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CHAPTER 1


They were the last line of defense. Beyond them lay the road to the ruin of empires. If they failed to stop what was coming, if they failed to stop who was coming, the way would lie open. The terrible slide to war would begin. They held the fates of great powers in their hands. Only they did not know this. No one did.


Not even the gods.


What Horwun Linkmere knew was that he was cold. He crouched in the trees by the side of the Korvas Road, caught in the middle of a spring squall. The wind sharpened its claws as it blew over the Ghaunt River to Horwun’s right. The rain fell in sheets, and gusts sent it slashing across his face. It dug its fingers into his clothes, working its way through the leather to grasp him in a clammy, icy fist. Instead of sheltering him, the leaves above poured streams onto his neck, tracing cold trails down his spine. The soles of his boots were cracked, and his feet swollen and numb.


Horwun knew he was cold. He knew that he would give his take from the last year for a roof and a fire. He knew that the day was well on its way to being a lost one. More than anything he wanted to stand up and walk away.


Only he couldn’t. The loss of face he would suffer would be lethal. Delner, hungry to lead, would push Horwun out given half a chance. A lack of prey on the roads today was forgivable, as long as Horwun maintained discipline, keeping the gang in place until it became clear there would be no travelers.


The hunting in the Ghaunthook region was generally easy, but not always reliable. The village lay close enough to Northope to have a steady flow of trade. It was small enough that the flow often took the form of a trickle of individual traders and farmers who decided they couldn’t wait for the greater security of the once-a-month caravan. The trickle interested Horwun and the other carrion birds along the Korvas Road. Northope’s patrols did not reach as far as Ghaunthook, and the village barely had the resources to protect the boundaries of the settlement proper. Easy prey, as long as there was prey to be had.


None so far today. Horwun shivered. He leaned over his folded arms, clutching himself more tightly. He gained no warmth. All he felt was the sodden leather. One more hour, he told himself. One more hour to twilight. There would be no travelers then. He could lift the ambush with no loss of authority.


Though he still watched the road, he no longer gave it his attention. He thought longingly of the cave his band had claimed in the hills to the southeast. Its floor would be dry. Its mouth was wide enough to accommodate a fire. His eyes glazed over, the hour stretching ahead as if it were a century.


He almost didn’t see them. Two figures emerged from the curtains of rain. They jolted him to awareness, and he breathed a silent prayer of thanks that Delner did not appear to have spotted them. Their silhouettes were indistinct in the gray. Horwun judged them both to be men, one of average height and slim build, the other very tall, imposing even from a distance of a hundred yards. Watch him, Horwun thought. Still, just two. Easy for the five of them to take.


He mimicked the caw of a crow, alerting the band. He looked across the road to the deepening shadows beneath the trees on that side. A bush waved three times against the wind, Delner signaling readiness. Horwun rocked back and forth on the balls of his feet, easing the cramps in his legs. He drew his sword.


He was about to engage in the most important struggle of his life.


He did not know this. But neither did the gods.


Latanna Forgrym thought about rebirth. She wondered if it were possible. She knew what Alisteyr Huesland would say, when he arrived, if she asked him. He would say tell her that rebirth was what he had come to offer. He would be very poetic, very well spoken. Very sweet.


He would also be very wrong. She was contemplating something far more crucial than a romantic metaphor, no matter how profoundly Alisteyr felt its reality. Perhaps she was thinking in the wrong terms. Maybe she had the wrong word. She needed something stronger than rebirth. Perhaps recreation. A new arrival out of the void, an identity unsullied by the strangling weeds of family history.


She shifted from one foot to the other, then leaned against the tree. The oak was massive, so thick that its trunk straddled the boundary of the Forgrym and Huesland properties. Above her, mossy, moldering linen lay stretched over wooden planks that had been assembled into a crude platform between two forking branches. The construction was clumsy, the work of the children she and Alisteyr had been well over a decade ago. She doubted the platform would support their weight now, but it did keep the rain off her. She appreciated the symbolic value of meeting here. The spot had always been theirs. It represented the possible end to the conflict between their families.


Latanna gazed at the surrounding woods, thinking that the long survival of the platform spoke to more than hope for the future. It was also a sign of decay, of just how pathetic the Forgryms and Hueslands had become, and how risible their war. Since the properties met here, where were the patrols? Why was it so wild? Why had the subterfuge of children gone undiscovered?


Sad, all of it. Useless. Again, she felt the need for a new creation. The longing went deeper than her heart. It lived in her bones. She felt her family name shaping her identity with as much force as if it were her body itself. If she dug back far enough into history, there was pride to be had in the utterance of Forgrym. But encrustations of corruption, vainglory, and futility formed her inheritance from more recent generations. There was no scraping it clean, not when her father kept adding to the grime. The only true cleansing would be annihilation.


But the purity of the void was denied to her. She could not create from nothing. So, she would work with the possible. She would end the decay. She would put a stop to a war that had been drained of meaning a century ago. That much, she could do.


Latanna heard Alisteyr crashing through the underbrush. The paths through this region of the woods were overgrown. She and Alisteyr were the only humans to pass this way at all. She wondered if that would change, should they reach their goal.


Goal. Is that what you want to call it? Don’t use that word when you’re talking to Alisteyr.


No. She would not. That would be cruel.


She took a step away from the trunk and straightened her cloak. As Alisteyr reached the shelter of the oak, the steady patter of the rain became a hammering. It had begun to hail. Large stones snapped twigs as they fell through the tree cover and bounced on the ground.


“You had a near escape,” Latanna said.


Alisteyr laughed. “I did.” Then his face turned anxious. “Am I late? Have I kept you waiting?”


“I was early. It’s nice being away from the house.”


Alisteyr nodded, solemn now. “I know.” His eyes, the blue of fresh spring skies, gazed at her with an adoration she did not believe she deserved. It was also one that she could not return in the way he deserved, though she was trying her best.


“Let’s talk about getting you away from that house forever,” Alisteyr said. He dropped to one knee and took her hand.


“You really don’t have to do it this way,” she began. After all, she had been the one to first broach the subject.


