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  A PROMISE




  This is the truth. You will know because it hurts.
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  1




  Trade season came around again. Baru was still too young to smell the empire wind.




  The Masquerade sent its favorite soldiers to conquer Taranoke: sailcloth, dyes, glazed ceramic, sealskin and oils, paper currency printed in their Falcrest tongue. Little Baru, playing castles

  in the hot black sand, liked to watch their traders come in to harbor. She learned to count by tallying the ships and the seabirds that circled them.




  Nearly two decades later, watching firebearer frigates heel in the aurora light, she would remember those sails on the horizon. But at age seven, the girl Baru Cormorant gave them no weight. She

  cared mostly for arithmetic and birds and her parents, who could show her the stars.




  But it was her parents who taught her to be afraid.




  In the red autumn evening before the stars rose, her fathers took Baru down to the beach to gather kelp for ash, the ash meant for glass, the glass for telescope lenses ground flat by volcanic

  stone, the lenses meant for the new trade. When they came to the beach, Baru saw Masquerade merchant ships on the horizon, making a wary circuit around Halae’s Reef.




  “Look, Das,” Baru said. “They’re coming in for the Iriad market.”




  “I see them.” Father Salm shaded his eyes and watched the ships, peeling lips pressed thin. He had the shoulders of a mountain and they corded as he moved. “Go fill your

  bucket.”




  “Watch.” Father Solit, keen-eyed, took his husband’s hand and pointed. “There’s a third ship. They’re sailing in convoys now.”




  Baru pretended to dig for kelp and listened.




  “Pirates make a good excuse for convoy,” Salm said. “And the convoy makes a good excuse for escort.” He spat into the surf. “Pinion was right. Poison in that

  treaty.”




  Watching their reflections, Baru saw Solit take Salm’s shoulder, callused hand pressed against his husband’s bare strength. Each man wore his hair braided, Solit’s burnt short

  for the smithy, Salm’s an elaborate waist-length fall—for glory in the killing circle, against the plainsmen.




  “Can you see it, then?” Solit asked.




  “No. It’s out there, though. Over the horizon.”




  “What’s out there, Da?” Baru asked.




  “Fill your bucket, Baru,” Salm rumbled.




  Baru loved her mother and her fathers dearly, but she loved to know things just a small measure more, and she had recently discovered cunning. “Da,” she said, speaking to Solit, who

  was more often agreeable, “will we go to Iriad market and see the ships tomorrow?”




  “Fill your bucket, Baru,” Solit said, and because he echoed Salm instead of indulging her, Baru knew he was worried. But after a moment, he added: “Grind your glass tonight,

  and we’ll have enough to sell. You can come along to Iriad and see the ships.”




  She opened her mother’s hand-copied dictionary that night, squinting at the narrow script in the candlelight, and counted through the letters of the Urunoki alphabet until she came to:

  convoy—a caravan, or a group of ships, gathered for mutual protection, especially under the escort of a warship.




  A warship. Hm.




  It’s out there, father Salm had said.




  From the courtyard of their ash-concrete home came the shriek of stone on glass and the low worried voices of her mother and fathers, a huntress and a blacksmith and a shield-bearer. Worrying

  about the treaty again.




  She looked that word up too, hoping to understand it, as understanding gave her power over things. But she did not see how a treaty could be poison. Perhaps she would learn at the Iriad

  market.




  Baru put her mother’s dictionary back and then hesitated, fingers still on the chained stitches of the binding. Mother had a new book in her collection, bound in foreign leather. From the

  first page—printed in strange regular blocks, impersonal and crisp—she sounded out the title: A Primer in Aphalone, the Imperial Trade Tongue; Made Available to the People of

  Taranoke For Their Ease.




  There was a copy number in the bottom corner, almost higher than she could count.




  Where the sea curled up in the basalt arms of the Iriad cove, beneath the fields of sugarcane and macadamia and coffee that grew from the volcanic

  loam, the market preened like a golden youth.




  Since a time before Baru could remember how to remember the market had filled the Iriad docks, the most noisy and joyous thing in the world. There were more ships in harbor this year—not

  just Taranoki fishers and felucca, not just familiar Oriati traders from the south, but tall white-sailed Masquerade merchant ships. With their coming the market had outgrown the boardwalks and

  drifted out onto bobbing floats of koa and walnut where drummers sounded in the warmth and the light.




  Today Baru went to market with a new joy: the joy of plots. She would learn what troubled her parents, this knot of warships and treaties. She would repair it.




  Her family went by canoe. Baru rode in the prow while mother Pinion and father Salm paddled and father Solit kept nervous watch over the telescopes. The wind off the sea lifted flocks of scaups

  and merganser ducks, gangs of bristle-throated alawa giving two-toned calls, egrets and petrels and frigate birds, and high above great black jaegers like wedges of night. She tried determinedly to

  count them and keep all the varieties straight.




  “Baru Cormorant,” mother Pinion said, smiling. In Baru’s eyes she was a coil of storm surf, a thunderbolt, as slow and powerful as sunlight. Her dark eyes and the teeth in her

  smile were the shapes that Baru imagined when she read about panthers. She worked her paddle in strokes as smooth and certain as the waves. “It was a good name.”




  Baru, warm and loved and hungry to impress with accurate bird-count, hugged her mother’s thigh.




  They found a quay to unload the telescopes and the market swept up around them. Baru navigated the crowd of knees and ankles, trailing behind her parents because the commerce distracted her.

  Taranoke had always been a trading port, a safe island stop for Oriati dromons and islander canoes, so Baru grew up knowing a little of the structure of trade: arbitrage, currency exchange, import

  and export. We sell sugarcane and honey and coffee and citrus fruits, mother Pinion said, and buy textiles, sailcloth, kinds of money that other traders want—Baru, pay

  attention!




  Lately she always paid attention. Something fragile had come into the air, a storm smell, and not understanding made her afraid.




  The market smelled of cooked pineapple and fresh ginger, red iron salt and anise. Through the drums and the calls of the dancers and the shouts of the audience in Urunoki and Oriati and the new

  trade tongue Aphalone came the ring of hard coin and reef pearl changing hands.




  “Sol-i-i-i-i-i-t,” Baru called. “I want to see—!”




  “I know.” Solit spared a smile from his work. He had been a smith, and he was generous to everything he made, including Baru. “Go wander.”




  Excellent. Now she would pursue the true meaning of treaty.




  She found a foreign trader’s stall painted in Masquerade white. The man who watched over the piled broadcloth—woven from sheep, which she understood were large dull beasts made

  entirely of hair—could have passed for Taranoki from a distance, though up close the different fold of his eyelids and flat of his nose gave him away. This was the first impression Baru had

  of the Falcrest people: stubborn jaws, flat noses, deep folded eyes, their skin a paler shade of brown or copper or oat. At the time they hardly seemed so different.




  The man looked bored, so Baru felt no qualms about climbing up onto his stall. He had guards, two women with shaved heads and sailors’ breeches, but they were busy trying to bridge the

  language barrier with a young Taranoki fisherman.




  “Hello, dear,” the man in the stall said. He moved a stack of samples and made a space for her. Baru made curious note of his excellent Urunoki. He must be a very dedicated trader,

  or very good with tongues—and cultures, too, because traders did not often understand how to be friendly on Taranoke. “Do your parents need cold-weather cloth?”




  “Why are they bald?” Baru asked, pointing to the guards. By gesture or linguistic skill, they had made their fisherman friend blush.




  “There are lice on ships,” the merchant said, looking wearily out into the market. He had heavy brows, like fortresses to guard his eyes. “They live in hair. And I don’t

  suppose your parents need cloth, given the climate. What was I thinking, trying to sell broadcloth here? I’ll go home a pauper.”




  “Oh, no,” Baru assured him. “We make things from your cloth, I’m sure, and besides, we can sell it to traders headed north, and make a profit. Do you use the paper

  money?”




  “I prefer coin and gem, though when I buy, I’ll pay in paper notes.”




  He had to his left a stack of sheepskin palimpsest—ink-scratched records that could be scraped clean and used again. “Are those your figures?”




  “They are, and they are certainly too important to show to you.” The broadcloth merchant blew irritably at a buzzing fly. “Do your parents use paper money, then?”




  Baru caught the fly and crushed it. “No one used it at first. But now that your ships come in so often, everyone must have some, because it can buy so many things.” Then she asked

  about something she already knew, because it was useful to hide her wit: “Are you from the Masquerade?”




  “The Empire of Masks, dear, or the Imperial Republic. It’s rude to abbreviate.” The man watched his guards with a paternal frown, as if afraid they might need supervision.

  “Yes, that’s my home. Though I haven’t seen Falcrest in some years.”




  “Are you going to conquer us?”




