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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    The kitchen boy raced around a corner of the inn but she caught him easily. A benefit of long legs. She reached for his collar, hoisted him off his feet, and carried him struggling back to the yard. The innkeeper and his wife and a crowd of terrified village folk gathered at the inn’s door. They gasped together as she dropped the boy beside her horse. Traveler rolled his eyes but let her put her hand on his withers. 
 
    “Fix it,” she said, furious. 
 
    Another collective gasp. The kitchen boy put his shoulders back and glared at her, unrepentant, then came to the horse’s side. Murmuring, the boy began to loosen the girth. 
 
    “When did you make friends with my horse?” Kieve demanded.  
 
    He shrugged. “I can handle horses.” He slid his hand under the saddle blanket. Traveler stepped. The boy murmured and brought his hand out, holding a nasty twist of metal; two slender nails bent each around the other. He dropped it into Kieve’s waiting palm. It fell apart when she turned it over. He had probably made it himself. 
 
    “He almost threw me.” 
 
    The boy didn’t respond. 
 
    It had been a shocking moment. She had swung aboard Traveler as she had hundreds of times, but this morning the moment her foot touched the stirrup the big black horse reared then bucked, and she vaulted off him. He quieted but still widened his eyes at her. The innkeeper and his wife had followed her into the yard and stood gripping each other, as townsfolk drew close as though called to witness. Kieve had seen a flash of bright gold hair disappearing around the corner behind them and took off after him.  
 
    The boy crossed his arms and raised his chin, unrepentant. The Rider began to check Traveler’s tack, then reconsidered. 
 
    “Unsaddle him and care for him,” she said. “Cleanly and well. He does not deserve what you did to him. Then come inside.” She gave him her most frightening glare. Again the villagers gasped. They scrambled out of her way as she carried her saddlebags back into the inn. The innkeeper groaned a little. 
 
    “Rider! You are returning? You are come back? Welfred, get the, take the, open the, something!” 
 
    His wife wrung her hands under her apron and gestured at the bench by the hearth. Kieve dropped onto it, as she had the night before. The villagers crept in and lined the walls, silent, eyes wide. The kitchen boy came in last and marched over to her, head high and back straight. He had shown spirit the night before, too. She leaned against the settle, surrounded by the black fur of her cloak, and stared at him. 
 
    “What in the name of the gods am I going to do with you?” she said. He raised his chin. It trembled the tiniest bit. His hair shone golden under streaks of dirt. Kieve shook her head, annoyed with herself. Now she had to think of some suitable punishment, and she was already late.  
 
    * * * * 
 
    Last night, sitting her horse on the hillside, she had paused to look at the tiny, snow-bound village below. If not for the map, sketchy as it was, she would have missed it. Nothing advertised its presence: no semaphore tower on the mountain ridge, the path little more than a line beaten down by sheep and even that covered with early winter snows. The track widened as it looped down to the village, threaded between clusters of squat stone houses, passed the inn with its two lit windows, and became a hunch of stone over the river. The river itself shone like tarnished silver, broken where the millrace kept ice from forming. At the valley’s far side a smooth shoulder of mountain blotted out the stars. 
 
    Cold touched her cheeks and lips. Snow had fallen within the last week but no prints save Traveler’s marked the path between the village and Three Crossings, the market town down-mountain. She rolled the map into its case, slipped the case into the map pocket of her breeches, and urged her horse toward the inn. Traveler’s breath puffed clouds in the cold. This place, Minst, would be the last before she had to ride down the mountains and back to Sterk. With luck, the Lord was already dead. If Minst had the telegraph, she would be able to learn that. If Minst had the telegraph she would not have had to make this ride, but it was better to be on the cold mountain, alone, than crammed onto Sterk waiting for the old bastard to die. 
 
    Someone must have seen her. She rode into the inn yard as the innkeeper hurried out, tugging up the sleeves of a fleece shortcoat. Figures crowded the door behind him, in silhouette against the lamplight. 
 
    “Welcome!” the innkeeper called, raising his lantern. “You’ve come up the mountain! Up the mountain, I say, in the winter! Most amazing! Welcome!” 
 
    She swung off her horse and turned to him, one hand on Traveler’s neck, and lifted her baton from her belt. The innkeeper stopped where he was and his smile froze. 
 
    “Rider,” he said. The people behind him fell silent. 
 
    “Innkeeper. Thank you for your welcome.” She extended the reins. He reached for them without taking his eyes off her. “Traveler would enjoy a warm stable, and I a warm fire.” 
 
    “Warm, yes, of course. Welfred!” he bellowed over his shoulder. “Wine for the Rider, and a place by the fire! Let me take your, that is, I have, be welcome...” 
 
    “A minute, please.” His eyes went round with fear. He must have borrowed the shortcoat; its collar hid the sides of his thin face and the sleeves fell over his hands. Frost had already formed on his moustache. Another blind provincial dolt. She took a breath and let it go. “Be easy, innkeeper,” she said. “I’d take my bags before you take my horse.” 
 
    “Of course. Of course.” He clutched the reins, dropped them, and grabbed for them again. Traveler whuffed, unimpressed. Kieve slid her baton back under her belt, took her saddlebags, nodded to the innkeeper, and walked inside. The figures in the doorway rushed away; when she entered they had backed to their benches and tables, maintaining a careful, silent indifference. An aproned woman gestured toward a bench near the fire. Kieve dropped her saddlebags by the door and unclasped her cloak. The careful indifference increased. She wondered what marks of evil they thought to see when she dropped her cloak.  
 
    She spread it over a corner of the mantelpiece to dry; water dripped from the edges of the hood where her breath had frozen on the black fur. She pulled off her overgloves and stuffed them under her belt. The fingerless undergloves could wait until she felt warmer. The innkeeper’s wife dipped mulled wine from the pot by the hearth and handed her a cup. She nodded and folded her long body onto a bench near the fire, stretching her legs. Her boots steamed in the warmth. 
 
    “Something to eat, Rider?” A plain brown woman with a plain brown voice, barely audible in the room’s quiet. 
 
    “In a moment, goodwife.” 
 
    The innkeeper came into the room, stamping his feet and beating his hands together. 
 
    “A cold night, most certainly a cold night,” he said, his voice loud in the silence. “Welfred, you’ve not fed the Rider. What’s come to you, woman? I say, what’s come to you? Step sharply, now, some stew and good fresh bread.” He came up to the fire, still beating his hands. Behind him his wife clasped her hands and stepped from foot to foot. 
 
    “Your goodwife offered,” Kieve said. He met her glance for a moment before moving away. “I’ll eat when I’ve given my message.” She turned on the bench to look at him and beyond him to the inn’s patrons. They stared back at her. Mountain folk, dark hair and dark eyes, all wearing the same apprehensive expression. 
 
    “You’re not just passing through, then?” The innkeeper’s voice was almost comic with distress. “Not bound somewhere else?” 
 
    “No. I have business in Minst,” Kieve replied. “Is your guildspeaker here?” 
 
    Amid the shuffling of feet an old woman rose and stood with her hand on the shoulder of the young man beside her. 
 
    “I’m Birgig Weaver,” she said. “I’m guildspeaker here.” She sucked in her cheeks, frowning. “Is it a Taking, Rider?” 
 
    It was, of course, what they feared most. The silence deepened, save for the sound of a wooden cup rattling against a tabletop. Kieve followed the sound to a far corner; the heavy, balding man there jerked his gaze away from her. After a moment she put her cup on the bench by her thigh and returned her attention to the guildspeaker. 
 
    “No, I carry no warrants. Lord Cadoc Marubin is taken ill,” she said, pitching her voice to fill the room. “He is not expected to live and may be dead by now. I left Sterk two weeks ago and my news is old.” She paused for the murmur to still. Cadoc had been lord in this Province for forty-seven years, a bad lord but the only one most of these people knew. When the murmur faded she said, “A council is called to confirm the new lord. You are required to send your guildspeaker or someone who can swear the oath for Minst. The council meets four days from now in Abermorat, and continues until the sword passes. The penalty for nonattendance is suspension of trade for one season.”  
 
    She felt in her pocket for the last of the tarnished silver coins that Cadoc’s Chancellor had reluctantly provided. The lord’s head, incised on one side, was worn smooth. Glancing around the room, she saw a man in faded yellow robes at a nearby table. 
 
    “Here, seminarian.” She tossed the quarter-capit to him. He snatched it from the air. “You are to pray for Cadoc’s safe passage to the Mountain.” He nodded. She lifted her wine cup and turned toward the old woman. “That’s all. Grandmother, your guilds had best elect a substitute.” 
 
    Birgig Weaver’s grey brows drew together. “Must we send at all? We’ve always made reports and paid taxes by messenger, through Three Crossings down mountain. Can’t we do that now?” 
 
    “No. You can’t swear by some petty messenger.” 
 
    The seminarian moved his shoulders. “I think, I’m sure there’s a prayer cycle for a lord’s passing.” He looked doubtful. “Rider? Are there additional prayers required? And to whom?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Cadoc pays only for his death prayers, but you can pray to whomever you want. The Marubin worship the Mother, but the lord worships the Father.” The seminarian looked confused. “Perhaps you’d best pray to all of them.” 
 
    “To Death? We should pray to Death?” 
 
    “Who better?” Kieve replied. The people stared. The innkeeper’s wife placed a bowl of stew and a slab of hot bread on the bench beside her. The stew smelled rich and looked to be thick with mutton. 
 
    “When must we let you know?” the guildspeaker said. “About the substitute?” 
 
    “Me? Not at all. I am here only as a messenger and leave at dawn tomorrow.” 
 
    “Without the speaker?” the innkeeper said, surprised. 
 
    “I go cross country,” Kieve said, the bowl halfway to her mouth. “Send your speaker through the pass to Three Crossings.” She brought the bowl to her lips. “My route is not a path for the old.”  
 
    The innkeeper said, “Who’s to go, then? Not me, I say, I can’t, I’m far too old. Not young anymore. And who’s to run the inn, eh? Who’s to run it then?” 
 
    Kieve finished her meal while the discussion rose and fell behind her. She watched the play of firelight and lamplight on the inn’s heavy wooden walls, smelled the aroma of stew and wine and damp wool, touched the worn, comfortable bench. A group in the corner had returned to their spinning as they listened; two men at a table stretched a length of leather between them while a third cut thin laces from the piece. As in most villages, the people gathered at nightfall to share warmth and light for their evening tasks and would separate, before midnight, to go each family to its own hut or cottage. Two girls and a boy, bent over the hearthstones, copied their letters with pieces of charcoal. They glanced at Kieve from the corners of their eyes. Someone went out, someone else came in, the heavy man used both hands to refill his cup. Birgig Weaver listened and said little. Kieve wiped her bowl with the last of the bread and ate it, then refilled her wine cup. When she turned to face the room again, the voices died. 
 
    “Will you hear the news?” she said. “Otherwise I want to go to bed.” 
 
     “There’s more?” the innkeeper said. 
 
     “There’s more.” 
 
    “Of course, certainly, assuredly.” The innkeeper felt for a bench at his back and sat, thin knees held together. “Well then, Rider? Well then?” 
 
    So, as was her duty, she told them the news. An outbreak of the dancing illness in Vedere Province, confined to one village and soon eradicated. The seminarian made a ritual gesture of thanks: the plague’s last major visitation, a century and a half ago, had ravaged the plains provinces and killed almost half the population. The Merchants Guild debated the launch of another trading fleet, to journey toward the unknown boundaries of the world. The first one was presumed lost, for no word had come back in the three years since it sailed. Towers for the semaphore telegraph had been built to the head of the valley of the Morat, continuing the line running down the Morat all the way to the capital at Koerstadt and beyond that to the port of Mayne.  
 
    She told them the current price of mutton and beef in Koerstadt and rumors from Moel about possible new ore lodes. Trapper raids in Bergdahl Province, quickly controlled and avenged by Lord Olwydd’s troops. The folk widened their eyes at this. Kieve’s lips twitched. Minst was a long way from the outlands border, which in this province was a soaring tumble of mountains and cliffs, in large part uninhabited. The white-haired Inguruki, the Trappers, were to these people more a frightening superstition than a real threat. 
 
    She talked about the province itself. The succession was not clear and the folk listened with interest as she named Cadoc’s son Gadyn and his cousins Cairun and Drysi, the possible heirs to the sword. She spoke of who backed which candidate and what the various guilds and seminarians had to say about it.  
 
    When she paused to sip from her wine cup, one of the leather workers said, “Pardon, Rider, but Lord Cadoc? He had a daughter? Will she not seek the sword?” 
 
    “You mean the Lady Isbael?” Kieve said, after she had swallowed. The man nodded but wouldn’t look at her. “She was still in Koerstadt when I left Sterk. I have no news of her.” 
 
    “But she is alive? And legitimate?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Of course she’d seek the sword, naturally, Cadoc’s daughter, of course she would,” the innkeeper said. 
 
    “Would she, then? Out of the province as she’s been? For so long?” 
 
    Their voices rose, augmented by partisans on either side. Kieve wondered how often these people heard news from the outside. Possibly once or twice during the summer months when wool, weaving, and flocks were taken down mountain to market; probably not at all during the winter, with no semaphore tower, the passes blocked, the valley in its mountain fastness sealed from the rest of the province as the province, on its high northern plateau, was sealed from the rest of Cherek. A new lord might raise or lower taxes, border skirmishes could bring a visit from the Lord’s troops, come for recruits to their guild. A new lode in Moel meant tools more cheaply come by; a rise in the price of mutton or wool in Koerstadt would bring the money to buy those tools. 
 
    She finished her wine, gathered her cloak and saddlebags, and asked to be shown to a room. She followed the innkeeper up the narrow stairs, hearing subdued talk from the public room. It would not last. The man opened the door of a room, wrung his hands under his apron until she nodded to him, and hurried back down the stairs. 
 
    They’d given her the best room, probably the only private one. The windows, heavily shuttered against the cold, faced the inn yard; the wall opposite was formed of the huge stone chimney rising from the fireplaces below in the kitchen and public room. A small fire burned in a grate let into the side of the chimney. A pitcher and washbasin occupied a stand near the chimney, along with a clean, coarse towel. The room was warm enough so that ice had formed only along the very edges of the pitcher. She took her map cases from her saddlebag and breeches pocket and, hauling the table close to the fireplace, set out her ink bottle and unrolled the scroll maps. Only a trace of ink remained in the bottle. She filled it with water from the pitcher and added a generous pinch of ink. The gritty powder stained her fingers. She wiped them on her breeches and shook the bottle. The bed creaked when she sat on it to pull off her boots. She spread the warmed cloak over the chair and sat, wrapping herself from her toes to her ears. By the time she had read her notes from that day’s ride and compared them to the scroll map, the ink had settled. She dipped her stylus in it and bent over the maps. The rest of the world went away. 
 
    Every Rider held a limited mapping brief from the Guild, to note new features on the face of the land and corroborate those already known. Her notes on the route from Three Crossings to Minst verified or corrected distances, or the silhouettes of mountain peaks, or recorded the presence of new moraine below a summit ridge and the absence of the bridge across the Altwash. That had been a nasty extra two hours, finding a way down the stream’s icy bank and up the other side. Still, she was in the mountains and there was some mapping to be done. Coming here from Abermorat and the island castle of Sterk was a definite improvement.  
 
    When she looked up again the inn was quiet, her eyes felt heavy, and her stomach complained. She stretched while ink dried on the map, pleased with her work. She slid into her boots and went in search of the kitchen and something to eat, whistling silently as she came down the stairs. This evening had been, as such things went, almost pleasant; tomorrow her mission was over and she’d return to Sterk through what promised to be new country. That the cross-country route wasn’t authorized didn’t bother her. With the excitement of the passing up castle her prolonged absence might not be noted; besides, Cadoc might already be dead. 
 
    She paused at the door to the darkened kitchen. There should be a menial sleeping in a corner of the huge hearth. She touched the heavy doorjamb and rapped it with her knuckles. 
 
    “Wait, wait, I’m coming.” The voice was young and irascible. Somebody cursed and stirred up the embers.  
 
    “I want something to eat,” Kieve said quietly. “Cold is fine.” 
 
    The light grew and in it she saw a boy. Bright, dirty hair glimmered as he turned toward her. Not a mountain face at all, not with all that yellow hair and those hazel eyes. He planted his hands on his hips and glowered. He couldn’t be more than ten years old, she thought. He should have run from her in terror. 
 
    “Rider,” he said with contempt. 
 
    She pressed her lips together. 
 
    “Who have you come to kill?” 
 
    “I said, something cold to eat,” she said, her voice icy. 
 
    He glared at her a moment longer before grabbing a hunk of cheese and a crust from a pantry and slamming them onto the worn table. Kieve snatched them up and stalked out of the kitchen, letting her boot heels ring against the stone floor of the common room. She gripped the cheese so tightly that it slipped from her fist and in grabbing for it her knuckles brushed against the black and crimson guildmark stitched onto the breast of her black cloak. She paused, her fingers still on the stylized stirrup and pen, and listened to the silence in the room. 
 
    There would be a ferret in Minst. There was always a ferret. He or she had been there tonight, sipping wine with neighbors and listening, always listening. And, on occasion, reporting to a superior, probably in Three Crossings. Cadoc’s network of ferrets covered Dalmorat from the bank of the Morat to the peaks of the range bordering Bergdahl, from the outlands border to the great Falls of the Morat at the southern tip of Dalmorat Province—an invisible plague of spies listening, watching, reporting. A report might pass up the net to Cadoc himself and if he saw fit his Rider would move through the province, not to deliver news or bring messages or map the countryside but to bring someone to Sterk, and from there they did not return. The precise journey of these reports was a mystery withheld from everyone, including Kieve. But Kieve’s role was not a mystery at all. Only Dalmorat Province had such a system; only Lord Cadoc used his Riders so. 
 
    Her fingers stung with cold. She tucked them, and the bread and cheese, under her cloak and went up the stairs, stamping out her hatred of Cadoc, the ferrets, and the folk of the province who heaped their sullen animosity on the Riders, the only visible symbol of the entire filthy thing. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Now she again sat by the fire, staring at the unrepentant boy who had tried, and failed, to hurt her horse. Even in the dim light his eyes looked puffy. Unbidden, Welfred brought an extravagant breakfast: a pot of tea, hot bread, a thick slab of fried mutton, butter porridge, eggs. She placed them on a table at Kieve’s elbow, together with a mug and spoon. Kieve sighed. She might as well be late with a full stomach. She reached for the bread. 
 
    A rustle from her audience. She put the bread back down and looked around the room. 
 
    “Go,” she told them. “All of you.” 
 
    They scuttled from the room, leaving the boy standing in front of the Rider and the innkeeper’s wife wringing her hands. 
 
    “Mistress,” the innkeeper’s wife whispered. Kieve looked at her. 
 
    The woman bit her lip. “He’s in bond, mistress, but he’s only a child. Please don’t be harsh with him.” 
 
    Kieve looked at the boy. “What’s his name?” 
 
    “Pyrs,” the boy said. “My name is Pyrs.” 
 
    “Come here.” She waited until he stood across the table from her. “Sit down. Eat.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because I said to.” She cut a hunk of fried meat and brought it to her lips. After a moment he pulled up a stool and sat and reached for the porridge. His rough shirt was too small, baring his wrists. The innkeeper’s wife brought him a mug and spoon, and at Kieve’s gesture retreated to the kitchen. The inn creaked and was again silent. Kieve filled both her own cup and his. 
 
    “Who speaks for you?” she said.  
 
    The boy looked up from his porridge and shook his head. “Unig Innkeeper.” 
 
    “Does he beat you?” 
 
    The boy didn’t answer. Kieve drank some tea, watching him. 
 
    “No blood relatives?” she said. 
 
    “Not anymore,” he muttered. 
 
    She swung her legs over the bench and took her mug with her into the kitchen. Fires smoldered under two of the three large ovens against the inner wall. The inn must function as the village bakeshop and brewery and meeting hall. Probably Unig Innkeeper rented out the common room to the seminarian for the school, too, and for whatever social or religious services the people of Minst might require. The innkeeper must make a comfortable living, she thought. Certainly comfortable enough to afford to clothe his bondslave. 
 
    Unig Innkeeper and his goodwife stood by the door, conferring in whispers with some townsfolk. They didn’t notice her at first, then they all stopped talking and looked at her in silence.  
 
    “The boy is in bond to you?” she said. 
 
    “Yes, Rider.” The innkeeper’s hands flew under his apron and twisted about each other, rucking the smooth white cloth. 
 
    “Show me the deed.” 
 
    For a moment it seemed that he might object, then he jerked his head at his wife. She scurried into an adjacent room. In her absence the townsfolk looked at the floor or at their hands or at the walls. Their fear reawakened her anger. She slammed doors on it in her mind and finished her tea. 
 
    Welfred returned and held the deed out. Kieve took it and opened the creased paper. 
 
    It said that for a cost of twenty-seven capits and at a time about six years previously, the boy-child known as Pyrs, five years old, of such a weight and such a height, was sold in bond to Unig Innkeeper of Minst, until such time as he could repay the innkeeper for the cost of his purchase. It was a perfectly standard contract, this one signed by Master Adwyr, Chancellor to Lord Cadoc. It was one of the Chancellor’s dirty privileges, to sell the children of criminals. 
 
    “How much of his cost has he earned?” Kieve said. She refolded the deed and tapped it against her thigh. 
 
    “Why, none, Rider,” Unig said, spreading his hands. “He works for his keep, it is all he’s worth.” 
 
    “Yes?” Kieve looked down at him, her lips tight. “I have seen his clothing, innkeeper, and the body within them. You have spent little on either. How much of his cost has he earned?” 
 
    For the first time Unig looked more angry than terrified. “Perhaps a quarter of it, no more,” he said. “He is not an obedient boy.” 
 
    Welfred, however, shook her head. Kieve looked at her. 
 
    “He’s a good enough boy, mistress,” the woman said. “And he works hard. He was a baker’s son, he’s useful in the kitchen. He is our only help. You won’t ... take him, will you?” 
 
    A thought slipped into Kieve’s mind, and she smiled. “Of course I will,” she said, and put the deed in her pocket. Someone gasped. “Saddle my horse, and a second one. The grey, I think. It’s not lame or sick, is it?” 
 
    “The mare? No, Rider,” the innkeeper said, miserable. “A very fine horse, the grey. My best horse. My only good horse.” 
 
    “Good. You, goodwife, pack Pyrs’ winter gear. Two saddlebags, no more.”  
 
    Welfred opened her lips, then pressed them together hard. If Kieve chose to buy their bondslave, the couple had no choice but to sell. “Yes, mistress,” Welfred said, looking down at her clasped hands. 
 
    Kieve stared at her a moment. “Fill my water pouches and fill two for the grey. And a way-meal, enough for two.” A wisp of smoke rose from an oven, bringing the scent of charred bread. Kieve walked out of the kitchen. 
 
    The boy had finished his meal and sat with his elbows on the table, running his fingers through his tangled yellow hair. He stopped when he saw her and put his hands in his lap and looked at them. 
 
    Kieve picked up the last of the meat with her fingers and chewed it. The boy tipped his head back and glanced at her through dense eyelashes. Kieve finished the meat, looking at him. 
 
    “Wait here,” she said, turning away. 
 
    She took her saddlebags back to the room, where she spilled the contents of her money pouch over the coverlet and counted through the mess of coins. It wasn’t anywhere near enough. She thought for a moment, chewing on her lip, then unpacked her notebook and ink. She had never requisitioned a child before, but the form couldn’t be much different from one for a cloak or a horse. On this date, Kieve Rider took one grey mare and the bond for the boy Pyrs, to be paid at twenty capits for the horse and twenty capits one half for the boy, due upon presentation of the note at Sterk. She lettered her name at the bottom. 
 
    Even at city rates the room and her board should not come to more than fifteen stivers. She counted coins into the note and twisted it over them into a casual, contemptuous little package. Before she put her pen and ink away, she wrote a further bill of sale at the bottom of the boy’s deed, in the neat square lettering she had been taught in the Riders’ Guild Hall in Koerstadt. 
 
    It took little time to repack. The sky paled into full dawn and she pinched the candle out and remembered the people in the kitchen, too terrified to move. She cursed and picked up her saddlebags and went downstairs. 
 
    Townsfolk crowded the common room. They moved back as she entered, pressing wide-eyed against each other. A tall man behind Pyrs put his hand on the boy’s head. 
 
    “Rider,” he said, “surely you can reconsider. He’s just a child. Children play pranks, unwisely, perhaps, but just child’s play.” 
 
    Kieve stared at him, expressionless. 
 
    “He’s learned his lesson.” The tall man’s dark eyes gleamed. He flicked light brown hair from his forehead and smiled, sensuous and sure of himself. The village gallant. “Please, Rider. Arrangements can be made.” 
 
    “Let him go,” she said. 
 
    The man dropped his other hand to the boy’s shoulder. “Leave him to me, Rider. I’ll see that he’s adequately punished.” 
 
    “Now!” 
 
    The man’s hands flew away from the boy. A child wailed and buried her face against her father’s tunic. The seminarian’s fingers moved in the furca, the sign against evil, and the bald, heavy man echoed the gesture from near the hearth. Kieve jerked her head at the boy, who took his saddlebags from Welfred and followed Kieve into the yard. He wore a small shortcoat. The corners of his mouth were white with tension. The people followed after. 
 
    Traveler and the grey stood side by side, their reins in Unig Innkeeper’s thin hands. At Kieve’s gesture the innkeeper boosted the boy atop the grey. She swung up on Traveler’s back, taking the reins for both horses. She reached into her cloak and brought out the deed and the twist of note and coins. Unig’s eyes flicked from one to the other. 
 
    “Give me your shortcoat,” she said abruptly.  
 
    Unig blinked, then took it off and handed it up to her. 
 
    “Put this on,” she said to the boy, thrusting the shortcoat at him. He did so and dropped the old shortcoat into Unig’s waiting hands. The new shortcoat rode high around his ears. Unig glowered, almost furious enough to speak. 
 
    “Sign this,” she said, holding the bond out to him. He hesitated but when she raised her eyebrows he took her pen, pressed the deed against the grey’s flank, and signed it. He held the deed and pen out to her, and held out his other hand for the money. She tossed the requisition and coins to the innkeeper. 
 
    The innkeeper’s fingers counted coins through the paper. His expression darkened. Welfred glanced at Kieve and at the boy, then stared at the mud at her feet.  
 
    Kieve moved in the saddle. Traveler walked out of the yard, the grey trailing after. A collective, quiet, unhappy noise rose from the yard. She pulled her hood low over her eyes and paced through Minst’s one street, slamming doors in her mind against her own fury. The road took them over the low bridge by the windmill, its wheel motionless. To the right the ice was smooth and undisturbed save for the tracks of skates; to the left it lay rucked and twisted above stones. The hills rose again after a few acres of farmland; fences no longer paralleled the road. As the village dropped away, so did her anger. The pallid sky of dawn darkened to a cold, pure blue, fringed on the horizon with white snowfields and black trees. They rode a little farther before she stopped the horses and turned to look at the boy, thinking of the signature on his deed of bond. 
 
    “Is this how your parents were taken?” 
 
    He looked startled. “No, not in daytime. How ... how did you know?” 
 
    Instead of answering, she stood in the stirrups to adjust her cloak. “I bought your bond,” she said as she worked. “You can’t return to Minst. The closest village is sixteen leagues from here, over the mountains. You won’t make it alone.” She threw the grey’s reins to him. “Does that thing have a name?” 
 
    He wrapped the reins around his gloved hand. “Myla.” 
 
    Kieve nodded and Traveler moved up the slope. A moment later the boy came up behind her and settled the grey in Traveler’s tracks. Ahead she saw the cleft in the mountains that marked the pass she had come to see. This valley was well mapped, so instead of taking sightings she made occasional notes in her book, which she spread over her thigh. A bit further on, the map was tantalizingly blank before it picked up again in the mountains above the valley of the Morat. That blankness fed her soul. 
 
    Behind her, the boy’s horse snorted at something. What, Kieve thought, was she going to do with him? She could send him back, but Unig Innkeeper would have the boy and his own prejudices intact, and her note for the cost of the boy and the horse. He wasn’t likely to cancel that. She flushed with anger, mostly at herself. Let Cadoc be dead, she thought. Let him be dead so that she could ride the news to Koerstadt and never set foot in this cursed province again.  
 
    * * * * 
 
    At noon she pulled cheese and dried meat from a saddlebag and handed some to him. They ate while the horses picked their way through snow-covered scrublands. When the boy finished eating he pulled his overgloves on again but did not drop behind. She took another bite of meat. 
 
    “Did you come for me?” He didn’t look at her. “Specially, I mean.” 
 
    She swallowed. “Why should I?” 
 
    “Riders came for my parents.” He stared ahead, the reins clenched in his fist.  
 
    “Children aren’t punished for what their parents do.” 
 
    He glared at her. She finished her cheese and shook crumbs from her hands before pulling on her overgloves. Myla slowed to let Traveler take the lead. 
 
    By mid-afternoon they approached the far end of the valley. The light forest thinned and the track widened. A winter hawk circled overhead, almost invisible against the pale blue sky. Somewhere soon there would be a small alpine valley where they could shelter for the night. The boy came to ride beside her again. 
 
    “Why did you take me, then?” he demanded.  
 
    “You tried to hurt my horse.” She thought about what it would have done to him, to have the spikes driven into his back. 
 
    The boy dropped back for a few paces, then came forward again. “Rider?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    He hesitated before saying, “What are you going to do to me?” 
 
    “I don’t know yet.” He glanced at her, frightened beneath his bluster. That, too, vexed her. 
 
    “Riders don’t kill,” she said. His mouth twisted in disbelief. She said, before he could speak, “Who is the ferret in Minst?” thinking of the fat man at the inn. 
 
    His mouth opened a moment, then he closed it and shook his head. “I d-don’t know,” he said. “There isn’t one.” 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “You would know. If there is one.” 
 
    “No. I am only sent to deliver messages and warrants, nothing more. Nothing more. But there is a ferret, there is always a ferret. Who has money in Minst? A shepherd with fat pockets and a skinny flock? The miller? Unig Innkeeper? I promise there is someone, someone who listens and pries and sends reports, someone who profits from betraying his neighbors or blackmailing them. Do you understand that, boy? They are the spies, they are the ones to hate. Only Dalmorat Province has ferrets, only this province uses Riders thus. I do not betray, boy. I am not the ferret-master, I do not control this filthy scheme.” 
 
    She was shouting, leaning forward on her horse toward him. Myla backed up a pace before he held her steady. 
 
    “And t-take them away,” he said back to her. “Not just bring warrants. You take people away.” 
 
    Her anger chilled and after a moment she nodded. “I am compelled by my oath to obey.” After a moment she shifted in the saddle. Traveler started down the snow-covered track. 
 
    I am compelled by my oath to obey, she had said to him. She was oathed to obey the rules of her guild, and she was oathed beneath that to obey the dictates of her lord, and her lord required that she not speak, save at his direction, of the workings of his network or of her place in it. She listened to the sounds of horse and boy moving behind her, and parsed her own shouts. There is always a ferret, but everyone knew that. The spies reported and were paid for it: it was common knowledge. 
 
    I am not the ferret-master. That. Saying that betrayed her oath. 
 
    No one would know of it, save herself and the boy. And who would believe him, if he said “She says she is not master of the ferrets.” 
 