“Yes, I do. I want to.” He was the one with the passion. “Latanna Forgrym,” he said, taking her left hand in both of his, “I call upon Ártimára to witness my words to you. As this tree has been the sanctuary for our friendship since our childhood, so would I have my love be the same for you.”


Latanna controlled a wince, and felt awful for having had to do so. Poetry had never been Alisteyr’s strong suit, and his analogy was as labored as it was over-rehearsed. Yet that wasn’t what pained Latanna. What hurt was Alisteyr’s sincerity, the commitment of his entire being to truth of his words. Latanna’s response was a poor answer to what Alisteyr offered.


“I ask, then,” Alisteyr continued, “that you stoop to my level and bless my hand with yours in marriage.”


Latanna looked down at the man before her. His brown hair was so fine, it had barely been slicked down by the rain. His features were elegant to the verge of being delicate, as if the beauty of his ancestors were encountering the faded state of his family’s power. Latanna’s father, Marsen Forgrym, fought a war he could not afford. The Hueslands fought a defensive battle empty of hope and interest. Alisteyr’s family had no greater goal than survival. He, though, hoped for more. He had energy and fire, and in this moment, he was dedicating them to her.


She did love him. She always had. What troubled her was the degree and the kind of love. It was not what she saw before her. She was too conscious of the soundness of the idea of their marriage. An end to the Forgrym-Huesland feud would benefit both families, and Ghaunthook itself. The war had damaged the village. Perhaps the stability of a peace might lead to a rebirth of Ghaunthook’s fortunes.


These were all good things. She was very much aware of them, and wanted to bring them about. Marriage was a transaction, and she would be engaging in a fine one here.


She was far too rational.


She stared at her friend. She smiled at him. And then, her heart contracting with an awful terror of hurting him, she said, “Yes, Alisteyr Huesland, I would be your wife.”


It was not until much later that she realized that she had invoked no gods.


***


No lanterns illuminated the library of the University of Árkiriye. Pilta ne Akwatse ran between the stacks by feel alone. He had a small lamp concealed within his robes. He would need it to find the book, but he didn’t light it yet. He didn’t dare. When he had told the human trader that he feared nothing in the library’s darkness, he hadn’t been speaking the full truth. He didn’t fear the dark, but he did fear what light might summon. He feared the librarian. Skiriye ne Sincatsë’s commitment to perfection extended to the absolute observance of edicts. Pilta’s mere presence at this hour was a monstrous contravention of the rules. He tried not to contemplate what would happen if someone caught him with the book.


The fear exhilarated him.


He was a shadow and a wind. He was silence itself. When he reached the door to the crypt, he imagined even the dust had been undisturbed by his passing. He crouched before the door and felt for its lock.


“How will you get in?” the trader had asked.


Pilta had smirked. “No door can bar an elf. Not even our own. Perfection in all things, human. Remember that. And my gift is the perfection of lock picking.”


Another lie. He was, though, a very good thief. He had stolen the key from Skiriye’s desk. Now he placed it in the lock and turned. The door opened without a creak.


He descended the steps, into unknown territory, and took the risk of lighting his tiny lantern. A marble staircase spiraled down, just as the trader had told him. The human had also said exactly where he would find the book. Pilta shook his head, astonished that the woman had known so much. As he descended, he wondered just how long and how expensive the trader’s quest for information had been. Who had been suborned to provide information that could only have come from the most forbidden of catalogs? Or had a human spy somehow managed to peer into those pages? Every now and then, such fools were caught and executed in view of the human quarter.


It occurred to Pilta that he should have negotiated a higher fee. The deeper he went into the dark, the more the enormity of what he was doing sank in. He still had time to back out. Even if he was caught, he had done no worse than trespass. He hadn’t yet crossed the line into theft.


The coin kept him going. Whatever he should have demanded, he would soon have enough to cover his tuition and lodging for the next term. He had had a lean summer. Hunger bored him, and he looked forward to leaving it behind.


Pilta reached the bottom of the stairs. He breathed in air drier than on the upper floors of the library, dry as bleached bone, dry as frozen time. Lanterns hung from the low vaults of the ceiling, the light watchful yet still. The aura of disuse surrounded him.


It took an effort to take the first steps away from the stairs. In the realm of dead knowledge, there should be no movement. There were thousands of books here, all of them unwanted, dangerous, heretical. Yet the Most Perfect Council would never permit their destruction. What had been created must not be destroyed. Suppressed, buried, and forgotten, but not destroyed.


Did even the Council really know what lay here? Pilta hoped not. Perhaps his theft would never be discovered.


He went right, walking past stone bookcases, counting. At the eleventh, he turned down the row. The book waited near the end of the row, on the bottom shelf. Pilta crouched and held his lamp close to the spines. The volume was very old, the human had said. It would probably be the oldest one there, and it would be quite thick. He saw a likely candidate, the black hide of its binding cracked and graying. He put the lantern down and pulled the book out. Still crouched, he opened the book. He didn’t recognize the language. It wasn’t elvish, nor any of the human tongues that he knew. Strange runes marched across the pages like the claw marks of night. Looking at them made him feel cold inside. Something opened in his chest. Guilt and terror circled it, but the thing itself was empty. A dark absence spread through his blood.


He slammed the book closed. The dull slap broke the crypt’s thick silence like a thunderclap. Pilta held his breath. The silence returned. He rose, tucking the book under his arm. The chill of what it held inside leeched through the binding and through the thin weave of his tunic.


He hurried back to the staircase and up the spiral. At first he thought the book was making his arm grow numb. Then he realized that the deeper cold came from within, from the cry of his soul, wounded from an encounter with something ancient beyond naming, but familiar, too. The thing that lurked in the pages wanted to make itself known. If he wanted to hold fast to his self and his world, Pilta had to clutch the salvation of ignorance with all his strength.


He wanted the book out of his possession. He thought about returning it to its shelf, but he had come too far up the stairs. He had an impulse to pour his lantern’s oil over the book and set it alight. He tried to push the terror away. Another couple of minutes, and he would deliver the book to the trader, and the task would be done.