  He looked at her slowly, his eyes narrowed in thought. “We never conquer anyone. Conquest is a bloody business, and causes plagues besides. We’re here as friends.”




  “It’s curious, then, that you’d sell goods for coins and gems, but only buy with paper,” said Baru. The shape of her words changed here, not entirely by her will: for a

  few moments she spoke like her mother. “Because if I understand my figures, that means you are taking all the things we use to trade with others, and giving us paper that is only good with

  you.”




  The broadcloth merchant watched her with sudden sharpness.




  “My parents are scared,” Baru added, embarrassed by his regard.




  He leaned forward, and abruptly she recognized his expression from markets and traders past. It was avarice. “Are your parents here?”




  “I’m fine alone,” she said. “Everyone here knows everyone else. I can’t get lost. But if you want to buy a telescope—”




  “I crave telescopes,” he said, perhaps thinking she had never heard of sarcasm. “Where are they?”




  “Up there,” she said, pointing. “My mother is the huntress Pinion, and my fathers are Solit the blacksmith and Salm the shield-bearer.”




  At that his mouth pursed, as if the idea of fathers troubled him. Perhaps they had no fathers in Falcrest. “And you?”




  “My name’s Baru,” she said, as names were gladly given on Taranoke. “Baru Cormorant, because a cormorant was the only thing that made me stop crying.”




  “You’re a very clever girl, Baru,” the merchant said. “You’re going to have a brilliant future. Come see me again. Ask for Cairdine Farrier.”




  When he came to speak to her parents later, he could not seem to stop looking at her fathers, and then her mother, and pursing his lips as if he had swallowed his own snot. But he bought two

  telescopes and a set of mirrors, and even wary Salm was happy.




  The last Masquerade convoy of the trade season circled Halae’s Reef and anchored off Iriad harbor in the company of a sleek red-sailed

  frigate—the warship that father Salm had expected. Barking sailors swarmed her deck. A child with a spyglass might, if she were too curious for her own good and too poor a daughter to attend

  to her work, climb the volcano and watch their proceedings all day long. Baru had such a spyglass, and she was just that kind of daughter.




  “They have soldiers on board,” Baru told her parents, excited to discover such a portentous thing herself. Now she could be included in the courtyard councils and whispers of poison

  treaties. “With armor and spears!”




  But father Salm did not buckle on his shield to fight them. Mother Pinion did not take Baru aside and explain the taxonomy of sergeants and officers and the nature and variety of Masquerade

  weapons. Father Solit fed her no pineapple and asked for no details. They worked in the courtyard, murmuring about treaties and embassies. “Once they have built it,” Salm would say,

  “they will never leave.” And Solit would answer in flat fighting-without-fighting words: “They will build it whether we sign or not. We must make terms.”




  Feeling neglected and therefore unwilling to attend to her chores and figures, Baru nagged them. “Solit,” she said, as he bagged their kelp harvest to carry to the burners,

  “when can you start smithing again?”




  When Baru was young he had made beautiful and dangerous things out of ores that came from the earth and the hot springs. “Once the trading season’s over, Baru,” he said.




  “And will mother go across the mountain, into the plains, and use the boar-killing spear you made for her?”




  “I’m sure she will.”




  Baru looked happily to her mother, whose long strides and broad shoulders were better suited to the hunt than to telescope-making, and then to her other father, who could drum as fiercely as he

  could fight. “And when the soldiers come, will father Salm use the man-killing spear you made for him?”




  “You’re covered in filth, child,” Solit said. “Go to Lea Pearldiver’s home and get some pumice. Take some paper money and buy their olive oil, too.”




  Baru read at great length about treaties and currency and arbitrage, and when she could read or understand no more, she

  bothered mother Pinion, or sat in thought. Clearly there had been some mistake: her parents had been happier last year than this.




  The trend would have to be reversed. But how?




  At Iriad market the merchant Cairdine Farrier sat in his stall with his two guards, who had the satisfied look of gulls. That market fell on a stormy end-of-season day, gray and forbidding,

  close to the time when the Ashen Sea’s circular trade winds would collapse into winter storm. But the Iriad cove sheltered the market from the worst of the chop and the drummers still

  drummed. Baru made straight for the wool-merchant’s stall.




  Farrier was speaking to a Taranoki plainsman who had clearly come all the way across the mountain, and Baru had always been taught not to speak to plainsmen, so she went to Farrier’s

  guards instead. The bald women looked down at her, first with perfunctory regard, then irritation, and then, when she stayed, a little smile—from one of them, at least. The other woman looked

  to her companion for guidance, and thus told Baru that they were probably soldiers, and also which one was in charge.




  Her reading and her thought had not been idly spent.




  “Hello, little one,” the woman in charge said. She had skin the color of good earth, wide lips, and brilliant blue eyes like a jungle crow. She wore a stained white tunic with her

  breeches. Her Urunoki was as superb as Cairdine Farrier’s.




  “You’ve been here all season,” Baru said. “You never leave with the trading ships.”




  “We’ll go home with the last convoy.”




  “I don’t think you will,” Baru said. The other woman straightened a little. “I don’t think you’re Cairdine Farrier’s personal guards, or even merchants

  at all, because if you were you would have learned by now that you don’t need guards at Iriad market, and he would have sent you to find more business.”




  The stiff woman said something in Aphalone, the Falcresti language, and from reading the dictionary Baru caught the words native and steal. But the woman with the blue eyes only

  knelt. “He said you were a very clever girl.”




  “You’re soldiers, aren’t you,” Baru said. “From that ship. The warship that stayed here all season, anchored out of sight while the other traders came and went,

  sending back your reports. That’s obvious, too. A trader wouldn’t learn a little island’s language as well as you have, which makes you spies. And now that the trade winds are

  dying, your ship’s come in to harbor to stay.”




  The blue-eyed woman took her by the shoulders. “Little lark, I know what it means to see strange sails in the harbor. My name’s Shir and I’m from Aurdwynn. When I was a child,

  the Masquerade harbored in Treatymont, our great city. They fought with the Duke Lachta, and I was scared, too. But it all ended well, and my aunt even got to kill the awful duke. Here—take a

  coin. Go buy a mango and bring it back to me, and I’ll cut you a piece.”




  Baru kept the coin.




  At the end of the day the red-sailed frigate in the harbor put down boats. The soldiers began to come ashore, led by officers in salt-stained leather and steel masks. Through her spyglass Baru

  watched Iriad’s elders escort the Masquerade soldiers into their new building: a white embassy made of ash concrete.




  Later Baru decided this must have been when the treaty was signed: An Act of Federation, For the Mutual Benefit of the People of Taranoke and the Imperial Republic of Falcrest.




  At sunset they raised their banner: two open eyes in a mask, circled in clasped hands. And the next morning they began to cut tufa to build the school.




  Storm season blew down on Taranoke and everything began to fall.




  Baru relied on her mother’s love of knowing and telling to understand. But Pinion grew distant and temperamental, her loves overshadowed by a terrible brooding anger, and so left Baru to

  piece together the clues herself.




  This was how she explained it to some of the other children, Lea Pearldiver’s and Haea Ashcoke’s, her second cousin Lao oldest among them and already growing into a long-limbed stork

  of a person who had to fold herself up between the salty rocks of their secret seaside bolt-hole to listen to Baru’s stories—




  “The plainsmen are angry with us,” Baru would say, “because of the treaty. They say it’s because Taranoke stands alone, and we’ve betrayed that by letting the

  Masquerade build an embassy. But we know better.” (At this everyone would murmur in agreement, having been raised to know the jealous ways of the soggy people from Taranoke’s eastern

  plains.) “They think we’ve bought a foreign ally to hold over them. They think we want a monopoly on the new trade.”




  And events proved her right. Early in the rainy season all the children from around Halae’s Reef packed themselves into their briny seaside fortress so Baru could explain the fires.

  “The plainsmen sent a war party,” she told them, relishing the power to make them gasp and lean in, and especially the power to make Lao hug her knees and stare at Baru in terror and

  admiration. “They came over the mountain and burned some of our sugarcane and coffee. It was a message, you see? So the harborside families took council at Iriad, and sent out a war party of

  our own. Champions to bear their shields east and answer the challenge.”




  “What will they do?” Lao asked, to Baru’s immense satisfaction.




  “Talk if they can,” Baru said, playing at nonchalance by tossing a stone to herself. “Fight if they can’t.”




  “How do they fight?”




  How extraordinarily satisfying to be the daughter of Salm the shield-bearer and Pinion the huntress, foremost among the harborside champions. “Wars are fought between champions in a circle

  of drums. The drums beat and the champions trade spear-cast and shield-push until the loser yields or dies.” Baru cracked her throwing stone against the stone beneath her, to make them leap.

  “And then the plainsmen go home to sulk, and we sell them textiles at outrageous prices.”




