine these may have been cut by hands in such a distant past that none alive recall it.” Esor tentatively rested his fingers upon a relief. “The style is unfamiliar, but the subject matter...”

The workers pulled aside more ivy, revealing another panel. Esor recognized the figure. He jerked his hand back, adjusted his cravat, swallowed hard.

“That’s the Lexin, isn’t it?” asked Ilare.

A figure made of Night oversaw the scene, as dreadful as the design of Lorkullen on the door. The Lexin had jagged teeth and serpentine claws that plunged through open windows and unlocked doors. The village he attacked was flooding from the All-Mother’s tears.

“I want these panels removed,” Ilare told the workers. “The door must also be replaced. I deserve a modern church with modern sensibilities.” She did not look at the engraving of the Lexin again. It leered at the doorway through which they exited until workmen came to tear everything down.
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Chapter 10
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About Love

Ilare was exhausted by her first visit to the church and retired to her chambers for some Lights thereafter. Once the most offensive artwork was removed, she begged Samej and Esor to move her lessons to the church.

It was difficult not to indulge someone so persistent. “We’ll need to return to the classroom sometimes,” Esor said wearily upon their hundredth visit. Ilare was lying on a pew, watching the dome reconstructed by glass singers. He flipped through a calendar of his curriculum two rows down. “There’s much we cannot accomplish here. The alchemy table is not easily portable.”

“I’d show more passion for study if the practice weren’t intended to make me more appealing chattel,” Ilare said. “They don’t really care if I’m good at alchemy. They care if being good at alchemy means I secure a better marriage price and gain greater political power for the dynasty.”

“That seems an unnecessarily provocative way to describe the system,” said Esor.

“Is it? If they cared for my education, they would have provided it through my convalescence. I was left to languish with little company besides novels and the worms that eat decay. Now my education is urgent? When it is no longer my dearest wish for distraction? I’ve no patience for such asymmetry of priority!”

“You may have the luxury of ignoring the Lord Mayor’s command, but I do not, and thus I must put my foot down,” Esor said. “Samej, will you be no help?”

The commander ignored him, fondling his dagger as he watched the workers harmonizing high overhead. The choir climbed liana scaffolds with bare feet, hung upside-down from petrified wood, and called forth new growth using their limited song. Several carried heavy bags of soil seeded with greatberry chestnuts. When the world-tree would not respond to song, the greatberries would. Saplings bolted free of the soil in popping explosions that shadowed the skylights like inverted lightning. Then the roots could be patched across dead wood to emulate new growth. Other artisans came behind them to clean dirt with hand towels, replaced often by swinging back down and climbing back up.

Ilare was fascinated by the process. She sang softer echoes of the artisans’ songs, improvising nonsense lyrics in the High tongue. «Conceal, reveal, extend, and break, little berries.» She didn’t have the technique to inspire growth, but her voice was eerily beautiful, rising and falling in arpeggios that made her sound like one of Kitśanve’s birds.

“You’re meant to study alchemy, not the work of Low builders,” Esor said.

“Nothing you do can bully me into sitting in a stuffy classroom when I could be here. Don’t glare at me!” Ilare sat up and tossed her hair in defiance. “You’re ill-suited to the management of trouble students. Tell me, why didn’t you take your one of your parents’ trades?”

“I’ve not the hands for weaving,” Esor said, spreading his brittle fingers across his lap. “My greatest skill in that regard is breaking looms. My father wouldn’t even submit me for apprenticeship to become a steward.”

“Was he afraid you would break your master’s valuables from fits of clumsiness?”

“He said I talk too much. Stewards must adhere to a strict code of discretion. I can be professional, but once I start talking, it’s impossible to stop, regardless of context. And—you’re going to laugh at me—I can’t stand being disliked. I only want to help people, not argue with them. Stewards must manage inferiors—you’re laughing at me—”

She loved to laugh at him. Ilare laughed at him often, even more so when Esor was too flustered to join in. She sang when she laughed. It spilled a merry cascade of words over him, warmer than the glow of Light at midday. «Silly, foolish, darling, dear Esor. Fondness. Pleased. » She was so charmingly honest he couldn’t take offense.

Antagonizing Esor became the game Ilare played when she grew bored, or if he grew too serious during classes. She would leave inappropriate drawings under books to find later, when he was alone, and loved to fluster him by asking about them later. “Do you think the Lady Kitśanve defecates with her skirts around her ears like that?” Ilare asked.

Esor never blushed so hard, but he couldn’t help laughing too. The sheer depravity of a High lady was too shocking to remain serious.

At other times, Esor found nothing amusing about Ilare. She would occasionally evade Samej, and Esor would catch her reading books alone in the library, unattended, where anything could have happened to her. She also slipped into the gardens when unobserved. Once he caught her stealing from the kitchens.

Catching Ilare was sometimes like trapping rats in a cellar. It took craftiness. Esor sought help whenever she evaded her keroterase, afraid of finding her alone. “You might attach a bell to her,” Esor suggested once.