He reached the door and pressed his ear against it. His breath caught. Someone was moving around in the library. A few moments later, he recognized the iambic rhythm of the librarian’s limp. There were other footsteps, too. Skiriye had not come alone. Pilta’s mouth dried. The inevitability of capture loomed before him.


Put it back, an inner voice pleaded. Put it back. Take the punishment that comes from trespass. You can survive that.


Yes, he could. But it would not be pleasant, and he would be expelled. The payment for the theft was now necessary for his continued survival. He was in too far.


He hesitated on the edge of panic, one bad option after another skittering through his mind. An idea presented itself. It made him tremble, because to act on it would be to throw himself into the jaws of the librarian’s harsh mercy. He forced himself to accept that he would be caught no matter what. Then he opened the door and rushed to his chosen doom.


***


The travelers stopped walking, surrounded. They were being sensible, Horwun thought. He circled the duo while the rest of the thieves waited for his signal. He savored his favorite moment: the prey at bay, nowhere to run, nothing to do but wait for his judgement. He felt the corner of his mouth twitch in amusement and disgust. Once in a while, he entertained himself by indulging in a pretense of kindness, sparing the prey’s life. Crippling it, true, but sparing it all the same.


These two, though. There was no question of that game here. He would kill them, and be glad of it. As he thought of their blood on the ground, he experienced a strange sort of joy. It felt like relief. And he knew it to be holy. He was not a man who expected much of the gods. His prayers even to the trickster Parserin were perfunctory when he remembered them at all. But he would sleep tonight with the knowledge of having done a great thing. The certainty of approaching the finest moment of his existence puzzled him, but he thrilled at its blessing.


The two travelers were male. The smaller of the two was a kaul. Surprising to see one this far west of Korvas. Perhaps an escaped slave. Like his companion, he wore leathers. His features were typical of the race: wiry, hairless, pocked skin the color of bad bone and stretched too tightly over the skeleton. An upturned nose that was almost absent. Thin lips that pulled back over teeth a bit longer and sharper than a human’s. Eyes so deeply sunken into the shadows of their sockets that they were little more than glinting darkness. A creature of walking death. The kaul looked around, eyeing the men, then settled its gaze on Horwun. There was no change in his expression, nor in his steady, monotonous whisper to his companion.


“Calm . . . calm . . . calm . . . calm . . .” the kaul said.


The other figure was male. Horwun couldn’t decide on the race. He thought he saw traces of elf in the face, though the eyes were even more deeply recessed than the kaul’s, and the frame far too massive for any elf, or human, for that matter. The skin tone, gray as the end of all dreams, did not speak of any human culture. Horwun wondered if the traveler was diseased.


“Calm . . . calm . . . calm . . .” the kaul murmured. His companion stayed motionless as stone.


The rain turned to hail. The kaul winced. So did Horwun. The blows on his hood were solid. The kaul’s friend did not react at all.


The kaul said to Horwun, “Let us pass.”


“No,” Horwun replied. His revulsion peaked. He didn’t even care if the travelers carried any money. He just wanted to see them dead. He lunged with his sword at the big male. In his peripheral vision, he saw Delner and the others rush in.


“Strike,” the kaul said.


Horwun wondered why his blow missed, and why his balance felt wrong. Then he saw his arm in the road, his blood mixing with mud and rain. Something huge blurred, he blinked, and the male’s sword had gutted him.


He fell. The hail battered his face, but he didn’t feel it as the terminal ice spread over his body. Gray stained the world, the gray of spreading nothing, the gray of the traveler’s flesh. Horwun heard the snap and chunk of bone and meat parting, and the spitting hiss of opened veins as his men went down.


He had not wept since childhood. He did now, in the last moments before the victory of the ice. He wept because he had an intimation of a great secret, one that even the gods did not know.


He wept for his terrible failure.










CHAPTER 2


The merchants were skeptical. They looked around the empty courtyard, then back at Garwynn Avennic.


“Transformative,” said the first. His name was Yehan, and he had the hard look of a native to Korvas: distrustful of anything meant to impress him, reluctant to believe in the possibility of good fortune. Korvas was the capital of Wiramzin, and its wealthiest city, but the fractured political realities of Wiramzin made the presumption of any long-term good fortune a dubious one.


“Tall order,” said the other, Rellis. He sounded no less doubtful, but he grinned, ready to be entertained. Like Garwynn, he had the dark skin of a Kamastian, and a newcomer from that empire, to judge by his accent. His stance was relaxed, his humor easy. Garwynn wondered how long he had been living in Korvas. He was dressed well, his woolen jacket and leather boots suited to the cooler climate of Wiramzin. They were in fine shape, but not new. Their colors were brighter than Yehan’s, though the patterning was local. Not a recent arrival, Garwynn decided, curious to know what had led Rellis to move to Korvas. Garwynn could think of plenty of reasons to relocate to prosperous, politically stable Kamastia. A move the other way was always a bit harder to explain. He had never properly understood why his grandparents had journeyed north. Trade was a possibility in Rellis’ case, he supposed. Garwynn chose to believe a love match had brought Rellis to the city. He seemed to be someone who had chosen, rather than been compelled, to come to Korvas, and was not unhappy in his decision.


Garwynn felt lucky Rellis was the senior partner of the firm. He looked open to taking a risk for the sheer joy of it. Yehan seemed cautious to the point of rigidity.


They stood in the courtyard before the merchants’ leather goods warehouse. The most recent caravan had passed through the day before, and it would be the best part of a week before the space filled with horses and carts again. Now, with a faint drizzle starting, it was a blankness of gray stone. A dull space, but more than big enough for what Garwynn proposed.


“Transformative,” Yehan said again, somehow turning the word into an imprecation. He was middle-aged, like Rellis, but his face was more worn, the skin around his eyes wrinkled into a permanent scowl. “What are you planning to do? We use this courtyard. I don’t want it turned into a lake of fire or a swamp.”


Are you being deliberately stupid? Garwynn kept his smile respectful. “By transformative, I mean the experience of wonder that will await your guests.” How powerful do you think my magic is, anyway? “After the performance, the courtyard will be exactly as you see it now.”


“With the addition of a happy audience, I hope,” said Rellis, still grinning.