    Cadoc would believe him. Cadoc would believe that she had said this. 
 
    Cadoc was dying. 
 
    The path skirted a frozen copse; a shower of ice fell on them. She brushed it from her cloak and glanced over her shoulder. The boy sat hunched in his anger.  
 
    She had never broken an oath before, not even for the most inconsequential thing, not even an oath extracted in ignorance and given to a monster. The details did not matter: her word was her word, and she had broken it. 
 
    I do not control this filthy scheme. She put the thought away from her and paused to note the copse in her book. The boy’s horse stamped in the cold. 
 
    Soon after, the sun touched the distant peaks and the small light of dusk filled the mountains. The land rose again while Kieve searched for a place to spend the night. They crested a rise and she turned to the boy. He shivered in the saddle, his lips blue and his jaw clenched hard. She made him stop while she rummaged in a saddlebag and brought out her spare cloak. 
 
    “D-don’t need it,” he said through gritted teeth. 
 
    “Liar. Survival is the first law.” She threw the cloak over his shoulders and fastened it beneath his chin. It fell well past his heels and trailed over Myla’s rump. He looked, she thought, like a bundle of laundry propped on a horse. She turned to look over the shallow valley before them. 
 
    “What is this?” 
 
    “Su-summer pasture. F-for the sheep.” 
 
    “There should be a shepherd’s hut. Do you know where?” 
 
    He urged Myla forward and she followed him down the slope of the hill. The hut was boarded closed for the winter. She pried wood away from the entrance while he tended the horses. Someone had left a pile of kindling and small logs inside. She layered them and opened her tinderbox. By the time the boy was finished she had a fire built near the door of the hut. Smoke rose straight up in the still air. 
 
    He hesitated at the door, came around the fire, and sat on the far side. The borrowed cloak puddled on the packed dirt floor. She hung her largest pot over the fire. When the water in it boiled she made a cup of tea. He wrapped his hands around the cup and breathed the steam. She took dried meat from her bag and sliced it with her belt knife, added it to the pot, and tossed in a handful of roasted grains. A pinch of salt and spices followed, and the hut filled with the scent of vedsuppe. At her order, he pulled the rest of his clothes from the saddlebag and put it all on, struggling and muttering inside the borrowed cloak. 
 
    She mixed some ink and opened her notebook. While the vedsuppe cooked she closed her eyes, watching the day’s trip move across her eyelids, before adding to her notes. Most of what she wrote simply confirmed what the Mapmakers House of her guild already knew, but she made her notes anyway. When the vedsuppe was done she poured some of it into the cup so that she could drink it while she worked, and gave the rest in the cooking pot to the boy. He blew into it while she took one of the scroll maps out of its case and spread it over her knees. Consulting both notes and memory, she went over the silhouette of the southern mountain crests from Minst to this valley, revising or punctuating the flowing line with coded notes: forest, the cleft of a small river, a farmhouse. Fields here, pasture lands there, another flowing line for the hills that skirted the mountains through Minst’s valley. The result looked almost like musical notation: curving, dancing lines on which hung the cryptic icons of her calling. 
 
    When she reached for the second scroll to note the northern side of the trip, the boy put his finger on the map, stopping her. 
 
    “That’s Sadik’s winter pasture,” he said.  
 
    She frowned at him. “How do you know that’s a pasture?” 
 
    “This must be Gryffon, the mountain behind Minst. It is, isn’t it? Because of the way the top looks. And if it is, then this is Little Top, and this dip, here, that must be Sadik’s pasture. It’s like a picture of how they look, when you look up from by the river.” 
 
    She nodded, watching him look at the map. “What else?” 
 
    “There’s a second brook, just before these trees. It’s big in the springtime but by autumn it’s hardly there at all.” 
 
    She looked at him. “How did you know that marks a brook?” 
 
    “There’s one coming out along Sadik’s pasture, right here where you show the woods. And you made this sign for it. So you need to put in another mark like this one.”  
 
    “Yes.” She inked in the icon for the brook and blew on the ink to dry it. “Who is Sadik?” she said. 
 
    “He was there last night, and this morning, too.” He hesitated. His lips were pink again. “He’s probably going to the council instead of Birgig Weaver. He talked to you this morning.” 
 
    She remembered brown hair and a thin face. “Ah.” The mountain gallant. “Think he’ll make it?” 
 
    “Sadik’s the best shepherd in Minst, in all the mountains,” the boy said with some heat. “He can climb anything and he always knows where everything is. He’s the best.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    The boy bristled. “He takes me with him sometimes. I’ve seen how good he is. Nobody’s better than Sadik.” 
 
    “Very well.” 
 
    He looked at her with suspicion. She turned away. The ink had dried. She rolled up the southern map and worked on the northern one. When she finished she wrapped herself in her cloak and walked to the makeshift corral. Ice cracked amid the branches of a small woods nearby. The boy had hobbled the horses in a circle of bare trees and bushes mounded with snow, relatively protected from any wind. The animals bent their heads to the feed he’d given them. She put her hand out and called. Traveler snorted and returned to his meal, and she walked into the valley. The night was still and cloudless, the cold striking straight down from the stars. Overhead, the moon was a pale yellow circle above the trees. 
 
    Kieve closed her eyes, visualizing this valley on her flat map, and made a rough calculation of her position. She should be due west of Abermorat, give or take a bit. Her breath formed ice clouds that clung to the edges of her hood. Her eyes felt sandy. Sleep, yes, unbroken by night alarms, and the next morning she’d send the boy and the horse back to Minst. If Unig Innkeeper came for his promised money, she would take him to law. She wondered where Pyrs had been born. It was so quiet that she heard the beat of an owl’s wings as it flew hunting across the meadow, and beyond it the icy music of the mountain itself, wind on snow, the quietude of starlight, a twining of melodies well beneath sound. Mountains.  
 
     When she returned to the hut the pots had been cleaned and put aside, ashes banked over the embers in the firepit, and the boy slept in the folds of the cloak, his golden head cradled on his arms. She pulled the cloak’s hood up around his head and tucked the hems together, creating a warm bag for his sleep. He mumbled but did not waken. She’d have to hunt tomorrow; their rations would not last without some supplement. She rolled into her cloak, pulled the hood well over her head, and thought about catching rabbits until she fell asleep. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    In the dim light before sunrise, in the copse skirting the scarp that defined the valley’s eastern end, Kieve surprised a rabbit at its morning business. Soon it dangled from her hand, gutted and skinned. She wiped her belt knife clean on the snow.  
 
    The copse edged the foot of a granite scarp. The sky brightened although the sun was not yet over the eastern mountains. She stood and stretched, the rabbit dangling from one hand, and, curious, looked around the break in the scarp. 
 
    The alpine valley ended as sharply as though sheared away, leaving in its place a chasm falling in shattered steps into blackness before the land leaped up again in the distance, and up further to the head of a massive peak to the north-west. Flat sunlight struck the shoulders of the peak, flaring from snow and ice-fields; it seemed in that moment that another world had opened before her, one so new that the colors had not yet been added. She breathed and could not breathe deeply enough and she felt that her head would burst. 
 
    It was not on the map. 
 
    She swung back around the scarp, grabbed the scarf from her neck, and knotted it through a bush visible from the shepherd’s hut. Then she flew down the slope to the hut. The boy leaped out of her way. He had awakened the fire. She threw the skinned rabbit and the willow switch beside it. 
 
    “Cook that,” she said, ripping open her saddlebag. She snatched out her map case, fumbled deeper, and pulled out her ink bottle. “There’s a mountain out there—” 
 
    “Stormbringer,” the boy said, watching her. “He’s always been there.” 
 
    “Of course it’s always been there,” she shouted at him. “But it’s not on the map!” 
 
    He shrank against the wall of the hut, eyes wide. She stopped, holding the packet of ink and a small leather bottle in her hands, and let her breath out in a rush. 
 
    “It’s not on the map,” she said again. “I will put it there.” His look of incomprehension didn’t change, and she added, “And you will help me do it.” She picked up the switch and pressed it into his palms. After a moment his hand closed around it and he reached for the rabbit. 
 
    She pulled the rest of her equipment from the saddlebag before re-packing what she wouldn’t need. The flat map she carried showed something where that huge mountain might be, but it was annotated with uncertainty and of the chasm there was not a trace. She mixed ink and decanted a measure of it into the small leather bottle and pinned it on the inside of her tunic and slid her pens into their pocket in her cloak.  
 
    The boy was quick. The rabbit already turned above the embers, dripping juice. He sat across the firepit from her, tending the spit and watching her work with frank curiosity. She ignored him. 
 
    There were plenty of blank pages left in her notebook. She lined four columns on a number of them. She always carried the compass near her skin to keep it from freezing. Now she took it out, opened it, and checked it with care. Finally she took the tiny abacus from its pocket and slid the beads along it. They clicked as they moved over the catches in the wires. Each made a separate and distinct music: a clear, bell-like tone for the ones, deeper for the tens, deeper still for the hundreds, and a dark resonance for the thousands. This would be an open traverse, she thought as the scent of roast rabbit filled the little hut. Not the best surveying method, but the only one open to her at the moment, given where she was, and that she was late already, and that she was not authorized to take this route, let alone map it. 
 
    When her equipment had been checked and stowed in various pockets in her tunic or cloak, she saw to the horses, saddling both and strapping the saddlebags in place. By the time she finished the rabbit was cooked. It was tough and skinny but flavorful. They ate most of it. The boy boarded the hut while Kieve wrapped what remained into two packets and put one in his saddlebag and one in her own. 
 
    He could help her with the traverse, she thought. One day for this, no more. The Mapmakers would send a party to measure and map in detail, in the summer after she had long since gone, riding Lord Cadoc’s death down the valley of the Morat to Koerstadt. But any map of the mountain would carry the sign that meant her, Kieve Rider, the first one to chart the abyss and the peak.  
 
    She would spend one day here and then she would send him back. If he repeated her angry words, nobody in Minst would believe them, or him. Besides, he would be in a flyspeck village hidden in Dalmorat’s mountains. It would matter to no one, except herself, and she would be gone from Dalmorat as soon as Cadoc’s breath stilled. She would pen a threat to Unig strong enough to make him feed her promissory note to the fire at once.  
 
    Once they had eaten, Kieve told him what he needed to do. She sighted on the scarf she had tied to the bush and noted the compass direction. That became her first entry, at the bottom of her first page. Nothing else in this valley needed noting, she thought: it was sufficiently mapped. They rode toward the small woods and around the edge of the scarp. With each of Traveler’s steps her fingers, deep in a pocket, moved a bead along a wire. 
 
    The land had come into color now. Beyond the still-dark fissure the mountains soared, peak upon peak of grey rock and white snowfield still pinked with dawn and purpling with distance, the farthest peaks backed by the darker grey and white of storm clouds, a sight to still the breath and make the heart ache. No wonder the mountain sang.  
 
    The chasm stretched north before them and to the west, to their left, but a wide ledge curved to the east. Squinting, Kieve followed the ledge until it disappeared through a pass. She guessed that the pass was the one marked on the flat map, bordering the blank space on the west. If so, it led to a finger valley that fell into the large, flat valley of the Morat. One day here, two days on the road; she’d be back on Sterk in three days, four at the most. For all that it was not long enough, it was far too long. 
 
    She turned her back to the chasm and took the compass bearing of her scarf, then sent the boy back for it while she noted the bearing and the paces she had clicked off on the abacus. She had trained Traveler to pace evenly and to stand with patient stillness while she sat him and wrote. Now she turned in the saddle and noted the features to her left and right in their appropriate columns. She sighted on Stormbringer’s peak and took the heading, quelling a moment of anger that she was not allowed a quadrant. “You are neither a Mapmaker nor an Explorer,” Jenci had written in response to her request. “You are a Herald Rider, a Lord’s Rider, the best of what we are. Be glad for it.” 
 
    Now she noted the peak’s direction and sat still for a moment, letting the rhythm of her breathing clear her mind. By the time the boy returned she had chosen a place along the ledge for her next station, a bright granite outcrop by the lip of the drop. The boy and Myla stayed behind until she and Traveler had paced off the distance to the outcrop and she had taken the bearing on a line back to them. Then, at her shout, the boy rode toward her while she noted the direction and the distance in her notebook. Abacus, compass, a notebook, a well-trained horse. Her own eyes and fingers. Not even Jenci could object to those and Lord Cadoc didn’t care what she did, so long as she also obeyed him. She turned right and looked and wrote it down, and turned left and looked and wrote that down too, and noted the compass bearings. 
 
    After the first set of measurements she didn’t have to tell the boy what to do, and the morning passed in a cleanliness of bright wind and concentration and the flash of her compass in the sun. It was so cold that her hands in the fingerless undergloves grew numb and she kept them tucked into her armpits as often as she could. She found a neck scarf for the boy, who wore it under and over the hood of his borrowed cloak.  
 
    They worked their way along the ledge, measuring and sighting while the sun rose to its winter peak. It was well past noon when Kieve realized that she was hungry. The wind now blew steadily, a frigid blast from the north. 
 
    The ledge had narrowed to a shelf just wide enough for one horse; overhead the rock leaned forward, forming a grey roof. The stations here came close together, for she needed to move in a straight line between them, and the ledge twisted and veered along the drop. At the overhang’s deepest point the ledge widened and the wind abated. The boy tethered the horses while Kieve dug out the flask of cold tea left over from breakfast, and some of Welfred’s way-meal. They sat near the lip of the cliff watching winter hawks circling below them through the liquid air, dark spots dancing an infinity away. Kieve filled her lungs, remembering other places. The tea was strong and chill, and her mind felt clean. 
 
    “It looks like the outlands north of Myned Province,” she said after a while, wishing she had time to sketch the scene and knowing that she did not. “Canyons like this, but deeper. Tall straight mountains with clouds around their tops, falling all the way down to their roots and coming up again. Sometimes you find meadows high up in the mountains, so cold and distant that only goats and eagles live there. Or valleys so deep that the sun shines only at noon, and the rest of the time it’s either night or twilight.” 
 
    The boy looked at her. “Higher than Minst?” 
 
    She laughed. “High enough to make you dizzy just thinking about them.” 
 
    “That’s Trapper country,” he said. “You were there?” 
 
    “Yes. A long time ago.” 
 
    “You saw Trappers? Real ones?” 
 
    “Yes.” She leaned back against the rock. “The Inguruki. Pale folk, most of them. The ones with Cherek ancestors are a bit darker, but not by much. Most of Constain’s people intermarried.” 
 
    “I know about him. He was a tyrant and a murderer and he tried to conquer all of Cherek but he was defeated and kicked out and he escaped to the Trappers before he could be killed.” It sounded like a lesson recital. “It happened a long, long time ago.”  
 
    Kieve nodded. “In summer the Inguruki live in skin tents and fish the rivers, and gather grains and fruit. In winter they live in villages and trap for furs. Dark ones, deep and warm, and pale ones so white they make your eyes hurt.” She touched the deep fur lining of her cloak. “These are Trapper furs. The guild buys all the black ones they can provide.” 
 
    He put out his hand and touched the edge of her cloak. “They use magic,” he said. “They make themselves invisible.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Yes they do,” the boy insisted. “And they have white hair and red eyes. The seminarian told us so.” 
 
    “No,” she said again. “Some look a lot like me. Most look a lot like you.” 
 
    “No, they don’t,” he muttered.  
 
    She took another piece of meat from the packet and bit into it, ignoring him. After a while he put down his cheese and said, “What were we doing today?” 
 
    “Surveying. Measuring the land for a map.” 
 
    He rocked back and looked at her. Bright hair tumbled in the wind. “That’s why we came this way? To explore the pass?” 
 
    She nodded. “There is a blank space on the map. I wanted to see what was there, and this is what I found.” She gestured at the chasm and the mountains beyond. 
 
    “It was there already,” he said, as he had said that morning, and she replied again, “But it isn’t on the map. Until it’s on a map, how can we tell anyone else that it’s here, or what it’s like?” 
 
    He looked at her in silence, then said, “Is that different from the scroll you had last night?” She nodded. “How does that work?” 
 
    She was speechless for a moment before remembering her own bewilderment the first time Jenci had spread a flat map open for her. The boy looked away, distancing himself from his own request, and that too she remembered, not from herself but from the year she had spent helping the map master teach the younger children.  
 
    She spread out her flat map. “Look. You must pretend that you are a bird, so that you see all of the countryside spread out below you. But instead of mountains, you see these marks here, these peaks. Where they pull away from each other is a valley. This is a river, here. And this, this is a road.” 
 
    He bent his head over the map, his hair almost touching her sleeve. The wind spoke into their quiet and his finger moved over the inked lines. She waited, remembering how hard it had been to jump from the knowing that comes from telling or direct seeing, to the seeing that comes from map symbols on paper.  
 
    “What is this?” His finger hovered above the map.  
 
    “That is Three Crossings. These marks mean houses—can you see the roofs?” 
 
    “I—yes!” He bent closer and his cheek pressed her sleeve. “It’s not all of Three Crossings, is it? It’s just supposed to mean a village. Because you couldn’t fit all of Three Crossings on this paper. Because we couldn’t see it.” 
 
    She smiled. “And I cannot write that small. Can you find Minst?” 
 
    He started at the closeness of her voice and jerked back. After a moment his curiosity overcame his caution and he bent over the map again. 
 
    “When the sheep go to Three Crossings they go down the mountain, with the sunrise on the left. So they go—south, yes?” 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “So Minst is north of Three Crossings. And on this map...” 
 
    She touched the image of a circle just above a straight line. “This is the sun rising, this is east. And here,” she moved her finger across the map and touched a semi-circle bisected by a straight line, “this is the sun setting. So this is west.” 
 
    He sat back a little to look at the entire map. After a moment he put his finger on the symbol for the star called The Eye. “This is an eye, yes? So this is north, then, because The Eye is always north. And so,” he said, not giving her a chance to reply, “and so if this is Three Crossings, and since Minst is north, then this, this must be Minst. And this mountain is Gryffon behind it. And we are—we are—here?” 
 
    He pointed at the blank space on the map and looked at her, his eyes bright. “We are here, aren’t we? Because you said that Stormbringer wasn’t on the map, and he’s not.” 
 
    She nodded and touched the blank space. “When this map is finished, anyone will be able to use it to find this place right here, where we’re sitting, and learn how to get here. They’ll know the route I take to get to Abermorat, and the one you take to get back home.” 
 
    A silence grew. She looked at him, puzzled by the quiet, and found him staring at the map. 
 
    “I don’t want to go back,” he said. 
 
    “No?” She rocked back, surprised. 
 
    “Rider, listen,” he said, leaning forward. “You took me and I’m your responsibility now and it wouldn’t be very responsible of you to take me this far and just leave me in the mountains, would it?”  
 
    “It’s a day’s ride. You’ll leave in the morning. You can follow your own trail back. I will write a note to Unig—” 
 
    “Besides,” he added, “they’re not my people. Someone sold me to Unig just like you bought me from him. So I’m your property now.” 
 
    “I don’t understand this,” she said. “You hate Riders and you hate me. Why do you want to come with me?” 
 
    He turned his face from her, and mumbled.  
 
    “Say that louder,” she said. 
 
    “I don’t want to live in Minst,” he said. “There’s no place for me to be there. I’m just a, I’m a bondslave. Even if I can earn my way free, no guild will take me. And I’ll be stuck in Unig’s kitchen forever.” He raised his chin. “If you don’t want to keep me, you can sell me to somebody in the city. But I won’t want to go back.” 
 
    Kieve looked away from him. 
 
    “You know about Lord Cadoc,” she said. “Does anyone in Minst like him?” When he didn’t answer she looked over at him. “Do they?” 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    “I’m Lord Cadoc’s Herald Rider. He holds my oath.” She paused. “Do you still want to come with me?” 
 
    The silence stretched, then he said, “Yes. Yes. I do.” 
 
    She shook her head and packed away the remains of the meal. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The wind strengthened through the afternoon; by evening Kieve was glad to put away her instruments and search for a place to spend the night. She found it within a tall circle of stones. Together she and the boy cared for the horses. She handed him her flints and he built a fire while she prepared the vedsuppe. Outside the ring of stones, the evening crackled with cold. A swift wind picked ice from the face of Stormbringer’s glacier and flung it through the air. 
 
    She put the pot to heat above the fire and thought about the boy’s Taken parents, and about her own dead father, and about Jenci, who might be at the castle by now, drawn by Cadoc’s dying to watch the lord reach the Mountain, and to see her. Mapmaker himself, he had pushed her away from that section of the guild. More honor to be a Herald Rider, most honor to be Rider to a lord. And soon, he claimed, the Mapmakers would only copy and illuminate and perhaps update, for soon all of Cherek would lie disclosed in the vasty maprooms of the Riders Guild Hall in Koerstadt, but the Herald Riders would persist.  
 
    There were unmapped lands beyond Cherek’s northern borders, the Trapper country where, nine years ago, Jenci had forbidden her to go. Other Riders, the Explorers, were sent into the outlands to survey and map, so why not Kieve, who knew the language, knew the customs, had some claim to a tribal connection in the Inguruki lands? Instead Jenci sent her first to the holdings of a minor land baron whose life was raising wheat and playing at the bones, and then to Dalmorat’s despotic, Riderless lord; afraid, she thought, that if she rode north she would not ride back again. 
 
    Love and anger, Bredda had told her, is a lethal combination. Frowning, Kieve ladled out the vedsuppe. 
 
    “Rider?” 
 
    She looked at him. 
 
    “What happens when Cadoc dies?”  
 
    “I ride to Koerstadt with the news.” 
 
    He considered this. “They’ll know already, won’t they? By the semaphore telegraph?” 
 
    “Yes.” She scooped a piece of rabbit bone from the soup and sucked on it. “But they won’t enter it in the Koerstadt records until I deliver the Deathnote.” 
 
    “Is it a long ride, in winter?” 
 
    “At any time. I’ll take the Water Road.” 
 
    “I remember that,” the boy said after a moment. “The iceboats with big sails all different colors, and the runners. I wasn’t allowed onto the Water Road because of the runners.” 
 
    “Where was this?” she said. 
 
    “I don’t know. Before I came to Minst.” His face hardened into an expressionless mask and he looked away. They cleared the remains of their meal in silence. A baker’s boy, Welfred had said of him. Helpful in the kitchen. He was as resentful, Kieve thought, as she herself had been. 
 
    They lay on opposite sides of the banked fire. Stars coated the sky. 
 
    “They’re beautiful,” the boy said. She couldn’t see his face for the sides of the hood. 
 
    “The Inguruki, the Trappers say ... “ 
 
    “What do they say?” he said when she didn’t go on. “About the stars?” 
 
    She stared upward, remembering. “In the first time, there were only Snow Wolf and Raven. One day as they trekked through the Great Empty, Snow Wolf grew bored so Raven made him a toy. She scooped ice and snow and fashioned the ball of the world, but it fell apart in her hands. So she breathed on the world and the warmth of her breath sank deep into the heart of the ball, and it turned brown and green and white and stayed together.” 
 
    “Go on,” the boy said. 
 
    Snow Wolf liked his new toy, Kieve told him. After he played with it, he demanded that Raven carry the world back to their lodge, their kamak, while he took a nap. 
 
    Raven took the world up in her beak, but on the way she dropped it. The warm heart of the world splintered into a million small, sharp pieces that sprayed up into the Great Empty and hung there, glowing. Raven didn’t have time to gather them all, so she dipped out a single beak-full and re-built the world’s shell around that small scoop of frozen stars. Then she flew on to their kamak. 
 
    “Snow Wolf would notice, wouldn’t he?” The question was almost lost in a yawn. “That the world was broken and then fixed?” 
 
    “Raven is clever, and Snow Wolf is not very smart,” Kieve replied. “But he was furious that there were shining things in the Great Empty and wanted a light to see them by. So while Snow Wolf slept, Raven rolled all the stars together into a big glowing ball, which lit all of the Big Empty. Snow Wolf held the ball high and searched from one side of the Big Empty to the other but didn’t find a single star. Disgusted, he threw the ball away. When it landed it shattered into a million stars again. Snow Wolf was furious. 
 
    “He demanded that Raven make the light again, which she did,” Kieve said. “She does it each morning so that Snow Wolf can come search through the Big Empty for the truth. But he never finds it, because although he is Snow Wolf, Raven is cleverer than he.” 
 
    The boy didn’t respond. She came up on one elbow to look at him. He was asleep, his face barely visible in the dim light of the stars. She grimaced, rolled onto her side, and pulled her cloak over her face. When had she first heard of Raven making the world and sun and stars? It must have been the winter after her father brought them to Uruk, because this story always came at the year’s beginning when the Inguruki settled into their kamaks, ready to spend the cold season trapping and telling the long stories that shaped their world. 
 
    The last time she heard the story had been the winter before her father was killed. She remembered leaning against him in the sleepy warmth of the kamak-inguruki, the tribe’s gathering lodge, while the elders sent the story around the room so that all the voices told the stories and all the stories spoke in the collective voice of the tribe itself. That year even Kieve’s voice shaped the story, for when Snow Wolf broke the sun into stars, the Eldest nodded to her and she was so surprised that she spoke Snow Wolf’s cry in a squeak and the tribe laughed. 
 
    Remembering, she felt hollowed by longing. She turned her face more deeply into the warm fur of her hood and waited for the rescue of sleep.  
 
    * * * * 
 
    At dawn a hard, flat wind sprang up, snatching the tops from banks of snow and shivering the few trees that grew at this altitude. The boy tried to argue her out of sending him back to Minst but she mixed more ink and re-filled her leather bottle and sharpened her pens, and refused to discuss it. The paper, when she wrote on it to rescind her promissory note, flapped and tried to escape, and she held it down with her elbow.  
 
    “You must give this to Unig when you return,” she said. “It clears my debt with him. It is important. Do you understand me?”  
 
    He turned his face away from her. Angry, she jerked him around, opened his shortcoat, and thrust the folded paper, and his bond, into the pocket of his shirt. He made no move to stop her; he made no move to do anything at all. She cursed as she closed his shortcoat and turned back to the horses. She was well rid of him, she thought. It would take a little longer, but she could complete the open traverse by herself.  
 
    They came out of the stone circle into the face of the wind and a harsh, unpleasant light. Traveler and Myla lowered their heads and Kieve fumbled in a bag for the snow masks. She slipped one set over her wrist and turned to the boy. Wind tore the words from her lips but he stood still while she settled the narrow wooden strip over his face, adjusting it until his eyes blinked at her through the thin slits. She fastened his hood under his chin.  
 
    As she lifted her own mask a gust of wind jerked splinters of ice from the rock above her and slapped her face, filling her eyes before she could blink. She gasped and clapped her hands to her face. Pain stabbed and burned and her tears froze, cementing her lashes together. It hurt so much she could barely breathe. 
 
    Hands tugged at her wrists. She tried to jerk away. 
 
    “Stop that,” the boy yelled. “Rider, stop that.” 
 
    He pulled her arm and she stumbled after him. The wind died down and she knew they were back in the stone circle. She heard the horses move in behind them. He guided her to a low rock. She sat and he took her head in his hands and covered her left eye with his mouth. Ice melted from her lashes. He put a cloth over the eye and moved his mouth to her right eye. 
 
    “Close your hood,” he said. “Let your face get warm.” 
 
    “I know what to do,” she muttered, but let him pull the hood over her face. Her hands shook; it took all her will power not to claw at her eyes. 
 
    She heard him tether the horses and come back.  
 
    “Can you see?” he said after a moment. 
 
    She pulled the hood open and raised her lids. They rasped against her eyes and she clenched her jaw. The world blurred into shapeless patches of dark and light. He blotted her cheekbones with her scarf. She took it from him and touched her eyelids and shouted with pain. Outside the rock circle the wind howled.  
 
    “Rider,” the boy said. She ignored him. “Rider,” he said again, louder. She felt his hand on her arm. 
 
    “What is it? What do you want?” 
 
    “You can’t send me away now. You’re blind.” 
 
    “I am not blind!” she screamed, pushing him away. “I am not blind!” 
 
    She scrubbed at her cheeks and tried to squint again. Her eyes throbbed. She couldn’t see. She pulled her hood closed and held the soft fur near her eyes, and rocked.  
 
    The wind lessened and in the quiet she heard nothing. Panicked, she pulled open her hood.  
 
    “Boy! Where are you?” 
 
    “Here, Rider.” His voice sounded close. She reached for him and grabbed a handful of his cloak. 
 
    “We must go forward, to the city,” she said. “Bredda can fix my eyes.” 
 
    The moment stretched, then the boy said, “No. I won’t take you.” 
 
    She turned her head toward him, not believing. 
 
    “Not unless you promise,” he said, and even through her panic she could hear the strain in his voice. 
 
    “Promise what?” she snapped. 
 
    “That you won’t send me back,” he said in a rush. “That you’ll find a place for me, a guild. That—that’s all.” When she didn’t respond, he said, “But you have to promise, Rider. You have to promise me that.” 
 
    “And if I don’t,” she said, “if I don’t, you leave me here to die.” 
 
    He didn’t answer. She sat in darkness, his cloak still bunched in her fist, closing doors in her mind against panic and fury and pain. 
 
    After a long time, she opened her fingers and let the fabric of his cloak fall free. 
 
    “I have no choice,” she said. “Very well. Let’s go.” 
 
    “No. You have to swear it, Rider.” 
 
    “My word is not enough?” she shouted, and he shouted back. 
 
    “Nobody’s word is enough! No! Swear it, Rider! Swear it on your oath!” 
 
    She sucked in air until it filled her lungs and pushed the anger down, and then she said, “I swear to you, Pyrs bondchild, that I will take you with me to Sterk, and I will help you to find a place.” 
 
    “Not just help, you have to swear to find it,” he insisted. 
 
    “Don’t press me, boy.” 
 
    He was silent again. The wind picked up, screaming through the rocks. 
 
    She felt his hand on her arm.  
 
    “Here is your horse,” he said. “You must give me your map. I will lead.” 
 
    She put her hand into her pocket and wrapped her fingers around the map for a moment, then held it out to him. He pulled it away, and she clenched her hands to keep from snatching it back. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Even light hurt. She rode with her hood seamed shut, hiding from it, but could only stand the darkness for a short while before she had to open her hood again and try to see. When she did, her eyes burned and tears froze on her cheeks. Blinking was agony. Everything was agony. 
 
    She had told him they would go through the pass. Beyond that he didn’t know their destination or route, and she didn’t know how well he could travel in the snow, whether he could read the shades of whiteness, whether he could even tell their direction. She thought this and pulled the hood open, but she could not see and pain drove her back into darkness, sweating and chilled. They picked their way as through a field of knives. 
 
    In mid-morning she heard the voice of the Master of Apprentices, as clearly as if she sat in the circle around him in the Koerstadt guild hall. Remember to breathe, he had said. Remember to breathe, to think it through, think of what you can do and then do it. Realize what you can’t do and put those things aside. And remember to breathe. 
 
    She breathed and breathed again, and put her hand in her pocket. 
 
    “Boy. Wait.” Traveler stopped moving. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    Her fingers touched the leather ink bottle and the pens.  
 
    “A moment. One moment.” 
 
    There, the cool roundness of the compass. She brought it out and held it in her palm. 
 
    “A compass. I used it yesterday. Do you know what it is?” 
 
    “No, Rider.” His voice was close beside her. 
 
    “Here. Look.” She opened the instrument’s lid and held her cupped hand out toward his voice. “The needle in the circle—you see it?” 
 