  But it didn’t happen this way. When the war party set out to cross the mountain and challenge the plainsmen, the Masquerade garrison marched with them. The treaty spoke of mutual

  defense.




  This was where Baru lost track of events, because mother Pinion and father Salm marched with them too—the war party with their shields and man-spears and obsidian knives climbing the flank

  of the mountain in a motley peacock throng, Salm’s braids a mark of glory among them, Pinion’s spear strapped across her brown back. And the Masquerade garrison masked and columned

  behind them, banners flying, churning the road to mud.




  It had been a long time since war between harborside and plainsmen. Around Iriad there were old vendettas, wives who would not take plainside husbands, men who would not add their seed to a

  plainside woman’s child. But it had been easy to forget that hate as long as times were fat.




  Baru and father Solit stayed at home. The glassmakers had stopped burning kelp and so there were no mirrors to grind. Without Masquerade traders in harbor the paper money was worthless, except

  it wasn’t, because everyone wanted to have it when the trade winds picked up again, and bartered outrageously for even a few slips.




  The wool-merchant Cairdine Farrier came in person to invite Baru to attend the new school, a great tufa-walled compound above the cove. “Oh,” father Solit said, his voice hard.

  “I don’t know. What could you teach her that she couldn’t learn from us?”




  “Lands around the Ashen Sea,” Farrier said, smiling conspiratorially at Baru. “New sorts of arithmetic and algebra. Astronomy—we have an excellent telescope, built by the

  Stakhieczi in the distant north. Science and the disciplines within it. Various catalogues”—his smile held—“of sin and social failure. The Imperial Republic is determined to

  help those we meet.”




  “No,” father Solit said, taking her shoulder. “Your help is a fishhook.”




  “You know best, of course,” Farrier said, though the avarice had not gone from his eyes.




  But without Salm and Pinion, father Solit was lonely and disconsolate, and Baru insisted that she be allowed to attend this wonderful school, which might be full of answers to questions she had

  barely begun to form—what is the world and who runs it and more. Whether because she made Solit furious, or sad, or led him to realize he no longer had any control, her pleas

  struck home. (She wondered about this often, later, and decided it was none of that. He had seen the fire on the horizon and wanted his daughter safe.)




  She went into the school, with her own uniform and her own bed in the crowded dormitory, and there in her first class on Scientific Society and Incrasticism she learned the words sodomite

  and tribadist and social crime and sanitary inheritance, and even the mantra of rule: order is preferable to disorder. There were rhymes and syllogisms to learn, the

  Qualms of revolutionary philosophy, readings from a child’s version of the Falcresti Handbook of Manumission.




  They know so much, Baru thought. I must learn it all. I must name every star and sin, find the secrets of treaty-writing and world-changing. Then I can go home and I will know how to make Solit

  happy again.




  She learned a great many other things as well: astronomy and social heredity and geography. She made a map of the Ashen Sea and its seasonal trade winds, which carried ships in a great easy

  circle that ran clockwise (another new word) around the ocean, starting at Falcrest in the east and running south near Taranoke and Oriati Mbo, onward past lands with many names, all the way north

  to Aurdwynn and then back to Falcrest again.




  So many lands. Oriati Mbo below, learned and fractious, a quilt of federations. Cold Aurdwynn above, where instead of a storm season they had winter, and no decent fruit, and wolves.




  And Falcrest. It must be full of secrets to learn.




  “You could go to Falcrest, Baru Cormorant!” The social hygienist Diline, a gentle man the color of whitefish, aimed his stylus at her. “At the end of your schooling,

  every child of promise will sit the civil service exam, the Empire’s great leveler. Through the methods of Incrastic thought, we will determine your social function. You may become a

  translator, a scholar, even a technocrat in a distant land.”




  “Does the Emperor live in Falcrest?” second cousin Lao asked. At night they whispered rumors of the silent Emperor and the Faceless Throne on which he sat.




  Diline smiled blandly. “He does. Who can recite the Hierarchic Qualm?”




  Baru could.




  The civil service exam became Baru’s guide-star. It would ask her to recite the secrets of power, she imagined. It would require her to make father Solit smile again.




  But that very same day Diline taught them the proof of strict limited inheritance. “One male father,” he said, watching the class carefully, as if waiting for a boar to burst out

  from among them. “One female mother. No less. No more.”




  The class did not believe him. Cousin Lao began to cry. Baru tried to disprove this idiot proof, and had her first shouting match. She was the daughter of a huntress and a blacksmith and

  a shield-bearer, and now they would tell her she was not?




  She had to ask mother Pinion.




  But Pinion came home alone.




  Came home from the war, the blood-soaked catastrophe at Jupora, where Masquerade marines shot dead the plainsmen champions and slaughtered their war party. Cradling father Solit’s

  trembling face in her hands, she rasped her own catastrophe: “Salm vanished on the march home. There were men among the foreign soldiers who hated him. I think they took him.”




  “For what?” Solit’s voice sealed, frozen, desperate to keep things within or without. “What could they find to hate?”




  “You. None of these men have husbands. They hate husbands.” She lowered her forehead to his. “He’s gone, Solit. I looked—I looked so long—”




  When this happened, it was because of the class on Scientific Society and Incrasticism that Baru could only think to ask: “Was Salm my real father? Or was he only a sodomite?”




  It was because of this that father Solit cried out, and told mother Pinion about the school. It was because of this that mother Pinion struck her in rage, and cast Baru out of the courtyard to

  run sobbing back to the white walls and the masked banner.




  Her mother came to apologize, of course, and they cried and were reunited as a family, or at least a grieving part of one. But the hurt was dealt, and the school seemed to know more than even

  mother Pinion, who taught no more—only whispered with Solit about fire and spear and resistance.




  “Stay at school,” Solit said. “You’ll be safest there. The Farrier man”—his nostrils flared in disgust—“will not let you be harmed.”




  I must learn why this happened to Salm, Baru thought. I must understand it, so I can stop it from ever happening again. I will not cry. I will understand.




  This was Baru Cormorant’s first lesson in causality. But it was not quite the most important thing she ever learned from her mother.




  That came earlier, long before the school or the disappearance of brave father Salm. Watching the red-sailed warship in Iriad harbor, Baru asked: “Mother, why do they come here and make

  treaties? Why do we not go to them? Why are they so powerful?”




  “I don’t know, child,” mother Pinion said.




  It was the first time Baru could ever remember hearing those words from her.










  2




  She lost her father Salm, and from this she nearly lost her mother, too.




  “You cannot believe what they teach you,” mother Pinion hissed in her ear. (They smiled together at the chaperones who brought Baru to visit her home, which seemed strangely squalid

  now.) “You must remember what they did to Salm, and give them nothing. The families are taking secret council. We will find a way to drive them back into the sea.”




  “They will never go back,” Baru whispered, pleading. “You cannot fight them, Mother. You don’t understand how huge they are. Please find some way to make

  peace—please don’t die like Salm—”




  “He isn’t dead,” Pinion growled. “Your father lives.”




  Baru looked at her mother, at Pinion’s eyes red with fatigue, her shoulders bunched in anger, and wondered what had happened to the woman who was a thunderbolt, a storm cloud, a panther.

  Of all things Pinion looked most like a wound.




  And Pinion, looking back, must have seen an equal disappointment in Baru’s eyes. “He lives,” she said again, and turned away.




  The argument grew between them like a reef.




  By Baru’s tenth birthday, she came to expect visits from the wool merchant Cairdine Farrier more often than her mother or father. He always had advice. Dress this way, never that way.

  Befriend her, or him—but not him. She liked his advice better than Pinion’s, because it was full of things to accomplish now rather than things to avoid forever.




  The school’s Charitable Service instructors came from many foreign places. There were more and stranger people among the Masquerade garrison than Baru had ever seen at Iriad market.

  “If they can be teachers,” Baru asked, “then I can be one, too? I can go to another land and make little girls stop reading at unjustly early hours?”




  “You can be anything you want in the Empire of Masks!” Cairdine Farrier, grown fat these past few years on island life, tugged affectionately on her ear. “Man and woman, rich

  and poor, Stakhieczi or Oriati or Maia or Falcrest born—in our Imperial Republic you can be what you desire, if you are disciplined in your actions and rigorous in your thoughts. That’s

  why it’s an Empire of Masks, dear. When you wear a mask, your wits matter.”




  “You don’t wear a mask,” Baru said, studying him intently, wondering if there might be flaps behind his ears, fastenings in his hair.




  Farrier laughed at her words, or her stare. He was like Pinion or Solit in his love of her sharpest thoughts. But he was like lost Salm in another way, in the way he relished Baru’s

  effrontery, her willingness to reach out and ask or take. “The mask is for acts of service. The soldier wears a mask on his patrol. The mathematician wears a mask defending her proof. In

  Parliament they are all masked, because they are vessels for the will of the Republic. And on the Faceless Throne the Emperor sits masked forever.”