“Exactly,” Garwynn said, grateful. “An audience that will spread the word of the generosity of your firm far and wide.”


Yehan still looked skeptical, but there was more interest there now. “There are other spectacles we could arrange,” he said to Rellis.


“Not at this price,” Garwynn put in. “And for only one performer.”


“Asking twice what any acrobat would charge.”


“Maybe, but you would never hire just one acrobat, would you?”


“No,” Yehan admitted. “But magic . . .” He made a face. “With acrobats, there is no risk.”


Garwynn bit his tongue. If Yehan was not conscious of the absurdity of what he had just said, pointing it out would do no good. Besides, he knew what Yehan meant. The risks that came with a juggler or acrobat performance were known, containable, rarely given much thought. With magic, the range of things that could go wrong was much wider, the probabilities of mishap greater. Even then, the chances of harm befalling the audience were minute. It was far more likely that Garwynn would be unable to make anything happen at all. I will, though. I can do this. I’m good enough now.


Good enough for the petty miracles he would perform.


“What risks?” Rellis said to Yehan. “Do you think he’s going to make the earth swallow our guests?”


“No,” said Yehan.


“So what’s the worst that can happen? Our young friend stands up and makes a fool of himself.” He winked at Garwynn to show he thought that eventuality was unlikely.


Garwynn’s mouth went dry at the thought. He struggled to hold his smile of engaging confidence in place.


“Even if it goes wrong in some way,” Rellis continued, “that’s still entertainment to be had.”


“If you say so,” Yehan said.


Garwynn’s pulse beat stronger. The scales were tipping in his favor. “That’s right,” he said. “One way or another, you have my word your guests will be pleased by the spectacle.”


“Your word?” Yehan’s look was sharp.


“Or I forfeit my payment,” said Garwynn.


“Well then,” said Rellis, all smiles, “I am satisfied.”


Yehan hesitated long enough to make a point, then nodded.


Garwynn bowed to them both. “You will be pleased,” he promised.


He left the courtyard and plunged back into the main street. The foot traffic was heavy, as ever. He moved nimbly through the crowd, slipping only once on the muddy cobblestones. The smoke-blackened stone façades of Korvas dripped from the recent rain, and the sky threatened more. Garwynn glanced up and picked up his pace.


As he headed back toward his quarters, a small room in a boarding house in the warren-like center of Korvas, he felt a mix of triumph and terror. A success with Yehan and Rellis would open many doors for him. This was the first time he had managed to interest patrons with their sorts of connections. If all went well, he had ensured himself several weeks of work for the two merchants, and the possibility of much more to come. He could almost imagine making a living now.


Is this why you left Ghaunthook for Korvas? an unwelcome voice asked.


No, it was not. It was a long, long way from the destiny he had once dreamed would be his.


Destiny, he thought. There’s a word I should know better than to take seriously.


Back in Ghaunthook, he and Alisteyr had, as children, imagined stories together of the feats they would accomplish as adults. Alisteyr had never really put those stories away. He still dreamed of becoming the hero of a saga. Garwynn had believed he knew better, that his dreams didn’t soar as high and as far beyond possibility. He had tried to internalize that lesson when he had come to the understanding that Alisteyr did not feel about him the same way that he did about Alisteyr.


But had he really been more realistic? He had come to Korvas, after all. He had come here in the belief, half hidden from himself, that he might become something.


He knew much more now. The hardest lessons had been outside the university. He had put the dreams away. This would do for now.


For now? the voice asked, cynical.


For now, he told himself. He allowed himself that much hope.


Pilta walked down the central aisle of the library. He tried to keep his mind off what was coming by enumerating the long list of his fortunes. He had performed a fine dance last night. Bad luck that he had made a mistake at some point and the guards had become alert to the presence of an intruder. But good luck that he had locked the door to the vaults behind him without being caught. And good luck that Skiriye had joined in the search for the trespasser. So, she had not been in her office, and Pilta had made it there to return the key to the desk. Most importantly, he had sequestered the stolen book in the stacks. Bottom row of the third aisle from Skiriye’s office, ten feet in from the main passage. Closer to Skiriye than Pilta would have liked, but a fair chance, he hoped, that no one would stumble upon it there. He didn’t like trusting that element to luck, but there had been no choice. He had known he was going to be caught. And so, he had been, less than a minute after he had hidden the book.


There was cause to be thankful here too. There had been time to reach an aisle relevant to his courses. There had been time to find a volume on Árkiriye’s architectural history. There had been time for him to work on a suitably fearful and contrite face.


Looking frightened had taken very little effort.


He had been found by a guard. That too, was lucky.


So much good fortune, he told himself. He should not be greedy, and mourn that his luck had ended now.


When he passed the aisle where he had concealed the book, he did not look to the side. Well done, he thought. One more victory. Then he reached the door to the librarian’s office, and the victories came to an end.


Pilta knocked. He pulled the door open when the cold voice told him to enter.


“Close the door,” said Skiriye ne Sincatsë.


Pilta obeyed, then stood in silence, his head bowed.


“Look at me.”


Pilta obeyed again, even more reluctantly than he had been to set foot into the chamber. He met Skiriye’s eyes only for a moment. Then he had to break the gaze. That had been enough to feel the scouring judgement of those eyes.


She knows. She has to know. There was nothing her gaze could not rip from his soul. Passomo preserve me. He wanted to weep. She found where I hid the book. His knees trembled. But he did not look down. The last gossamer thread of his hope depended on obeying her absolutely.


The librarian stood behind her desk, rigor personified. Her robes were black, threaded with gold and red. The lines were runes, entwining prayers to Passomo and Sánmaya, a simultaneous, somber propitiation of the creator and of the giver of law. Skiriye was tall, and so thin she seemed a giant. Her hair, drawn back in a white, braided cone, accentuated the severity of her face’s long planes and hard angles.


The office mirrored its occupant’s devotion to perfection. The small stacks of books on the desk, nestled at either end of the oak surface, were symmetrical in height. A sheaf of vellum sat in the mathematical center of the desk. Shelves lined the walls, the dark spines of the books interrupted at regular intervals by devotional icons. Behind the desk, a bronze rack held two objects. One was Skiriye’s ebony cane. The other was a thing that Pilta could not look at or his legs would fail him.