    “Yes, Rider.” 
 
    “Good. And The Eye on the paper below the needle? It is north. The tip of the needle always points north.” 
 
    A moment of silence, then he said, “If I turn the compass so that the needle points to The Eye, I can tell where the directions are. Is that right?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said, feeling the relief in her stomach. “Yes. We need to go east and a little north, I think. Where is the map? Give it to me.” 
 
    It pressed on the back of her hand. She snatched at it and pulled it open and could not see it and pushed the panic down again. “Wait. Wait. You must put the compass on the map. And turn it, so that The Eye on the compass and The Eye on the map are together, are in the same direction. Do you see it?” 
 
    A moment of silence. 
 
    “Do you see it?” she demanded. 
 
    “Rider, it’s—it’s back side up.” 
 
    “Then turn it!” 
 
    He tugged at the map and she let him turn it in her hands. 
 
    “Last night I marked where we were. A circle with peaks in it like a fire. Can you see it, near the blank space?” 
 
    “No, I—yes! Yes, here it is.” 
 
    She took a deep breath and let it out. 
 
    “Listen, boy, you must use the map and the compass, to help us leave here. We must go east and a little north. We should be close to where there are marks on the map again. When we get there, we will know where the trail is. With the compass, you can take us there. Can you do this?” He didn’t reply. “Can you do this?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said at last, and took the map from her hands. She shrank back into her hood and remembered to breathe. 
 
    They traveled slowly, the boy stopping often to talk to her about the map, or she calling a halt to question him about the tint of a snowfield, a turning of the breeze, the pitch of the slope. It was terrifying, following an eleven-year-old bondslave in blindness through land neither of them had crossed before. Her temper frayed until she could not speak without cursing. They could die, traversing this mountain pass and the slope coming down from it. When the pain let her think, she did not understand why death continued to frighten her, when this sudden blindness frightened her so much more. 
 
    They camped just beyond the pass that night, in another circle of rocks. She sat hunched near the fire, touching her face, while the boy prepared a meal and fed the horses. Her eyes burned and ached and teared, and her hand cramped. She flexed her fingers and realized that she had been using the abacus all the day long, counting Traveler’s steps even though, without her vision, without the compass, the count meant nothing at all. 
 
    She ate only a little of the soup he made. The pain never seemed to lessen and then it did, enough so that she could feel her exhaustion. The boy cleared a space near the fire for her and led her to it and she lay down, the cloak wrapped tight around her. In the quiet before sleep she fell through confused images, a duplication of selves through which she watched herself move in a sightless world which she both saw and did not see. She turned, hunching her shoulders. The images slid away. 
 
    She woke early and lay in the warm sack of the cloak, trying to believe that her fears were groundless. Traveler whickered and the boy moved about their firepit. The scent of tea drifted to her. She pushed herself up but her eyes refused to open, crusted shut with pus and salt. The boy came at her cry. When he understood the problem he warmed water and brought it to her, and she bathed the crust away from her eyes and forced them open. They both ached and stung, the right one more than the left. They ate a cold breakfast and he folded a patch for her right eye and helped her put it on before leading her to Traveler. She felt him hesitate for a moment, then he again took the reins. He described signs on the map which she identified as winter markers for a sheep trail. He thought they were close by. She didn’t answer, worried that he had misread the compass or misread the map, that he would lead them over the lip of a crevasse. Her fingers moved along the abacus, tens and hundreds and tens again. 
 
    At mid-morning the boy reported with some excitement that he could see the markers ahead and soon they moved more quickly, along a path from the high summer pastures into the Morat Valley. She could keep her left eye open for a few moments but the world would not come into focus. The pain, she thought, must be lessening, because she could not remember being able to think the day before and now, at times, she could. 
 
    The man who kept the guildhouse in Sorontil was blind. She thought about him moving through the heavy stone building, efficiently ordering his truncated domain and listening to the sighted Riders coming and going. Locked forever within the walls of a city, within the walls of a guildhouse, within the walls of his own darkness. Her stomach hurt. 
 
    The foothills sloped into the valley, under a white smear of snow. They made better time now but camped that night well away from the Water Road. Dusk was easier on her eyes. She groped her way around a rock to relieve herself. With one eye patched closed her depth perception disappeared and she banged her shins against stones. Pain and tension and fear twisted into a rush of anger.  
 
    The boy found a stream, broke the ice, and refilled their water pouches. Kieve listened to him settle the horses and prepare their meager supper, and either ignored his questions or responded to them with barbed sarcasms. Soon enough he stopped talking and kept the painful glare of the fire between them. She had to look away from it. The fire died to embers.  
 
    “Nothing keeps you here,” she said. He had been clearing a place to sleep but now the sounds stopped. “You have my map and my compass. You have time before you would be missed. You could leave.” 
 
    After a moment, he said, “What would you do, if I went?” 
 
    “Why should that concern you?” She poked at the embers with a stick and had to look away when they flared up. “You could be free.” More silence. “Well?” 
 
    “I thought about it,” he said. “But no guild would take me in, were I unknown. And you might die.” 
 
    “Would you care about that?” she said. 
 
    “No,” he said, but he didn’t leave. He rolled himself into his cloak and was still. Kieve sat by the fire, poking at the blotch of light and listening to the boy’s breathing. Bredda could fix her eye, once she got to the city. She wondered if she could stay in the guild, blind or half-blind. She wondered if she could hide it. 
 
    She thought about Stormbringer and the chasm at its foot, and saw them in clean, precise detail. How long would she keep that memory, if she went blind? How long before the arc of a hawk’s wing against sky, the white brush of high clouds, the shapes of people’s faces, faded altogether? Would her mind also lose the ability to see? 
 
    She woke to a sound so familiar that for a moment she thought she was back in the apprentice dorms at Koerstadt. She lay still, listening to the boy’s muffled weeping. She pressed her lips together. She’d never cried, at least not where she could be overheard. She pulled the hood tight about her ears but could still hear his crying. 
 
    “Be quiet and sleep,” she said. The crying ceased. She turned onto her side, drew her legs up, and put her arms around her stomach. Bredda would take him, the innkeeper always needed a few extra hands. He would have to be content with that. She heard another smothered sob, cursed under her breath, and tried to get back to sleep. Ice cracked and her shoulders hurt.  
 
    In the morning her eyes again needed to be bathed but she could open her left one without too much pain. Although the world was still too bright she made out the rough shapes of things.  
 
    The boy worked in silence, handing her a mug of tea, putting a slice of meat between her fingers, saddling the horses. She regretted her meanness of the night before but when she spoke to him he answered her in single clipped syllables and she grew angry again. Her right eye stung and throbbed. 
 
    The hills flattened to grazing land and these in turn to crop lands, wood and stone fences marching through the snow. A wind sprang up from the south as they rode beside a line of tall dark smudges. Evergreens perfumed the crisp air. A bough cracked in the cold, Myla whuffed, and the boy said, “Oh, look.” She raised her head. 
 
    “Tell me what you see,” she demanded. 
 
    “It’s the river. The Morat. The Water Road.” He sounded amazed. “It’s frozen and there’s snow on it. Across the river there’s lots of dark trees and cliffs behind them.” 
 
    He was quiet for a moment. “The middle of the river is all smooth and there’s no snow, but there’s snow along the sides, and it’s rough there, like it froze over stones.” 
 
    “It did,” she said. “The hotboats smooth it in the middle, then iceboats ridge it up, or it buckles at night. The hotboats are blue—can you see any?” She could flag one down and claim Rider’s Passage, and it would have to take them to Sterk. 
 
    “I think—no. There’s a big boat on our side of the river, with lots of sails. They’re all yellow.” 
 
    “Is there a flag? Can you see what’s on it?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s yellow too, and there’s a circle, and, wait, a sheaf? Lying over the circle.” 
 
    “Coin and grain. The Merchant’s Guild.” Exempt from passage-rights. She tightened her lips. 
 
    “There’s horses pulling the boat,” the boy said. “They’re on a path beside the ice. They’re pulling hard.” 
 
    It must be a barge, overloaded with goods and bound for the city, ready to take advantage of fear during changing times. If commerce was moving it meant either that Cadoc still lived or that the sword had passed smoothly. In either event the Merchants Guild would make fat profits. 
 
    The land road ran just above the towpath, at the edge of a small bluff. At Kieve’s direction the boy turned his horse left, upriver on the road toward Abermorat. Traveler trailed behind. 
 
    Hovels sprang up and shouldered close to the road, mean shacks with threads of smoke rising from chimneys and dirty children playing in dirty snow by the doors. They stopped while Kieve showed her baton and negotiated for some bread and cheese. The woman was too terrified by the baton and Kieve’s guild badge to accept coins. At last Kieve flung them into the cold mud at the woman’s feet and turned Traveler away, muttering. The coins might stay there forever, tainted by her fingers. The boy broke the cheese and put some in her hands and they ate while they rode. The sun dipped toward the horizon and the land rose, farms giving way to stone hills and these to high, precipitous fingers of rock reaching inland, Abermorat cradled between them like a bright jewel in a crabbed hand. As the light dimmed she could see more clearly from her left eye but the world appeared flat, without depth. 
 
    One of the stone fingers stretched to the river’s edge. The land road turned away from the water, seeking a pass in the natural barrier. A semaphore tower topped the ridge, its flags stowed down. The boy twisted in his saddle to watch it until it was out of sight behind the cliff. 
 
    “Keep close,” Kieve said. 
 
    He reined in the grey until they rode side by side. The road narrowed and ran between high cliffs, ending in a stout gate. Sentries paced the wall overhead and folk crowded below, eager to get into the city before night came and the gate closed. They fell away from Kieve, making the furca, index and middle finger forked out and the wrist twisted quickly, covertly, to flick evil away. The boy, seeing the gestures, retreated into the darkness of his hood. The shadi at the gate thrust his arm forward, barring their way without looking up. 
 
    “Business in the city,” he said, loud and bored. “Hurry it up, state your business.” 
 
    Kieve tapped his shoulder with her baton. She took her papers from her pocket and held them out. He jerked upward, then saw the stylized pen and stirrup of the Riders Guild embossed on the wrapper and the wax stamp bearing the Marubin arms, and gave Kieve a brisk salute. 
 
    “Your pardon, Rider. It’s been a busy day.” 
 
    She didn’t reply. He pulled open the cloth wrapper and paged through the papers. 
 
    “The boy is with you? The pass is for one Rider only.” 
 
    “He’s in bond,” she said. He slapped her papers into order, scrawled his mark on the top one, and handed them back. 
 
    They rode into the shadows beyond the gate, along the bottom of a narrow crevice. Sheer cliffs rose from a rubble of stone. She tilted her face, feeling but not seeing the dark grey bulk of Old City high above. Carved into the stone ridge and deserted centuries ago, Old City lived in the minds of citizens as a place of superstitions and moaning winds, and the occasional rock fall that made Palisade Gate treacherous. 
 
    “Is that the castle?” Pyrs asked. 
 
    “No, you’ll see it tomorrow. This is Old City.” 
 
    He didn’t reply. The darkness of the pass fell away and they rode into the late afternoon sunlight of Palisade Square. Its center was an uproar of music and animals and shouting voices and a patchwork of smudged colors. Kieve reined her horse, startled until she realized that the people had come for the Lord’s death and the sword’s passing—merchants, provisioners, entertainers, come to make what profit they could from the crowd of guildspeakers and land-barons. Somewhere in the maze of color a group of musicians thumped and banged on their protesting instruments; dogs bayed accompaniment. Traveler shied as a figure ran in front of him, clutching the bulging, squirming front of its shirt. The shirt squawked as the figure disappeared into the maze of tents. Animals grunted, screeched, called, gibbered; voices howled, wood and metal beat against each other and against themselves, reverberating through the city within the square within the city. 
 
    Colors and darkness smeared together; the scents of a hundred different dinners competed with the stench of animal dung; a caged bird shrieked. She remembered the view from the ledge, mountains falling and soaring in clear detail and a clean wind blowing. She put the thought away. City urchins congregated near Palisade Gate, hustling the incoming crowds. They shied away as Kieve guided the horses around the eastern edge of the square and into the city. The reek and confusion of Palisade Square dropped behind them. Traveler picked up his pace; he knew this route, and the stable at the end of it. 
 
    The sun sat low on the city’s granite barriers. Shadows reached from tall stone buildings on one side of the street to tall stone buildings on the other. Kieve stopped Traveler and waited for the boy to come up beside her. 
 
    “This street leads to a market,” she told him. “Before we reach it we’ll pass an inn, the Dagger and Plow. Tell me when we get there.” He was silent. “Think you can do that?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said. 
 
    Her vision cleared for a moment. His eyes were wide and tired, mouth turned down at the corners. He flicked the reins and rode beside her down the quiet street. A murmur in the distance became the sound of busy public rooms, the banging of doors, huffing and shuffling of horses, the discordant twang of music and voices. The boy moved closer until they rode almost knee to knee. 
 
    The yard at the Dagger and Plow was quiet. A stableboy came for the horses but Pyrs glared at him and eeled down from his horse, clenching the two pairs of reins in his fist. He swayed with weariness. Kieve took their saddlebags into the public room and dumped them near the mantel. A brief, shocked silence settled on the crowded room and a server, hands hidden in clusters of mugs, saw Kieve and shouted through the open kitchen door. After a moment Bredda entered, her wooden leg clacking against the stone floor. She put her tray down and came over, wiping her hands on her apron.  
 
    “I thought you were supposed to be back days ago,” the innkeeper said. She glanced over Kieve as though taking inventory. “What did you do to your eye?” 
 
    “I had some trouble. Cadoc?” 
 
    “Still alive.” She made a quick tilting motion with her hand. 
 
    “I need room for myself and my boy.” 
 
    “A boy?” Bredda rocked back. “You’ve come up in the world.”  
 
    “Do you have room, or do I get the horses and go elsewhere?” 
 
    Bredda’s smile creased the skin around her mouth. “Who else would have you?” 
 
    “Interesting question,” someone said. Bredda turned and Kieve saw Endres, captain of Cadoc’s personal Guard, standing at ease behind the innkeeper. One hand held a pewter mug, the other rested on his hip. He gestured with the mug, taking in her travel-stained clothing, the saddlebags, the patch over her eye. “Looks like you had an entertaining trip.” 
 
    “A hard one,” Kieve said. “And long. You’re not in uniform.” 
 
    “No need.” She could not see his expression. “I’m not in the city on business.” 
 
    Kieve didn’t respond. When off duty Endres looked like a child’s stuffed animal, round and comfortable and friendly, standing on ceremony only when fulfilling his lord’s orders, fond of jokes and stories and sentimental songs. He never spoke of his origins but Kieve thought he came from one of the mountain provinces, Bergdahl perhaps, as distant from Cherek’s center as Dalmorat and perhaps even more primitive, where poverty drove the impatient and ambitious from the rocky fields and into distant occupations. A high proportion of them took work with the various non-guild mercenary companies scattered throughout Cherek. The guilds, particularly the Soldiers Guild, looked upon the mercenaries as upstarts and, because they were not controlled through Koerstadt, dangerous. Cherek’s lords, though, remembered the Guild Wars after Constain’s defeat and were ever mindful of the guilds’ increasing power, and hired mercenary companies at will. Endres sipped from his mug and moved his finger across his moustache. Kieve repressed a shudder. The Dagger and Plow was not one of his usual drinking places. 
 
    “Why are you here?” she said. 
 
    “The innkeeper’s beer is a great inducement to forgetfulness.” His cheeks rounded as he smiled. “Besides, I’d like to talk with you.” 
 
    After a moment, Kieve said “We have nothing to discuss.” 
 
    The round cheeks flattened a little. “But we do, Rider. You’ve been away for a while. Much has changed.” He hesitated and said, “Have you eaten? Will you join me?” 
 
    “No.” Kieve turned to Bredda. “Is there room for me?” She didn’t wait for the innkeeper’s nod. “Captain,” she said, and followed Bredda through a short hallway, followed in turn by a maid carrying the saddlebags. She put her hand to the wall, so tired she felt dizzy. Bredda shook her grey head. 
 
    “Will you never learn civility?” she said. 
 
    Kieve didn’t reply. Cadoc sent her out with warrants, but it was into Endres’ hands that she delivered the ferrets’ victims. Because Cadoc had invoked her oath in this matter, she could no more tell of it than she could desert her post. She had once, on Cadoc’s orders, observed Endres oversee an inquisition. The memory sometimes haunted her sleep. 
 
    Bredda led her to a corner of the innkeeper’s own room and cleared the top of her second bed. 
 
    “You’ll have to share with this boy of yours,” she said. Kieve sat on the bed. The innkeeper issued instructions to the maid, who ran out. Bredda put her hands to the patch and Kieve jerked her head away. 
 
    “Stop that,” Bredda said. 
 
    Kieve clenched her teeth. Dirt and dried tears adhered the patch to her skin. Bredda loosened it with quick, competent fingers. 
 
    “Tell me what happened,” she said as she worked. 
 
    “Got ice in my eyes, crossing above the Morat. A new route.” 
 
    “I don’t suppose you were ordered to go that way.” 
 
    Kieve didn’t answer. The maid came back, holding a bowl of water and a small box. The boy entered after her. Bredda looked at him while she took the bowl and box, then turned back to the bed. 
 
    The water burned Kieve’s skin. She tucked her lower lip between her teeth and gripped the mattress. The patch came away. Kieve blinked and her right eye watered. Bredda put her loupe to her eye, squinting to hold it in place, then pulled at Kieve’s upper lid, pushed at the lower one, and flashed the candle’s light into her eye. Kieve yelped. Bredda examined the left eye too. 
 
    “You’ve scratched the corneas, but not badly. They’re already healing.” Bredda let the loupe drop into her palm. “The right eye worse than the left, but you know that.” 
 
    Kieve lay back and put her arm over her eyes while Bredda issued more instructions to the maid. The door opened and closed again. 
 
    “You’re the Rider’s boy,” Bredda said. “Your name?” 
 
    “Pyrs, mistress.” 
 
    “Um. When did this happen?” 
 
    Kieve contemplated the darkness behind her lids while the boy told Bredda about the ice and what he had done. Her muscles felt slow and heavy, the voices above her distant, irritating whines. Her sleeve, trailing over her nose, smelled of horses and sweat. 
 
    “Good,” Bredda said at last. “You did well. Who taught you?” 
 
    Sadik, Kieve thought, but the boy didn’t answer. The door opened and closed. Bredda spoke to the maid and after a moment the bed shook again as she sat, pried Kieve’s arm away from her face, and dropped something into her right eye so quickly the Rider had no time to protest. Kieve cursed and tried to move away but the maid pinned her to the bed, hands pressing on her shoulders, while Bredda doctored the other eye. 
 
    “How does that feel?” 
 
    “Horrible.” The pain faded. “Better.” 
 
    “Hungry?” 
 
    “No.” The maid released her. Kieve put her arm over her eyes again. “I want to sleep.” 
 
    Bredda pulled Kieve’s arm away again and put a new, clean-smelling patch over her right eye. “Don’t take it off. You’ll have to wear it for a few days at least.” The bed moved. Kieve heard the sounds of things being put away. “I’ll leave the salve. Use it twice a day. Both eyes. You won’t go blind. I assume you’ve been worried about that.” 
 
    Kieve said, “Has Jenci come?” 
 
    “Yes. He hasn’t bothered to stop by. Supper’s in an hour.”  
 
    “Not interested.” 
 
    Bredda’s uneven footsteps moved out of the room. The bed shook again and Kieve squinted through the haze of salve to see the boy at the foot of the bed, unlacing her boots. 
 
    “Who was that woman?” he said, his hands busy with knots. 
 
    “Bredda.” Kieve yawned. “She owns the inn.”  
 
    “Oh.” He pulled her boot off. Kieve dropped her arm to cover her face again. “Is she a friend of yours?” 
 
    “Um. She was a Rider before she lost her leg.”  
 
    He paused. “In Dalmorat?” 
 
    “I don’t know. She doesn’t talk about it.” She yawned again. 
 
    He resumed unlacing the second boot. It came off and she wriggled her toes. The bed warmed.  
 
    “Rider?” he said. 
 
    She grunted. 
 
    “Where should I put your compass? And the map?” 
 
    That brought her awake. She lay still, breathing the scents of clean linen and medicine, and thought about the cold of the mountain pass, the sounds he made moving around the campfires, his fingers opening her fist to give her meat or bread. Traveler’s gait as he led the horses through an unknown and frozen countryside. Her own anger and the sharpness of her tongue. She pushed the pillow away and sat up. He stood beside the bed, the compass and map in his hands. The skin under his eyes looked bruised with weariness. 
 
    “You saved my life,” she said. 
 
    He looked at her without speaking. She took the compass and map with her left hand and reached her right to him. 
 
    “Pyrs,” she said. “My name is Kieve.” 
 
    After a moment he extended his own hand and put a crumpled paper on her palm. When she opened it, she saw her note to Unig, rescinding her promise to pay.  
 
    * * * * 
 
    She woke in darkness and lay for a moment listening to the pre-dawn bustle of the city. Someone had removed her breeches and put her under the covers. She yawned and stretched and turned onto her back. The boy was a warm lump against her side. He snorted as she swung her legs from the bed and lit a candle. Bredda’s bed was empty, but the pitcher of water by the basin was full. Kieve stripped off her shirt, cracked the thin ice in the pitcher, and washed. Her skin tingled and she rested her fingers for a moment on the guildmark tattooed onto her right shoulder before pulling the shirt on again, grimacing at the dirt. She plaited her hair into a sticky braid and pinned it to the top of her head. Bredda had left the pot of salve by the bed and Kieve sat to use it. Her eyelids kept clamping shut and by the time she had dosed herself, her cheeks were slick with medicine and her eyes hurt more. She wiped her cheeks, put on the patch, and searched the room for her doublet. The boy mumbled and twisted to cocoon himself in the blankets. She blew out the candle. 
 
    Salve clung to her lashes and blurred the vision in her left eye. She put her hand to the wall for balance, feeling the warmth of wood overlying the solidity of stone. Dawn light crept over the tables and benches in the public room. She stopped at the door and squinted. The floor gleamed where someone stood, pants legs rolled to the knee, sloshing a mop across the stone. Someone else knelt by the fireplace, a bundle of aromatic wood nearby. Flames danced in the dark recess. A child skipped through the kitchen doorway and began hanging tankards on the wall racks. The floor scrubber, looking up, saw Kieve. 
 
    “Bredda! She’s up.” 
 
    “Kieve?” Bredda called. “In the kitchen.” 
 
    She dabbed at her eyelashes with her sleeve. The fog cleared a little as she picked her way across the floor, nodding to the young woman before the fireplace and the young man with the mop. Light from the ovens and hearths filled the kitchen. Undercooks and cleaning folk scampered about brandishing pots and rags, a fire roared under the huge water tank, someone in the pantry sang a song with remarkably bawdy lyrics. Bredda’s cook growled and poked at a side of meat, shaking her head. Fresh bread filled the cooling racks and a spitted sheep turned above the fire, fat dripping to hiss on the coals. Kieve’s mouth watered. The noise level muted a moment, then rose; Bredda’s staff was used to her. The Dagger and Plow was as close to a chapterhouse as the Riders maintained in Dalmorat, and its uneasy welcome was better than any other she received in the province. 
 
    “You look better.” Bredda picked up a teapot. Morning light revealed the network of fine wrinkles on her face. “Hungry?” 
 
    “Starving. Is Endres here?” 
 
    “Left last night.” 
 
    A small knot between her shoulder blades relaxed. She slid onto a bench at the end of the long table and put her hands out for the mug. Bredda pushed a jar of honey across the table. While Kieve spooned some into her mug, a scullion put a plate before her. She reached over the mug and speared a piece of mutton with her belt knife. It was hot enough to burn her tongue but she ate it anyway. 
 
    The innkeeper sat opposite her. “You slept well?” 
 
    Kieve nodded and swallowed. “You put me to bed?” 
 
    “Both of you. The boy fell asleep before dinner. Libit,” she called. “Go waken the Rider’s boy.” 
 
    “No, don’t,” Kieve said around another bite. “He’ll waken when he’s hungry.” She reached for the mug. “I’m the only Rider here?” Libit brought her a plate of eggs scrambled with onions and garlic, and a thick wedge of new bread. She pushed the mug away again. 
 
    “At the inn? Yes. How did you know?” 
 
    “No other guild cloaks on the mantel. Since when? Dalmorat should be crawling with us.” 
 
    “Since you left Cadoc forbade the heirs to bring their Riders or their troops with them.” 
 
    Kieve thought about that. “Should I worry?” 
 
    “Not about that, no. He doesn’t want competing armed factions on Sterk, which makes sense. And by excluding their Riders—” 
 
    “They can’t declare war,” Kieve said. It was one of the Riders’ ancient duties, the declaration of war or of peace. “I had been hoping for some company.” 
 
    “You may get it yet.” 
 
    A commotion erupted across the kitchen. Bredda rose and stalked across the room to deal with it. Without Bredda’s acerbic care, Kieve knew she’d have broken or disappeared the way Cadoc’s previous Rider disappeared, riding into a winter storm and never riding out. In his forty-seven years in power, Lord Cadoc had gone through seventeen Riders. Kieve felt a stab of pleasure at knowing she would be the last. She stuck her finger in the honey jar, twirled it around, and put it in her mouth. 
 
    “Four of the other provincial Lords have come,” Bredda said when she returned. She ticked them off on her fingers: Bergdahl, Moel, and Myned, which together with Dalmorat comprised Cherek’s northern border, the poorest provinces in the country. And Kyst, a province on the southern coast well beyond the capital at Koerstadt. “So aside from you and Jenci,” Bredda continued, “there are only four Riders on Sterk. And three of them are off on missions.” She paused and added, “The remaining one is Daenet.” 
 
    “From Kyst? The drunk?” 
 
    “The same. His master arrived with gifts.” 
 
    Kieve tilted her head. 
 
    “Fruit,” Bredda said with frank envy. “Vegetables. Fresh ones, from the fields along the sea.” 
 
    Kieve shook her head. “I don’t suppose Cadoc thought to share them with anyone.” 
 
    The innkeeper laughed. “There is some talk,” she said, sobering, “that Kyst tries to hide his Rider from a summons from Koerstadt. He couldn’t know that Jenci would be here.” 
 
    “Is Jenci the summoner?” 
 
    The innkeeper shrugged. “I don’t know.”  
 
    Kieve speared another piece of meat and asked about Cadoc. He had taken to his bed twelve days ago, Bredda said, and was not expected to rise again this side of the Mountain. The land-barons had so far declined to select one heir over the others. 
 
    “Why not? They can elect a new lord before the old bastard’s dead.” 
 
    “Everyone assumes that Cadoc favors Gadyn, of course, as do his cronies, but he has not said so, not directly. And the land-barons are enjoying their moment of power, being courted by all of them. They may not decide until Cadoc is well into the Mountain.” 
 
    Kieve grimaced, not surprised.  
 
    “You remember, just before you left, old Moranth died?” 
 
    Kieve nodded. Baron Moranth held lands in the south of the province, a large holding and, for Dalmorat, a rich one. 
 
    “Cadoc took it for himself, despite Moranth’s two nieces. And gave it to Gadyn.” 
 
    “Ugly,” Kieve said. “But he’s done that before.” 
 
    Bredda waved this away. “Gadyn has been portioning it out, making new land-barons. Cadoc confirms them, grinning. If someone has lands already, Gadyn increases them. The other land-barons don’t know whether to complain or shove their hands out. Most of it is already gone.” Gadyn had also, Bredda reported, come to the city of Abermorat with a cart full of weapons, which the soldiers had confiscated before he could take them onto Sterk. 
 
    “And a fine dust-up too,” Bredda said. “He said they were his collection, for enjoyment only.” She arched one eyebrow. “He can enjoy them when the passing is over, for they are locked into a store room on Sterk, and under guard. Commander Ilach Shadi takes no chances.” 
 
    “I’d heard about that collection, although I never heard Gadyn was any good with them.” 
 
    Bredda snorted. “You and he had some difficulty a while back, if I remember right. About weapons.” 
 
    Kieve laughed. “He came to Sterk one summer and Cadoc sent him to spar with me in the practice yards. Because, he said, I am as bad with a sword as a scullion. Which I am. And Gadyn lost to me.” She shook her head, still grinning. “He could not speak, for anger.” 
 
    “Well, he may have practiced since then. Don’t underestimate him.” She grimaced, moving a little on the bench, and said that Isbael, Cadoc’s daughter, had come up from Koerstadt and announced for the sword. 
 
    “She must have left Koerstadt the moment she heard the news,” Bredda said. “Rumor has it she took the Iron Road to the Falls, and almost killed two horses coming around them until she reached the Water Road.” 
 
    “Was her father delighted to see her?” Kieve said. 
 
    Bredda snorted. “She was here four days before someone poisoned her dog, the one she kept to taste her food for her. She is not much seen in public since then.”  
 
    Rumor said that anyone important, and that meant the land-barons and out-province visitors, had been invited to the small gatherings Isbael held in her rooms. Musical evenings, poetry readings, select dinner parties and, rumor said, other even more private events. 
 
    “So either she’s seducing anyone who might help her to the sword,” Kieve said, “or she bribes and plots. Or both.”  
 
    “You’ve been in Dalmorat too long, Kieve.” 
 
    “So have you. 
 
    “Yes. But you weren’t born here.” Bredda wrapped her hands around her cup. Cadoc’s nephew Cairun, she said, created lavish entertainments for every district delegate he could find and all the whores in Dalmorat had been busy for the past fortnight at his expense. 
 
    “Rumor has it that he uses none himself,” Bredda said. “But he may have paid somebody to say that. He has paid guest visits on Isbael and Gadyn. He’s the only one to bother.”  
 
    Kieve shrugged, refilling her cup. “At least he observes the formalities. And the Guard?” 
 
    “I haven’t heard much. They’re mercenaries, after all. I believe their service expires when Cadoc dies.” 
 
    “Like mine.” Kieve stirred the honey in her tea. “Do you know her? Isbael, I mean?” 
 
    Bredda leaned back. “I did. She hated being here. Cadoc sent her to the University in Koerstadt, and she stayed as his emissary to the Council. She’s smart and sharp and silent. A bad enemy and an uneasy friend. She hasn’t been home in twenty years. I don’t know if she’s changed.” Her frown cleared. “And the Lady Drysi, for the edification of the masses, has sponsored a clockworks exhibition at City House. She brought her personal seminarian—she is reputed to be a pious lady. She has also brought her divination machine.” 
 
    “Her...?” 
 
    “She calls it the Circles of Infinity.” One corner of her mouth twitched. “I won’t try to describe it. She has it up castle and four days ago she announced that it announced that the true heir to the sword ‘Rides water to Dalmorat and is of Marubin blood but not of Cadoc’s body’.” 
 
    Kieve grinned. “And the response?” 
 
    “Laughter. But the Lady Drysi came overland to the city.”  
 
    “She’d have had to cross water to Sterk, though, like everyone else. And she’s not Cadoc’s child.” 
 
    Bredda shrugged. “Neither is Lord Cairun, but Cadoc had them come anyway. To give the illusion of choice, I assume. The Lord has hired a battalion of seminarians. I hear that they pray for him day and night and one can’t think around them for the noise they make.” 
 
    Kieve opened her mouth. 
 
    “Hush,” Bredda said. “He’s not dead yet. And even if the seminarians call down a miracle and Cadoc doesn’t die, you have only a year of your Oath remaining.” 
 