“I’m considering it,” Samej growled. He bodily hauled Ilare back to her tower.

She attributed her behavior to too many years sick in bed. “Would you tell a bat healed from a broken wing not to enjoy the twilight?”

“They must fly to hunt, to feed, to live,” said Esor. “You have everything you need handed to you.”

“Do I?” She smiled that mischievous smile, and she continued slipping off on her own.

Thus Esor was not concerned to find Ilare absent on a Light she was meant to attend class, even though Samej was also absent—presumably to find his wayward charge.

Esor would have never known Ilare’s true whereabouts if he had not shattered his largest beaker by dropping it. “Hexes!” He cut his hands twice cleaning the shards, even with the broom, and made his way to the infirmary still cursing.

During Light, Xeta’s examination room was flung open to permit the flow of clean, cold air from outside, along with a scattering of dried orange leaves that had settled on the floor. The beds near the door were empty, each encircled by white curtains.

“Doctor?” called Esor, wincing as he pulled a fragment of glass out of his knuckle. “I need to make an apology. I’ve broken one of your beakers—well, two beakers and a flask—and need replacements for your sister’s next...”

He stepped around a white curtain wall to see Lady Ilare was in an infirmary bed. Her glowing skin had grayed, sheets lightly concealing her body below the waist. She appeared to be sleeping. Her breaths were so shallow that her chest barely moved.

Xeta sat at the edge of the bed, writing in a journal. A lamp looked over both of them, its flame brightened by a mirrored dome.

The doctor stood at the sight of Esor. “Don’t come in here. This is a quarantine.” Xeta stepped beyond the line of curtains and snapped them closed to hide his patient. “Did I hear you say you broke a beaker?”

Esor lifted his hands to reveal the cuts and blood. “Yes, I’m afraid it was inevitable.”

Xeta seated him on a slab near the entrance, plucked out the remaining shards, and wrapped bandages around dry skin. “You won’t need a complete alchemy set for Lights yet to come,” said Xeta. “As you see, Ilare is undergoing treatment.”

“She’s been so playful lately. I thought she was cured.”

“Her lungs are vulnerable to bog cough. Her bones to chill. And so on. It’s my pleasure to maintain my precious sister’s health. The only daughter of Amalen. My only sister.” Xeta held the largest shard of glass pinched between tweezers, lifted at his side like a scalpel. “You seem especially concerned for a teacher. Would you want me to convey your well-wishes?”

Esor dipped his head respectfully. “There is no need. My concerns are only those I have for any student in my care.”

“I’m sure.” Xeta set aside the tweezers. “I’ll visit with new glass for you later. We spare no expense on Ilare’s behalf.” He washed his hands in a nearby basin, but never stopped studying Esor, as if he expected to see boils appear at any moment. “Most newcomers to Śelasdur take a chill. You haven’t been to my infirmary since the initial examination.”

“I feel excellent. I’m blessed to require no attention.”

“Shadowed eyes,” the doctor muttered, stepping near. He angled a hand mirror to shine light from the window onto Esor’s cheek. “Marked weight loss. Poor adjustment to high concentrations of kirē in the environment? Are you sleeping?”

“Never better,” said Esor. “I walk to the city most Lights. My constitution is excellent.” He slipped from the table.

“When Ilare is released, I’ll see you for an examination. I can’t have my brother’s favorite plaything taking ill.”

“I am only a dutiful employee serving the All-Mother through her chosen children.”

“Corvin has always been softer to employees than benefits anyone, though none have distracted him as you do.” Xeta ran his tongue over his teeth, square and white, and he smiled a ghastly smile that revealed the pinkness of gums. “Another reason to make sure no ill descends upon our dear Master Esor. The situation is delicate. I can’t have my brother’s attention anywhere but our goal.”

Colder than Śelasdur’s darkest Night, Esor slipped from the table. “Pardon me, I think—I need to get to my next class. Thank you.”

The doctor gestured to the door. “Shall I walk you out?”

“No need,” said Esor. “My deepest gratitude for the assistance.”

“Remember to see me soon,” said Xeta. The doctor slipped toward the bed. The curtain swayed shut behind him, leaving his silhouette on the other side. The shadow enlarged as Xeta approached the brilliant light and its mirrored dome. He bent over Ilare. Bed and doctor formed into one.

#

[image: ]


ESOR SLIPPED DOWN THE stairs, gingerly flexing his fingers within the bandages. He paused at the bottom. He turned back to the infirmary door with a foot lifted, considering whether he should proceed or return to Ilare. The hallway smelled like soap; the delicate clink of metal echoed out the infirmary. Xeta’s distant murmurs may well have been the hum of wind around the bole.

He continued along the hallway. Barely a few steps later, Lady Kitśanve fell into stride beside him. Her keroterase followed. Their pikes swung in time with their steps.
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