  A deflection. How unacceptable. Baru pursued her question. “When do you wear a mask? How do you serve?”




  “It’s too hot on Taranoke for masks. But I am here to sell wool, and help occasionally in matters of charity.” He scrubbed Baru’s close-shaved scalp with his knuckles.

  Fat had plumped out his cheeks and weighted his jaw, but when Baru thought of fat men she thought of happy old storytellers at Iriad, pleased to be old, and large with joy. Cairdine Farrier did not

  seem that way. He carried his weight like a thoughtful provision, stored in preparation.




  “What if you could wear a mask?” he asked. “What would you want, Baru?”




  It had not occurred to Baru to want anything except stars and letters until the day when the red-sailed frigate moored in Iriad harbor. It had not occurred to her to want the impossible until

  she lost father Salm, first to that awful doctrine, and then to death.




  Perhaps the death of fathers could be outlawed.




  Perhaps doctrines could be rewritten.




  “I want to be powerful,” she said.




  Cairdine Farrier looked down fondly. “You should study hard for your service exam,” he said. “Study very hard.”




  The service exam would not come for eight years. Baru worked herself raw for it.




  Falcrest, she whispered to herself at night. Empiricism. Incrasticism. The academies of Falcrest. Parliament, and the Metademe, and the Morrow Ministry, and all their secrets. If only I can go

  to Falcrest—




  So much to master, in that distant axis around which the Empire of Masks and the world turned. Secrets her mother had never dreamed of.




  The terror did not stop with Salm.




  Outside the walls of the Masquerade school, plague swept Taranoke. Quarantine closed the gates. The Taranoki children in the school, unable to get news of their relatives, waited bravely through

  their inoculations (a Masquerade concept, like a feeble sickness carried on a swab or a needle). But the quarantine did not lift, not that trade season nor the storm season after.




  When rumors of the dead crept into the school, the sobs of bereaved students kept Baru from her sleep. Sometimes the rumors were false. Not often.




  On lonely nights in the dormitories, surrounded by mourning, Baru would think with cold resentment: at least you know. Better to see the body, and to know how your beloved kin

  passed—better that than to lose your father in the night, as if he were a misplaced toy, a ship at a fraying moor.




  Then the scale of the death outside became clear—the pyramids of corpses burning on the black stone, the weeping sores and lye stink of the quarantine pens. Baru didn’t weep at that

  either, but she desperately wanted to.




  “Why is this happening?” She cornered Cairdine Farrier during one of his visits, furious and desperate. “What does this mean?” And when he made a gentle face, a face for

  blandishments and reassurance, she screamed into the space before the lie: “You brought this with you!”




  And he looked at her with open eyes, the bone of his heavy brow a bastion above, the flesh of his face wealthy below, and in those eyes she glimpsed an imperium, a mechanism of rule building

  itself from the work of so many million hands. Remorseless not out of cruelty or hate but because it was too vast and too set on its destiny to care for the small tragedies of its growth. She saw

  this not merely in the shape of his eyes and the flatness of his regard, but in what they recalled—things he had said and done suddenly understood. And she knew that Farrier had let her see

  this, as a warning, as a promise.




  “The tide is coming in,” he said. “The ocean has reached this little pool. There will be turbulence, and confusion, and ruin. This is what happens when something small joins

  something vast. But—” Later she would hold to this moment, because it felt that he had offered her something true and grown-up and powerful rather than a lie to shield her. “When

  the joining is done there will be a sea for you to swim in.”




  The Masquerade teachers and sailors came and went freely. They were immune. Baru deduced the arrival of a second Masquerade frigate from a whole flock of new faces, including a lanky

  black-skinned midshipwoman who couldn’t have had more than two years on Baru but got to wear a sword. Baru was too embarrassed of her accented Aphalone to say hello, to ask how an Oriati girl

  had made herself an officer in the service of the Masquerade so soon after the great Armada War between the two powers.




  Children began to vanish from the school, sent back out onto the island, into the plague. “Their behavior was not hygienic,” the teachers said. Social conditions, the students

  whispered. He was found playing the game of fathers—




  The teachers watched them coldly as their puberty came, waiting for unhygienic behavior to manifest itself. Baru saw why Cairdine Farrier had advised her on her friendships. Some of the students

  collaborated in the surveillance.




  When Baru turned thirteen, her friend and second cousin Lao, two years older and bitterly unhappy, came to her with twisting hands. “Lao,” Baru whispered, in the limited privacy of

  her curtained bed. “What’s wrong?”




  “My special tutor,” Lao said, eyes downcast, “is a—” She lapsed from Aphalone into their childhood Urunoki. “A pervert.”




  Lao’s special tutor was the social hygienist Diline, from Falcrest—gentle, patronizing, skin exotically pale. He took sessions with rebellious or homesick students. Baru had decided

  a long time ago that Diline could not help her on the civil service exam. “What has he done?” she hissed. “Lao, look at me—”




  “He thinks I have a social condition.” Lao covered her eyes in shame, a gesture they’d all learned from their teachers. “He thinks I’m a tribadist.”




  “Oh,” Baru said.




  Later she would hate herself for the calculation she made here: What will it cost me to be associated with her, if she is? For the science of sanitary inheritance they had learned made it

  very clear what a horror it was to lie with another woman, and what punishment the tribadist would receive. The Imperial Republic had been born in revolt against a degenerate aristocracy, their

  bodies and minds twisted, Diline had explained, by centuries of unhygienic mating. From this Falcrest had learned the value of sanitary behavior and carefully planned inheritance. The diseases

  of tribadism and sodomy must be eradicated from the body and the bloodline . . .




  But she and Lao were both Taranoki, born of Taranoki families, and that loyalty had come before the Masquerade and its doctrines.




  “What will he do?” Baru asked.




  Lao drew her knees to her chest and looked out through the curtains around the bed. “There’s a treatment. Conducted with the hands. Last time he suggested it, I told him I was on my

  period.”




  Baru nodded. “But you have appointments with him every week.”




  Lao’s face folded in the shadows. “I don’t think there’s anything we can do,” she said. “Even you, though you’re their favorite. Perhaps it’s for

  the best—it has to be cured young, they say, before it enters the hereditary cells—”




  “No. No!” Baru took her hands. “Lao, I know exactly who to talk to. I can fix this.”




  Lao squeezed her hands gratefully. “I can survive this. You have so much to lose.”




  But Baru was already planning her movements, drunk on the thrill of it. Later, just as she would hate herself for her calculation, she would remember: This was my first exercise of power. My

  first treason.




  But she was wrong. She did not know exactly who to talk to. Cairdine Farrier was no help at all.




  “Listen to me, Baru,” he said, speaking softly, as if afraid they would be overheard here in the empty tufa courtyard in the corner of the school compound. “Young women express

  numerous hysterias and neuroses. It is a scientific fact, an inevitable consequence of the hereditary pathways that have shaped the sexes, that the young man is given to rage, violence, and

  promiscuity, while the young lady is given to hysteria, perversion, and disorders of the mind. If you want to be a powerful woman—and there are powerful women in the Empire, a great many of

  them—you must be a strong young woman. Is that clear?”




  She took a step away from him, her eyes too wide, her mouth betraying her shock. It was the first time he had ever seemed angry with her. “No,” she said, with a naïve directness

  that she would later regret. “That’s not true! And besides, it’s Lao who has this problem, and—and why is it about Lao, anyway? It’s that tutor Diline who wants to put

  his hands on her!”




  “Quiet!” Cairdine Farrier hissed. “Diline reports on social hygiene to the headmaster, and those reports go into your permanent files. Do you understand what it means for your

  future if you make an enemy of him?”




  A year or two past she would have shouted I don’t care! but now she knew that sounded like hysteria, and despite her revulsion she focused on practicalities. “If you

  act,” she said, “then I won’t be making an enemy of him, will I? Just have Lao ejected from the school. She hates it here anyway. The headmaster could judge her unfit for

  service.”




  From the near distance came the sound of a dish shattering in the kitchen and a man shouting angrily in Aphalone. Cairdine Farrier steepled his hands, a gesture that he always made when

  explaining things he thought were complicated. “Men like Diline give up their lives to work for your betterment. You will respect them. You will be agreeable toward their arts, even when they

  seem unpleasant. If Diline thinks your friend shows unhygienic tendencies, then he will cure her.” His eyes were dark beneath the redoubts of his brow. “Child, believe me: the

  alternatives will bring her much more pain.”




  He’s explaining it to me, Baru thought, which means he thinks I can be convinced, which means he hasn’t given up on me. But if I push—




  It’s not worth losing his patronage over this.




  “All right,” she said. “Forget I asked.”




  Cairdine Farrier smiled in pleased relief.