    Kieve gestured this away. “A year is too long. A day is too long.” 
 
    The innkeeper shook her head again. “The council’s complete,” she said. “I have an inn full of guildspeakers and so does everyone else. Lady Mother, you’re not going to cut that?” 
 
    Kieve put the meat back on the plate and began cutting it into smaller pieces. “Any problems?” 
 
    “Nothing unusual.” Bredda put her hands in her lap and massaged her stump. “The land-barons are all up castle. A few of the guilds are represented too. I don’t know how Jenci got himself appointed, but he came in a week ago by icerunner.” The corners of her thin lips turned down. 
 
    “He doesn’t like you any more than you like him.” Kieve refilled their cups. “Or so rumor has it.”  
 
    Bredda frowned at her. “Speaking of rumors,” she said, “I heard a fine one last night. A Rider came to one of the mountain towns, took a dislike to the innkeeper’s son, beat him, took him with her into the mountains, and killed him. The rumor doesn’t say whether she ate him or not.” 
 
    “Lies travel fast,” Kieve said. “He’s a bondslave. I bought him. He tried to damage my horse.” 
 
    “Traveler? What did he do?” 
 
    “Put a burr under a shoe.” Kieve dug it out of her pocket and handed it across the table. “I caught him in time.” 
 
    Bredda turned the pieces over in her fingers. “Primitive. He made it himself?”  
 
    “I think so.”  
 
    Bredda handed it back. “For that you bought him? If I hadn’t seen the boy, I’d believe the rumors.” 
 
    Kieve pocketed the burr. “I was only going to take him a day out and send him back. Then—” She touched her eye patch. “His father was a baker. He wants me to find him a place in a guild. He made me promise.” 
 
    The innkeeper rose. “Send him home, child. He has no place here, and no guild will accept him if his parents were... Do you want more to eat?” 
 
    Kieve shook her head but put her hands around the teapot. The yard door opened and the boy walked in, stamping his feet to shake away the mud and snow. He looked around the kitchen, saw Kieve and Bredda, and came over to them. 
 
    “Nobody’s touched the horses since I settled them last night,” he said. “The stablehands said they’d curry them.” 
 
    “We’ve been busy,” Bredda said. 
 
    He wiped his palms on the seat of his pants. “Then tell them not to make promises they can’t keep.” The boy’s hazel eyes were dark with fury. Bredda looked down at him. 
 
    “Very well, Master Pyrs. I’ll send someone to do it now.” 
 
    The boy frowned at the sarcasm. “I’ve done it already.” He turned to Kieve. “Do I eat in the kitchen, mistress?” 
 
    “No, go into the public room. I’ll pack. We have to leave soon.” 
 
    “I’ve already packed my gear, and most of yours.” He pushed stiff-shouldered through the door. 
 
    “How could I eat that?” Kieve said, rising. 
 
    Bredda picked up the teapot. “You’d best figure out what you want of him, Kieve, and what will become of him once you have finished.” 
 
    “Once I have— Do you think I think he’s a toy?” 
 
    “I don’t think you know what you think he is,” the innkeeper said, turning away. 
 
    The Rider banged her cup down. “How much do I owe you?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you after Master Pyrs finishes breakfast,” Bredda said over her shoulder, stumping across the floor. 
 
    Kieve pressed her lips together and went into the public room. The boy sat on a windowsill, bent over a plate of eggs and sausages. His bright hair glowed in the morning light but the tilt of his mouth was still angry. Around him guildspeakers filled the room: weavers, potters, herders, saddlers, farmers, porters, foresters, the brown folk of the mountains and the blonder folk of the Morat Valley. Kieve, anonymous in her plain breeches and shirt, helped herself to a mug of small beer and perched on the windowsill beside Pyrs. The guildspeakers ignored her and the boy shoveled in his breakfast as though he hadn’t eaten in the past three days. Which, she thought, was close to the truth. He bit into a sausage and helped himself to a sip from her mug. 
 
    “You’d think she could afford a decent stable master,” he said, putting the mug down. “She must make a fortune from this place.” 
 
    “She does well enough.” 
 
    “Well enough! Unig would be wild to have this many people in his inn.” 
 
    Near the fireplace, a tinker and a riverman disputed the value of steam engines over sails. She leaned her head against the embrasure, watching the room. 
 
    “It’s not always this crowded. Listen to them. It’s not every day that a lord dies, so they feel important.” She hesitated. No one was close enough to hear them through the room’s noise. “They’ll swagger around the city and think they have a say in what happens, then they’ll swear the oath and go home and never be fit to live with again.” 
 
    He swallowed a bite of eggs and said, “Don’t they confirm a new lord?”  
 
    She made a rude, quiet noise. “No. All they do is confirm whoever the land-barons have already chosen. A Lord can’t rule without the land-barons’ support, and they don’t care piffle for what the peasants or town guilds say. So these people will hear about it when Lord Cadoc dies, and the land-barons’ choice will make a speech in one of the squares, and they’ll all cheer and think they have made history when in fact they have made nothing at all.” The Lady Isbael knew that, Kieve thought, which was why she spent nothing to court Dalmorat’s guildspeakers. 
 
    He thought this over. “Is this only in Dalmorat too, like the ferrets?” 
 
    She was surprised that he remembered, and wondered what else he remembered, and did not know how to ask. Instead, “No,” she said. “Cadoc didn’t invent that one. It’s true all over Cherek.” It reminded her of another thing. “How do you know about Constain?” 
 
    He looked at her in silence for a moment. “Welfred let me work in the common room, when the seminarian was holding classes. As long as I was quiet, he let me stay.” 
 
    “Unig didn’t pay for that, did he?” 
 
    The boy shook his head. “Unig paid for nothing,” he said. 
 
    “Can you read?” 
 
    He refused to answer. After a moment she came off the sill. He scrambled down and followed her to Bredda’s room. There was, she noted, nothing left for her to pack. He took up his own saddlebags and followed her out of the inn. A stable hand boosted him onto his horse. The sleeves of his shortcoat fell over his hands as he held the reins, and the borrowed cloak straggled over Myla’s flanks. Bredda came out, the reckoning in her hand, and gave it to Kieve. 
 
    “Have you thought to wonder,” the innkeeper said, ignoring Kieve’s glare, “just why you were allowed out, given what you must do when Cadoc dies?” 
 
    Kieve shrugged as she counted out coins. “Who else would go? Who else rides mountains in winter?” 
 
    “You were not the only idiot available.” She glanced at the boy. “Send him home, Kieve.” 
 
    Kieve dropped the coins in Bredda’s palm and swung into the saddle. “I’ll do as I think best,” she said.  
 
    Bredda stepped back, frowning, as Kieve wheeled Traveler from the yard. 
 
    Folk filled the City Market, trampling the ice to mud. Voices rose and fell as Kieve and the boy picked their way through the maze of shops and street vendors. In the morning light the buildings were shabby, the ruts in the street unfilled, the vendors wrapped in patched cloaks and their goods often dingy. The boy stared around with wide eyes. 
 
    Two constables guarded the doors of City House. Shadeen stood in twos and threes on corners, leaning against their spears and watching the crowd with hooded eyes. She recognized Dunun from the castle and guided the horses toward him. He dipped his spear in informal salute and she leaned down to talk. 
 
    “Lasted the night,” he said, answering her raised eyebrow and quick nod toward the river. She stilled a moment of disappointment.  
 
    “Otherwise quiet?” 
 
    “At least until noon, when the last of the sluggard land-barons get out of bed. But most of them will be back on Sterk soon enough.” 
 
    She raised her eyebrows. 
 
    “The party last night—perhaps you didn’t know. Gadyn made another land-baron and they took over Whores Hall for the celebration.” The soldier left his expression blank. 
 
    Kieve nodded. “I wasn’t aware that Gadyn had much more land to give,” she said. 
 
    “Enough for a barony, enough to make Matyns happy at any rate. They say he drank an entire barrel himself and bedded three whores at a time.” Dunun snorted. “Whether he could do anything with ‘em...” 
 
    Kieve nodded and gathered the reins. 
 
    “Headed up castle? Drop this at the inner gate? I can’t spare a messenger and Ilach wants his blessed reports on time.” 
 
    Kieve took the folded paper and put it into one of her pockets. “Anything else?” 
 
    Dunun grinned, revealing large yellow teeth. “You won’t have heard— Lady Drysi’s got this prediction machine. A regular wonder it is, too, with bells and buzzers and clockwork gimcracks, and all gold and silver and jewels. She says it says the sword will pass in blood and blizzard.” He spat. “There’s always a blizzard come winter, and only a bloody fool wouldn’t believe that, is what I say.” 
 
    Kieve smiled. “And who does it predict will take the sword?” 
 
    “Nothing a normal human could decipher.” He looked around. “Nor discuss.” 
 
    She nodded and turned the horse away from him. Shadeen policed their own and therefore had little to fear from Kieve or the ferrets, for which she was grateful; what friends she had in Dalmorat were, for the most part, among the castle regiment. 
 
    The streets, like the market, were full. Leafless trees reared against the pale morning sky, all the way to the quay at the avenue’s foot. Kieve lifted her baton. People moved aside before them, caught between the press of the crowd and the desire to avoid her.  
 
    As they neared the river the boy’s horse slowed. Kieve glanced back and found him staring at Penitence, stretching along the river’s edge. No figures occupied the stocks and the gallows were ropeless and bare. Overhead a dangling cage twitched in the light wind. 
 
    “What is it?” The boy’s voice was very quiet. 
 
    “It is Penitence, the executioners’ ground for peasants and servants. And bondslaves. There is one in that cage.” 
 
    The boy’s face tilted up, pale against the darkness of his hood. “When...when will they let it down?” 
 
    “When the slave is dead. They starve, so as not to waste any more of their masters’ resources. Or, in winter, die of cold first.” 
 
    He didn’t respond. 
 
    “I have nothing to do with that,” she said. “It is not ferret business, or Rider business. It is the law.” He didn’t reply. “The higher classes are killed on Sterk, when they are put to death. That is also the law.” When he still didn’t reply, she cursed herself and turned her horse toward the quay. Myla followed a pace behind. 
 
    A flat iceferry waited at the quay, already full of people and supply carts. Its luffing sails snapped and rustled in the breeze. A city constable gestured Kieve forward but caught the grey’s reins and held the boy back. Kieve turned in the saddle. 
 
    “He’s with me,” she said. “Let him go.” 
 
    “Pardon, Rider.” The constable braced his legs. “We have orders. Authorized travelers only.” 
 
    The city constables, lowest on Dalmorat’s ladder after the Shadeen Guild and Cadoc’s personal Guard, were known for exercising as much petty power as they could. Now a second constable came for her papers. She handed them down without taking her gaze from the one by Myla’s head. 
 
    “That boy is in bond to me,” she said. “He is my property, as much as my horse or my cloak.” 
 
    He shook his head. “My orders—” 
 
    “I claim Rider’s Passage on that scow,” she continued, lifting her baton, “so it cannot sail without me. The boy comes with me, or we sit here and argue until Master Adwyr comes to inquire. As he will.” 
 
    A sergeant emerged from the guard booth, holding Kieve’s papers flat against a tally board, and came to stand by her stirrup. “If you will sign a statement of responsibility...” 
 
    She took the paper and held it close, but could not make out the words. Muttering a curse, she lettered her name along the blankness at the bottom. The sergeant initialed her papers and handed them back, and the constable dropped Myla’s reins and stepped away. The gesture he made was not the furca. 
 
    The grey balked at the foot of the gangplank but the boy urged her aboard and into the corral. The borrowed cloak spread beyond his feet and tripped him until he took it off and stuffed it into a saddlebag. Ferrymen hauled in the plank and cast off, using long poles to push away from the quay until wind caught in the sails, snapping them full, and the ferry moved away from Abermorat and across the frozen river. Wooden runners hissed against ice. The rigging creaked. Kieve leaned against the rail, watching the city recede. After a little silence she glanced at Pyrs. 
 
    “That paper,” she said, “says that if you do anything wrong up castle, I’m liable for it. If you step out of line at all, I’ll beat you bloody. Understand?” He hesitated before nodding. “Good. Come with me.”  
 
    She led him around the farm carts to the bow. Cold wind cut at their faces and he buttoned his shortcoat all the way up, its collar hiding his ears. 
 
    “That island is Sterk.” Kieve pointed. “You can’t see the castle from here.” 
 
    The island was a dark, featureless peak rising from the white of the river. A vendor came by, hawking cider from a firepot strapped to his back. Kieve bought two steaming mugs and gave one to the boy. She rested her hip against a bale of parchment, watching the forested bank race toward them. 
 
    “It doesn’t look like much,” he said. 
 
    “Sterk? Not from this angle, no.” 
 
    He licked cider from his lips. “The stable master at the inn, the old one? She said that when Cadoc dies, Gadyn’s going to take over the castle and hold it until he’s confirmed as next lord.” 
 
    “Indeed. Bredda’s stable master has a thick head and a loose tongue. People have disappeared for speaking rumors.” She turned her back to the railing and looked at him. “Does it interest you? The succession?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Very well.” She told him, pitching her voice for his ears only and thinking about Cadoc as she talked. Dalmorat’s Lord was a stocky, powerful man with a weathered face. Some whispered that his coal-black eyes had no soul behind them because he’d sold it to Death and the Father and never felt its loss. He had been thrice widowed and left with one daughter and one son, Isbael and Gadyn, who hated each other and their father with equal passion. Isbael had been absent from the province for decades and Kieve wondered what she was like. Smart and sharp and silent, Bredda had said. Perhaps. As for Gadyn, after four years she still could not understand what use his father saw in him. 
 
    The great sails moved as the ferry changed course for its final run up river to Sterk. She knew Pyrs saw the castle when he stopped listening to her. Looking at him, she remembered her first sight of Sterk as she came up the Water Road to her oathing four years ago, when it all seemed fresh and hopeful and new. She turned to look over the boy’s head, seeing it half in the sunlight of this winter day and half in the light of her memory, and surprised, as always, by its beauty. 
 
    The island was a half-sphere of dark rock, its convex side looking north to northeast and its concave side facing down the river and across to Abermorat. Halfway up the concave side, the castle occupied an immense ledge of rock, backed in turn by a huge crescent overhang. Built half of wood and half carved from native stone, it rose straight from the lip of the ledge, an austere grey stone wall topped by turrets, wall walks, and arrow loops. Behind this outer rampart rose another wall, and beyond that a maze of towers and barbicans, buttresses and steep roofs, marching in pale, glorious disorder into the darkness of the overhanging rock. Arches and covered passages connected the towers, walls, roofs, and balconies. Light flashed from windows and caught the occasional roof tile, making a spot of intense color on the pale grey stone. White snow outlined the peaks and valleys of the ramparts and the crowded masonry behind them. Behind the castle walls treetops loomed, bare, deciduous limbs stark against the dark green of conifers. To the far right, Lord’s Walk reached a tentative finger over soaring cliffs, tumbled with rock and footed in huge, frozen waves. This side of Sterk, in summer, was protected by a series of fierce rapids, white and seething; in the winter the water froze to a treacherous jumble of ice and rock. To the far left, a semaphore tower rose from the edge of the precipice, facing its twin across the river at the city’s edge. 
 
    No flags or banners flew from the turrets, as they had not since Cadoc was taken ill, but along the outer curtain guest flags flapped against stones above the gatehouse. Kieve saw them as a blur of colors. She hadn’t expected so many. A single narrow road climbed from the quay at water level to the castle, disappearing behind stone walls or spanning ravines on slender, arched bridges. A few wagons moved along it and more congregated at its foot. The wagoners stamped their feet against the cold. Sails rattled down, brake beams hissed and groaned on the river ice, and the ferry slowed and swung against the quay. Kieve tucked her cloak close about her neck as she turned to the corral. Pyrs closed his mouth, looked at her awestruck, and went to help. 
 
    They came off the ferry first, leading the horses around the carts. Myla skittered and did not calm until her hooves touched the roadbed. They mounted and cantered past the staging area where the carts were set on the notched track paralleling the road. Their small, serrated inner wheels meshed with the notches, metal grips clamped to a thick moving cable and the carts climbed the face of Sterk, powered by the cable which was, in turn, powered by teams of horses hitched to an immense winch at the top of the steep cliff. Kieve thought the arrangement ungainly but clever. The boy stared at it with admiration, craning his neck and twisting in the saddle to see the details. Their horses climbed the stepped roadbed. Wind tugged at Kieve’s cloak and Traveler quickened his pace, eager for the pleasures of his own stable. 
 
    Shadeen paced the outer ramparts, dark blue and russet in the crenellations and balistraria, spear tips poking above the merlons. The small wagon gate stood open beyond the upper staging area where wagoners and teams waited for the carts. Guest flags slapped above the closed ceremonial gate. The shadi on duty scrutinized the boy, marked Kieve’s papers, and waved them through. 
 
    This outer ward sat well away from the stone overhang. Snow covered the terraced gardens and grazing fields, clung to the roofs of the square houses in the holders’ village, was churned to mud in the stockyard. Farms and houses stood secure between stone boundaries, the village shops and inn prosperous, the freeholders healthy and fat. Some half-bowed to Kieve as she passed, others tried to hide their hands as they made the furca. The boy was too busy gawking to notice. 
 
    The inner curtain rose from the glacis, the strip of dead land at its foot, a smooth palisade of rock crenellated at its top. At the gate the shadeen on duty lowered their spears and a third one came from the gatehouse and waved. 
 
    “Kieve! You took your time getting here.” Braith, second in command of the castle brigade, rested her hand on Kieve’s foot. A long thin scar parted her face from her left eyebrow, across her nose, and to the right side of her jaw. It skipped her eye. Winter always made it livid. 
 
    “All’s well here?” Kieve said.  
 
    Braith shrugged. “Too many visitors. At least this dying happens in mid-winter, with the borders quiet.” She gestured. “What happened to your face?” 
 
    “An eye full of ice, crossing above the Morat.”  
 
    “It happens. And this one?” 
 
    Kieve glanced at the boy, who had ducked his head but was staring at Braith through his lashes. “He’s in bond,” she said. 
 
    “Truly? You bought a child? You’ll have stories to tell. Come by tonight, Ilach and I will be off watch at the same time, for a wonder.” 
 
    “If I can. Here, from the captain in the city.”  
 
    Braith took the note and stepped back. The shadeen raised their spears and the light breeze died as Kieve and Pyrs rode through the gate into the main ward. Kieve shook her hood back. Her hair tangled in the folds of the cloak, brown on black, escaping from its plait. On the left side of the ward a clatter and roar rose from the armory, directly ahead the ornate doors of the Great Hall were closed fast, to the right the piled grey disorder of the noble’s apartments rose from the darker stones of the ward. Traveler moved left past the armory.  
 
    The boy twisted and craned and gaped, trying to see everything at once. Beyond the armory the land sloped upward to a smaller ward surrounded by the barracks and stable and the kitchens. Servants rushed, busy on errands. Gossiping shadeen lounged about the stable entrance. Kieve saw the colors of Moel, Bergdahl, Kyst, and Myned among those of Dalmorat, and wondered if the out-province troops were allowed to keep their weapons. Some of Cadoc’s Guards stood by themselves in a corner of the ward. Their barracks and mess lay in the small extension between the kitchens and Scholars Garden, over entrances to the ancient warrens beneath the castle. The Guards never mingled with the castle brigade. Now they leaned against the walls, laughing. Endres was not among them. 
 
    “There?” The boy pointed to the stables. 
 
    Kieve shook her head. “Those are the military stables and their barracks. We go to the Lords Stables.” 
 
    The first carts came into the ward and stopped by the kitchen storerooms. Shadeen moved toward the carts but Balor Cook and his undercooks stormed from the kitchen, shouting and flapping their aprons. The soldiers retreated, laughing. 
 
    Kieve led the way through the narrow, up-sloping passage called the Neck and into a third, even smaller yard where horses were being groomed or exercised. An equerry near the stable doors saw Kieve and turned to shout inside. Kieve and the boy dismounted as a thin man strode into the yard, wiping his hands on his leather apron. He ran his palms over Traveler and peered at his mouth and eyes while Kieve removed the saddlebags. The horse rubbed his head against the thin man’s hair. 
 
    “He looks all right,” the man said. “What’s this other one?” 
 
    “Myla. Stable her with Traveler.” 
 
    “I’ll see if there’s room,” the man said. “We have every horse in Cherek in there.” The boy moved to follow as he led the horses away, but Kieve put her hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “No. Lud’s no innkeeper’s slouch.” 
 
    He hesitated a moment, then took up his bags and followed her along the edge of the yard, up a set of open stairs, and along a narrow portico. A corridor leading off the portico held torches unlit in their brackets and two doors. She opened the first one, entered, and dropped her bags on the floor, unclasping her cloak and throwing it over them. Pyrs lingered at the door, looking uncertain. 
 
    “Come in.” She moved to the tiled woodstove. “Close the door. That hallway funnels the wind right through it.” Kindling and logs, slightly dusty, lay within the firebox. She struck a spark, nursed it to flame, and lit the kindling. When it caught she rocked back on her heels, holding her palms toward the small flames. “Are you thirsty?” 
 
    He didn’t reply and she looked over her shoulder at him. He stood with his back against the closed door, his saddlebags forgotten on his shoulder, while he stared at the room. She followed his glance. Shelves held mugs and plates and equipment and the ragtag belongings she had collected in her four years at the castle. One shelf held a few books, most of them borrowed. Below them a number of trunks and crates were shoved against the wall, proof that Gaura had at least started packing. The more delicate objects were still out: the porcelain bowl Taryn had given her two years ago, the even more fragile glass sculpture he’d given her the past spring, one crystal lamp of which she was very proud. She had forbidden Gaura to clean it for fear of breakage and as a result it went from one season to the next covered with dust. The aged tapestries still hung along the stones—they were Cadoc’s, not hers. She looked at the table for eating and the other, under the window, where she worked; the wooden chair and bench, a couple of scattered braziers. The locked map cabinet and the curtained doorway leading to the other room of the suite. Not seeing anything unusual, she turned her attention to the fire again. 
 
    “I’m thirsty,” she said. “Pull that rope and put your bag behind the cabinet. I’ll have a pallet made up for you later.” 
 
    “Is it—” He coughed to clear his throat. “Are we supposed to be here?” 
 
    She turned to look at him. “These are my rooms. I live here. For the time being, so do you.” 
 
    He looked full at her for a moment before he crossed the room, carrying his saddlebag. He stopped to tug at the bellpull and disappeared around a corner of the massive map cabinet. Kieve added another log to the fire. 
 
    Gaura, her cap askew, came to stand in the doorway. 
 
    “Mistress, I didn’t know you were coming,” she said. “The rooms haven’t been aired.” 
 
    “I noticed.” Kieve dusted her hands on her thighs and rose and turned, stretching. “Are you going to carry that thing about forever?” 
 
    Gaura put her hands under her bulging stomach. “Another three weeks, mistress. It doesn’t get in my way.” 
 
    “It should.” She frowned. “Promise me again that it’s not Cadoc’s.” 
 
    Gaura shuddered and made the furca. Kieve smiled, pleased to see the gesture made against someone else. Gaura pushed hair from her broad forehead and smiled back. 
 
    “Mistress? I still lack three stivers to buy prayers for a safe childbirth.” She patted her stomach. “Master Balor said I might work a little for him—” 
 
    But Kieve was already shaking her head. “No. You need to finish my packing.” She thought for a moment, adding up the money in her pouch. It wasn’t much. Cadoc would pay her expenses for the ride after she did her accounting, an unfavored task. Still, there was no help for it. 
 
    “I will find them for you,” she said and interrupted the woman’s thanks. “Find me something to drink, and something for Pyrs, the boy. Pyrs! Come here so that Gaura can see you.” 
 
    He came round the corner, looked at the servant, and ducked back again. 
 
    “He’s not to go out without my permission, understood?” 
 
    Gaura nodded and left. 
 
    Kieve unlocked the map cabinet. Everything seemed in order, flat maps and scrolls and tools, and on one shelf her few most precious possessions. She reached a finger to touch the spine of Hovath’s Compendium, the old, leather-bound folio of maps that she had found in a shop in Koerstadt years ago, and snatched up for her own before the bookseller realized what he had sold. The leather felt cool and smooth under her fingertip. She pulled her hand away and stacked her maps and instruments inside the cabinet. 
 
    Pyrs had come to her side and now looked at the book. “What is that?” he said. 
 
    She hesitated before pulling the book from its shelf. She carried it to the table. Pyrs reached around her and ran a fingertip along the tabletop, making sure it was clean. It was. She put the book down. 
 
    “You know that only the Printers Guild can make books, yes?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “There is one exception. The Mapmakers of my own guild can make books, because the work of making the maps is so careful and detailed. One wrong line can become a ridge that isn’t there, or a river that doesn’t exist, or can divide a land-baron’s property in half. So the mapmakers draw with great care, and transfer their drawings onto copper plates—there is an entire section of mapmakers who do nothing but prepare the plates. The plates are incised and corrected, then they are inked and paper is pressed against them. And then, after the printed map is dried, the mapmakers mix their paints and color each map.” 
 
    She rested her fingers on the worn leather binding of the Compendium. Pyrs waited. 
 
    “There was a man from the Printers Guild named Hovath, Hovath Bookbinder, who loved maps but could not print them because he was not a Rider. What he did, instead, was to collect maps, old maps, hand-drawn because printing hadn’t been invented yet. Some of the maps were very large, and some as small as your hand. Some were painted on skins and others inked onto old paper. Some were gilded, and some so faded they were hard to make out at all. He collected them over many years, and stitched them together to make a book of his own—a Compendium.” She turned the cover with her fingertips. 
 
    “Printers keep copies of their books and pass them down, but Hovath’s great-grandson died without issue, and a bookseller bought his library. Including the Compendium, which I found lying under a pile of proof sheets and manuscripts, and bought for a quent two stivers. Look.” 
 
    The page sizes varied, as did the shapes. Fierce monsters and strange plants decorated the edges of the maps, named sometimes in clear Cheran and on other maps in languages that had disappeared centuries before. Hovath had bound them chronologically, so that as Kieve turned the pages the boundaries of the world expanded, the monsters pushed farther away from Cherek’s borders. The first map, faint almost to invisibility, showed the land cluttered with small holdings, the lands of petty kings and dukes and earls, as it was before the days of Mistet Lawgiver.  
 
    Another map, barely legible, showed every stream and river like the veins in a translucent leaf. Another was turned on its side, so that Mother Sea brushed the left-hand edge of the page, lapping at the book’s gutter.  
 
    The next one showed a Cherek recognizable to Kieve’s eyes, most of the provincial borders established, the provinces themselves named. Kieve estimated it dated to a hundred years after the Lawgiver. A recognizable, solid, stable country, each province governed by its Lord and Cherek itself ruled by the Assembly of Lords in Koerstadt. 
 
    “Maps tell stories,” she said. She turned back to the first map. “See how there are all the lines, dividing the country into pieces? All the pieces fought with each other, sometimes for decades. No peace, no laws, just the rule of petty lords. No prosperity.” 
 
    “This is Cherek?” the boy said. 
 
    “You have never seen a country map before?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Only your maps, the ones you showed me.” 
 
    She turned pages to the first post-Lawgiver map. “Look, this is where we are, in Abermorat. This is Dalmorat Province. Here is Mother Sea and these mountains are the Alvansi Range to the north, and the Deyhas to the east. See how the lines divide the land? Those were the gift of Mistet Lawgiver, who conquered all the lands and established the provinces, and gave us laws.” 
 
    Pyrs traced Dalmorat’s border, his finger reverently above the page. “The seminarian told us a little.” 
 
    “I will teach you more,” she said, and turned the page. 
 
    Another, gaudy with crimson and gold and azure, showed a corner of Kyst Province in the south; deep green lines swooped in parallel along the land, sporting grape leaves and clusters of purple fruit. 
 
    “Look, this one was made for Constain,” she said. They bent their heads over a map that showed almost all of Cherek as the tyrant’s fiefdom. “But he never conquered this much, so sometimes maps can lie. It’s important to remember that.” Her fingertip traced the boundaries of Constain’s desired world, then she turned the page. “And they can tell stories, too. See this mark, here? This is the plain outside Tebec, in Vedere Province, where Constain was defeated. And this line is the route his army took, or what was left of it, up the Solanti and into the Outlands.” The map was bordered with the crests of all the fourteen provinces, even tiny Teneleh along the coast where Constain had never come. The mapmaker had layered the parchment with gold leaf and silver and deep, almost enameled colors. The map seemed to glow off the page. 
 
    The following map, by contrast, was stark, black ink on parchment. Pyrs bent close to it and she gave him room. 
 
    “What are these?” He put his finger on one of the symbols that punctuated the flow of the land. “They look like sticks with, with stuff on top.” 
 
    “They are guild pennants.” 
 
    He came upright and blinked at her. “The Guild Wars.” 
 
    “Yes. This was made just over three hundred years ago, after the Lords tried to disband the guild and peasant armies that defeated Constain. I think it was made for the guild captains during the last months of the war. See how they have Koerstadt surrounded?” 
 
    He nodded. “The seminarian said the Guilds cut off the capital for almost a year.” 
 
    “Yes, until the Lords Council gave in and opened the gates.” 
 
    “And then they created Koerstadt Council, with the guilds and the lords both.” 
 
    She turned to the last page. This final map, triumphantly, showed the provinces returned to their proper boundaries and Constain nothing more than a marginal notation deep in the Outlands mountains. The mapmaker’s symbols were for grain in the broad plains of the heartland, minerals in Vedere, fish and grapes along the coast, the dense forests of Yost, Dalmorat’s wool. And, always, the monitory freaks and monsters inhabiting the parts of the map that Kieve most desperately wanted to see. 
 
    “They’re beautiful,” the boy said. 
 
    Kieve nodded. “It is the most precious thing I own,” she said, returning the book to its shelf. “And you are not to touch it, do you understand?” 
 
    He flinched a little at her tone. “Yes, mistress.”  
 
    She locked the map cabinet and, humming a little, took her bags and cloak through the brown curtain into her bedroom. Touching the Compendium always made her feel better, even though looking at it had made her eyes ache. 
 
    The room was clean and cold and musty. She went through the cloak’s many pockets, pulling out gloves, a missing pen, and a small package wrapped in soft lamb skin. She opened the lamb skin and took out the little clay ocarina she had bought in Three Crossings. It fitted neatly within her palm, a tiny, lumpy, earth-colored sphere with bands of black between which lay the fingering holes. She hadn’t tried to play it, but Taryn, for whom it was intended, would figure it out. She thought, with pleasure, that he could discover how to play anything. 
 
    Re-wrapping the instrument and putting it aside, she finished emptying her pockets and threw the cloak over her bed. She raised the heavy leaded glass in the window and opened the shutters. Fresh icy air poured in. She leaned out, breathing deeply. The Morat glimmered in the distance and snow lay clean over the castle’s roofs and walls, save atop the kitchen where the heat had melted it, and over the Guards’ quarters where kitchen smoke blackened it. It happened this way every winter and struck her as ridiculously apposite. Someone sat in a barracks window, playing a flute. Its crisp music decorated the chill air. Kieve leaned further out and looked to the left, squinting to see the bare limbs of trees in the Scholars Garden and beyond them the castle’s precipitous collection of roofs. Both eyes stung and watered, but she could see, and see better than she had the day before. She touched her cheekbone below the patch. 
 