“Explain yourself,” Skiriye said. Her voice was quiet as the turning of pages, cutting as a rapier.


“I am falling behind in my studies,” Pilta said. That much was true. “I was hoping to catch up.” Keep your answers simple. Skiriye had no patience for long speeches, and the more he spoke, the more likely he would be to trip himself up.


“So, you trespassed in order to do more reading?”


“Yes, First Librarian.”


“You are unable to complete your work in the periods allotted. Is this what I am to understand?”


Pilta saw where this was going. He tried to swallow past the cold stone that had formed in his throat. “I . . .” He didn’t know how to finish the sentence. He tried again. “I wanted . . .” That was no better. He had no good answer to Skiriye’s question. He stopped trying to respond. What was coming could not be stopped. He had known this since last night when he had made his decision. Anything he said now was pointless. Better to accept his fate and get it over with than delay it by a few wasted breaths. He fell silent.


Skiriye waited to see if he would try again. When he did not, she said, “I see. I am correct, then.”


Pilta lowered his eyes, then caught himself and looked up again. He made a concerted effort not to wince.


“Failure is a form of imperfection,” Skiriye said. “One of the most basic. While true perfection is beyond us all, not to strive for that ideal is an unforgivable dereliction. I will not permit such shame to taint this library. Do you understand, or is your imperfection so abject I will have to explain myself further?”


“I understand, First Librarian,” said Pilta.


“Good. Your tutors will deal with you as they see fit. My care is exclusively for the crime of trespass and what it represents.” She turned to the rack at her side. Now Pilta could not look away. Skiriye grasped her cane with her left hand, and the handle of her whip with her right. The lash was about twice the length of Pilta’s arm. It was made of fine, intricately braided leather. Barbed jewels stood out along its length. It was a work of exquisite artisanship, the product of studied, patient attention to cruelty. It had its own perfection.


Pilta had seen the results of the whip’s touch. So had all who studied in the library for any length of time. Skiriye purged imperfection with zeal.


“Come with me,” she said.


Pilta followed her out the side door of her office. A staircase led off the corridor beyond, and she took it. Her stride was long and swift, even with her limp. The theory across the University of Árkiriye, barely voiced above a whisper, held that her infirmity drove her to the extremities with which she punished others’ flaws. She was a curiosity, inspiring as much gossip as she did fear. In the elvish empire of Beresta, visible disability was rare. Actual deformities were forbidden, the infants killed immediately, their families then paying ruinous restitution tithes to the temples of Passomo. The word on Skiriye was that she had lost her right foot to an accident in early childhood. The stories about the supposed nature of the mishap were legion. Pilta had heard too many to trust any. But if she had been the victim of another’s carelessness, another’s imperfection, then he could imagine that as a reason for her cruelty.


Not that this understanding did him any good today.


His mouth dried as he followed her up the spiral staircase. He had to rush to keep up. He would only make what was coming worse by lagging behind and inviting her greater wrath.


At the top of the stairs, Skiriye opened a door and stepped out onto a narrow marble span. There were no guard rails, and there was barely room for a single person to walk. From the ground floor, the span resembled a gleaming thread. It extended into space to the center of the library, a short distance beneath the dome. Pilta did not look up. The dome’s fresco, a representation of the gods creating Eloran, offered no source of inspiration now. It was oppressive, the exultation of power while he was at his most helpless. He kept his eyes on the cage suspended beside the end of the span. It was an artifact as lovingly crafted as Skiriye’s whip, as beautiful, and as savage. It was a dodecahedron of interlocking bronze rods. The joins were seamless, as if the construct had been formed by crystalline growth. The doors were invisible until Skiriye opened them, folding them back to either side. The entrance took up a third of the cage’s height and width.


The span widened into a platform here. Skiriye stood to one side. Without turning around, she waited for Pilta. He walked past her and stepped into the cage. The base was a bronze mirror. Manacles hung before him. Without being told, he placed his wrists in them. The weight of his arms triggered a mechanism and they grasped him, their hold as seamless as the rest of the bronze lattice. Gears clanked, and the chains, linked to the cage’s supporting cable, rose, lifting his arms above his head, and pulling him into the air. Two other manacles clicked shut around his ankles. They must have been attached by Skiriye, but it seemed as if the machinery of the cage itself had reached out to take him. The chains pulled his legs apart and back until he hung at an angle, spread-eagled, staring down at the mirror. It reflected the fresco and his position within the center of the design. The gods surrounded the cage, and Sánmaya, she of the law, pointed directly at him. There was no forgiveness in her gaze. In a few moments, his blood would fall onto the image below, the blood he would have to clean later, and still there would be no forgiveness.


Pilta heard Skiriye take up her position behind him. He gritted his teeth. He reminded himself that he was going to live.


After the second lash, the thought was no longer a comfort.


Latanna waited until the following morning before she spoke to her father. She hadn’t wanted to deal with Alisteyr’s proposal and the subsequent confrontation with Marsen on the same day. She could have. She felt strong enough. But there was no point in piling up the ordeals. So she avoided Marsen for the rest of the day and the evening. It was not difficult. They were the only two family members in Forgrym Hall. She had barely seen him for the entire week.


In the late morning, she walked down the manor house’s staircase, past the worn tapestries, her footsteps echoing in the dank air. The house was always cold. Marsen could no longer afford to keep fires burning in more than a couple of rooms at once. Though the rain from the last few days had finally let up, its touch still reached deep into the walls. Latanna’s clothes felt clammy. She was used to it. She was used to all kinds of cold. She could have entertained the thought that her marriage to Alisteyr would create the possibility of future warmth in the house of Forgrym. She did not grant herself that luxury.


She was acting for a better future. That was not the same as hoping for one.


At the foot of the staircase, she paused, listening to the sullen echoes of life in the house. She heard the distant clatter of the servants in the kitchen, preparing the midday meal. Then, after a moment, the scrape of a chair against a stone floor to her right. She walked down the hall and entered the chapel.