  Did it work?” Lao whispered, while they swept the floor beneath the quarantine seals.




  Baru met her eyes and smiled half a smile, a crow smile, a lie. “I’m still exploring the options,” she said.




  Looking back on this from adulthood she could not deny that she had considered abandoning Lao. Sacrificing her in the name of forward progress.




  If she got to Falcrest, if she learned the mechanisms of power, surely she could save more than just one Taranoki girl. No matter how clever and brave Lao was, no matter how dear.




  But Baru had another plan.




  Hey,” Baru said, as throatily as she could manage. She was thirteen, gawkily tall, intimidated by her target.




  “Hey yourself,” the lanky Oriati midshipman said. Every other day she brought a package to the headmaster’s office and left the school through this back corridor, and that was

  where Baru had waited to intercept her.




  Baru combed her louse-free stubble with one hand. “You’re an officer, aren’t you?”




  “With an officer’s duties.” The midshipman squared her shoulders and began to push past, toward the outer door. Her Aphalone had its own accent. Perhaps she had been raised in

  a Masquerade school, just like Baru. “As you were, student.”




  “Wait.” Baru caught her by the elbow. “I need your help.”




  They stared at each other, almost nose to nose, Baru trying to stay up on her toes just to match the other woman’s height. She had very brown eyes and very dark skin and an intelligent

  brow and her arm worked with muscle.




  “You’re a curious thing,” the midshipman drawled, adopting the easy superiority of Masquerade officers speaking to Taranoki. “Mind your hands.”




  “That’s my problem,” Baru muttered, drawing closer, gambling that her impudence was more intriguing than revolting. “Hands. If you know what I mean.”




  She had done a little thinking and a little reading about the Imperial Navy, a navy that expected its sailors to climb masts and work ropes and rigging, a navy that boasted a cadre of women

  captains and admirals who were by any account capable and respected. A navy that must, in the course of packing crews of mostly men onto tiny ships for months at a time, have confronted problems of

  this order.




  The midshipman disengaged sharply, a quick step back and a turn that tore her free of Baru’s grip. Baru drew a nervous breath, ready to be struck or reprimanded.




  “My name’s Aminata,” the other woman said. She checked the far end of the hallway, a guilty glance so familiar that Baru had to drown a chuckle. “I’m from Oriati

  Mbo. My family used to trade on Taranoke, and if you tell anyone I spoke to you I’ll gut you, you understand?”




  Baru lifted her chin. “Not if I gut you first.”




  Aminata considered her, smiling a little. Baru thought of a kingfisher eyeing a colorful frog. “We can’t talk in here,” she said. “I could get in real trouble for letting

  you out of quarantine.”




  “I didn’t ask you to.”




  “You certainly never did,” Aminata said, lifting a small brass key. “Now come on. I’ll tell you how to solve your hands’ problems.”




  She followed Aminata down the path behind the school to the edge of a bluff that overlooked Iriad harbor, giddy with fresh salt air and

  disobedience, with the rumble of thunder on the horizon, with the conspiratorial wariness of the older girl’s glances. “It won’t matter if anyone sees us,” Aminata said.

  “There’s a million of you little island rats, and if you’re not in the school they assume you’re just an orphan looking for errands.”




  “Orphan?” Baru frowned at that. Taranoke’s robust nets of mothers and fathers, aunts and uncles, had never left many children alone.




  Aminata hawked and spat off the edge of the bluff. The sea rumbled and crashed below. “The plague’s been hard.”




  “Oh,” Baru said, thinking: yes, of course, I knew that. The island of her childhood was gone. It had died in pus and desperation while she took lessons behind white walls.




  It was storm season. In the harbor a pair of Masquerade warships roosted with their sails furled.




  “C’mon.” Aminata sat on the bluff, legs dangling, and patted the rock beside her. “Tell me about your trouble.”




  “I have a friend—”




  “You don’t have to pretend it’s a friend.”




  “I have a friend,” Baru said, although Aminata snorted, “who has attracted some unwanted attention. From a man.”




  “And he’s done something to your friend already?”




  “Not yet.” Baru sat beside her, fascinated by her red uniform. The Masquerade officers wore exquisite wool waistcoats, the broadcloth tight against weather. Aminata, sensible about

  the heat, wore the coat rakishly loose, and it seemed rather dashing. “Not yet. But he’s tried.”




  “There’s a rule here.” Aminata squinted out at the horizon, an old-sea-hand squint, strange on her young face. “No false claims. You can’t be doing this because you

  fucked and now he’s bragging. Men like to think that false claims are a woman’s weapon, you know. Men close ranks about these things. Even good men.”




  Baru had never thought about these things, and said the first thing that came to mind: “Bragging? What would he brag about?”




  Aminata leaned back on her hands. “I don’t know how it is on Taranoke, but in the Masquerade you play by Falcrest rules. And Falcrest rules say the man gets to brag and the

  woman’s got to be silent.”




  That’s not fair was a child’s protest, Baru reminded herself. “Okay,” she said. “I understand the rules.”




  “Now what you do,” Aminata said, not without a certain relish, “is you get your friends, and you wait until he’s asleep, all right? Then you gag him and you tie his hands

  and feet to the bedframe, and you beat his stomach and feet with stockings full of soap. If he does it again, you beat his balls until he can barely piss. And if he tries to complain, everyone will

  know what he did. Those are the rules in the navy. They’re not written, but they’re true.”




  Baru, who had been expecting some political subtlety, did not try to conceal her disappointment. “We’re not in the navy,” she said, “and we don’t have stockings,

  and besides, we can’t get into his room at night.”




  “Oh.” Aminata’s eyes narrowed. She uprooted a hibiscus flower and began to pluck it methodically. “A teacher.”




  Baru shrugged. “Might be.”




  “So he’s got some excuse to paw your friend. He’s got protection from on high. That’s difficult.”




  “There must be a way to stop it,” Baru said, staring down into the harbor, at the place where Iriad market had been. The Masquerade had torn down the promenades and boardwalks and

  built a dockyard that cradled the skeleton of a new ship. Troops drilled in the muddy streets of the village. “What do you do in the navy when it’s an officer who comes after

  you?”




  “It used to be there was nothing you could do.” Aminata finished plucking the hibiscus and cast it aside. “But now there are enough women—women, and men who’ve

  served with them—in the officer corps that all it takes is a quiet word in the right ear. It’s all done unofficially. But it’s done.”




  “So you can go to your officers for her, and they’ll stop it!”




  Aminata pursed her lips and shrugged, and Baru remembered that for all her uniform and stature, she was a midshipman, and probably not more than sixteen. “I don’t know. Could be

  risky, setting the Navy against the Charitable Service just for the sake of one little islander girl. What’s in it for me?”




  Baru felt her own lips curl, felt her own jaw set, and did not try to hide it. “Nothing, I suppose,” she said. “You haven’t even asked my name, so I suppose you

  don’t really have to care.”




  They sat on the edge of the bluff in cold silence for a little while. The wind picked up.




  “You should get back,” Aminata said. “And so should I, before the watch officer notes I’m overdue.”




  “You’ll have to let me back in,” Baru said stiffly.




  Aminata shrugged. “Won’t. Those doors only lock from the inside.”




  “Oh.” Baru got to her feet and turned back to climb the bluff, wishing sullenly for her mother’s boar-killing spear, or just for her mother, who would have had fierce words for

  Aminata, and fiercer treatment yet for the hygienist Diline.




  Maybe she’d been right. Maybe the only way to stop this kind of thing was the spear—




  “So what is it?” Aminata called. The wind had begun to gust fiercely.




  “What’s what?”




  Aminata made a little out-with-it gesture with her hand and, to Baru’s perplexingly mingled anger and pleasure, smiled a little.




  “Baru Cormorant,” Baru said. “And the problem’s name is Diline.”




  During the next week, in the middle of the night, her second cousin Lao came to her in the dark and kissed her brow. “Thank you,” she

  whispered. “You’re the only good thing left, Baru. Thank you.”




  They were in an art studio—learning to draw foxes, which they had never seen—when word came around that Diline would be leaving the school for an appointment in Falcrest when the

  trade winds picked up again. A captain of the Masquerade marines stopped by personally to congratulate him. Baru felt pride, and sick relief, and worry, because she had not done anything at all

  herself. Aminata had acted for her.




  She was powerless without her patrons. Could power be real if someone else gave it to you?




  “Hey,” Aminata said, when next she passed Baru in the halls.




  “Hey yourself.” Baru grinned, and was reprimanded by the hall proctor for disrespect to an Imperial officer.




  Later that year the school announced a class on swordsmanship, in order to prepare its students for possible service. Aminata was the instructor’s assistant, walking through the ranks,

  barking in students’ faces, seizing their elbows to adjust their form. When she came to Baru she was no gentler, but she smiled.