    The flute music stopped and a brief hush fell over the wards. Kieve looked toward the Neck in time to see a party of riders move into the yard. The man at their head slid from his horse and threw the reins, and a fast-moving stable hand caught them before they touched the ground. The man turned, hands on hips, talking to his companions. Kieve’s sore eyes couldn’t resolve his figure, but she recognized Gadyn Marubin’s colors, dark blue and russet and grey. She remembered what Dunun had told her of the new land baron’s celebration. Matyns—probably the one lying belly-down across his saddle, sick with drink. Gadyn must have taken Cadoc’s own boat into the city and back. He gestured with weary elegance.  
 
    She remembered Cadoc riding into the ward last winter, fresh from a hard, dawn-lit game of ice-flying on the river. The game of chase and capture, played on skates among the quick-moving iceboats, exhilarated him, terrified his courtiers, and left boat-captains up and down the Morat quaking with fear of crushing their lord while under orders to do nothing to diminish the danger and pleasure of his sport. Only Captain Endres rivaled him on the ice. The two set themselves against each other, hair and cloaks flying as they danced through the paths of the iceboats’ sharp runners. When the sun was fully up Cadoc rode into the yard demanding breakfast, his voice loud and argumentative. Grey hair, powerful stocky body, gestures sharp, black eyes alert and observant, not missing a thing. Seeing Kieve lean from her window, he would bellow “Good morning, little bitch,” before disappearing into the bulk of the Great Hall. It was what he had called her from the first, when she rose from making her oath and towered over him, rangy and tough and unlovely. Now Gadyn Marubin’s voice whined in the cold air and Kieve slammed the shutters closed. In the outer room Gaura hummed as she set out crockery. The boy fidgeted at the table, keeping his head down. He played with his cup after Kieve had watered the wine for him.  
 
    “I have to report to Adwyr but I’ll be back before supper. Don’t leave these rooms.” She poured wine for herself. “If you need anything use the bellpull but don’t pester Gaura. You may read my books if you want. Wash your hands first.” She gave him her Riders token on its thin chain. “If anyone asks, show them this and tell them you’re mine. Is all that clear?” 
 
    “Yes, mistress,” he whispered. 
 
    She frowned. “What’s the matter?” she demanded, but he only looked up at her and looked away again. She grimaced, exasperated, and went to splash water on her face and change her clothes. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    The sky had darkened into a mid-winter blue, clear of any clouds. A few servants swept the broad yard. By the stables, horses arched their necks into the steady rhythm of grooming. The sounds of practice came from the main ward, the clash of metal on metal and encouraging shouts. The sounds faded as she went through the gate into the Scholars Garden. Snow had been moved from some of the paths to create a great mound against the castle wall, pocked with the marks of children’s feet and lined with the paths of children’s sledding bottoms. 
 
    The path curved toward a slender tunnel between the buildings. Before she reached it Kieve put her hand to a side door and went in. She stood in the narrow corridor, blinking, until her good eye grew accustomed to the darkness. Noises rose from the Great Hall at the far end of the corridor: the rumble of voices, something thumping against something else, laughter, the sound of a minstrel trying to be heard over the roar. Normally the Hall at mid-morning was silent. The clamor increased as she came forward and paused at a side entrance, watching the crowd of guests and land-barons and their attendants. They clustered around the vast fireplaces, sharing a hectic warmth. It felt, she thought, as though Cadoc’s fist had loosened but no new hand had taken its place; as though the Castle and all within it lived in a clamorous, endless moment between one breath and the next. She hunched her shoulders within the cloak and took the stairs to Master Adwyr’s quarters. As she mounted the steps something shattered in the Hall and voices shouted. 
 
    The summer past, the Chancellor had imported a steam heating device from Tebec Province and installed the thing in his council chamber. It stood before the disgraced fireplace, an ornate iron monster rising a full seven feet from the parquetry floor and covered with brass and white enamel foolery, hissing and bubbling and threatening to erupt at any moment. Steam heaters, another example of the Smiths Guild’s industry, were new to the outer provinces. Adwyr made the most of his, running its decorated tentacles over the walls and floors and keeping it roaring and belching at all times. Kieve thought it ugly and unsafe, but conceded that the thing worked well. Adwyr’s council chamber, summer and winter, felt like a steam-heated anteroom to hell. 
 
    A loud group pressed around the Chancellor’s table. Functionaries went among them taking names and listening to petitions. Kieve paused just inside the door, watching. Before Cadoc’s illness the petitioners came to the Lord, not to his fussy subordinate. She noted a woman in Bergdahl’s slate grey and yellow, and a man in the iron grey and red of Moel Province, and recognized some of the land-barons and courtiers attached to the castle itself. Servants scuttled through the press, balancing trays. A few apprentice Smiths carried wood into the tiny room beside this larger room, where Adwyr kept the firebox for his heater. She paused at the doorway of the smaller room until she caught the attendant Smith’s eye, then raised her brows. He shook his head almost imperceptibly and she turned away. No change in Cadoc, then. She pushed through the crowd to the front. A visitor grumbled but the Dalmorat people let her through without a word.  
 
    Master Adwyr frowned before waving off the man in front of him and gesturing her forward. He pulled on his ribboned, white-streaked pigtail as she reported on the trip through the mountains and her delivery of the news of Cadoc’s coming death. When she finished she clasped her hands behind her back under the heavy folds of her cloak. The nape of her neck felt damp with sweat. 
 
    “You took long enough,” Adwyr said after a small silence. A prissy, hateful man, Kieve thought him. Hiding his streak of vindictiveness behind the cloak of his master and far too cowardly to show it for itself. “Three weeks for four or five hamlets, and none of them far north.”  
 
    She didn’t reply. 
 
    “What happened to your eye?” 
 
    “Ice,” she said. 
 
    Adwyr scowled. “You were mapping. Without leave to spend the time.” 
 
    Again she didn’t reply, but her fingers curled under her cloak.  
 
    “Three weeks,” he said again, “and no storms to delay you. Three weeks.” His mouth puckered. “Are your accounts ready? No, of course not. They never are. I want them tomorrow, Rider. I am told that you bought a boy. You had no authorization to buy a boy.”  
 
    “I needed none,” she said.  
 
    He frowned, reaching for a paper on his table. “I have his authority,” he said, not looking at her. “All shall be as it has been, save that in Lord Cadoc’s absence it comes through me.” 
 
    This made no sense unless Lord Cadoc was in a coma and she didn’t believe it. 
 
    Adwyr said, “I will call for you if you are needed. Do you understand?” He gave his pigtail one last, fierce tug and tossed it over his shoulder. “He wants to see you. Anfri will take you there. If he’s asleep, wait.” 
 
    Kieve bowed, her shoulders stiff, and followed Anfri. After the over-heated room, walking into the hallway felt like walking outside. She nudged the cloak open further, relishing coolness, while she put the anger in a room in her mind and slammed doors on it. 
 
    Anfri paced before her, the perfect pleats of his tabard rising and settling with the movements of his long legs. The arms of Dalmorat glittered from the dark cloth, over the arms of the House Marubin. Even his hair looked pressed. She resisted the urge to smooth her own fraying braid. 
 
    They followed the passageway behind the Great Hall and climbed the circular stairs of a tower. Old banners and tapestries depicting battles hung from the walls. The hunting trophies of the Lords of Dalmorat decorated the landings, a chronological progression beginning with Cadoc’s own at the bottom and ending, on the top landing, in a moldering collection of stuffed heads, spears, and rusted swords caked with spider webs, weapons too old and useless to attract Gadyn’s cupidity. These older trophies, rumor said, had once included the heads of human enemies, stuffed, mounted, and labeled in the thin script of the Scholars Guild. There were no functional weapons. She wondered whether Commander Ilach Shadi had locked them away before Gadyn could collect them. The swing and sway of Anfri’s tabard was almost hypnotic against the dark grey walls. Kieve’s eyes ached. 
 
    On the last landing Anfri stopped so abruptly that she almost walked into him. 
 
    “He wants you to know that he knows you have been mapping,” Anfri said. “And that you have done it without authorization. Most inappropriate. He has proof.” 
 
    When she didn’t reply, he added, “You were not oathed to Lord Cadoc as a mapmaker, Rider. Master Adwyr remembers that.” 
 
    Kieve said nothing. Cadoc had said he didn’t care if she mapped, so long as she also obeyed him.  
 
    Anfri smirked. “And he wants you to know that the network is in his hands. Actively so. You understand?” His smile grew. “The Lady Isbael’s back. You don’t know her, do you?” He turned away. 
 
    The topmost corridor looked hastily refurbished, cobwebs and dust swept clear. She paced between rows of shadeen in the red and grey and blue of their guild in Dalmorat, standing immobile in front of walls of discolored stone. A servant scurried by, soft felt slippers shuffling against the cold floors; otherwise the corridor was heavy with silence. Kieve wondered why Cadoc had been moved here from his sunny rooms near the Great Hall. Perhaps it was a tradition among Dalmorat’s dying lords. Perhaps the old tyrant, at the last, was afraid of assassination. Two Shadeen at the end of the corridor dipped their spears and put their hands out to open the heavy wooden doors. 
 
    The antechamber smelled musty, the walls damp with disuse. A fire roared under a mantel carved with gargoyles and serpents. The windows were closed. Physicians stood in anxious consultation near the inner doors, a murmuring counterpoint to the voice of the fire. On the far side of the room a knot of seminarians prayed, clicking cymbals and ringing small bells to attract the attention of the gods. Cadoc was taking no chances: the seminarians wore the insignia of all three gods. A couple of them danced, shuffling from foot to foot in ragged circles; a few others slept, cymbals hanging from their fingers. Cadoc’s two personal seminarians sat with them, their chanting voices weaving together. They all looked exhausted. Benches and tables bore the detritus of the death watch, cups and plates holding half-consumed meals, scattered papers, a clutter of medical instruments and books, huddles of pillows and blankets. One bent servant moved through the mess, making vague gestures toward cleaning up. Asgaut, Cadoc’s personal physician, moved away from his colleagues and beckoned to her. 
 
    “Adwyr sent you. Good. He sleeps and wakens—you’ll have to wait.” He said to Anfri, “We don’t need you here.” 
 
    “My master instructed—” 
 
    “Go.” 
 
    Anfri left without bowing. Asgaut rubbed his lined cheeks with the heels of his hands. His eyes were red. 
 
    “You don’t like him either,” Kieve said, surprising herself as much as the physician. Asgaut put his hands down and looked at her, the corners of his mouth pinched. “Why not?” 
 
    “I don’t like waste,” he said. “Yours or his. Do you want me to look at that?” 
 
    Kieve’s shoulders stiffened. “No. It’s healing.” 
 
    Asgaut disappeared into the battalion of his colleagues. Kieve stared down the seminarians and squinted at the walls. The ancient tapestries showed the story of Death: his birth flaming from a volcano’s maw, her harrowing of the lands, his banishment, after innumerable sins, by the Father and Mother, and, last, her kingdom under the volcano, complete with the Wheels of Judgment and the Flail of Truth. Two of the tapestries were out of place. By tradition Death was shown as a figure of surpassing beauty, now male and now female, a cunning and irresistible seducer. Cherans called Death “the laughing god” because it made a mockery of human plans. A cheerful subject, Kieve thought, for such a room as this. Perhaps this, too, was tradition. She would ask Taryn when she saw him, when she had a chance. The name brought the memory of a face, hands, a body. Her fingers curled.  
 
    She cleared the window’s embrasure of plates, cups, and a discarded winter cloak, hitched herself onto the cold stones, and stared outside. The servant brought her a mug of watered ale. She nodded her thanks and loosened the collar of her cloak. The physicians murmured and gestured; the seminarians mumbled and chanted and rang and clashed. The window faced Abermorat and the southern run of the Morat. Indistinct figures moved through the inner ward below. She cradled the mug in her palms, watching the smudge of barges and icerunners on the Water Road. It could have been any sunny day in any winter, and she shook away the feeling that she watched her world from some other time and place. Turning back to the dismal room, she sipped her ale and wished she were elsewhere.  
 
    One of the inner doors opened and a page gestured. Asgaut entered and disappeared into a crowd of death watchers. The other physicians stood with their heads up, like dogs listening for a distant call. When the door opened again they and the seminarians started forward, but the page gestured them away and beckoned to Kieve. She put her mug on the windowsill and followed him into the inner chamber. 
 
    The room was dense with heat and people and the murmur of hushed voices. Cadoc’s Guard lined the walls. Taryn, Isbael’s steward and a land-baron in his own right, nodded at her. The corners of his long mouth moved upward a little and Kieve met his eyes for a moment. The others, both familiar and strange, watched with suspicious curiosity as she followed the page through the edge of the crowd and into the empty half of the room. The only furniture was the bed, a few scattered tables, and the large, pale wooden cabinet that had squatted next to his bed in Cadoc’s old bedchamber, locked tight and full of ugly secrets. 
 
    “All shall be as it has been,” Adwyr had said, “save that in Lord Cadoc’s absence, it comes through me.” The locked cabinet was proof that he lied. 
 
    The page led her over the worn purple carpet toward the curtained bed. The smell of sweat and damp wool faded as the stench of illness increased. Wooden posts rose from the bed’s corners, carved with the figures of demons and nightmares. Endres stood at the foot of the bed. Nothing about him now seemed at all round or comfortable or friendly. Beside him stood Baron Rive, one of Cadoc’s cronies. He had his hands buried in his fur-lined sleeves and looked at Kieve from narrowed eyes. Asgaut waited near the pillows. The page bowed and retreated and Kieve came around to the head of the bed and dropped to one knee. Cadoc looked at her from the high mattress, pallid skin stretched over the broad bones of his face, black eyes sharp. He looked a thousand years old.  
 
    “Kieve,” he said, his voice rough and dry. 
 
    She rose. “My Lord.” 
 
    His right hand lifted and dropped to the coverlet. “Do you like what you see?” 
 
    “Yourself, Lord? No.” 
 
    “You never have.” He coughed. Asgaut came forward, his hands open, and Cadoc waved him away. “Sick of your stink,” he muttered. “Give me that cup.” 
 
    A silver goblet stood on the table by the bed. Kieve lifted it to give it to him, then had to sit on the bed and hold it to his lips as he drank. He stank as though his flesh was rotting on him. When he lay back she returned the goblet to its place and began to rise. 
 
    “Stay,” he said, his eyes still closed. “You hate me. You should be happy.” 
 
    “No, Lord. I take no joy in this.” 
 
    He opened his eyes and grinned, teeth clenched. “My honest little bitch. Asgaut says I have the lump disease, eating inside me. My prick is lumps, Rider. I piss blood.” 
 
    Kieve said nothing. 
 
    “Bitch,” Cadoc said again. “Kept you here. You hate me honestly.” 
 
    She touched the edge of her cloak. “Would you have released me if I flattered you?” 
 
    Cadoc shook his head. Spittle gleamed at the corners of his mouth. Kieve dabbed him clean with the sheet. “Too good a Rider, little bitch,” he whispered. “You do as I tell you.” 
 
    “I do as my guild instructs, Lord. I’ve done nothing for you against those rules.” 
 
    “I’ve never forced you to,” he said. Kieve did not argue. His breath rasped. “Too good,” he repeated.  
 
    “Master Adwyr,” she said after a moment. “He has told me that he has your authority, that I shall be ordered through him. He said that all is as it was, save that it comes through him.” 
 
    “And you are too smart to believe him.” 
 
    “My lord.” She resisted the urge to glance at the cabinet. “I am your Rider and may only be ordered by you. Save in extraordinary circumstances.” 
 
    His sharp gaze held cruelty and amusement. “Which these are not? No, don’t answer. You shall be ordered by me. Until I can no longer order anything. Master Adwyr has my authority in much. But not, I think, in this.”  
 
    She bowed her head. It was a favor. They both knew it. 
 
    “Lift your face, little bitch,” Cadoc demanded, “What think you of my circus?”  
 
    She put her hands against her thighs. “The succession, Lord? You should say your choice, before there is bloodshed. This... chaos does you no credit.” 
 
    The old man grinned. “My confidential conscience. Should I listen to you?” 
 
    “You never have, Lord.” 
 
    Cadoc made a choking sound, a horrible remnant of his usual boisterous laugh, and patted Kieve’s knee. He gestured and she leaned toward him, holding her breath. “I can’t say my choice, oath-keeper. Anyone I pick won’t be confirmed. You know it, I know it, they know it.” He leaned back against his pillows, grinning still. “Well?” 
 
    It made sense. Cadoc had spent years shaping Dalmorat to fit his hand: trade alliances, ferrets and network, allegiances forged through mutual interest or increasingly through fear. As his power grew, the autonomy of his land-barons decreased; Cadoc did not hesitate, when it served his needs, to confiscate lands under the most flimsy of pretexts and no one dared object for fear of being Taken. His chosen successor would not change the world Cadoc had made, and the land-barons, if free to choose themselves, would not support anyone pledged to keep that status quo. “It’s the truth, Lord.” 
 
    “Heh. You’re a good Rider, Kieve. One of the best. And you’ll stay after I’m dead. You’ll stay for my son.” 
 
    Kieve’s stomach went cold. “No, Lord.” She stood. “I’ll ride your death to Koerstadt and the guildmaster will send another in my place.” 
 
    “You need not steeple the hands and swear,” the old man said. “Only pledge to oath to him, nothing more. Before the land-barons. It will confirm to them that you command the ferrets, as I command you.” He huffed with pleasure, his breath reeking. “They will have no choice then, but to support him. They will have no choice but to know he inherits all I have made. And when he takes the sword, he will reward you, and release you.” 
 
    “My guild requires that I not swear falsely.” 
 
    Cadoc coughed and glared at her. She gave him more water and wiped his lips, and he lay back on the pillows. 
 
    “You’re oathed to obey me—” 
 
    “Not beyond your death.” 
 
    Cadoc’s eyes gleamed. “I’ll have you Taken. Tortured. Killed.” 
 
    Kieve shook her head, feeling her braid work loose. “What use am I dead? My guild would object. You know enough not to displease the guild, but Gadyn doesn’t.” 
 
    “Gadyn’s a fool, you think? And you hate him.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “He is my son!” 
 
    “Of course,” Kieve said, as her stomach knotted tighter. “Who, my Lord, could doubt it?” 
 
    His laugh became a fit of coughing. Asgaut, coming forward, brushed her aside. Endres smiled beneath the deep concealment of his beard. The death watchers behind him stared at Cadoc’s shaking body. His twisting had pushed back the coverlet and a pale red stain spread over the robe at his crotch. The watchers murmured and she turned her head aside. The coughing subsided. Servants whipped away the stained bedding and replaced it and Asgaut came forward with a porcelain cup in his hands. Cadoc’s breath rasped. 
 
    “Go now,” Asgaut said to her. 
 
    “No.” Cadoc opened his eyes. “Away from me—get it away!” Asgaut retreated. Cadoc gestured at the silver goblet. Kieve bent over with it and he caught her hair, pulling her lower. His lips grazed her cheek. She couldn’t breathe for the stench.  
 
    “Rider. You’ll pledge to my son. You’ll help my son.” He tugged her hair. “Not a game. The guild can’t touch a dead man. Or protect a dead Rider.” Releasing her, he turned his face away. 
 
    She stood without moving for a moment, then stepped back from the bed and knelt and rose and walked toward the doors. Endres nodded as she passed. She pushed through the tall doors and stood in the center of the anteroom, fists curled under her cloak. The physicians and seminarians had gone in to attend Cadoc’s fit of coughing and the room was deserted. She stared at Death’s pale, beguiling eyes. Taryn came from the inner chamber and put his hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “It’s not pretty,” Taryn said. 
 
    “I’ve seen death before.” 
 
    “Like this?” 
 
    She didn’t answer. He raised his hand to touch her temple. “What’s wrong with your eye, Kieve? Has it been seen to?” 
 
    “Yes.” His hand spread along the side of her face and she rested her cheek against it. 
 
    “Dine with me,” he suggested. 
 
    For a moment she let herself be tempted, then shook her head against his palm. “Tomorrow,” she said. “Ask me again tomorrow.” It had never felt possible, coming in from a ride directly to his arms. 
 
    She stepped away. He let his hand float between them for a moment before bringing it down to rest on his hip. “Tomorrow Cadoc might be dead,” he said. 
 
    She glanced at his dark blue eyes. “Or tonight. Where’s Isbael?” 
 
    The steward’s mouth twitched. “In her rooms. Waiting, like the rest of us. The four agreed to come to Cadoc together or not at all.”  
 
    “Trustful of them,” she said. 
 
    “Kieve, Isbael doesn’t matter, not about this.” She waited for him to explain that, but instead he added, “And if we wait you may be gone.” 
 
    “I know,” she said, and after a moment he nodded.  
 
    “Tomorrow night, then. In the baths.” He ran a fingertip over her cheekbone and turned and went back into Cadoc’s room. Afternoon light slanted through the window and touched his copper-colored hair.  
 
    * * * * 
 
    A group of visitors squatted by the one of the huge fireplaces in the Great Hall, playing at blades and boundaries. Fercos, Cadoc’s fat minstrel, banged a drum and shouted out a song, and in a corner a young, pale-haired soldier in Myned blue argued with a dark-haired man over a dice bowl. At the far end of the hall, a table draped in Gadyn’s dark blue, russet, and grey held the remains of a feast. There were no out-province Lords in the hall. These were land-barons, those who would elect Cadoc’s successor, and they filled this time of waiting with shouts and games. At Kieve’s entrance their voices dropped a little. She ignored them. Close by, two servants flanked a glittering device and talked with a tall man in Kyst Province’s green on green. Kieve hesitated in mid-stride, pivoted, and went over to them. 
 
    “Kieve!” 
 
    The man grinned at her. It took her a moment to place him, and then it was by the deep red of his hair and his extravagantly freckled skin. 
 
    “Daenet? Is it you?” 
 
    “Of course it’s me,” he said. “A bit older, I grant you, and twice as handsome, but Daenet nonetheless. Give us a hug!” 
 
    He dragged her into an embrace and kissed both her cheeks. “By the Mother, but you look good,” he said, oblivious to her ill temper. “Hurt your eye? Nothing permanent, I trust. I swear you’ve grown a good hand in the past—is it nine years? One hand in—no, two I think. Yes, two hands—you used to come to my shoulder, remember?” 
 
    “Clearly,” she said. Daenet was her senior by four years. Their major contact had been during weapons and sparring practice, where her long body precluded pairing her with any of the apprentices in her own group. He had thrown her without mercy, time after time, until the day he left for his first oathing. Now, though, his body looked out of balance, both thin and soft. 
 
    “I had heard you were on Sterk,” she said. “Have you seen Jenci?” 
 
    “No.” He frowned. “Nor do I wish to.” His smile returned. “Come, look at this. It is one of the marvels of the age, Kieve. You’ll appreciate it even one-eyed. It belongs to the Lady Drysi. Look!” 
 
    The servants moved aside as Daenet led her forward.  
 
    “I have memorized it all,” he said. “Pay attention, now. Do you see that stone in the middle? That’s us, I mean, that’s our planet. You can see it, can’t you? Monocular as you are?” 
 
    She scowled at him before peering at the stone. “I can see it. It’s wrong. Everyone knows that the sun is at the center of the universe.” 
 
    “Yes, Rider, pardon, but the device, it works better this way,” one of the servants said, with just a touch of condescension. “It is easier for the seminarians to read the meaning, with the planet at the center, as it is here.” 
 
    “Cheating,” Kieve muttered, bending closer.  
 
    The central stone, an unfamiliar, milky green gem carved into strange shapes, hung suspended from wires so thin they were almost invisible. “It’s supposed to be a Trapper stone,” Daenet said, “But whether it is or not is anybody’s guess.” 
 
    “Pardon, sir, but of course it is, sir,” the same servant said, interrupting.  
 
    “Yes, of course, of course.” Daenet grinned. “Look, see the sphere around it? That’s the first Circle of Heaven and that huge and gaudy pearl is the moon. This other great white stone,” he said, pointing, “is the Sun, and these the four Circles of Heaven surrounding it, here.” 
 
    Webs of slender golden wires connected constellations of rubies, sapphires, emeralds, and diamonds, and a fine mist of silver that, she assumed, represented the Scarf. By twisting her head she could see the star clusters in their individual spheres: Mill, Loom, and Wheel clustered near the white stone; Horse, Tree, and Ice Palace in the second circle; the Minstrel, the Scarf, and the Child in the third; and surrounding them the sphere of the Eye. When she tried to focus on them, her eyes watered. Pyrs, she thought, would love to gawk at this. 
 
    Drysi’s crafters had represented each of the ten houses of the Zodiac to glittering and expensive perfection. Kieve reached one finger toward the constellation of the Lady and the two servants stiffened. She pulled her hand back, wondering how Drysi could afford this, and remembered rumors that the woman had been selling her lands, piece by piece. Hence, Kieve thought, her desire for the sword—to improve her fortune if nothing else. 
 
    “Those beryls there, those are the planets,” one servant said. “They have their own circles. And the colors are for the elements. Gold for earth, sapphires for air, rubies for fire, emeralds for water, and diamonds for time. You should see it, Rider, when it’s working and all the spheres turn in their times and directions.” He blew an invisible speck of dust from a star near the Eye. Moon moved in the tiny breeze. 
 
    “It’s very impressive,” Daenet said. 
 
    Kieve snorted. “What use is it?” 
 
    The servants looked outraged. One said, “My Lady’s seminarian says that it has eased his work a hundredfold, by clarifying the desires of the gods. And it predicted the time we arrived here, didn’t it?” 
 
    The other said, “This morning it said that that which is unrevealed shall be known and the dead tree will bear a strange and powerful fruit.” He paused. “What do you think of that?” 
 
    Kieve’s lips parted, and Daenet said “Hush!” and took her by the arm and started pulling her away. “Thank you very, very much,” he said to the servants. “The device is both beautiful and impressive, please compliment your Lady on it for me. Most generous of her to share its beauty with us, and its remarkable powers. We have nothing in Kyst Province half so grand.” 
 
    “Horse shit,” Kieve said, but by then they were far enough away so the servants didn’t hear. 
 
    “Taller, but no more tactful,” Daenet said with delight. He released her arm and faced her. “It’s a lovely device, Kieve, and serves to while away the otherwise wasted hours.” 
 
    “Wasted drinking, do you mean?” she said. “What has happened to you, Daenet? Look at yourself, look at this.” She thumped a finger against his slack belly. “Is this what you imagined, when we were at Koerstadt? That you would live your life in a pot of ale?” 
 
    His lips narrowed, not quite a smile, and he shrugged. “It’s what I do, these days. Not a bad way of living, taken all in all. You might give it a try. Think of it,” he said, cutting off her response, “as practice for the future, when drinking and complimenting silly old women on their jeweled foolery is all we have left to do.” 
 
    He turned neatly, still with the dancer’s grace she remembered from the practice yard, and strode away until his dark tunic faded into the woolliness that her distance vision had become. For a moment she thought to let him go, then followed, sorry for her ill temper. She caught up to him near the far hearth and put her hand on his arm, slowing him. 
 
    “Daenet, wait. I—I’m sorry.” 
 
    “An apology from Kieve Outlander? Truly a banner day.” But he turned toward her. “What do you want of me? I warn you, I will not listen to well-meaning admonitions about my state. Or ill-meaning ones, for that matter.” 
 
    She hesitated, unsure, then said, “I just want to talk. It is—solitary to be here. And good to see another Rider in the hall. Someone from out-province.” 
 
    The arch look left his face. “We took bets on it, you know. About how long you would last with this Lord.” He put his arm around her shoulders. “Come toss a pot with me. Is there a quiet place to talk?” 
 
    “Is your cloak close by?” 
 
    He fetched it while she waited and together they went through the small door set in the enormous Ceremonial Door. It had warmed enough so their breaths did not freeze to the fur lining of their hoods. The Shadeen on duty at either side of the door glanced at them and looked back the ward as a group of Guards walked by in tight formation, one after another, arms swinging and legs pacing in unison, looking neither right nor left. 
 
    “Wonk wonk wonk,” one of the soldiers honked under her breath. Geese, the soldiers called them, ridiculing their formations and stiff-legged walk. These geese disappeared into the Snake, the alley running between the walls of Hueil’s Garden and the apartments of the nobility, at the far side of the Great Hall from the stables.  
 
    “Come,” Kieve said. She led him along the inner curtain and up the archers’ stairs then along the wall walk until she came to a second flight of stairs. The Shadeen on duty glanced at them and nodded as she went up. A cold wind poured down the stairs and she paused to wrap her cloak fully closed. 
 
    “You are, perhaps, taking me to the end of the world?” Daenet said, almost panting. A few minutes later they stepped into a bartizan carved in the mother stone of Sterk, high above the castle and to the side. Across the Morat, Abermorat shouldered up to its rock walls, jagged along the stretch where Old City crowned the Palisade. Beyond it the snow-covered fields stretched for leagues, broken by dark lines of evergreen windbreaks. Mountains reared at the horizon, white and grey and purple under a pale sky. The wind was colder here, and stronger. 
 
    “Lovely, and worth the climb,” Daenet said. “Can we go back now?” 
 
    “No,” she said, and went into a narrow tunnel. Sunlight disappeared as stone surrounded them. Daenet put his hand on her shoulder. She paced, one hand stretched to feel the sides of the tunnel for turns and curves. Her fingertip skated over the cold smoothness of ice and their cloaks hissed against stone. Grey stained the darkness ahead. The tunnel turned a final corner and opened onto a small balcony sheltered from the wind, facing east over the forests and north to where the Morat disappeared behind the shoulders of mountains. She raised her face in gratitude to the sunlight. 
 
    “You lied to me,” Daenet said. “This is the end of the world.” 
 
    She kicked a stone through the broken balustrade. “No, just the end of Sterk. I found it three years ago. I’m not sure anyone knows of it but me.” The balcony’s floors and walls were hacked out of the living rock. The balustrade, even when new, had been open and light; now much of it had fallen into the Morat, far below. 
 
    “Thirty-two paces,” Daenet said. 
 
    “Thirty-five,” she replied. “Your paces are still longer than mine.” 
 
    He grunted a little. “Have you mapped it yet?” 
 
    “The castle? You know it’s not allowed.” She kicked more stones away, clearing a place to sit. 
 
    “If you did, you wouldn’t be the first.” He kicked a few stones himself. “What’s it like?” 
 
    She sat and stretched her long legs through gaps in the stonework and let them dangle over the precipice. After a moment Daenet copied her. “Badly maintained, and complicated. The first castle was built during the years before the Lawgiver, at the very back, pressed up against Sterk. Later other sections went up, but not in any order. Lord Hueil put up much of it two hundred years ago and it hadn’t been invaded for three centuries before that, so he built wherever he wanted with no thought to protection.” She folded her arms along the top of the baluster and rested her chin on her crossed wrists. Sunlight warmed her shoulders. 
 
    He looked at the parapet. “Is that safe?” 
 
    “Probably not. It’s complicated underground, too, in caves and tunnels in the rock itself. People used to live in them. There are at least three or four layers under the earth: the ones used for storage and the servants’ passageways, the ones used by Cadoc’s Guards, and others below them, old and black. The ones under the Garden of the Lady are the cold rooms, and the catacombs.” 
 
    “The Garden...the one with chimes in the trees?” 
 