The eight-sided chamber was as cold as the rest of the house, and darker. The tapestries here were in better condition, though, and Marsen had managed to hang on to most of the icons. He sat in an iron chair before the altar to Tetriwu. Constructed of wrought iron with gold filigree, the altar was a squat cone whose peak became the crossed spear, sword, and axe of the war god. Marsen’s head nodded slowly as he performed his obeisances. His outstretched right hand traced a path through the air, pointing to the angles of the weapons in turn, ending with the tip of the spear, then starting again. It was an observance of triumphalist violence, and a prayer for his own petty victories.


Every time Latanna set foot in the chapel, her contempt flared, and she had to struggle to conceal it. She did not always succeed. Today, she made a special effort to hide what she thought of her father’s devotions. The Forgryms had been exclusively faithful to Tetriwu for generations. This is where you have brought us, war-creator, Latanna thought. To petty, ruinous, pointless conflict.


She stood quietly in the doorway. Marsen started, suddenly aware of her presence. He stood up from the iron chair. Its arms were edged, sharp enough to cause pain but not draw blood. He turned to face her, a big man, hard in the eyes and limbs, running soft in the belly. He wrapped a hand built for crushing bones around the back of the chair. “You have a good reason for interrupting me, I suppose.”


“I think you know what it is.”


Marsen’s eyes narrowed. “I heard rumors. I didn’t want to believe you would betray your family so completely.”


“Father, theatrics don’t suit you. They don’t serve your purpose either.”


Marsen folded his arms. “Tell me, then. Straight out.


Say the words.” She shrugged. If there was to be a formality to the moment, so be it.


“Alisteyr Huesland has asked for my hand in marriage. I have accepted.”


Marsen’s lips twitched. He, too, had a deep well of contempt.


Oh, you are my father, Latanna thought. And I am your daughter. May the gods protect all who know us. They resembled each other in their instinct for strategy, and in their features. She wore her hair longer than he did, but it was the same deep black, and she had his pale green eyes. She had inherited his strong facial features. She hoped hers had not yet begun to harden into his cruelty.


“I’m surprised the Huesland whelp found the courage to propose,” said Marsen.


“I may have given him the idea.”


“No doubt.” Marsen shook his head. “You speak as if either of you has the power to make that decision.”


Good. They were moving past the perfunctory display of outrage, heading toward the practical state of affairs. That was the field on which Latanna wished to do battle with her father. That was where she had gathered her army. “True,” she said. She and Alisteyr were the property of their parents. “We don’t have that power.”


“You think the Hueslands will give their consent?”


“I do.”


The smile was definite now, and as hard as the eyes. “You think I will?”


“If you listen to your self-interest. That isn’t something you’re always good at. I hope you will be in this instance.”


The smile vanished for a moment, then it returned, now more vicious. “Elgin Hawkesmoore is on his way here from Korvas,” Marsen said.


“I know.”


“We have almost concluded our negotiations. Once they are successful, he will propose to you.”


“I know that too. Why do you think I made sure Alisteyr made his proposal first?”


“That’s irrelevant. I do not give my consent.”


Latanna smiled now, making Marsen’s grin vanish. Did he really think he could intimidate her? And was he that disappointed that he could not? “I really think you should reconsider,” she said.


“Why?”


“If you try to impose Elgin Hawkesmoor on me, I will fight you. You know I will. It will be war, father, and it will be ugly. And if, for the sake of argument, you should carry the day in the end, what does that get you? Elgin is the youngest son. How much influence do you imagine you will gain with the Hawkesmoores? Their interest in the match is to extend their reach from Korvas. Once you give consent, you will have nothing else of value to offer them. You will have no leverage. You will be at their beck and call. Is that what you are hoping for? To be their serf?”


“Go on.”


His expression had become neutral. She couldn’t tell if she had convinced him. He had not dismissed her reasoning out of hand, though. He was listening.


“My alternative gives you much more.”


“Instead of an alliance with the most powerful family in Korvas, I forge a bond with our sworn enemies. Where is the advantage?”


“Isn’t it obvious? The feud is draining us, Father. How much longer can you afford it? I doubt the Hawkesmoors will have the patience to fund the petty squabbles of Ghaunthook. You’ll be their serf in short order. If, though, you agree to my marriage with Alisteyr, the drain stops. Your holdings are still larger than the Hueslands’. You will be the most powerful party in that alliance. Think what Forgrym influence will become in Ghaunthook.” She despised making the case in these terms. She could think of few things that would make a positive difference for the village more than the total elimination of Forgrym power. She would have to make do with an end to the active harm of the feud. If this was the argument that would win her the day, she would use it.


Marsen looked thoughtful. Latanna hoped his pragmatism would speak to his pride more than his fury.


He cocked his head. “And what are you getting out of this?”


She thought before answering. Marsen did not believe she loved Alisteyr. If she tried to tell him she did, she would undermine her cause. She would also sound like she was trying to convince herself. She chose a truth Marsen would believe. “I will gain freedom from life under the Hawkesmoores,” she said.


Marsen laughed. “I wonder if you really hate wealth as much as you think you do.”


“Their wealth is not what I hate.”


Her father snorted. “Those are not the words of a woman who claims to lecture me on the realities of the world.”


“Perhaps not,” Latanna said. “That doesn’t mean my arguments are wrong.”


That neutral expression again. The hard man thinking, calculating, examining two very different forms of victory, deciding which was the real one. “We will speak again,” Marsen said at last.


Latanna nodded, her face as neutral as Marsen’s, and left the chapel. She wanted to smile, but she suppressed the urge. She kept it tamped down when she walked out of Forgrym Hall and headed down the road through her father’s land toward the center of Ghaunthook. She needed to walk, to breathe, to let the actions she had taken settle in her soul. She did not trust her impulse to smile. She did not know if she had won yet, and even if Marsen wound up conceding, it felt like hubris to declare triumph when she still felt so many doubts. She was venturing further and further out onto thin ice. She could hear it crack, and the distant bank she hoped to reach might be a mirage.


Some of the servants in the fields waved to her as she passed. She returned their greetings. We are all in bondage to my father, she thought. Mine is more luxurious, and perhaps I have scope to act for us all.