  They were friends. They whispered, gossiped, speculated. Aminata had come into Imperial service from the outside, like Baru—daughter of one of the Oriati federations that stood wary to the

  south, fearful of a second losing war with the Masquerade. Together they invented small rebellions, commandeering food, conspiring against teachers and officers. Of all their insurrections,

  Baru’s favorite was the cipher game—Aminata knew a little of naval codes, and Baru used that knowledge and her own formal figures to make an encryption for their own use. It proved

  perhaps too ambitious, certainly too ornate (at one point it required three languages and complex trigonometry), but through exasperation and a lot of squabbling in the teachers’ larder they

  whittled it down into something usable.




  And Baru came into the habit of slipping out of the quarantine, sometimes with Aminata, sometimes alone with the key Aminata had provided her, to see her mother and father and assure them that

  she was not yet lost to them.




  If Cairdine Farrier knew about this, he showed no displeasure. But when Diline left Taranoke, he visited Baru in a curt mood and said: “We will need to find a replacement of equal

  diligence.”




  He looked at her with guarded eyes, and she thought that he knew what had been done to save Lao. But she could not decide if he was pleased, or angry, or waiting to see what she would do

  next.




  More and more of her fellow students began to leave the school. She found herself assigned special duties, puzzles and tasks, riddles of coin and account-books, geometry and calculus. The

  teachers began to murmur the word savant, and behind their glances she saw Cairdine Farrier’s eyes.




  She mastered figures and proofs, demographics and statistics. Struggled with literature and history, geography, and Aphalone, all of which should

  have been interesting but in practice bored her. All these fallen empires: the husk of ancient Tu Maia glory in the west, their blood and letters scattered everywhere, and the Stakhieczi masons now

  dwindled away into the north, maybe someday to return. They were yesteryear’s methods, the losers of history. Falcrest had surpassed them. Even the Oriati, artisans and traders sprawling away

  to the south in a quilt of squabbling federations—well, Aminata didn’t seem to miss her home so much, and their strength had not been enough to win the Armada War, so what could they

  offer?




  Easy enough, at least, to perform with unremarkable competence in social hygiene and Incrasticism, the Masquerade’s philosophy of progress and hereditary regulation. And she excelled in

  swordsmanship, surpassing even most of the boys, who by seventeen were now, on the mean, bigger and stronger than the girls.




  But swordsmanship was not on the civil service exam, and as the proctors and teachers and Cairdine Farrier kept reminding her, as she told her mother on her forbidden nights out, the exam was

  everything. The key to Falcrest, to the academies and the murmured Metademe where they made special people of clarified purpose; the key—perhaps—to a seat in Parliament.




  If the Masquerade could not be stopped by spear or treaty, she would change it from within.




  And at the beginning of that trade season the exam came, shipped in from Falcrest in wax-sealed tubes, brought in under armed escort and prepared for the remaining students like a banquet.




  Cairdine Farrier slipped her a flask of clear spring water, mixed with some invisible drug which he assured her would help her focus—“All the polymaths in Falcrest use it!” She

  left it in her bed and sat down to take the exam with her mind clear, all worry and fear pressed into clean geometric lines, everything focused on this day and the day after.




  She did not let herself think about the way her whole life from this moment on would pivot around how well she could write on these papers.




  Falcrest, she did not let herself think. I will go to Falcrest and learn to rule, as we have been ruled. I will make it so no Taranoki daughter will lose a father again.




  She was eighteen.




  Two days passed, and she turned the exam over to the headmaster knowing she had demolished it. “Did the placebo help?” Cairdine Farrier asked, eyes sparkling.




  That night she worked in the training room with Aminata, the brutal naval routine of partnered exercises and dead weights meant to keep a woman ready for ropes and masts and combat. They dueled

  with blunted longswords, Baru losing but still high on her own future, on the knowledge that she had won. Taranoke would not be her cage. (When had Taranoke become a cage?)




  “You didn’t tell me,” now-Lieutenant Aminata said, panting between clashes.




  “Tell you what?”




  “Why that hygienist was going to treat your ‘friend’ a few years ago.”




  Baru lifted her blade and set herself at the wide mensur, two footsteps away, sword at the day guard. “Should I have?”




  “One of the merchants told me yesterday,” Aminata said, her blade down in the fool guard. “He told my captain, who told me.”




  Baru breathed in, out, in, trying to center herself.




  “Diline didn’t want some lewd congress,” Aminata said. “He was trying to cure your friend of tribadism. Of love for women!”




  Baru struck. Aminata struck in counter, fast as reflex where Baru still needed thought. Rode her sword down the length of Baru’s into a killing stroke to the neck that threw Baru back and

  left her gasping and pawing at her throat.




  “Surely you’ve heard of that condition!” Aminata advanced, unrelenting, striking again. Baru missed the counterstrike and suffered a crushing blow to her gloved fingers. Crying

  out, she disengaged, but Aminata followed still. “It’s common on this island, I’m told. A pervasive affliction!”




  “He had no right to put his hands on her!” Baru gave ground, in the ox guard, blade at brow and waiting for another stroke. Her heart hammered and it was impossible to tell the

  battle-rage from the rising sickness of betrayal.




  “I had to learn it from my captain!” Aminata’s guard was down but Baru sensed a trap and held back. “Do you know what’s done to a suspected tribadist, Baru?

  There’s a list somewhere, a list of officers who’ll go nowhere. And do you know what’s done if the crime can be proven?”




  Baru struck, weary, weak. Aminata batted the stroke aside contemptuously.




  “They’ll take a knife to your cunt,” she said, and struck Baru’s hands so hard she dropped her blade.




  Aminata stepped into the opening, seizing Baru beneath the shoulders, clinching her arms in a hold she remembered from firelight and drums and lost father Salm wrestling some other champion. She

  struggled, roaring, but could not escape.




  They stood locked together, panting, Aminata’s proud high-browed face close and ferociously angry.




  “It’s a crime against law and nature,” Aminata hissed. “And you should’ve told me.”




  She dropped Baru to the matted floor and left.




  A merchant told her captain, Baru thought, her mind awhirl. A merchant—I know only one merchant—




  And when the results of the placement exam came back from Falcrest, and Cairdine Farrier came to her smiling to say: “Congratulations, Baru. You’ve excelled beyond all expectation.

  You’ll go to Aurdwynn, to prove yourself as Imperial Accountant in those troubled lands. And perhaps later to Falcrest.”




  When this happened, she knew she had been punished for going against him.




  “Don’t be disappointed,” Cairdine Farrier said, patting her shoulder. “You’ve come so far, given where you began.”










  3




  Eighteen and hungry, the memory of father Salm an old scar kept close at hand, Baru made ready to leave Taranoke.




  Imperial Accountant for the Federated Province of Aurdwynn. The north. The wolf land. Troubled Aurdwynn and its thirteen treacherous dukes. A test? Or an exile? Had Cairdine Farrier

  betrayed her?




  It felt like he had. “You will have high station,” he’d told her. “Dangerously high, for one so young. It will ask everything of you.”




  But it was not Falcrest. It was not the power she had warned her mother of, in their endless, spiraling war: You will never change anything with your hut and your little spear! They are too

  vast, and you understand too little! We cannot fight them from here!




  And her mother’s answering disdain: Go, then. Learn all their secrets. Cover yourself in them. You will return with a steel mask instead of a face.




  Iriad harbor gave birth to a new ship, hulled in Taranoki lumber, flying the red sails of the Imperial Navy. Baru’s letter of assignment said it would take her north—two children of

  Taranoke, cut and worked by the Masquerade, leaving together.




  Walking down to the harbor, blunt practice blade on her belt, she found herself looking across Taranoke with Imperial eyes. Plentiful lumber. Good labor. A fleet base, securing the southwest

  of the Ashen Sea. Feed the forests to the shipyards, expand the plantations, tame the plainsmen and use their land for cattle—




  All of this would happen. They would marry their bureaucrats and shipwrights into decimated Taranoki families, a gift meant to stop the devastating plagues carried here from Falcrest’s pig

  pens, plagues against which the Taranoki had no immunity. Incrastic eugenics would dictate the shape and color of the island’s children.




  There would be families who clung to the old ways, both in their marriages and in their trading habits, but the island’s economy was a Masquerade economy now. There was no reason to buy or

  sell anywhere but Iriad.




  While she had waited behind the walls of the school, her home had been conquered. The soldiers of the invasion, the paper money and the sailcloth, the pigpen diseases, had won. The old divisions

  of harborside and plainsmen exploited before she was even old enough to understand them.




  Had she been conquered, too?




  No. No. She would play their game, learn their secrets. But mother Pinion was wrong. It would only be a mask. She would come home with the answers of rule and find a way to ease the yoke.