    “Yes. Cadoc will go there, and when he’s nothing but bones he’ll be portioned out and stuck into the walls, like all the other Lords.”  
 
    “It ith not ourth to quethion,” Daenet said, “the peculiariteeth of Lordth.”  
 
    Kieve smiled. “Old Misery—” 
 
    “Mithery—” 
 
    “I haven’t thought of her in years,” she continued. “Thpitting out her hithtory lethonth and daring us to laugh at her.” 
 
    “Daring?” Daenet echoed. “I still have the scars.” He pulled a flask from his cloak, drank, and offered it to her. She drank. The apato burned, then felt warm inside her.  
 
    “You were in Brodveld,” Daenet said. “How was that?” 
 
    She snorted. “Like spending each day in the middle of a piece of empty parchment. I rode for a land-baron. My master stayed at his manor and threw the bones for endless games of Skull, and debated the finer points of irrigation, and sent me out on occasion to collect crop reports or deliver party invitations. I think I was not decorative enough for him.” 
 
    “You were never decorative.” Daenet took another drink. “Jenci used his influence to get you this posting.” 
 
    “I know it.” She took the bottle and helped herself. Daenet looked as if he wanted to say something and thought better of it. Together they watched distant clouds above the northern mountains. 
 
    “You said, practice for the future,” she said after a while.  
 
    “I said... Oh, complimenting silly old women?” He rested his forearms along his bent knees and looked at her. “The Smiths Guild ran the Iron Road up to Trine this last summer. If they can engineer a way past the Falls of the Morat, it should reach Dalmorat in another ten years. Perhaps less.” 
 
    Kieve thought about that. The Iron Road ran from Coaelani in the south up the valley of the Morat past the capital at Koerstadt, and bore the huffing, panting, belching machine the Smiths Guild had unveiled sixteen years before. A huge trough on wheels followed the machine, carrying coal or wood. Hitched behind that came flat platforms with low sides loaded with goods or produce or sometimes livestock, came houses with windows and chimneys and deeply upholstered seats where passengers could ride in comfort. The wood or coal fed fires in the black machine’s belly, water in an internal tank turned to steam, steam turned the collection of gears and shafts and rods that propelled the Smiths’ machine down the rich heartland of Cherek. A fast Rider on a swift horse could outpace the monster, for a time. During the fierce northern winters the machine traveled only in southern Cherek where deep snow and ice did not block its path. 
 
    “They’ll still need Riders,” she said. “In winter time.” 
 
    “No,” Daenet said. “The Smiths are an inventive bunch and they’ll think their way around that, too, once they come around the Falls of the Morat.” 
 
    Kieve nodded, unhappy. “So the iron machines will deliver dispatches more quickly than we can. And the semaphore towers...” 
 
    Daenet didn’t reply, leaving her to think about the network of signalers and towers spread over Cherek, a web with Koerstadt secure at its center. They depended on clear weather and sharp eyes, but year by year the web grew. If the weather was clear when Cadoc died, the Lords Council in Koerstadt would know of his death in a few hours. If the weather did not cooperate, they would still know of it within days, in far less time than it would take a Rider to bring the news. The Council would not note his death officially until Kieve came into its hall, the scrolled Deathnote in her hands, but this would be mere formality. 
 
    Daenet settled his shoulders within his cloak. “There is more dubious news. The Smiths and Artisans together have invented a wire that talks. No, I don’t know how it works, but an Artisan on one end touches metal to metal, and on the other end the wire sounds out clicks and clacks that another Artisan turns into words. They have one in Koerstadt running from the Smiths’ Guild Hall to the Council Chamber. And by next summer, they say, they will have one running all the way to Lymon. And beyond.” 
 
    “This is a true thing?” 
 
    He nodded. “The Alchemists have concocted lightning in a bottle, not the paltry stuff they crank up at the fairs but something made with stinks and powders, and it provides the power for the talking wire. I have not seen it with my own eyes, no. But I know it exists, as certainly as I know the moon will rise tonight.” 
 
    She had gathered a handful of small stones as he talked, and now she threw them one by one off the parapet. They landed so far away she could not hear them. 
 
    “My Lord of Kyst has not sent me out for three years,” Daenet said into her silence. “I deliver no messages for him—for that he has a woman from the Artisans at the semaphore, and free passage for his dispatches from the Smiths. The annual Survey, Kieve. Do you do it?” 
 
    “Of course,” she said. “You...don’t?” 
 
    He shook his head. “It’s Kyst Province. There are no unmapped places, and a new bridge or barn hardly deserves a full Survey.” He took another drink. “We still ride out, though. Myself, my Lord, his court. His hounds and cooks and his wife, and the children. We have wonderful carousings in the fields and my Lord takes me hunting, and after a fortnight or a month we ride back to Mayne again. But there is no mapping done.” He offered her the bottle. She shook her head. “The Guild is right, Kieve. I am not Kyst’s Rider. I am instead his boon companion, as I have been for almost all of three Oathings.” 
 
    He was silent for a moment, then added: “It is not a permanent position, though. And fourteen years is a long time. He could find a more boon companion tomorrow, although I hope he will not. But what I do for him need not be done by a Rider. There is nothing I do for him that need be done by a Rider.” He gestured. “The Riders, my dear, are as good as obsolete, or will be as soon as the Iron Road runs to Abermorat. And then what shall you do?” 
 
    “Map,” Kieve said. “Despite Kyst, not all of Cherek is discovered yet. The Smiths need maps to locate their Road, and the Artisans for their semaphore towers. If they hang talking wires, they will have an even greater need for maps.” 
 
    Daenet shrugged this away. “The Smiths contracted with the Riders two years ago for the maps and some say that the Mapmakers will split from the Riders to become their own guild. In any event, there are enough of them and they have their own apprentices.” 
 
    Kieve took a deep breath. “The Explorers,” she said. “Mapping the Outlands. They are barely begun.” 
 
    “Oh, Kieve,” Daenet said. “Outlander. They’ll never let you out of Cherek. You know that.” 
 
    She turned her face from him. After a moment, he said, “The guild can support only so many of them, you know, the intrepid souls who go forth to freeze their asses. How will all those frozen butts be paid for, with the Riders gone? How will the Mapmakers buy their inks and parchments? Who will fund the wine for the guild hall, and the roasts, and the firewood, and the bread? Um? Shall I tell you, outlander?” 
 
    She turned back to him and waited, and he said cheerfully, “Why, it will all be funded by the Riders, of course. Oathed to provincial lords. Riding at their lords’ behest the length and breadth of Cherek. Just—” he poked at her shoulder with one long finger, “just as you do now. And for the same reasons.” 
 
    You’ll stay for my son. I’ve never done anything against the rules of my guild. You’ll stay for Gadyn. I can have you killed. And, in the voice of her own thoughts, the only visible symbol of the entire filthy thing. 
 
    It was no surprise. She could not oath to Gadyn Marubin, not while his father lived. But she could pledge her oath to him, and by doing so she would symbolize the continuity of the entire filthy thing, ferrets and network, the hidden role of the Guard, and Kieve Rider herself, the executioner’s errand-boy in Dalmorat. If she did, the lords of Cherek’s other impoverished border provinces would note it, and perhaps begin to shape their own provinces to Dalmorat’s image. 
 
    When she didn’t respond, he shook his head. “You used to chatter like a bird,” he said. “That evil old man stole your voice, too.”  
 
    * * * * 
 
    When they came into the main ward the sun had moved down the western curve of sky and the air chilled further. Daenet held the edges of his hood and pulled his head back, burying his face in shadows. “Vile, vile cold,” he said, but instead of going into the hall he looked at the huge ceremonial door. “I don’t suppose you know where Master Jenci is, do you?” 
 
    Kieve shook her head. “I haven’t seen him. Bredda said that there is a problem between you?” 
 
    He snorted. “You could say that. He ordered me to come as a gesture of respect to his dying Lordship of Dalmorat. And my Lord of Kyst thought to come with me, for the glory of it, he said.”  
 
    After a moment, Kieve said, “Did Jenci say why you were to come?” 
 
    “Well it must be obvious,” he said. “Reprimands can be delivered by note, but to drum someone from the Guild requires a personal interview. Or so I’m told.” 
 
    “Surely not—” 
 
    “Surely so,” he retorted. “And so, like some naughty child, I try to make myself scarce. Master Jenci has not demanded my presence and as long as he doesn’t and I do not stumble across him, I am safe.” 
 
    They stood quiet for a moment. Kieve said, “Why, Daenet?” 
 
    He laughed. “I don’t know, Kieve. I don’t do the work of the Guild, but in that I follow my Lord’s orders, and I am oathed to obey him. There have been other Riders and Lords who were—close. There have been other Riders who drank. There have been other Riders who were never given the chance to carry messages, or announce wars and births and deaths, or map.” He was still for a moment. “Perhaps my great sin is that all of these are true of me together and at once. But this is speculation, Kieve. I do not know.” He stamped his feet. “I am freezing in this place!” he cried. “Damn these frigid Northern airs.” 
 
    He hurried toward the Great Hall. Kieve watched him until he entered the shadows of the Hall’s deep doorway. Then she made her way through the wards and passages of Sterk and, putting her hand to the door of her room, froze, listening to a buzz of voices. The high, eager voice belonged to Pyrs; the other was a deep, comfortable rumble with sharp undertones. Her heart jumped. She touched the collar of her cloak and pushed the door open. 
 
    Jenci sat before the woodstove with the boy beside him. A scroll map covered their laps and fell to the floor on either side. A map of the Morat, for Kieve recognized the profile of the cliffs south of Koerstadt. Fantastical animals crowded the border of the map; in one corner she saw Jenci’s elaborate compass rose, centered on the feathered serpent of time eating its own tail. Jenci’s huge, booted feet rested on the stove’s legs, his thighs and buttocks overflowing the chair seat. Tight grey braids fell over his shoulders. One beaded braid-end twitched on the pile of his discarded cloak as he turned toward the door, grumbling about interruptions. The grumbling faded and a huge smile took its place. 
 
    “Kieve,” he said. “You look better with half your face hidden. Come in.” 
 
    She closed the door with one hip and tossed her cloak over the cloak rack. 
 
    “Master,” she said, and went to one knee before him. Jenci grabbed her hair, dragged her face forward, and kissed her.  
 
    “Brat child,” he said, grinning. “You’ve grown. Great Mother, you’re taller than I am, aren’t you?” He stood up. The boy snatched at the scroll map, moving it out of harm’s way. “Pyrs, stand on a chair and measure us!” 
 
    “Boy, sit down.”  
 
    The boy looked from one Rider to the other, then busied himself rolling the map. Jenci laughed and hugged Kieve and let her go and sat again.  
 
    “Pyrs, fetch this bad-tempered person a cup.” Jenci’s pale eyes sparkled and three of his braids fell across his large belly. “Sit, ikume. The fire’s warm and the apato’s excellent.” 
 
    The boy stood and staggered a little. He looked flushed. Two of her best goblets rested by the bottle. “Jenci, you’ve fed him apato?” 
 
    “Just a sip.” Jenci’s intricately tattooed hand enveloped his cup. “And if I’m not mistaken, at his age you were swallowing fermented goat’s milk at a staggering rate.” 
 
    “You forget where I was,” she said. “And it was krath. Don’t exaggerate.” The boy gave her a clean cup and a wide-eyed look, and retreated. She caught his sleeve and pulled him closer. 
 
    “Are you feeling all right?” 
 
    He nodded, his lips pressed tight. Kieve let him go and he sat on the rug before the stove, staring at the adults. She took his chair and Jenci filled her cup. 
 
    “I’d have been here earlier,” she said, “but Cadoc wanted to see me.” 
 
    “Yes? How is he?” 
 
    “Dying. How was your trip?” 
 
    “Long,” he said. “Long and cold, like every trip north. I took the iron machine as far as Lund. Very noisy it was, and it shakes too much. I didn’t care for it. The ride around the Falls of the Morat was even worse.” 
 
    She shrugged. “They keep Dalmorat in, for which the rest of Cherek should be grateful. How long did it take you?” 
 
    “Three days by the wagon road before we came to the Morat again—I didn’t want to take the Falls trail. You took forever getting here. Tell me about your own trip.” 
 
    She rested her boots on the stove’s skirt and told him, editing as she went. All Riders held a limited mapping brief, to expand and correct that which was known, and so she told him that much and no more. When she told him about Minst and Pyrs he frowned and looked down. The boy had fallen asleep, head pillowed on crossed arms, face rosy with firelight and apato. 
 
    “Do you plan to sell him?” 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    After a moment, Jenci said, “I can see why you took him, ikume, but I wonder if you do. Did you talk to Bredda about this?” 
 
    Kieve stretched her legs. “She wants me to send him home.” 
 
    “And will you?” 
 
    “He wants to enter a guild. I promised I would help in this.” She turned the cup around in her fingers, watching the apato tilt and fall. 
 
    “He is only a bondslave. What will you do if no guild will take him?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” The boy’s eyelashes, she noticed now, were pale brown and lay in crescents against his cheeks. He looked very young. 
 
    “Master?” she said. “Did I do the right thing?” 
 
    Jenci widened his eyes. “Mother Above! You’re asking my approval for something?” 
 
    “Jenci—” 
 
    He put his hand up. “I can’t tell you that. If he cannot find a guild, you could apprentice him. As I did you.” 
 
    “Against his wishes? He hates Riders. Did he tell you?” 
 
    “I had to convince him that I wouldn’t eat him alive, and then he had to convince me.” 
 
    For a moment she thought to ask if the boy had repeated what she had told him, in the snow above Minst, then turned the thought aside. 
 
    “He has a sharp tongue for a child of ten,” Jenci said. 
 
    “He has a quick mind,” she said.  
 
    “He reminds me very much of you.” 
 
    Kieve looked at him and looked away again. After a moment she said, “When Cadoc dies, I don’t want to oath to another lord.” 
 
    Jenci shook his head. “Nonsense. I have another position for you, ikume. Somewhere more civilized, and warmer. You’ll go as soon as Cadoc dies.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Of course you’ll ride his death to Koerstadt first. We can go together, I’ll enjoy that. And after, you will continue to your new post.” He smiled at her, anticipating her pleasure. “The coast lands, Kieve. A province by the sea.” 
 
    “But I don’t want it, Jenci,” she said. “I’m sorry, I know you must have called in favors to get it for me, but—but I want mountains, Master. Outlands.” She took a deep breath. “I want to join the Explorers.” 
 
    Jenci sighed, settling his massive shoulders into the chair. “You don’t give up, do you? It’s not open to discussion. Look, I brought a present for you.” He reached for the scroll map and re-furled it with quick, competent gestures, correcting what Pyrs had done. 
 
    She refused to be distracted. “I won’t work for a lord again.” 
 
    “I made it myself,” he continued, ignoring her. “The Morat Valley from Koerstadt to the sea. Based on last year’s Survey.” His tattooed hands cradled the map before pressing it into her lap. 
 
    “Jenci. Listen to me.”  
 
    He sighed again. “Not every lord in Cherek is like Cadoc,” he said. “And Cadoc’s not the first tyrant in Cherek and he won’t be the last. Constain sold his own peasants as slaves in the Koerstadt markets, before turning to warfare—” 
 
    “I know that—” 
 
    “We survived Constain and we’ll survive Cadoc too.” 
 
    “The world has changed—” 
 
    “Ikume. You still see the world in terms of absolutes, absolute good or absolute evil. Cadoc’s no more absolutely evil than I am.” 
 
    “Don’t tempt me to agree,” she muttered, and put the map aside. Jenci ignored her. 
 
    “Before Cadoc there was no trade between Dalmorat and Koerstadt, and little with Moel or Brodveld.” 
 
    “There is almost none now.” 
 
    “He stabilized the exchange rates in Abermorat,” Jenci continued. “He brought the semaphore telegraphs into the province.” 
 
    “That was years ago,” she said with some heat. “And since that time—” 
 
    “Since that time he has run his province as well as any Lord. It is his province, Kieve, and it is not within our brief to second guess the decisions he makes. Granted some of them may seem—extreme. I do not care for this system of spies, these—ferrets? Yes. But these choices are his to make, not ours. And,” Jenci said, raising a hand to forestall another interruption, “and he does not propose to turn his back on this Guild. You may not understand the value of that, but in time you will. You ride for a Lord. There are few of you in Cherek, Kieve, at that level. It is an honored position.” 
 
    “Only if one rides for an honorable lord,” she said.  
 
    “I will not debate this,” he said, in the voice he used to end discussions. Kieve couldn’t breathe. In that moment Jenci put his anger behind him and smiled and gestured toward his cloak. “I have appointments to keep, and you haven’t thanked me for the gift, or asked me my news yet.” 
 
    Kieve put her own anger in a small mental room and slammed doors on it, one after another after another. She had done it so often with Cadoc that it took only an instant; that she did it now, with Jenci, made her ache.  
 
    “Master, it is an honor.” She opened the scroll a little. The land icons were so tiny and precise that they looked like the pencraft of small insects, running alongside the spines of hills or the sinuous waves of the Morat. “It is beautiful,” she said. “Surely it is not for me.” 
 
    “Surely it is,” he said. “For all that you are an evil-tempered, disputatious child. In token of my affection.”  
 
    “Jenci.” 
 
    “Hush.” He nodded over his shoulder. “Time presses. Will you hear the news?” 
 
    Obeying his gesture, she leaned to his cloak and picked it up. “What news? You had time in the midst of your mapmaking to...Jenci,” she said. “Where did you get this?” She stared at the insignia on the cloak’s left breast. 
 
    “Where? Before the Riders Council, of course. Three weeks ago. I sent word by the telegraph but you’d already left Sterk.” 
 
    “You’re Rider Guildmaster?” 
 
    He grinned, enjoying her astonishment. “You think I shouldn’t be? I was fairly elected.” 
 
    “I’m—I’m speechless.” 
 
    He laughed and hauled himself out of the chair. “I haven’t changed, you know. I don’t walk on air or sweat perfume or any of that other superstitious nonsense. If you start treating me with respect I’ll die of the shock.” 
 
    She draped the cloak over his shoulders. He fastened it under his collection of chins. His fingers rested on the red and black emblem, circled now in gold.  
 
    “I thought it would never be mine,” he said, serious. “And I will not have it said that during my Mastership, the Riders Guild declined. We are a guild of ancient lineage, Kieve. Reforms are needed, yes, but we are not dying, and we will not torture ourselves into some modern guise.” 
 
    It sounded like a speech, Kieve thought as he went toward the door. One he had given often. 
 
    “Jenci, master, listen. When something doesn’t have a place, it becomes a tool for whoever sets their hand to it. You came on the Iron Road, you’ve seen the spread of the semaphore, you must know about the talking wire—we are come to Mapmakers and Explorers, and the Riders, people like me, there will be no place for us. If we do not disappear, we will become a tool. As we are a tool in Dalmorat. Others see what we are in this province, what has happened—” 
 
    “Enough,” Jenci said. “I hoped you’d outgrown this need to argue with me. I will not hear this, Kieve. Do you think I am blind? I see more clearly than you, but I see no such dangers to this Guild.” He frowned at her. “There will always be need of formalities, and people to effect them. Without Riders there can be no calling of war or of peace, no intermediaries between Lord and Lord. It is diplomacy, it is what we will become, and I see no shame in it.” She opened her mouth but he waved her to silence. “I was asked to take this Mastership, and I will not see the Riders lessened under my hand.” He paused at the door to look at her, then beyond her to the boy’s sleeping shape. “You don’t respect me, and he doesn’t respect you, I think. You two have much in common, Kieve. You should think about that.” 
 
    She tightened her lips and watched him walk out and close the door, with care so as not to waken the child. After a moment she sat and let her breath huff out. 
 
    I was asked. Of course he’d been asked. He would have been the perfect middle choice: affable, neither radical nor reactionary, insular, not much concerned with anything that could not fit within the borders of a map.  
 
    The coast lands, he had said. A province by the sea. It came to her that he meant Kyst, that he meant her to have Daenet’s place. And he would not have had to call in any favors at all. He was the Guildmaster and, within the guild, his word was law. 
 
    She closed her eyes and put her head against the seat back and held the scroll map. Her shoulders hurt. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The boy slept through the remainder of the afternoon, through the time when she worked on her accounting and through her accompanying curses. He was still asleep when she finished eating. She had covered him with a quilt before the meal, and now pulled it down to his chin. He had a smudge of dirt his cheek. He mumbled and pulled the quilt back over his ears. She went out, instructing Gaura to heat water and make sure the boy bathed. Gaura, her hands full of dishes, nodded and waddled from the room. Kieve pulled the cloak around her shoulders as she walked onto the portico above the yard. The yard was silent except for the distant noises from the Great Hall. The moon sat in the dark sky, looking still a little fuzzy, but she thought her vision was improving. It had to be.  
 
    Children in Cherek saw a rabbit in the face of the moon; the Inguruki said that Raven made the moon, but Snow Wolf made the stains upon it. It happened in the days when all the Deathless lived together in one land, and the land was flat from sky to sky.  
 
    Raven and Bear were great friends, and so Snow Wolf was jealous. He dug a great hole in Bear’s path. Bear tumbled into it and Snow Wolf taunted him. Bear grew as his anger grew, until he burst up from the trap, scooped up Snow Wolf, ate him whole, and went home. 
 
    Raven found Snow Wolf’s blood on the snow. She took it up and breathed on it, and it told her what had happened. Life was peaceful without Snow Wolf’s blustering and strutting so for a while she did nothing, until her lust grew on her as it always did. She went to Bear’s house and said, “This will not do, brother. I need Snow Wolf and you must give him back.” 
 
    Bear said, “I won’t do it until he promises to leave me alone.” Inside Bear’s stomach, Snow Wolf laughed. 
 
    Raven said, “If I give you something so that you can see Snow Wolf’s night tricks, will you give him back?” 
 
    Bear agreed. Raven fashioned a perfect ball of snow. She blew on it so that it glowed, and took it back to Bear. She showed Bear how to hold it up before him to light his way. 
 
    Bear was pleased and vomited up Snow Wolf, but Snow Wolf was still furious with jealousy. He raised his leg and pissed on the white ball, leaving great dirty spots on it. Bear flung the ball into the sky and ran after Snow Wolf. Snow Wolf fled, laughing, back to his kamak where he was safe. In his anger Bear took up his kamak and moved it to the very end of the world, at the edge of the Big Empty. This made Raven so mad that she refused to lay with Snow Wolf, which made Snow Wolf angry, and for a long time they fought. They ripped great boulders from the flat land and threw them; they gouged ravines and piled up bulwarks, and shaped Uruk to the beat of their anger, peak upon chasm, plain and range. 
 
    In time, as always, Raven’s lust spoke louder than her anger and Snow Wolf forgot what he was mad about. They came together again but Snow Wolf still howls curses at the moon, and the moon still bears the stains of his piss. 
 
    The sun dipped below the southwestern horizon. Across the Water Road the mountains behind Abermorat glowed pale pink in the failing light and the Minstrel shone just above them, hands raised to strike the strings of his harp. The Inguruki called these stars the Gate and believed that if the Gate ever opened, the cold white fire of the River would spill through and bathe the earth in pale death. In Cherek the bright mist of stars was called the Scarf, a spanning gauze laid aside by the Minstrel as he prepared to play. The Scarf was invisible now, its thin light unable to compete with the setting sun. Not a cloud in sight; it would be cold again tonight. She buried her hands in her pockets and went down the stairs, silent on stone, snow, and mud. The shadows of the yard took her. She hunched her shoulders, restless and chill, and strode through the Neck to the barracks. 
 
    A few lamps glowed in the sleeping quarters upstairs but the windows of the downstairs hall blazed. She pushed open the heavy wooden door and entered the cloakroom. The wall hooks were dense with heavy winter gear steaming odoriferously in the warmth: the russet cloaks of Dalmorat, Myned’s blue, Moel’s brown, the yellow of Bergdahl, Kyst’s sea-water green. The visiting provincial Lords would each have brought men-at-arms, enough to guard them on the road and uphold their dignity on Sterk. Eight each perhaps, or ten, some of whom would be on duty. Hers was the only black cloak; Daenet had never been prone to spending his time with the Shadeen and the other provincial Lords’ Riders were, she remembered, all of them out of Dalmorat and busy at their masters’ bidding. She went into the hall. One of the cadets lounged near the door. She gave him a coin to carry her accounting to Adwyr’s chambers and he scampered away. 
 
    Shadeen filled the room, cleaning weapons, gambling, arguing, eating. She stood in the doorway warming her hands in her armpits and watching them. The benches were full; some soldiers sat on the tables. A group by the far wall mended uniforms, needles flashing as they gossiped together. Behind them the walls gleamed with condensation. Voices sang, the words indistinct save for the shouted chorus. Unlike some parts of the castle, the barracks was well maintained and immaculate, even under the onslaught of the visitors. Commander Ilach Shadi would not, Kieve thought, have permitted it to be otherwise. Nearby, two men in Taryn’s livery talked about the Lady Isbael’s poisoned dog. 
 
    “She knows who ordered this, but not the hands that did it,” one said. “I would not be either of them—they say, in Koerstadt, that she has little mercy.” 
 
    “They say, in Dalmorat, that she is smart as her father, and as cold. Whoever did that was a fool.” 
 
    “Or too stupid to tell the difference between dog and woman,” the first one said. The second laughed and a third Shadi saw Kieve and elbowed her companions into silence. 
 
    Braith, in a tight knot of Shadeen by one of the fireplaces, shouted her name and waved. Kieve picked her way across the room, nodding at people she knew. The Bergdahl troops wore their hair cropped short about their ears, those from Myned were small and lithe and three had very pale hair. Inguruki ancestors, she thought. They looked at her as she nodded and moved on. 
 
    “I’ll have nothing to do with it,” Braith said as Kieve came up beside her. “It’s a piece of damned foolishness, it’s senseless, it’s dangerous.” 
 
    “Of course it is,” Dunun protested. “That’s the whole point.” Short, tight braids framed his eager face. 
 
    “What is it?” Kieve reached around Braith for the hot wine. 
 
    “These iceheads,” Braith told her, “want to run forfeits. With the visitors. Now. From Lord’s Walk to the barracks. Not giving a damn, I suppose, that it’s dark and icy and Cadoc’s up tower dying.” 
 
    “And has been,” Dunun said, “for over a month. I suppose we’re to die with him—of boredom, perhaps?” 
 
    “Ilach won’t like it,” Braith said. 
 
    “He will,” Kieve said. “If you come with us. Tell him that...that it’s a good way to keep the troops in trim, out of mischief.” 
 
    “And warm,” a Kyst shadi said with feeling, rubbing his hands against his arms. A boy from Myned, pale hair and smile somehow familiar, slapped his arm and called him a warm-weather nursling, and their friends had to keep them apart. 
 
    Braith looked at Kieve. “You’d come? Your eye?” 
 
    Kieve laughed. “I know this castle nearly as well as you yourself. The eye is better in dimness.” She took off the patch and tucked it into a pocket. Her eye did not hurt too much and she could see in depth. 
 
    A smile tugged at the corner of Braith’s mouth, pulling the straight line of the scar off true. “I’m not explaining this to Ilach by myself,” she said. The Shadeen, sensing victory, cheered. “Hush, we don’t want to empty the place. All right, teams of two, from the tip of Lord’s Walk back here. Two hours. Who’s running?” 
 
    “I am,” Dunun said. “Kieve, and you. We’ll pick partners. Pren, are you coming?” 
 
    “Are you mad?” the shadi demanded. “I just got off duty.” 
 
    “Fine,” Braith said. “You’re duty officer and you can list the tokens.”  
 
    Pren went off to seek pen and paper. Braith straightened and glanced around the hall. Save for the group around her, no one paid attention. 
 
    “Fine,” she said again. “One of us, one visitor on each team. And no cheating, understand?” 
 
    The pale boy from Myned, sliding between his friends, put his hand on Kieve’s forearm. “I’ll partner you,” he said, hair silky and brown eyes gleaming. “Can you keep up with me?” 
 
    She looked down at him, eyebrows raised. He couldn’t be more than seventeen, and cocky with it. She remembered that she had seen him playing at the bones that morning in the coolness of the Great Hall. 
 
    “I lead,” she said. “And you follow.” 
 
    “Of course!” He bowed, with a flourish. “Leyek of Korth.” 
 
    “Kieve of the Riders Guild.”  
 
    He turned to say something over his shoulder to a friend and in that moment Kieve ducked away toward the door. He would catch up later, Braith would bring him along. She found the extra short cloak that Braith kept in the corner, shrugged into it, and stepped outside, into the silence of the ward. Another two steps took her into the deep shadows beside the barracks and there she stopped and closed her eyes. 
 
    “You must assign each distraction a picture in your mind.” Thus Master Quarren, sitting cross-legged in the Apprentice Yard at the Guild Hall in Koerstadt and teaching them the art of concentration. “Then you may think of each picture and tuck it away for safekeeping, in a special room deep in your mind, and close the door upon it. It will be there when you return to it, it will not disappear. But while you have it tucked away you may do your work without disruption.” She looked at them, waiting until all the wriggling and whispers had fallen away. “Now. Let us begin.” 
 
    A picture for Cadoc. A picture for the heirs. One for Jenci, one for the boy. And the one she had used for four years to represent who she had become in the service of her master, and what that service entailed. She put them away, each by each, and closed the door upon them. When she opened her eyes again her body seemed light enough to float. She smiled as the barracks door open and Shadeen slipped into the ward. She joined the group and put her hand on Leyek’s shoulder. 
 
    “Keep up with you?” she said. 
 
    He startled. “I’m very fast,” he said as they walked through the ward. “And I’m very good.” Moonlight illuminated his grin. “Would you like to find out?” 
 
    “No. How’s your luck at the bones?” 
 
    Leyek looked abashed. “This morning, not very good. But tomorrow will be different, very different. Lord Cairun will be sorry he played Skull with me.” 
 
    “You dice with your betters. How much did you lose?” 
 
    Leyek shrugged. “Nothing much. Something my father gave me. I’ll get it back. When do we start, Rider?” 
 
    “Soon.” She quickened her pace to catch up with Braith. Leyek trotted behind. 
 
    Lord’s Walk, on the far side of the castle, was cold and deserted, its crumbling parapets and uneven pavement gleaming with ice. Where it loomed above the frozen rapids, stone paving blocks lay as though some immense hand had crumpled and discarded them. Moon was well risen. Kieve balanced on the balls of her feet, the short cloak brushing her thighs, and watched the other teams while Leyek peppered her with questions. 
 
    “We run the whole course,” she told him. “Without being caught, and by the public passageways only. The winning team declares forfeits for the others—that’s the second-best part.” 
 
    “And the first-best part?” Leyek demanded. 
 
    “Stealing,” she said. “Pren’s made a list. To win we must be first back to the barracks with everything on the list.” 
 
    “Stealing,” Leyek repeated. “I like it. Do we keep what we take?” 
 
    “No.” She bent and straightened, stretching her legs. “Korth. That’s near the border, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Just south of it,” Leyek said. 
 
    “Indeed.” She was right, there but for an accident of geography stood an Inguruk. She stretched again. Beside her, Leyek’s hands moved and he murmured something under his breath. She watched him obliquely. He repeated the gesture, trying to hide it under his cloak. She grinned.  
 
    “A battle ritual?” she said. She could see his blush even in the moonlight. “It’s a game, boy. Just a game. You won’t die running forfeits—if you do, I lose points.” 
 