The arrogance of the thought made her blush.


The road wound through many fields that lay fallow, and others being reclaimed by the forest. Everywhere she looked, she saw the physical evidence of Forgrym decay. She had dreams of remaking the land. The task would not be for the glory of the family name, or so she hoped. She wondered about her motivations now. She was very conscious of the foul blood that ran in her veins. If she bested her father in the power game, was she breaking away from her inheritance or embracing it?


Though the rain had stopped, the day was overcast and dark, the morning feeling like late afternoon. Beyond the Forgrym land, the forest grew thick and pressed in on the road before giving way to a sodden plain in the approaches to the village center of Ghaunthook. As Latanna reached the plain, she heard someone crying out. The voice rose and fell, babbling nonsense. Syllables of agony, wonder, and desperate, uncomprehending anger poured out of a raw throat. Midway between Latanna and the first of the houses, a man staggered back and forth across the road. His hands clawed at the air. She drew nearer, and his howls turned into a keening. The sound was mindless, bereft of anything except pain.


There were two other people on the road, a bit past the madman. One was short and slight, the other very tall. They appeared to have been heading to the town, but had turned around. They approached the man. The short figure leaned its head toward the tall one, and then the other seized the screamer. Latanna broke into a run, then saw, as she drew near, that this was not an attack. The pair, a kaul and a tall male of indeterminate race, were restraining the man, holding his arms behind his back and keeping him from harming himself. He had already clawed more than the air. His cheeks hung in flaps, and one eye was missing. Telltale yellow tears ran down his face.


“Hold . . . hold . . . hold . . .” the kaul said to his companion, his voice a steady rasp, calming yet sibilant. Then he placed his hand lightly against his friend’s left arm and turned to Latanna. He nodded shortly. “Cloudblossom,” he said.


“Yes,” said Latanna. She recognized the man now. His name was Veschel. He had worked on the Huesland farms once, but had fallen deeper and deeper into the cloudblossom abyss during the last few months. She had seen him, ragged, begging for coins outside the Laughing Chimera. He stank of the drug. Its smoke clung to his clothes and skin. She breathed through her mouth, and even then, the sharp, rotting, sweet tang reached into her head. The edges of her vision rippled, very slightly, with the stale, faded echoes of another person’s hallucinations.


Veschel was not the only cloudblossom slave she had seen recently. There were more and more in Ghaunthook, living wraiths lingering at the fringes of village life, ignored, pitied, or despised by the people around them. The final madness of the drug was violent. By that point, the sufferers could no longer tolerate any other human presences around them, and they fled to die in the woods. Those that did not became threats to others, and the watch had to kill them.


“Hold,” the kaul told his friend. Veschel moaned, his thick, yellow tears streaming. To Latanna, the kaul said, “You know him, my lady?”


“I do.”


“His end is near.”


“I know. He is beyond help.”


The kaul nodded. “But not beyond mercy.”


Latanna looked at the other stranger. She had seen frightening strength in the cloudblossom victims as they entered their final hours, but the big man (if he was a man) showed no strain as he held Veschel in place. He watched the kaul with absolute concentration, as if his friend were the only solid reality in a world of mist.


The fact of a kaul being the one giving orders in any circumstance at all was something that Latanna already knew would be a source of wonder for her in the hours ahead. What mattered now, though, was what the kaul had suggested.


“He won’t suffer?” she asked.


“He will cease to suffer,” said the kaul.


Nothing lay in Veschel’s future except execution by the watch or the slower, howling starvation in the woods. The kaul had spoken of mercy. That would be a gift for Veschel, even if he didn’t know it. She nodded.


“Do you wish to turn away?”


“No.” If she could do nothing for Veschel except bear witness to his end, then she would do that for him.


“Very well.” The kaul turned back to his friend. He withdrew his hand from the other’s arm. “Without pain,” the kaul said.


The other broke Veschel’s neck so quickly that Latanna wasn’t sure how he had done it. He had Veschel pinned, and then his arms were around the addict’s neck and against the back of his head. The movement had the grace of bird flight, and the suddenness of lightning. There was a click like two stones striking each other, and Veschel’s wail cut short. He slumped, quiet, his head hanging at an angle.


“Wait . . . wait . . . wait . . .” the kaul said. He touched the other’s arm again. “Does he have family?” the kaul asked Latanna.


“No.”


“A place of burial?”


“He would be put on a collective pyre.”


The kaul frowned. “There is no cemetery?”


“There are two, but not that we can use. The new one is not open to the victims of cloudblossom. There is a fear that they will taint the land. The old one cannot be used at all.”


The kaul seemed about to ask another question, then changed his mind. “We will bury him in the forest, then,” he said.


“That will be well.”


“Carry,” the kaul said, and his friend lifted Veschel over his shoulder. “My lady,” the kaul said, and they began to walk up the road in the direction of the woods.


“Who are you?” Latanna asked.


The kaul paused. “I am Kanstuhn,” he said. “I call him Memory. Perhaps that is cruel, but it serves well enough.”


“My name is Latanna Forgrym,” she said. “I will answer for you, if the need arises.”


The kaul smiled, death amused by Latanna’s offer. “That need never has, but your kindness will be remembered.” He bowed this time. The gesture was sincere, and somehow Latanna had never felt so honored. “You have our thanks,” Kanstuhn said.


Latanna watched them go. They turned off the road once they reached the forest. She could make them out for only a few moments more, a small figure and a large one, pallor and mystery, before the gloom swallowed them, and she was alone once more.










CHAPTER 3


The last stretch of the road was the hardest one. With the Marsen house growing larger in Alisteyr’s sight, he felt painfully conscious of walking where no Huesland had set foot in generations. None that had lived to record the act, at least. He caught himself before he looked around for an ambush. If Marsen wanted him dead, there was nothing he could do. He was on Forgrym land, unarmed, and what he knew about fighting came from the lais he read. He had tried his hand at writing a few, and he kept his descriptions of combat to a minimum. Those moments always rang false to him, even though they figured large in his imagination before he put words on parchment.


He knew his limitations, though he despised them.


If I’m going to die, let it be with head held high.