  She looked up to the slopes of Taranoke, where as a child she had brought her spyglass, where the dead volcano slept. Raised a hand in salute, in promise: After Falcrest. Once I find the

  way.




  In Iriad she spoke and signed an oath to the Emperor, and another oath to the Imperial Republic and all its many organs. She received her papers

  of citizenship, slick with beeswax for waterproofing: socialized federati (class 1) with a civil service star and a technocrat’s mark, inflected with the mathematician’s sign. Marriage

  rights after hereditary review, with further review after first childbearing.




  “You can go to the docks now,” the clerk said. He was Taranoki and younger than her, but his Aphalone was perfect. Probably an orphan, raised in a Charitable Service school. A whole

  generation amputated from its past.




  Orphan—




  They aren’t coming, Baru thought, her throat dry. They’re too angry with me. I wrote—maybe I wrote the letter in Aphalone, and didn’t notice, and they

  couldn’t read it—




  But there at the harborside she found found mother Pinion and father Solit, dressed in mulberry-cloth skirts and work shirts as a concession to the new modesty. She saw them in the crowd before

  they saw her, and had time to straighten herself, to blink a few times, to call: “Mother! Father!”




  Mother Pinion took her by the shoulders. “You’re strong,” she said. “Good. Daughter—”




  “Mother,” Baru warned, breathing raggedly. Her eyes prickled.




  “I want you to answer two questions.” Her hair had no gray in it and her gaze was very firm, but plague scars pocked her cheeks. “Why are you leaving? So many of your cousins

  are staying as interpreters or staff. Have you forgotten how I named the birds and the stars?”




  “Mother,” Baru said, her heart breaking within her (how formal the old Urunoki sounded now, when set next to fluid simple Aphalone), “there are strange new birds where

  I’m going, and strange new stars.”




  Her mother considered her in silence for a moment, and nodded. “Well enough. And are you still ours?”




  “Yours?”




  Pinion lifted her eyes to the dead snow-speckled peak. “You spent more time in that school than you did with us. Are you still ours?”




  How much betrayal had Pinion seen? How many of her cousins still fought? How many of them had taken on new jobs, new husbands, saying as her own daughter had said: We cannot win?




  “Mother,” she began, stumbling, trying again: “I’m going to find another way to fight them. Be patient. Be strong. Don’t—don’t waste yourself on

  futility. They are vast, and no count of spears can change that.”




  “You chose one kind of strength, daughter,” Pinion said. “I choose another.”




  Baru took her mother by the shoulders and kissed both her cheeks, unable to answer that. It was father Solit who took her by the shoulders next, and asked his own question: “Do you

  remember Salm?”




  And Baru took him in her own arms, shocked by how frail he felt, by how close they were in height, and whispered in his ear: “I remember my father. I remember my fathers.”




  She felt his breath go out of him, a slow release that felt like it had waited years. They stepped away from her, their faces dour now, as they had to be. “Go, then,” her mother

  said, and then, with softness: “I hope you return carrying all the things you want.”




  Baru backed up a few steps, not ready to look away. But it hurt too much to see them receding step by step, so at last she made herself face the sea.




  She went down the quay, and found Cairdine Farrier waiting for her by the skiff. He beamed at her.




  Baru held his gaze and shook his hand as an equal. “You’ll accompany us to Treatymont and then continue on to Falcrest, I presume?”




  “I’m going home,” he said, “just as you’re leaving it. My work on Taranoke is done, and now you can begin that same work in Aurdwynn. It feels like a design,

  doesn’t it? Like a made thing. Elegant.”




  “And what work is that?”




  “My favorite work,” he said, tugging at the breast of his summer jacket. “Finding those who deserve more, and raising them up.”




  They settled themselves in the skiff. Baru glanced over the crew, assessing their ranks and races, and found someone else watching her in return. “Lieutenant Aminata,” she said,

  smiling, her stomach turning with uncertainty and anger. “Congratulations on your new post.”




  “Likewise,” Aminata said, and smiled back. “Congratulations on your service appointment. I understand you performed remarkably.”




  The new ship was a frigate called Lapetiare, and from her deck Baru saw for the first time the whole shape of Taranoke, hazed in birds, black and fertile and oh so tall, falling down past

  the horizon and into memory.




  Lapetiare turned north with the trade winds, racing along the Ashen Sea’s western coast. Baru kept to the main deck and practiced her

  navigation. The master’s mate took sightings of passing landmarks, logging their course by coastal navigation, but Baru preferred to watch the sun and stars—more beautiful, and more

  absolute. Computing longitude demanded more than an hour of hand-scratched calculations. Baru resolved to work that time down to twenty minutes by the time they reached Aurdwynn. If she failed as

  an accountant, at least she could find a ship.




  Spray crashed off the bow. The warm trade winds carried dark-winged shearwaters with them and the southern sailors, from Oriati Mbo and its many islands, threw them salted fish and called out

  wishes in their own tongues.




  “Salt and citrus,” Cairdine Farrier said, joining her at the stern with half a lemon in each hand. “The chemicals of empire.”




  “Salt to preserve food for long journeys,” Baru recited. “Citrus for scurvy.” Farrier had made the trip into an extended service exam (his very first question when aboard

  was Do you recognize the name of the ship, and she had; Lapetiare was a character from the revolutionary classic The Antler Stone). It might have annoyed her, but she was restless and

  appreciated the chance to work herself.




  She’d grown proud.




  “They have a strange red salt on Taranoke.” Farrier arranged himself against the stern rail and threw a gnawed bone into the wake. “Iron salt, I believe it’s called.

  I’ve sent samples home to Falcrest these past few years. Two of my colleagues are greatly interested in exploratory chemistry.”




  Baru pursed her lips. “I’m sure the work being done in Falcrest is very important.”




  “Falcrest is the heart and mind of the world.”




  “So I’ve been taught.”




  Farrier offered her one of the lemon halves. She waved him away without a glance. He clucked at her, shaking his head. “You’re being petulant. Falcrest isn’t lost to you. There

  are other paths than the service exam. Paths that reward patience, loyalty, and ability.”




  “One wonders which I’ve failed to demonstrate.”




  “You are young. The hereditary strengths of your people are untested, and their degenerate, unhygienic mating practices are a source of great unease. You should be pleased

  to—”




  “And here I thought only wit mattered behind the mask.”




  Farrier drew a sailor’s knife and began to cut the rind free of his lemon. The motion of the ship made him cautious with the blade, and he laughed softly at himself. “Perhaps

  you’re asking the wrong questions,” he said. “It could be that you’ve demonstrated truly exemplary capability. That you’ve been judged fit for additional tests.

  More rigorous evaluations, in more demanding environments, without the usual slow path of apprenticeship and advancement. The Imperial Republic is, as you justly remind me, a meritocracy through

  and through. And we will need merit in the years to come. There are wolves to our north, rising from cold dens, and water buffalo in our south, circled and ferocious. Very soon the Masquerade will

  win or lose a great game.”




  She lifted her eyes to judge the winds by the course of distant birds, playing for time. She was nervous, unsure of her position. Cairdine Farrier was not a simple merchant—she’d

  suspected that since the early days of the school on Taranoke, been certain of it since he meddled with her service exam. “I prefer to know who’s testing me, given the choice. I prefer

  to know why I’ve been given an Imperial province and a high office, instead of an apprenticeship.”




  “You will have to trust that the Imperial Republic knows how best to permit you to serve it,” Farrier said. He lifted his peeled lemon in toast.




  Baru went to find her practice blade and a sailor who could test it.




  That evening Baru summoned her new secretary to her cabin.




  “Muire Lo.”




  “Yes,” he said, slipping sidelong through the doorway. “Your Excellence. At your service.”




  He was a slim man, narrow-shouldered, his skin almost invisible to Baru in that it was so very Taranoki (a little pale, perhaps, like someone who shut himself up inside, like father Solit). He

  wore gentle Falcrest-style makeup over a careful composed face. Instantly and inexplicably Baru wondered if he could sing, and only after a moment did she realize that he reminded her of a finch,

  curious and abrupt in his movements. She hated to trust these impressions: there seemed no reason for them to be true.




  “You’re from Aurdwynn,” she said, gesturing sit, sit. There was barely room in the slot cabin for two and a table. She’d tidied her effects with a nervousness she

  preferred not to admit. This was her first subordinate.




  “Yes, Your Excellence.” He had a way of showing deference with his eyes, downcast and polite, but he couldn’t quite hold it. Every few moments he glanced at Baru. When he did

  this his eyes were sharp and probing, frankly curious. “I left at thirteen. After the Fools’ Rebellion. A Charitable Service selectee.” When she didn’t ask for details

  (somehow it felt dangerous to even discuss rebellions) he took his seat. “Several years in Falcrest at a School of Imperial Service. Then two years on Taranoke, assisting in the census of

  labor and resources.”