    Pren coughed to get their attention, raised her lantern, and read the list for them in its shielded glow. 
 
    “A rose, a ring, a rock, a rhyme.” Her high voice skittered through the night. “A toad, a king, a dog, a chime. Now!” 
 
    Kieve tapped Leyek, spun, and raced over the jumbled rocks of Lord’s Walk, leaping from stone to stone, the wind cold along her temples. She knew the stones so well that her hazy vision did not matter. Leyek caught up as she reached the high white parapet surrounding the Garden of the Lady. 
 
    “You do well,” she said, not breaking stride. The balusters to their left gleamed. 
 
    “Moraine,” Leyek said, keeping pace. “You’ve done it too, haven’t you?” He laughed, not waiting for her reply. “Rider, a rose?” 
 
    “A ring, a rock, a rhyme,” she said. “A toad, a king, a dog, a chime. The rose and the toad are the easy parts.” She drew ahead of him. 
 
    The wall-walk twisted to the left and opened onto the broad plaza before the Crescent Bathhouse. Kieve ran silently along the blank wall behind the bathhouse, judged her moment, and dove for the back entrance. 
 
    She put her hand up, covering Leyek’s mouth just as he started to speak. 
 
    “The others will try for the chimes first,” she whispered. “If we’re not caught, we have two, maybe three minutes on them.” 
 
    “And if we’re caught,” he said, lips on her palm. She dropped her hand. 
 
    “With Cadoc dying and the sword not passed? We’ll be killed first and questioned later.”  
 
    “Yes!” Leyek bounced a little on his toes. “And now?” 
 
    “Hush.” She opened the door and ushered him inside, into hot, damp, lightly sulphurous air and the smell of animals. A few torches burned in the distance, casting a soft light over the menagerie keeper’s most delicate charges and the head gardener’s exotic plants. A torch on the far wall glowed on the latticed stone that separated this part of the bathhouse from the bathing pools. It took her a moment to locate what she wanted in the potted jungle. After a second of rustling she tossed the rosette of a small succulent to Leyek. 
 
    “Rock-rose,” she whispered. “That’s two together.” She slid her hand into a pool and closed her fingers around a toad. Reaching back, she dropped it into Leyek’s hand. He made a soft, disgusted noise. 
 
    “Put it in a safe pocket,” she said. “It must come back alive.” She opened a cage door and, opening her tunic, dropped this latest theft against her skin. After a moment it curled against her stomach. Leyek, busy with his toad, didn’t see her.  
 
    Dunun did, however, a bare minute later, flying up the stairs from the Garden of the Lady with his Moel partner close behind. Kieve darted across the narrow walk between bathhouse and stairs. She led Leyek into the dark alley that curved upward between the walls of the nobles’ apartments and around the White Tower. Twelve paces, fifteen, twenty-two. 
 
    “Half done,” she said as they rested for a moment at a corridor’s mouth, waiting for distant footsteps to recede. The steps and walk behind them were empty. 
 
    “Rock, rose, toad. We only have three,” Leyek said. 
 
    “Four, highlander. Four.” She ran down the corridor, boots silent on the stone. Just as silently, he followed. 
 
    The corridor passed Master Adwyr’s storerooms but the Chancellor’s guards kept watch from the warm inside and did not see them. She skirted rocks fallen from the ceiling. As they rounded a corner Leyek picked up a loose rock and skipped it back down the hallway. Shouts and the clatter of metal erupted from the storeroom. 
 
    “Idiot,” Kieve said. She grabbed a handful of silky hair and dragged Leyek, choking with laughter, up another flight of stairs. The noise receded behind them. 
 
    “Do you want to get us killed?” she whispered, furious. 
 
    “Let me go,” he said, still laughing. “The others can’t come that way now, can they?” 
 
    She grinned in spite of herself. The stairs led to a portico half-opened to the night and from there over the covered bridge above Hueil’s Garden, the air crisp and bright around them. Braith, below, rummaged with a Bergdahl soldier for the small winter roses that lived under the mantle of snow. Kieve turned right up another staircase, and right again into a narrow canyon between stone walls. The canyon ended at an abrupt drop. Kieve saw one window lit below them, put a cautionary fingertip to her lips, and went over the side. She landed running. Leyek landed hard, grunted, and hurried after her as the one lit window was flung open and an irritable voice demanded to know what was going on. Leyek did likewise when he caught up with her. 
 
    “A chime, a rhyme, a ring, a king,” she said, working her belt knife between a pair of shutters. The latch slid open. She dove inside, winnowed through a wonderland of gears and shafts and bells, and emerged, waving a small box. 
 
    “Chime?” 
 
    “Chime,” she agreed, stuffing it into her belt pouch. Leyek closed the shutters. “And king. It has enamelwork on the back. Six.” 
 
    “Five,” he said, but she was already down the walk. He scurried to keep up. 
 
    A flight of exterior steps, curving, icy, and worn, led down to the roof of the Great Hall. Kieve touched her pockets and tunic, making sure her thievings were well stowed. 
 
    “Rider?” Leyek said.  
 
    “Look to your toad,” she said. She sat on the top step and pushed off, careening down the stairs, fending off the walls with her boots and gloved hands. The cloak filled with wind and tugged at her neck and shoulders. The bumps smoothed as her speed increased, wind shrieked at her ears, and all the world went away save for speed, night, the sharp stars glittering beyond the overhang. She quelled the urge to shout just as Leyek, above and behind her, punctured the night with a cry, high and sweeping and chillingly familiar. She reached the bottom of the stair, tucked in her shoulders, and somersaulted to land on her feet in time to snag Leyek as he shot past. They went down together in a tangle of limbs and cloaks, leaving Kieve, not by chance, on top and holding Leyek pinned to the cold stones. 
 
    “Korth, south of the border?” she whispered. 
 
    Leyek, catching his breath, smiled at her. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I’ll be quiet.” 
 
    “See that you are, snow brother,” she said in Akeguruk, releasing him. She started to rise but Leyek came to his knees and grabbed her forearms. 
 
    “How did you know?” he said in the same language. “Are you—” 
 
    “No.” She broke the hold and stood. “Come,” she said in Cheran. “We have a race to win.” She ran her hands down her tunic and breeches, making sure her tokens were intact, and ran. Leyek made no noise as he followed. 
 
    She held up her hand for silence at the stairs leading to the Scholars Garden, crept to the edge of the walk, and peered over the balusters. Dunun and his partner were prying one of the metal rings from the wall. Kieve retreated, whispering curses. She had planned to do the same thing herself. 
 
    “But you speak—” Leyek said. 
 
    She raced over the walkway, through a door, down a dark hallway, and through the interlocking rooms of the castle’s school. 
 
    “Where did you learn to—” 
 
    She popped through an arras, sped to the corridors in the scholars’ apartments, and stopped again. “A ring, a rhyme,” she said, pinning her braid into place. “If you ask one more question, particularly in that language, I’ll kill you myself.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Any soldier who’s fought on the borders knows that cry.” 
 
    “Just so! Just because I know it doesn’t mean that I’m a—” 
 
    “Of course. But you know the tongue, and you run silently, and you look like a winter sprite. You’ll have to tell me,” she said, “how you lied your way into Myned’s army.” She smoothed her expression and knocked on a door. 
 
    The Kyst troops, she explained to Elot of the Scholars Guild as he sat baffled before his fire, claimed that Guld of Mayne was twice, if not three times, the poet that Elot would ever be. The Dalmorat Shadeen objected and Kieve, hoping to avert a bloodbath, had come to beg Elot to accompany her to the barracks and favor all present with a recitation of the Saga of Huiel, after which the Kyst’s warriors were sure to retreat in shame. As would Guld, when he heard about it. In addition, she added, a great deal of money rode on the outcome and Elot might see some of it find its way into his own pockets. 
 
    The poet needed no further persuasion. He hauled out his manuscript and grabbed for his cloak. While his back was turned Kieve reached into his wardrobe, secured his wide, crown-less scholar’s cap, and stuffed it into her tunic. 
 
    In a fever to maintain his reputation and increase his wealth, Elot scurried through the yard ahead of them, preceded by his belly and followed by his braids. Leyek touched Kieve’s shoulder.  
 
    “The dog, Rider! Where do we get the dog?” 
 
    “Peace.”  
 
    Soldiers crowded the barracks doorway and cheered as Kieve, partner, and poet strode in. 
 
    “First team!” Pren said. Leyek crowed. 
 
    “Where are these Kystani illiterates?” Elot demanded through the uproar. Ilach, appearing behind Pren, looked at him and blanched. 
 
    “Kieve. You didn’t.” 
 
    Kieve smiled and asked for a cup of wine. Braith came in next, the line on her face scarlet, and unwrapped a scrawny dog from her cloak. Her Bergdahl partner leaned against the wall, panting. When Dunun appeared at the door he surveyed the other teams, snorted, and pushed his way into the hall. His partner followed. 
 
    “Tokens!” Pren demanded, clearing people away from one long table. 
 
    Leyek bounced on the balls of his feet. Kieve smiled around her winecup. “A rose, a rock,” she declaimed. Leyek pulled the bruised rock-rose from his pouch and put it on the table. 
 
    “Cheat!” Dunun yelled. 
 
    “Is this a joke?” Elot demanded. 
 
    “Allowed,” Pren said. Braith put a bud of the evergreen called winter rose on the table, and a pebble. Kieve snorted. At Dunun’s gesture his partner produced a hand-sized hunk of pavement from Lord’s Walk and a piece of cloth which, unfurled, proved to be a woman’s shift, embroidered with delicate flowers. 
 
    “That,” Braith said, “is only a representation of a rose.” 
 
    “And that,” Dunun retorted, pointing to Kieve’s offering, “is only a reference to a rock.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Kieve said. “I won’t challenge it.” 
 
    “Accepted,” Pren said. The soldiers shouted and cheered. 
 
    “You shouldn’t give in,” Leyek whispered. “You’ll give it all away.” 
 
    Kieve ignored him. “A ring.” She produced Elot’s hat, stuck her arm through its empty center, and spun it. The poet bellowed, grabbed it, and jammed it on his head, where the collection of paws and tails swung erratically around his face. Dunun’ partner threw the metal wall ring on the table and Braith, looking smug, held up the chaplet of silver mesh that was Fercos the minstrel’s most cherished possession. The cheers were deafening. 
 
    “Who’s winning?” Leyek demanded. “And why isn’t it us?” 
 
    “It depends on how difficult the tokens are to find,” she said, “and how far you can interpret the clues without being disallowed. We’re even. I won the rock, Dunun the rose, and Braith the ring.” She emptied her cup. 
 
    “This,” Elot said with indignation, “is a disgrace.” 
 
    Kieve clasped his shoulder, stilling him. “A rhyme,” she cried. “Master Elot, would you start now?” She slid a coin into his palm. 
 
    Elot shook his head, sending paws and tails lashing, and launched into the plodding, double-rhymed, interminable saga of Lord Hueil, builder of much of the castle on Sterk. He had worked on the poem without cease for almost thirty years. It was full of architectural details and managed to rhyme “crenellate” with “immoderate,” albeit not very well. Once started, nothing could stop him. Ilach, before putting his face in his hands, mouthed silent imprecations at Kieve. 
 
    Braith unrolled a love poem written, according to the inscription, to the eyes of Mistress Livia, the seductive and very fickle daughter of Balor Cook, and signed by Adwyr’s page Anfri. It was a very bawdy poem, as was the one Dunun had made up during the race and now recited, to Elot’s fury, but Master Elot took the prize by simple acclaim. 
 
    Braith produced a stone toad from the store-rooms of the White Tower and it appeared that she would win the round, until Kieve’s toad woke up and proved that it was alive by croaking and crapping on Leyek’s hand. Dunun had no toad at all. Whatever explanation he had was shouted down. Kieve won the round and Dunun, cursing, was out of the race. Leyek wiped his hand clean and resumed bouncing. 
 
    “A king,” Kieve said, holding the clock aloft. Enameled on its back was a portrait of the Vernal King, extravagantly male, done in green and gold and gaudy enough, Pren said with approval, for a whorehouse. “And a chime,” Kieve called. The clock hand touched the hour and a cascade of bells rang counterpoint to Elot’s recitation. Kieve drank another cup of wine. Dunun sulked. 
 
    Her king was preferred to Braith’s king, a doll filched from the playrooms, but her chime took second place to the shimmering windchimes produced by Braith’s partner and stolen from the gravetrees in the Garden of the Lady. Leyek grew dangerous with excitement, arms waving and fair hair a nimbus around his face. Kieve maintained a serene silence. 
 
    “Aha!” Braith shouted, lifting the bedraggled kitchen dog onto the table. “The dog, Rider! Show your dog or forfeit!” 
 
    Leyek groaned but Kieve, still smug, opened her tunic. Warmed by her body, protected through the long run, a flat-faced dog snake stuck its head into the light, flicked its tongue, and proceeded to curl around Kieve’s neck and across her shoulders. Leyek fainted. 
 
    “I call forfeit!” Kieve yelled across the shouting and laughter. The voices tumbled into a relative quiet, during which Kieve looked at Elot. The poet stood, eyes closed, one hand waving in inexorable cadence. Braith glanced from Kieve to the poet and back again. 
 
    “You don’t mean it,” she said. 
 
    “Every. Last. Stanza. Unless, of course, you can persuade him to stop.” 
 
    Elot grabbed a stave and leaped onto a table, from which he protected honor with recitation and person with an artful blend of jabs and thrusts against a wave of yelling soldiers. Kieve, laughing, leaned against a wall and allowed Pren to deprive her of her tokens. 
 
    “I should have you thrashed,” Ilach said. “All of you.” 
 
    “Forfeits wasn’t my idea,” Kieve said. “Go thrash the loser.” 
 
    “I’ve had two reports of a Trapper cry tonight. Did you hear anything?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “I thought it a prank. It can’t be more than that.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Ilach said. “But I’ll have to increase the patrols anyway, just to reassure everyone. If I find the prankster, I’ll have him drummed off Sterk. Or her.” He looked at Kieve again. She shrugged. 
 
    Braith came up to lean against the wall by Ilach and put her arm around his waist. “Your partner is reviving,” she told Kieve. “You didn’t tell him about the snake, did you?” 
 
    “No.” She yawned. There were no snakes in Uruk, although the Inguruki knew of them and feared them. 
 
    Braith said, “You know that the Lady Isbael is on Sterk?” 
 
    “I’ve been told that piece of information three times today, and can’t say that I’m fascinated.” 
 
    “What about this, then,” Braith said. “I heard a rumor that you fought your way through a blizzard on a glacier, stole a kid, murdered a cottager, robbed an innkeeper, and offered to poleax a couple of constables at the ferry dock. Any of that true?” 
 
    “Not a word of it.” Leyek stood on a table, searching for her. She slouched lower against the wall. 
 
    Braith hesitated. “I also heard a rumor about Gadyn.” 
 
    Ilach shook his head at Braith and moved into the hall. After a moment Braith followed. Kieve frowned after them before returning her attention to the room. 
 
    Elot had added a pouch of smooth stones to his arsenal, hurling them on occasion and with vicious accuracy against his unwilling audience. Decades of teaching Sterk’s unruly children had given him a more than passing acquaintance with the management of fractious listeners, and neither thrust nor fling marred his shouted iambs. Nor did the glittering quent Kieve threw to him. He snatched it from the air without missing a beat, whacked an attacking soldier across the shoulders, and bellowed his refrain. Kieve headed for the cloak room. 
 
    “But you can’t leave.” Leyek came into the room behind her, his eyes sparkling. “It’s early still, the Gate is just risen. And you owe for that trick with the snake.” 
 
    “It’s late,” Kieve replied, settling the cloak across her shoulders. “The Gate has been up for hours and I owe you nothing for the snake.” 
 
    He laid one long, delicate hand on her arm. “Come with me, Rider,” he whispered. “I know atguka, magic. I can make your body span the mountains and your soul fly. I promise.” 
 
    She shook her arm free. “Good night, soldier.” 
 
    “I’ll play you for it.” He pulled the gaming bones from his pocket. He was, Kieve thought, most annoyingly pretty. “Two out of three. Winner takes me. Yes?” 
 
    “No!” She headed out the door. Leyek grabbed his cloak and followed her. 
 
    “It’s a pity,” he said, catching up with her. “I gamble almost as well as I make love. I can tell you why I’m in Dalmorat. Do you want to know that?” 
 
    She pulled her hood up around her ears. “Will you tell the truth?” 
 
    “I always tell the truth,” he said. “And Korth is south of the border, almost. My father is the headman, and he has talked to Lady Esylk’s counselors about a treaty.” 
 
    “Between the village of Korth and Myned Province? That’s a generous offer.” 
 
    Leyek bristled. “Not only for Korth but for all Uruk and all Inguruki, everywhere. When the lady heard that your Lord Cadoc was dying, she said she had to come and I wanted to come with her, so my father said I could and Lady Esylk said I could be one of her men-at-arms.” Leyek flung one arm around her shoulders. “There, and all of it the truth. Do you believe me?” 
 
    She stopped and turned to him, frowning. “Leyek of Korth, any of those soldiers would kill you if they knew you were an Inguruk. Commander Ilach has already increased patrols because of your foolish scream. Shout the akefin Uruk and tell strangers about your father the headman and this wonderful treaty, and you’ll be dead within the hour.” 
 
    “But Rider.” Leyek spread his hands. “You’re a—” 
 
    “I am not,” she said. “I never was.” And left him in the ward. 
 
    The boy was clean and damp and asleep on a pallet tucked between the map cabinet and the wall. Skirting a pile of packing crates, Kieve went into her own room, struggled into a heavy nightshirt, and crept under the piled furs. 
 
    She woke to the faint sound of the boy’s sobs, quiet and unceasing. She lit a lamp, shoved her feet into slippers, and padded to his pallet. When she pulled the quilt from his face he turned from the light but didn’t waken. His shoulders jerked as he sobbed. He wept, she realized, at his dream. 
 
    “Pyrs, wake up.” 
 
    He didn’t respond. She pressed her lips together, then folded her legs and sat beside him on the pallet. He curled around himself more tightly. She touched his shoulder, then put her hand under the quilt and rubbed his back, feeling the bumps of his spine along her palm. After a while the sobbing lessened, and after a longer time he sighed and was quiet. She sat still for a moment. She had dreamed, as a child, but since coming to Dalmorat her sleep had been empty. Just as well, she thought. She went back into her room and found, rolled at the bottom of her clothespress, a dressed fox fur. She tucked it around his shoulders. He didn’t waken, but one hand came out of the quilt, touched the fur, and closed around it. When he didn’t move again, she went back to her own bed, burrowed into the furs, and fell asleep. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    She woke in the darkness before dawn and lay in the deep furs, thinking about running forfeits and Cadoc and Gadyn and Leyek’s engaging grin. Her eyes hurt and her muscles ached, and she remembered that she would meet Taryn tonight in the bathhouse. That, she thought, should relieve any number of tensions. She rolled from the bed and dressed, gasping a little in the sharp cold, and broke the ice along the top of the water pitcher. The sting of water on her face and neck made her gasp again. Even her cloak felt cold, but warmed as she went down the stairs and across the yard. The salve on her cheekbones crackled a little in the cold. 
 
    In the barracks soldiers crowded around the largest fireplace, where Braith ladled vedsuppe from a huge pot. As Kieve came in she caught Dunun’s eye and nodded toward the Tower. Dunun shrugged and shook his head. Kieve took a mug and sipped at it. The hot, thick beverage smelled of toasted barley and beef broth, and warmed her. She took the mug with her to the practice yard and while the sun rose Ilach’s practice master pursued her about the yard with stave and sword and, when that was over, allowed her to throw him a few times. She thought she had grown used to the eye-patch but the practice master blamed it for her worse-than-usual performance. She nodded, grateful for the excuse. 
 
    When the practice master finished with her she watched while the master and Ilach parried and thrust and moved each other around the yard in the pale light of dawn. 
 
    “Look at him,” Pren said with disgust. “For all the workout he gave you, it didn’t even wind him.” 
 
    The two men could have been dancing, caught in the rhythm of their art.  
 
    “Ilach’ll never beat him,” another soldier said. 
 
    “Doesn’t have to,” Pren remarked. “The master can’t command worth shit, but Ilach can.” 
 
    A moment’s quiet. A Moel soldier said, “Our commander says my Lord of Moel petitions the Koerstadt Council for permission to use firearms within Cherek.” Kieve thought about that. The Smith Guild’s unreliable harquebuses were, by Council agreement, used only beyond Cherek’s borders.  
 
    Ilach had backed the practice master against the curtain wall where nothing but hard, precise sword work would get him out again.  
 
    “Does your commander say why?” Pren said. 
 
    “He speculates. So do we.” 
 
    The practice master steadily beat aside Ilach’s sword. 
 
    “My Lord of Moel seeks to speak with the leader of your Lord’s Guard,” the Moel soldier said. 
 
    “To hire him,” Kieve said. 
 
    “Aye. It is cheaper, he says, than paying taxes to support the garrisons along the border. And if he can give them firearms, he need not pay for this sort of training, either.” 
 
    Nobody spoke. Only the Shadeen Guild was allowed the arts of war and only they could function as a provincial Lord’s warriors. In addition, each province paid a levy to the Guild in Koerstadt to fund the garrisons that secured the borders. What Moel’s Lord proposed was to break their monopoly. 
 
    The practice master leaned into his work and step by step drove Ilach back from the wall.  
 
    “He’ll regret it when Trappers sit at his table and drink all his wine,” Pren said.  
 
    “Why should they, he says. The land-barons along the border will not let them through, he says. He will move his capital to the south of the province. He will be safe.” 
 
    Pren made a quiet, sarcastic noise. “If Moel’s border land-barons have to protect their province alone, they’ll take up arms and invade it themselves.” 
 
    “And who would keep the peace in Cherek?” Braith had joined them. “If Brodveld’s Lord wished to move against Yost to steal whatever it is they have worth stealing in Yost, he could do just as he pleased, with no sanction and no oversight. No mercenary company has the people or training to protect an entire province, they hold no oath to the country herself. Who in Cherek would be safe then?” 
 
    The practice master feinted, turned, and sent Ilach’s sword skittering across the sand toward them. The two men faced each other motionless before, laughing and out of breath, they put their arms around each other’s shoulders and staggered toward the watching troops. 
 
    Kieve turned before they arrived and walked back to her own quarters. The stable doors were open and horse shit steamed where the stableboys shoveled it into barrows in the yard. 
 
    Pyrs was awake and sitting on his pallet. Gaura transferred her glare to Kieve. 
 
    “Will you want a meal, mistress?” she said. 
 
    “Yes. And something for the boy.” 
 
    “The boy!” Gaura stood in the middle of the room, flapping her apron in agitation, before saying, “He is a bondslave!” 
 
    Kieve looked at her. 
 
    “You have had me serve a bondslave, as though he were free! It is—it is an insult, mistress! You didn’t tell me, and I treated him like a—like a lord!” 
 
    The boy put his arms around his knees. Kieve looked from one to the other and shrugged. 
 
    “Very well then, don’t feed him. Boy, get your shortcoat and come with me. Gaura, finish packing.” 
 
    As she walked out she heard Gaura snort and slam a door. The boy scrambled after her, pulling the shortcoat around him. 
 
    “Mistress?” he said. 
 
    She didn’t reply. He followed her down the icy stairs and diagonally across the yard. She pushed open the kitchen door. Pyrs hesitated before following her in. 
 
    “What’s that?” Balor Cook yelled, turning from the ovens and glaring. He saw Kieve and thrust his chin up, toward the Tower. 
 
    She shook her head. “Master Cook, you gave me no errands to run for you in the country, so I have come empty handed.” 
 
    “And expect to leave with your hands full? Out! I’ve nothing for either of you. Scat! Or by the Father’s armpit, I’ll have you turning spits for a week!” He advanced across the room, snatching up buns and firing them at her. “Out!” 
 
    Kieve caught the buns and led Pyrs from the kitchens, stopping in the passageway to give one to the boy. They were hot and studded with pieces of meat and melted cheese.  
 
     “Baker’s boy,” she said. “Shall I sell you to Balor?” 
 
    He scowled and said, “He likes you.” 
 
    Kieve shrugged. “I fetch him delicacies from the province sometimes. It does not mean he likes me. He yells at everyone.” She brushed a crumb from the corner of his mouth, which softened a little. “Follow me,” she said. “If I bow, you bow lower. If I go to one knee, you go to both. Save your questions for later.” He nodded and followed a pace behind her. 
 
    The mutter of voices rose as they neared the Great Hall, and the thin music of an unfamiliar instrument. She hesitated at the entrance. To the right, Balor’s assistants had pulled out the boards and heaped them with breads and meats and ale in tall stone jugs. People jostled around them, reaching over each other’s shoulders and spilling their drinks. Most were too busy to notice Kieve’s entrance. To the left, the Lady Drysi sat before the most distant fireplace, in front of the curtains screening her Circles of Infinity. Her minstrel accompanied herself on a long-necked, three-stringed instrument that made a peculiar twanging sound. Kieve couldn’t hear the words, but the music sounded liquid, everything running into everything else. Behind them hung a faded tapestry showing Marub’s sack of Dalmorat the City. Warriors in the Marubin colors did furious battle with warriors in grey and green, bodies lay in pieces on the ground, horses reared, behind them Old City stood in smoking ruins and to the right the castle rose from the darkness of Sterk. It was all splendid and splendidly inaccurate, and Kieve wondered if anyone noticed it anymore. 
 
    Cadoc’s empty seat occupied a dais in front of the central fireplace. His minstrel Fercos heaved about on the platform, tossing rags and sacks, and as Kieve passed nearby he shouted with triumph and rolled to sit wide-legged on the dais edge, a set of small drums fitted over his thighs. He beat out a rapid tattoo and a few of the land-barons laughed.  
 
    I sing Dalmorat, fruitful province 
 
    Keeper of the northern borders 
 
    His bellow drowned out Drysi’s minstrel. 
 
    Mountain-crowned, great river holding 
 
    Cherek’s valiant northern warrior. 
 
    He who traces Morat’s water 
 
    Finds the heartland of the mountains 
 
    Breeding fighters, tough and mighty, 
 
    Glorious as suns descending,  
 
    Strong and stern, their shields flaming 
 
    With the sunlight of the snowfields. 
 
    Gadyn sat with a group of land-barons and two men from the Merchants Guild. They leaned toward each other and shouted over Fercos’ song. Gadyn’s manicured hands gestured as he talked. He glanced at Kieve. Her back prickled and she turned her head. Drysi frowned and signaled to her minstrel. The woman put her instrument aside as the Lady, with practiced grace, turned the signal into a beckoning toward the Rider. The noise level in the hall rose. 
 
    Kieve walked to Drysi and dropped to one knee. Like a puppet, Pyrs copied her. Drysi put her jeweled hands on the arms of her chair and looked at Kieve with benign confusion. Kieve bowed her head, remembering what Taryn had said about the old woman. She was the only surviving child of Cadoc’s older sister and not much younger than Cadoc himself, and spent much of her time in pious astrological study. Fascinated by the tiny mechanical oddities of the Artisans Guild, she had her jewelers enhance them until it became impossible to guess their original function. Kieve remembered Bredda’s comment, that Drysi and Cairun had been ordered to Sterk only to give Gadyn’s election the appearance of a free choice. Drysi’s minstrel looked at the Rider. She had a false eye made of emerald, rumored to be a replacement for an earlier clockwork eye that, Taryn had said, spun its iris every quarter hour and made everyone save Drysi herself ill. At the lady’s gesture Kieve stood and clasped her hands behind her back. Fercos, having won his competition, had moderated his volume. 
 
    “Lady. May I serve you?” 
 
    “Why, no, no, thank you. I am adequately served already.” Her laugh sounded like a series of little coughs. Her attendants tittered with her. Behind her, a tall, thin man turned his smile on and off again. “The lord my uncle, Rider. Is he keeping?”  
 
    “I do not know, Lady. I’ve yet to check for my master’s orders.” 
 
    “Of course! Naturally!” 
 
    “I can inquire, Lady, and send word if you wish.” 
 
    “No, that won’t be necessary. I can send myself. I mean, I can send someone myself.” Drysi smiled. Her teeth were small and neat and looked as though she never used them. Kieve was surprised that she could see them so clearly. “And who is the charming little boy? A servant, perhaps?” 
 
    “He is a bondslave, lady.” 
 
    “My!” Drysi’s hands fluttered about her mouth. “Is he for sale? Let me look at him.” 
 
    At Kieve’s gesture, the boy stepped around her and knelt again. 
 
    “A handsome child,” the lady said. “A very handsome child. Where are you from, boy?” 
 
    “Minst, Lady.” The boy’s voice was clear and respectful. When Drysi didn’t reply, he said, “It’s in the Morat range, Lady.” 
 
    “Why, my own barony is at the foot of that range. Did you know that, boy? Do you know your geography?” 
 
    “A little, Lady,” he said. 
 
    “And your numbers and your letters?” 
 
    The boy said “Yes, Lady. A little.” 
 
    “A little is all you need,” the old woman announced, staring at him. “You may stand up.” 
 
    He did so. She adopted a playful expression. “Now tell me the truth, boy. Why were you sold? Were you very naughty?” 
 
    Pyrs glanced obliquely at Kieve. “No, Lady. I am clumsy, Lady. I break things. But I do not mean to.” 
 
    Drysi’s eyebrows rose. “You break things?” 
 
    “Yes, Lady,” the boy said, hanging his head a little. “My old master beat me for it when I smashed the seminarian’s box in a door but it was truly an accident, Lady. He beat me worst of all when I stepped on the cat, Lady, and all the crockery fell and broke. But I didn’t know the cat was there, Lady.” 
 
    Drysi, eyes wide, looked at Kieve. “He breaks things, Rider?” 
 
    Kieve was silent for a moment, remembering the boy’s careful grace around the scattered tables in her rooms, his competent fingers cleaning frozen tears from her face. She said, “As he says, Lady.” 
 
    “I see.” Drysi drew her skirts back. “Yes, I see. Well. Yes.” She flicked her fingers and Pyrs scooted back behind Kieve.  
 
    Fercos had finished his song, to laughter and stamping feet, and the Hall quieted a little.  
 
    “Rider, tell me,” Drysi said. “Have you and your...associates...any plans? For the future, I mean? Afterwards...after all of this...” She waved her hand and let her voice trail gently into silence. Her retinue, around her, seemed almost to hold their breaths. 
 
    “Associates, Lady?” Kieve said. “I’m not sure—”  
 
    “But of course!” the Lady said. “Of course, I understand, Rider, it is far too early yet, is it not? Tell me, Rider,” she continued, almost rushing. “Tell me, have you had your stars read?” 
 
    “No, Lady.” 
 
    “Ah! We should do that for you! Yes, that would be quite fine. We could do it now and use the Circles of...” Her gaze lit on Pyrs and she faltered. “Perhaps later. Yes, definitely, later. My seminarian will call.” She turned to look over her shoulder at the thin man. The bells of the Circles of Infinity tinkled behind him. “Humka, you’ll be delighted to read the Rider’s stars, won’t you? Humka!” The seminarian looked at Kieve, as though appraising her worth, and bowed. “Oh, you must certainly be read, Rider. You might be destined for great glory.” 
 
    She smiled. Her attendants tittered again. Humka turned his smile on and off. Kieve and the boy bowed, backed away, turned, and walked toward the corridor. A land-baron, someone she didn’t know, stopped her with a hand on her arm. 
 