He flushed, embarrassed by the thought. It belonged to daydreams and stories.


This is no legend. I am no hero.


Though he truly wished he could be.


Alisteyr reached the covered porch. He eyed the door and gathered the courage to knock. He told himself that having made it this far was a good sign. He drew on his last conversation with Latanna for the rest of the strength he needed. They had met at the market in the center of Ghaunthook, two days after his proposal, and she had delivered what was good, if terrifying, news.


“I don’t think he’s going to try to kill you,” Latanna had said. “But you don’t have to agree to go to the house. I could push him to pick neutral ground.”


“Would that make much of a difference if he does plan to kill me?”


“If he thought he could get away with it, he would have done it long ago. He can’t be that brazen. There are still consequences.”


That was true. The feud had exhausted the Hueslands, and his parents had little desire in pursuing it beyond holding the line against Marsen. But he could guess what would happen if an assassin cut him down in Ghaunthook. They would see both houses burn to avenge him.


“I’d feel better if you weren’t actually in the house, though,” Latanna said.


“No. I’ll go.”


You knew there would be tests, he reminded himself now. You hoped there would be. And that was true. He wanted to prove himself worthy of Latanna. Now came the first test. It wasn’t on a scale that belonged in a lai. Not yet. But it was a start.


He raised his hand, but the door opened before he could knock. The man who stood behind it did not look like a servant. His name was Seck, and Latanna had warned Alisteyr about him. Alisteyr had been braced, but not braced enough for the reality. Seck was a bit shorter than Alisteyr, and almost twice as broad. His clothes were the rough leathers of a sell-sword, and the scars on his forearms and face had not come from domestic service. One nasty slice had healed badly into a knotty ridge running from his left eye to the right of his chin. It turned his nose, mouth, and beard into mismatched halves, broken along the angry pink fracture. He looked at Alisteyr with a contemptuous eye. The left half of his mouth twitched. He bowed and gestured for Alisteyr to enter. The actions were the mocking imitation of servitude. “Welcome,” he said. His voice was a hoarse rasp, barely containing a laugh.


“Thank you,” said Alisteyr, reasonably sure that he spoke without a tremor. He played along with the man’s act. You’re pretending to be a servant, and you want me to see through the act and be afraid. Fine. I’ll pretend I believe you really are a servant. He thought he performed well. He walked past Marsen’s hired man. A doorway on his right opened into the hall.


Marsen stood before the fireplace in the center of the room, his expression hard, his eyes coldly amused. He said nothing when Alisteyr entered. The silence became uncomfortable. Alisteyr’s shoulder muscles tensed. He wondered how much it would hurt when the blade pierced his back.


None did.


Marsen went another minute without speaking. Alisteyr caught himself shifting his weight from foot to foot. He resented the game, but he could see no way out of it. He had no choice but let Marsen show who had the power here. Alisteyr was a supplicant. He had no bargaining power.


“So,” Marsen said at last, “we both know what you want. We should talk about what I want.”


Alisteyr pressed his lips together. The insult to himself and to Latanna stung. Instinct, honor, and love demanded a response. An inner voice that sounded a lot like Latanna said, Don’t take the bait. Don’t give him an excuse to throw you out. When he was sure he wouldn’t do anything stupid, Alisteyr said, “What do you want?”


Marsen grinned. Instead of answering the question, he changed the subject. He waggled a finger at Alisteyr. “Proving yourself,” he said. “That’s what you’re doing.”


Marsen waited. Alisteyr tried to find an answer that didn’t make him look like a fool. He couldn’t.


Marsen pushed him. “Isn’t it?”


Now Alisteyr had no choice. “Yes,” he said, ashamed at how ridiculous the truth sounded, and furious at himself for feeling the shame. His face burned.


“So here you are, come to confront the dragon in his den.”


“That’s not . . .” Alisteyr sputtered. He did not know how to finish.


“Yes?” Marsen asked. He waited again, his grin growing broader all the time. “What? You don’t think I’m a dragon? You think I’m weak?”


“I do not.”


Still that grin. “No. I don’t think you do.” He shrugged. “You made a gesture by coming here. A nice one. Very brave. It wouldn’t have meant anything if you thought I was weak. Am I right?”


No answer was free of humiliation. Alisteyr said nothing. He flushed again. Even his silence felt like a performance. Marsen was peeling open his layers of self-delusion, eviscerating him by words alone.


“I think I’m right,” Marsen said. He nodded. “Rather impressive. And your love healing the rift between the families, that’s quite good too. Except that wasn’t your idea, was it?” He waved a hand. “No matter. The point is you believe in the idea now, and you’re willing to die for it.”


“I would die for your daughter,” Alisteyr said. He didn’t care how theatrical those words sounded. They were the truth.


“I believe you,” said Marsen. “I do. At least, I believe your sincerity. But this is my daughter we’re discussing.” He stopped smiling. His expression became hard. “Sincerity isn’t good enough. Not nearly good enough.”


“What would be?” Alisteyr asked.


“I’m glad you asked,” said Marsen.


The human was waiting for Pilta in a narrow lane running between the back walls of an offertory chapel to Passomo and a line of residences reserved for students of the university. The only illumination came from both ends of the alley, where it joined the main avenues. In the gloom, the ivory-white marble of Árkiriye’s architecture had faded to the gray of bone. Pilta had expected the trader to be wrapped in a dark cloak, a figure of shadows, or as close to one as a human could manage. Instead, she wore her market clothes, her face uncovered. She was middle-aged by human standards, her features weathered and polished a leathery brown by years of travel in the sun and wind. She stood under an arch of the chapel’s rear colonnade. There were no services at this time of night, and the location was secluded. Even so, if she was caught, not just outside the human quarter, but leaning against a pillar, a human desecrating holy ground, she would be lucky if she got away with nothing worse than having her hands cut off.


She straightened as Pilta hobbled close, and, to his relief, stepped away from the narrow, fluted column. He had no illusions about what he was doing. He was stealing from one of the great repositories of elvish culture for gold, and at the command of a human. The crime went far beyond blasphemy. Even so, he didn’t like seeing the human in contact with a building sacred to Passomo.
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