  Falcrest-educated. She felt a snap of resentment and possessiveness at that. He was four years older, too, but no matter, no matter, it was for the best. In Aurdwynn she would have to command

  her elders, and the Falcrest-educated. If Muire Lo or anyone else challenged her authority on those grounds, she could always invoke that delightful word savant.




  “Muire Lo is a Tu Maia name, isn’t it?” This said mostly to bait him. She knew how the Maia had risen in the west to rule half the Ashen Sea in centuries past. Legend and

  linguistics said their children had settled Taranoke long ago.




  “Yes, Your Excellence. Aurdwynn’s families descend from the Maia and the Stakhieczi, for the most part.” He hesitated for an instant, too brief to be an affectation. “If

  a native eye might be of use, I’ve prepared a brief survey of the province. At your discretion, of course.”




  Baru made a small gesture of permission, much more subtle than the relief she felt. How fundamentally satisfying to have a knowledgeable subordinate—like a little auxiliary mind. But she

  would have to be careful: he had been chosen for her.




  They opened a map and tried to remedy Baru’s atrocious grasp of geography. “Aurdwynn stretches north to the Wintercrest Mountains,” Muire Lo said, tracing the contours of the

  land with long ink-stained fingers. Bent over the map, some of the self-consciousness had gone out of him. “East to the river Inirein, which can only be bridged here—and—here.

  West to the old Tu Maia keeps at Unane Naiu, and the desert beyond. And—obviously—”




  “The Ashen Sea to the south.”




  “Quite, Your Excellence.”




  She traced the facts of stone and water that boxed Aurdwynn, made it small and desirable and impossible to escape—an arena, a cage, a pulpit. Empires had grappled and died here. But

  whoever ruled Aurdwynn ruled the north of the Ashen Sea, and whoever ruled that piece of sea controlled the seaward approach to Falcrest itself.




  The Masquerade ruled from Falcrest and its rule was like an octopus: stealthy, flexible, smart, gripping half the Ashen Sea—but soft, so soft. It had to surround itself in hardness to

  armor itself against the Oriati and its other rivals. Taranoke in the west, as a fleet base to check the Oriati. And Aurdwynn to the north, as a bastion. . . .




  “You were a child when the Masquerade arrived,” she said, running her fingers over the landlord-manors of Duchy Erebog, the clay lands that gave Aurdwynn its pottery and its oldest

  duchess.




  Muire Lo kept his eyes on the map. The lamplight shone on the perfumed oil in his dark hair. “Aurdwynn has been a federated province for twenty years. I was two when Xate

  Yawa—she’s the Jurispotence now—killed the old Duke Lachta and arranged our formal surrender.”




  “But there was a—” If it was foolish to mention rebellion, it was more foolish to shy away from it. “A rebellion. You lived through that.”




  “The Fools’ Rebellion gave up arms when I was twelve. Not even a man. I have always been loyal.”




  I’m sure you have, Baru thought. I’m sure those early years involved no tumult at all, in Aurdwynn or in your heart.




  There was no question Muire Lo had been chosen to watch over her. Everyone was someone else’s instrument. But she would have to take him into confidence and use him as a trusted instrument

  nonetheless. She could afford to make some of her agendas known to Farrier and Farrier’s creatures. Far more dangerous to shut him out and deny even the illusion of control.




  “They want to hold Aurdwynn because it protects Falcrest and the heartlands.” She touched the Wintercrests. “From the Stakhieczi in the north, who could invade by land through

  Aurdwynn and then east across the river Inirein. And from any rival on the Ashen Sea, who would have to sail clockwise with the trade winds, and follow the coast of Aurdwynn to reach

  Falcrest.”




  “We want to hold Aurdwynn,” Muire Lo said softly. “Your Excellence.”




  “Thank you.” She drummed her fingers on the map, considering both the map and the loyalties of Muire Lo. Exhilaration rose in her: here, before her, a problem of power, a riddle of

  empire. A chance to show her worth to Cairdine Farrier, whoever he really was, whatever great designs he hinted at. “What a cauldron. What a trap.”




  Alpine forest and rugged mountain, coastal plain and rich cold fisheries. A land of mineral and animal wealth. An economic dream and a military nightmare: a land of valleys riven by dangerous

  geography. Cavalry would be king in the lowlands, the key to controlling the Sieroch floodplains and the capital at Treatymont. But in the north, rangers and woodsmen roaming the towering redwood

  forests would be able to close the roads during summer. In winter there would be no forage to feed an army to chase them.




  And the tumult of the geography was nothing next to the politics. “How many times,” Baru said, leafing through the parchment, “has your home been invaded?”




  “I believe we have lost count.”




  Five hundred years past, Aurdwynn had been overrun by waves of Stakhieczi and Tu Maia armies, invasion and counterinvasion between two great empires at the peak of their power. The warlords and

  dukes left behind when the empires collapsed (a mystery Baru’s schooling had not touched upon, though one often blamed on unhygienic mating) had settled into uneasy coexistence. A dozen

  contenders had tried to unify Aurdwynn in the centuries since. A dozen alliances rose to amputate their dreams of a throne.




  On the gates of Lachta, the old Stakhieczi outpost that everyone now called Treatymont, the stone bore ancient words—




  “Aurdwynn cannot be ruled,” Baru murmured.




  “Only the Masquerade can rule Aurdwynn,” Muire Lo said, eyes still downcast in respect. “The Northgate engraving has been amended.”




  Why had the civil service exam arranged for her to go here? Why had Cairdine Farrier wanted his savant, groomed from childhood, thrown to the wolves?




  “Give me the Treaty of Federation.” Baru beckoned and Muire Lo searched his folders for his waxed copy of Aurdwynn’s treaty with the Empire. She scanned it, lips pursed,

  chuckling again at the flock of Iolynic signatures that crowded the final page—all the dukes and duchesses of Aurdwynn, Autr through Vultjag, gathered to submit their mutual

  surrender—until she found the passage rankling at her.




  Aurdwynn shall have a Governor, appointed by the Emperor in Falcrest, with power over the legal Imperial military and its garrisons—yes, yes, and so forth—and who shall

  serve as liege lord to the dukes and duchesses of Aurdwynn by sworn oath. Fine.




  Aurdwynn shall have a Jurispotence, who shall have power over all the courts, and power to review the law, and who shall oversee the dispersal of cults, the teaching of proper Incrastic

  thought, and the sanitation of heredity. Falcrest’s eye and lash. Not a popular post.




  Aurdwynn shall have an Imperial Accountant, who shall have power over foreign and domestic trade, who shall gather the Imperial tax, and disburse Imperial funds as they see fit. And that

  was her, the purse-watcher. It couldn’t be much of a station if they would give it to an exam-fresh stripling technocrat.




  Could it?




  She steepled her hands and looked up at the ceiling of the tiny slot cabin. “Aurdwynn is a hive of duchies,” she said. “We’ve installed a governor to keep the dukes in

  line, which is an extraordinary task. So he must either be a despot, who rules with his garrison, or bound up in their politics. Is that fair?”




  “Governor Cattlson gives great leeway to the duchies, I am told,” Muire Lo said, “though I am also told this is due to their equally great mutual respect. It is said he rides

  with Duke Heingyl the Stag Hunter, and that together they hope to find a Falcresti husband for the young lady Heingyl Ri.”




  “Touching.” She traced the borders on the map. “And Aurdwynn must be a barking mutt of bloodlines, full of old faiths and heresies. We have put a Jurispotence on top of all

  that, who cannot possibly regulate the faiths and marriages of all these valley peasants. So she must have given up on her job, or pursued it zealously. Either she’s ineffective and ignored,

  or effective and despised.”




  “I could not possibly say whether Her Excellence Xate Yawa is despised—”




  “Come now, Muire Lo.” She gave him a cross glance. “You’re my secretary. I command you to be honest with me. Especially if I’m wrong.”




  He raised his gaze from the map and the twitch of his lips might have been a very schooled and very subtle smile. “You’re not wrong,” he said.




  Baru leaned back on the creaking oaken bench, staring at the map of Aurdwynn, seeing Taranoke, all the ways they differed, all the ways they were the same. “The dukes have no foreign

  trading partners,” she said, “except the Masquerade, and each other—all the other duchies and valleys. Since they have no central bank or common currency, they use our Imperial

  fiat notes. The value of those notes depends on foreign trade and the policies of the Fiat Bank.”




  And she controlled that trade and that bank. She was the Imperial Accountant.




  “A cogent assessment, I think,” Muire Lo said, quite properly, but she could see in the tightness of his eyes and lips, worried and amused at once, that he had seen just what she

  had. She controlled not just the purse-strings of the provincial government, but, through the Fiat Bank, the economic prosperity of every duke in Aurdwynn. She could do what the Governor and the

  Jurispotence could not: keep the dukes in line.
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