    “Is it Drysi, then?” he whispered. “Do you support—” 
 
    She looked at him without expression. He pulled his hand away and retreated, muttering apologies.  
 
    In the corridor Pyrs looked at her, eyes flat. 
 
    “Clumsy,” Kieve said. “You break things.” 
 
    After a moment he said, “She was going to buy me. You must have seen that. She was going to buy me and if she said she wanted to, you would have to sell me to her. Even if you haven’t paid for me. Because she’s a Lady and you’re only a Rider. Just as Unig had to sell me to you, because you’re a Rider and he’s an Innkeeper.” 
 
    Kieve had stopped and now turned to look down at him. “At least she’s not a cook,” she said. “She may even be the next Lord. She would treat you well.” 
 
    He pressed his lips together. After a moment she turned away and he followed her up the broad stone stairs and into Adwyr’s chamber. The steam heater hissed and spat and muttered to itself. Adwyr’s supplicants stood away from it while an attendant hit at it with a number of grimy tools. The boy stared at its gaudy tentacles. Adwyr looked neat and cool. When he saw her, his lips pinched down hard and the skin on his cheeks went pale with fury. He gestured sharply and people fell back to let her through. She dipped her head to him but did not bow. His scowl deepened. 
 
    “I sent my accounts yesterday, Master Adwyr,” she said. “I trust they were in order?” 
 
    Adwyr scowled and stared. After an interval of silence he gestured at Anfri. 
 
    “My lord Cadoc has told me that he will send his own page for you, should he need you,” Adwyr said. Anfri gave her a leather bag. “You may leave,” the Chancellor said through tight lips. 
 
    The bag was unexpectedly heavy. She opened it and put her fingers inside to feel a second bag. She drew it out. It was sealed with Gadyn’s crest and twice as heavy as the larger bag. 
 
    “Master Adwyr,” she said. “This is not mine.” 
 
    The bag clanked when she dropped it on the table. The boy followed her from the room, still looking over his shoulder at the steam heater. She went down the stairs, letting her boots bang against the stones, and pushed open a door at the base of the tower staircase. She and the boy stepped into the cold of Hueil’s Garden. The shadows of naked trees etched stark black lines across the snow, over the single cleared path. Kieve started along it, breath puffing in the cold, furious at the naked attempt at bribery and slamming doors in her mind until the muscles in her shoulders relaxed. Another door slammed, this one in the tower wall. 
 
    “Rider!” A man came toward her, pulling up the hood of his cloak. “Rider, hold.” 
 
    He stopped in front of her and waited. She narrowed her eyes but did not recognize his face, the broad strong cheekbones or straight nose. “Sir?” 
 
    “I am Cairun,” he said, and she went to one knee. “No, no, stand,” he said, putting out his hand. “You must not kneel.” 
 
    She straightened. They looked at each other, then he said “I don’t know why I came.” He pursed his lips and blew out a thin stream of fog. “Not to second my cousin’s—he did try to bribe you, didn’t he? With a sack of money?” 
 
    She nodded and Cairun said, “Balls of the Father, but he is a fool. Come, if we stand here talking we’ll freeze. Are you bound anywhere, in particular I mean?” 
 
    “No, my lord,” she said. “I came seeking fresh air.” 
 
    “A scarce commodity on Sterk, I think. May I walk with you?” 
 
    “As you wish.”  
 
    He was as tall as she. The dark fur of his hood framed his face. His lips looked as if they had been defined by calipers, the upper lip curved like an outlands bow, the lower full. Kieve looked away and gestured and Pyrs fell into step behind them. 
 
    “My cousin Gadyn did give me an errand on his behalf,” Cairun said. “I am to tell you that he can arrange much more money for you than can be held in a sack.” 
 
    She said, “I did not accept the sack.” 
 
    “I know but he doesn’t, not yet. I spoke Gadyn’s words, Rider. Expenses, a stipend, and knowledge for the guild—everyone knows that Riders are the least greedy guild in Cherek. Even Gadyn. But his father’s expense allowance to you is small and Master Adwyr keeps it smaller yet. That, he says, can be remedied. And he believes you deserve better quarters, something far grander than two rooms beside the stables.” 
 
    After a moment Kieve said, “They are close to my horse.” 
 
    Cairun smiled. It transformed his face. “I told him he was an ass.” 
 
    “Indeed.” She looked sideways at him. “I thought, Lord Cairun, that you sought Dalmorat for yourself. So why are you running errands for an ass?” 
 
    He caught his breath. “Ah! Well, in the great contest for the sword of Dalmorat, my cousins Gadyn and Isbael are far, far more likely to succeed than am I. I am here as—as a place marker, perhaps. Just as Lady Drysi is here for the comedy of the thing.”  
 
    She stopped and faced him. “You have no ambition for yourself?” 
 
    He caught her gaze and held it with such intensity that she forgot, for a moment, to breathe. His eyes were a deep, rich brown. 
 
    “Not the ambition to rule Dalmorat,” he said. “Even if you can find something here of worth or light or grace, which is unlikely, you must admire it in solitude for you won’t find anyone to admire it with you.” His gaze broke away from her and she took a breath. “No, I have little ambition to take Dalmorat’s sword.” 
 
    Into the tiny silence that followed, Kieve said, “And so?” 
 
    “Ah. And so.” He gestured and she was able to look away from him, then back. “And so, if cousin Gadyn takes the sword, I become his steward in Koerstadt. A nice exchange. I will live in the warm lands, in a cultured and lively place, and am to be given money to enjoy myself and decent work to do. It seems a small enough ambition.” 
 
    “In return for being Gadyn’s dog?” 
 
    The silence this time was not as tiny. Cairun searched her face, a frown pulling at his broad forehead. 
 
    “Master Adwyr told me you were difficult,” he said. “My Lord Cadoc told us you were a smart bitch. I think Gadyn doesn’t understand how smart a bitch you are. Or how fearless.” 
 
    “Fearless? When Cadoc dies, I turn my back on this province and never return.” She raised her chin. 
 
    “And you never have need of friends,” he said. “Even if they run errands for asses, or are Gadyn’s dog.” 
 
    She didn’t respond. 
 
    “Very well, Rider. Just so, in return for being Gadyn’s dog.” To her surprise, his lips tilted upward again. “As Gadyn’s dog, I am commanded to tell you that he will reward your loyalty. That the continuity you can bring to his cause is of considerable value to him, and that he will not forget it.” 
 
    “And all that I must do is bend the knee and promise to make the oath to him when his father dies.” 
 
    Cairun nodded. “Unless you are promised to the Lady Drysi. Are you?” 
 
    Kieve frowned. “Why should I be?” 
 
    “You spoke with her in the Great Hall, but not with Gadyn, who was there.” 
 
    She snorted. “The lady called me over. And in any event, what difference can it make?” 
 
    The frown tugged at his forehead again. “Surely you must know, Rider. Your support means a great deal, for who you are, and what you represent.” 
 
    “My support means nothing,” she retorted. “I am Cadoc’s Herald Rider and nothing more, and represent only my guild and myself. Only my guild and myself. When Cadoc dies I leave this province and it may fall into the Mountain. I wish it would.” 
 
    The frown disappeared. “You have not promised your oath to Drysi, then. Will you promise it to Gadyn?” 
 
    His eyes gleamed. There were amber flecks in their depths. She shook her head. 
 
    “I suspect, Lord Cairun, that you are a smart bitch yourself. My guild requires that I not swear falsely,” she said to him, as she had said to Cadoc the day before. “You know what my answer has been, and will be.” 
 
    The smile took his mouth and shaped it with delight. “Yes, Rider, and yes again. I told him so. And I thank you for the compliment. I will convey the rest of it to cousin Gadyn but the compliment, I think, I will keep for myself.” 
 
    He walked back toward the door. Kieve stood for a moment, watching him go. 
 
    “Mistress?” Pyrs said. 
 
    She shook her head and pushed open a gate leading into the Snake. The boy trailed her. His boot heels made sharp, syncopated sounds on the cobbles. Like its namesake, the Snake twisted sinuously, bordered by the garden wall on one side and the nobles’ apartments on the other. She turned toward the face of the great stone that cupped the castle, then up an exterior stairway between castle buildings and onto the broad expanse of the Crescent Bathhouse promenade and down steps on the other side, to the Garden of the Lady. Pyrs skipped to keep up with her. 
 
    The snow here was untouched save for a line of footsteps where Shadeen, the night before, had crossed in search of tokens to steal. Kieve stopped in a puddle of sunlight by the wall. Nearby she saw the hunched shapes of benches under the snow, and the ridges which defined the fence around the apothecary’s garden. Within the garden strange shapes rose where the apothecary had covered some of her larger plants to shelter them from the cold. Seeing them, Kieve wondered of the woman had renewed her supply of emmenagogic herbs; she herself had enough left for perhaps another few weeks, but no more than that.  
 
    The bare branches of trees were starkly black against the white of snow. Crystal chimes hung from them like slender icicles, moving in the light breeze, making quiet music. 
 
    “What is it?” Pyrs said, whispering. 
 
    “The apothecary’s garden and the castle graveyard,” she said, and came back into the moment. “The chimes are memorials.” 
 
    The boy’s forehead wrinkled. “They put dead people here?” 
 
    “No. Not exactly.” She rested her palm against a nearby tree trunk. “There is little earth on Sterk and what there is, is used by the farmers in the village. So when people die here they are put in the catacombs under this garden and crystal is hung in the trees, as a memorial.” 
 
    “Catacombs?” the boy said. 
 
    “Um. Long tunnels in the rock, and sometimes rooms, and niches where the bodies are put. Then later, when only bones remain, they are taken up and fitted into the walls of the tunnels and rooms. Below us are stairs and seats and walls and roofs of arm bones, or skulls, or finger bones.” A small breeze moved through the Garden, which sang and fell into silence again. “There’s a separate set of chambers for the Lords of Dalmorat,” Kieve said. “Their families are kept nearby, then land-barons, and all the way down to scullions and stablehands. Shelves built of scullion skulls, and a room of Lords’ jawbones, and arches made of clavicles and ceilings paved in ribs.” She looked down at him. “Do you think that repulsive?” 
 
    He thought about it, his frown deepening. “No. I don’t think so.” He glanced up. “In Minst, dead people are burned.” 
 
    “And in the Outlands, they are left atop rocks, for the vultures to eat.” 
 
    The boy’s face wrinkled with disgust. “That’s horrible!” 
 
    “More horrible than building a stool out of Auntie Petha’s femurs, and sitting on it?” 
 
    His lips pressed into a straight line. Kieve looked back to the garden. The castle’s noises seemed very far away. In the silence she thought about Gadyn’s sack of money and the line of Cairun’s jaw. Neither thought led to any place she wished to be. After a moment she put them both aside and went through a gate into the walk between the apartments and the outer curtain. Pyrs’s boots crunched in the snow behind her.  
 
    They came out of the walk into the sunlight of the main ward just as a group of riders clattered across the ward and toward the main gate. Kieve put her hand on the boy’s shoulder. They stood against the wall as the riders danced around provisioners’ wagons, and Balor Cook’s minions shouted at everyone. One horse reared a little. Its rider controlled it. In the bright sunlight Kieve couldn’t focus on the rider’s face, but one of his followers, closer by, wore Baron Kelyn’s muted colors. The baron called to his companions and led them at a canter from the ward. It looked as though his entire household was decamping and for a moment she thought it meant that Cadoc had died. The riders vanished and the ward returned to its normal morning cacophony of wagons and people and the clatter of weapons practice. In the small space between the armory and the curtain, cadets took turns at the wooden swords and shields. The practice master shouted and cursed and shouted again. Ilach, arms crossed, leaned against the armory and watched them. Kieve walked around the edge of the ward and stood beside him. 
 
    “Baron Kelyn has left,” she said. 
 
    The commander nodded. “Lord Gadyn offered to allow the Baron to support him,” he said, his voice low. “I believe that the Baron spurned the offer.” 
 
    “And feels the need to retreat?” she said, surprised. 
 
    “He delivered the message while Gadyn was here, at practice. I thought the lord would run him through, so angry was he. This is your bondslave?” 
 
    Kieve nodded. Ilach had a reputed soft spot for children, but she had not seen it yet. 
 
    Ilach hunkered down, balancing on his toes, and looked at the boy. “Good morning. Kieve Rider does not usually buy children. Why did she buy you?” 
 
    The boy pressed his lips together. 
 
    “Tell him,” Kieve said. “The truth this time.” 
 
    “I put a burr under Traveler’s shoe and she caught me,” he muttered. 
 
    “I see. Are you repentant?” 
 
    He shot Kieve a quick, defiant glance. Ilach smiled at him and stood and walked into the practice yard, calling to one of the cadets.  
 
    Pyrs followed her into the yard by the Lords Stables. She sent him in to see to the horses. He almost danced away, his bright hair disappearing into the shadows of the stables. She chewed her lip, watching him go.  
 
    * * * * 
 
    She selected a sheet of paper from the blanks in the map cabinet and tacked it onto her worktable under the window, and mixed up a small pot of ink, trickling water into the pot until the ink was light grey. Gaura, still sullen, sat in a corner mending one of Kieve’s shirts. Her temper had been sweetened only a little when Kieve gave her the three stivers she needed for birthing prayers. A pair of servants clattered and banged in the other room as they packed her belongings. That morning Pyrs had come back from the horses with four strands of tail hair, two grey and two black, and lay on his belly before the stove knotting them together to make a necklet. Now he slipped it over his head and came to stand by her shoulder. Kieve laid her ink pot and tools along the side of the table beside the paper and opened her book to the notes she had taken of the traverse around Stormbringer’s abyss. It wasn’t complete, of course, but it would suffice. Clean winter sunlight lay across the paper and framed shadows behind the ink pot. She frowned, her fingers dancing along the edge of the worktable as she converted paces. The boy stared at her fingers. She glanced at him and straightened a little. 
 
    “I am converting paces,” she said. “Do you remember the second time I sent you for my scarf? Do you remember how the earth lay?” 
 
    He frowned, then his forehead cleared. “Yes, mistress. There was a dip in the ground, like a small valley. I had to go down, then up the other side.” 
 
    “Just so. Traveler’s paces are different in those places, as I have marked them, so I must compute them differently from the paces he took along even ground.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “To know the distance. A map must tell you what is on the land, how big it is, and how far away.” 
 
    “How can you do that?” he said. “How can you know that this is so far, and the other is more, or less? How do you make a map say that?” 
 
    “Watch.” She shook her fingers to loosen them, then laid the T-square along the paper and, in one corner, drew a line and notched it at regular intervals. It took much longer than usual, as she learned to trust her vision. The pale ink was no more than a suggestion along the page. Later, she would go over the map in darker ink. This was a scale, she told him, and explained that the notches on the scale each represented a portion of a league. She shook her hands again, staring from the blank sheet to her notebook, before taking a pen and marking the first station on the map. She laid out her T-square to intersect the line. Then, using the protractor, she laid out the line of the first compass reading, drawing a stroke so light that it was almost invisible. She consulted the notebook and marked off the distance, set in the mark for the second station, and moved the T-square to intersect that mark. Pyrs had the protractor ready before she asked for it. 
 
    “It is not perfect,” she said as she worked. “That will have to wait for a surveying crew. But this will be enough to tell them what is there, and where each thing is.” 
 
    “Just the lines, mistress?” Pyrs said. “They can tell all that?” 
 
    “Be patient. I am not done yet.” 
 
    When the lines were laid out she stood and stretched and sent Gaura for a pot of ale. Gaura grumbled that the bondslave should do it. Kieve said, “Would you rather stand here and hand me sticks and ink pots?” The servant stopped mumbling and left the room. 
 
    Pyrs slipped out after her. In a few minutes they returned together, the boy carrying the ale and a loaf of black bread. Kieve watched them. Gaura supervised the laying out of bread and soft cheese before returning to her stool and her mending. Pyrs gave Kieve a wide-eyed look and cut the bread. He smeared one piece with cheese and gave it to her, keeping a second for himself. 
 
    Someone knocked. Kieve flipped a length of cloth over her worktable while Gaura put aside the mending and opened the door. One of the packers stuck his head through the curtained doorway to the other room. Kieve frowned at him and he retreated. 
 
    A man entered, thin and jointed like a puppet, all angles and stiff lines. He bowed and when he straightened she recognized Humka, the Lady Drysi’s seminarian. 
 
    “Mistress, at your service,” he said. “My Lady Drysi commends me to you and asks your indulgence in receiving a small token, only that, of her regard.” 
 
    Without waiting for Kieve’s response he snapped his fingers. A page, a dark-haired boy about Pyrs’ age and size, came around him and held out a wrapped package. 
 
    “May I?” Humka said, nodding toward Kieve’s covered worktable. 
 
    “No. No, over there.” 
 
    “Just so.” He walked to the larger table and waited while the page pushed aside a pile of mending. The seminarian unwrapped the package. Kieve caught her breath. 
 
    It was the figure of a horse, made of a lace of spun gold. About one hand tall and as long, it stood as if caught in a canter, posed so that it seemed barely to touch the tabletop. Light curved through it and cast the slightest of shadows. 
 
    “It is—it is beautiful,” Kieve said. Her fingers reached to touch it. 
 
    Humka, who had been looking beyond her at Pyrs, said “Pish. It is but a framework. My Lady Drysi asks to know your favorite gems, so that she may have it set accordingly.” 
 
    She closed her hands. “Lady Drysi wishes to bejewel this?” 
 
    “Just so, and would know your pleasure. Rubies, she thinks, would do well, and she has them in a number of shades. Or are you more partial to the blue stones?” 
 
    Kieve looked from the small sculpture to Humka. They watched each other while she thought it through. 
 
    Finally she said, “Master Humka, please give your mistress my respect and my regrets. It is beautiful but I cannot accept.” 
 
    The seminarian’s eyes widened. “Am I to understand that you will not take it regardless of its finish?” 
 
    Kieve nodded. “It would not be wise, Master Humka.” 
 
    “Ah.” He looked about the room at her crystal lamp, porcelain bowl, delicate glass sculpture. “I see. But you do accept gifts.” 
 
    Kieve’s shoulders tightened. “Yes. From friends.” 
 
    “The Lady Drysi will be sadden to learn that you do not count her among them,” he said. 
 
    Kieve bit back a response. Humka snapped his fingers again. The page re-wrapped the horse. “My lady can be a very good friend indeed,” Humka murmured. “With your permission, Rider, neither she nor I will deem this refusal final. Perhaps you would do us the favor of reconsidering her gift. As that from a friend.” He bowed and looked again at Pyrs, who stood near the page. “They are a handsome set,” the seminarian said. “Much like the light and dark of each other, matching opposites.” 
 
    He bowed and departed, the page trotting behind him. Gaura closed the door. Servant and boy looked at her. 
 
    “Pyrs, you had best stay far from him,” she said, and reached for her bread and cheese. A handsome set, she thought. She glanced at the boy, who bit into a hunk of bread and looked back at her. 
 
    “Perhaps he didn’t hear about how I break things,” the boy said around a mouthful of food. Kieve grunted. 
 
    The packers came out of the back room and said that they were done save for the clothes Kieve had laid aside. She put coins in their hands and they left, relieved to be gone. 
 
    Gaura cleared the remains of the meal. Kieve lifted the cloth away from her worktable and stared at the lines and points and compass marks. For a moment she was able to see them as she had first seen them so many years ago, a baffling code that she could not begin to decipher. She reached down and put her fingertip by the second station. Humka and his mistress left her mind. 
 
    “Pyrs. We came around a tip of rock and saw Stormbringer for the first time, and stopped the horses and I sent you back for my scarf. When you brought it back we sat for a while longer while I looked around and made notes. Do you remember what we saw?” 
 
    The boy stared at the paper. “The rock was—it was maybe as tall as Unig’s inn, and straight up or nearly. Then the ground was flat until where we were. Maybe as wide as the yard outside, between the stable and the wall.” 
 
    She nodded but he didn’t see, his gaze on something not in the room. He turned his head to the other side. “And there was Stormbringer, but before that—no, wait.”  
 
    She waited.  
 
    “We were here, and then the ground was flat until the edge. And beyond that was a tree, but I could only see the top of it because it started down in the—in the—” 
 
    “In the gorge,” Kieve said. 
 
    “Yes. And there were other trees, farther away on Stormbringer, but so far that they were just shapes, not limbs and trunks.” 
 
    “Good. How far away, do you think?” 
 
    He shook his head, frowning. “I don’t know. I don’t know how to do that.” 
 
    She took a breath and stopped herself from asking if he wanted to learn. Instead she said, “Very good,” and sat and brought the notebook close. Following the flank details she had noted, she began to fill in the map, drawing the rocks and trees, the lip of the cliff, the rough details of Stormbringer himself across the blank part that was the abyss. Pyrs hovered by her shoulder, handing her fresh pens while the map came to life under her fingers. 
 
    When someone knocked at the door she jerked her head up. She grabbed the cloth and draped it over the table. Gaura opened the door and knelt awkwardly. 
 
    Cairun looked over her head. He pushed back his hood. He wore his hair cropped to his shoulders and loose around his face, a cloud of darkness. 
 
    “Rise,” he said, not looking at the servant. She did so and backed away. Cairun came in after her, looking only at Kieve. She went to one knee. 
 
    “No,” he said. “Stand for me, Rider.” 
 
    When she rose he said, “I would speak to you alone.” 
 
    She forced herself to look away from him. At her gesture Gaura took Pyrs’ shoulder and pushed the boy ahead of her from the room and in that moment Kieve moved farther from Cairun. She put her hand to the pitcher. 
 
    “Ale, my Lord?” 
 
    “Yes. Yes, I would like that.” 
 
    Kieve poured the ale and held the cup to him. “I am waiting to listen, Lord.” 
 
    He sipped the ale, watching her over the cup’s lip. 
 
    “I am not here on Gadyn’s behalf,” he said, lowering the cup, “but on my own. I ask only that you consider what I say and that you decide soon.” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “You were never happy here,” he said to her surprise. “You never wished to be a Herald Rider, did you?” 
 
    “I am happy in my Guild,” she said with care. 
 
    He inclined his head. “It is not quite the same thing.” He pulled a chair from the table and sat, his cloak spread open around him. “A Rider oaths for a five-year term, I know. But that period is not mandatory, is it? One could oath for ten years. Or two. Or a week.” 
 
    When she didn’t respond he said, “I have told you what I wish here. Much the same that you do, I think—a way to leave Dalmorat Province soon, and with few entanglements. And you do not wish to be a Herald Rider. You want to ride into unknown lands. You want to be—what is the word for them, within your guild?” 
 
    She wet her lips. “Explorers.” 
 
    “Just so. Explorers. And your guild will not let you go.” Again she didn’t respond. “I do not know why.” 
 
    “You have made a quick study of me, Lord.” 
 
    “Perhaps not that quick. Most of this I knew this morning. But I did not know you this morning.” 
 
    “And now you do?” He shook his head a little. “What I want, Lord Cairun, should have little to do with the succession in Dalmorat.” 
 
    He smiled and, as before, it transformed his face, lighting it from within. “No, it should not, but of course it does.” He leaned forward in the chair. “Rider, I can make it happen. I can send you there.” 
 
    She shook her head. “I don’t see how—” 
 
    “I can do it from Koerstadt. Listen, I have thought it through. Once I am Dalmorat’s steward in the capital, I will have funds of my own, and discretion with some of the province funds. You need only oath for a little time, just until the spring, just long enough to make sure that Gadyn takes the sword and I have my place in Koerstadt. Then, if your guild will not send you to the Explorers, be a Herald Rider and oath to me, and I will send you to map Dalmorat’s northern border.” 
 
    Tall straight mountains with clouds at their tops, falling to their roots and leaping up again, and the air like cold wine. 
 
    She stood without moving, looking at him. He nodded and set the ale cup down and rose.  
 
    “Don’t answer me yet, Rider. Think about it, think with care.” He touched her cheek with one finger. “Then, when you have thought, let me know.” He pushed the door open and left. 
 
    After a while the door opened again. Gaura stuck her head in. “Mistress?” 
 
    Kieve turned to her and put aside Cairun’s proposal, put it into a tiny room in her mind and closed doors on it. Her cheek still felt the touch of his finger. She would think on it later, not now. As he had said, she had a little time. 
 
    Before she was ready to put aside the map she had been interrupted twice further, once by a man in Taryn’s livery who came to remind her of his lord’s invitation to the Crescent Bathhouse that night, and next by Adwyr’s servant Anfri, who held out the sack of money she had spurned that morning and asked if she knew how she was going to pay for a boy and a horse. She had no answer, in truth she had again forgotten the debt and that as much as anything else led her to drive Anfri from the room, money sack still in hand. Pyrs looked alarmed. 
 
    “Rider, if Unig comes to get the money and you don’t have it—” 
 
    “Be quiet,” she said. Still angry, she rolled the map and slid it into the cabinet, then set her inkpot and tools into their places, letting them snap and clatter as she put them away. Yet another knock sounded. 
 
    “What?” she yelled, furious. 
 
    A thin youth came into the room and bowed. When he straightened he looked at Kieve with frank curiosity. 
 
    “Rider, I’m Lapsi. Do you remember me?” 
 
    “No. Should I?” 
 
    “Maybe not. I was still in the children’s dorms when you left. I’m Master Jenci’s apprentice,” he said. When she didn’t respond, he added, “Just as you were.” 
 
    “Indeed,” she said. The boy looked like a colt. “Guildmasters don’t have apprentices.” 
 
    He dipped his head. “They made him guildmaster only recently, and they didn’t have time to find another master for me. I don’t want another master, and Master Jenci said that perhaps—that perhaps since I was his apprentice and that—” 
 
    “Hush,” she said. “Enough. I understand. Tell me why you are here.” 
 
    “He asks your presence,” Lapsi said. “In his rooms. At once, he says. He says it should not take much time.” 
 
    Kieve hesitated, looking down at him. “Why, Lapsi?” 
 
    “I—I don’t know, Rider. I have also been sent to the Lord of Myned. My master just says you are to come. Now,” he said, gesturing behind him at the door.  
 
    Kieve thought a moment, then nodded. “Gaura, we’ll need supper later. Pyrs, you—you may come with me.” She plucked her cloak off the rack. “Where is the Guildmaster staying, Lapsi?” 
 
    She went out the door, the boys behind her. Lapsi skipped to catch up. “In the apartments above Hueil’s Garden, in the corridor with the ravens. Do you know it? I have already been to Lady Esylk’s, and I am to fetch Daenet Rider, too.” 
 
    Kieve stopped half-way down the stairs. “Daenet,” she repeated. 
 
    Lapsi nodded, his lower lip tucked between his teeth. After a moment Kieve continued down the stairs. 
 
    “He is in the rooms with the balcony? Yes? I know them. You may go.” 
 
    In the yard, Lapsi bowed and ran toward the main yard. Pyrs also ran, until he came up to Kieve. 
 
    “Mistress?” He caught at the cloak and pulled. She stopped to look at him. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “A—a guildmaster?” 
 
    “Yes. He didn’t tell you, did he?” 
 
    The boy swallowed. “I was—I was rude to him.” 
 
    She nodded. “He told me. He won’t hold it against you. Come.” 
 
    She led the way through the Scholars’ Garden and down the slender tunnel, this time staying in it until it intersected a narrow alley. She turned left along the alley, then up a flight of exterior stairs, through a door, and to a wide stone corridor flanked by columns and hung with tapestries. Stone eagles and ravens peered down from the column capitals, wings spread wide and draped with cobwebs. Heavy wooden doors faced each other along the hallway, guest flags hanging above some of them. At the last one, where the hall turned to the left, she saw the pen and stirrup. She stopped and took a moment to run her hands over her hair and tunic, tugging herself into shape. Pyrs copied her. She grasped the beaked head of a raven that served as knocker and brought it down. 
 
    The door swung open and a servant in castle livery bowed and stepped back. 
 
    “The Guildmaster will be with you soon,” the woman said, and bowed again, and stood by the door. Pyrs followed Kieve into the room. 
 
    She had never been in these apartments, although she knew of them. The rooms were large and well-proportioned, with a fireplace along one wall and a woodstove opposite. A long table fronted the woodstove. Before the fireplace stood a collection of chairs and benches. Light streamed in from three tall windows. Out of curiosity, Kieve pushed open the balcony door. 
 
    “Rider, it is not recommended,” the servant by the door called. “The stones are weak there.” 
 
    Kieve nodded and stood on the threshold, looking out. Below her Hueil’s Garden lay mantled in snow. The smooth walls of the Nobles Apartments rose from the other side of the Snake and between them she saw a sliver of the Crescent Bathhouse’s broad promenade.  
 
    The knocker sounded. She stepped back, closing the balcony door, and turned. The servant knelt and rose as a slender woman in a deep blue cloak came into the room, looked about, and came toward Kieve. Two men-at-arms followed her. The Rider went to one knee. 
 
    “Kieve Rider,” the woman said. “You are Kieve, I think?” 
 
    “Yes, my Lord,” Kieve said and rose and smiled down at her. “It is good to see you again, Lady Esylk. I was told you were on Sterk.” 
 
    “I told her,” Leyek said, leaning around his lord to smile at Kieve. “But she already knew.” 
 
    “I would not have recognized you,” the Lord of Myned said. “Not surprising. We last met—what is it, sixteen years ago? When Jenci brought you out of the Clenyafyds. You’ve become civilized. Who is the child?” 
 
    “Pyrs,” Kieve replied. “My bondslave.” 
 
    “Indeed.” Esylk looked at him with curiosity. “History repeats itself. He’s a handsome boy.” 
 
    Pyrs blushed to the roots of his hair. Esylk smiled, delighted. “Stand up, child. Malecan, you and Leyek may leave me here. Master Jenci can provide me with a servant for my way back.” 
 
    “I will gladly stay,” Leyek said, starting to take off his cloak. 
 
    “No.” Esylk said.  
 
    “But Lady—” 
 
    “Or I will tell your father.” 
 
    Leyek put one hand over his heart. “My soul weeps,” he said to Kieve, sighed with great emphasis, and followed the other man from the room. Two more servants had joined the one by the door. They stopped staring at Esylk long enough to open the door for the men-at-arms. 
 
    “Is that how you control him?” Kieve murmured. “I wish I had known.” 
 
    “You’ve met my man Leyek?” A fourth servant took the lady’s cloak. “When?” 
 
    “Pyrs, fetch wine.” The boy bowed and went across the room. Kieve turned back to Esylk. “Last night, in the barracks.” She tucked her hands behind her back under the cloak. “I thought perhaps he had no bed of his own, he was so eager to share mine.” 
 
    Esylk groaned. “Was he drunk and loquacious?” 
 
    Kieve smiled. “Yes, Lady. No trusts were broken publicly.” 
 
    The lady looked at her. “I am much relieved.” She lowered her voice. “What did he tell you?” 
 
    “He told me about his father the headman and some treaty.” She tilted her head. “Is that true?” 
 
    “True enough. It’s one of the reasons I’m in Dalmorat, to gather support for it.” 
 
    “Lady, send him home. He’s going to get himself killed.” She leaned closer. “He spoke Akeguruk to me. You know what will happen to him if he’s discovered. And he may be.” 
 
    “Perhaps not. For an Inguruk he is almost civilized, and clean. And his father asked it of me,” Esylk said. “I need his favor.” 
 
    “A dangerous way to seek it.” 
 
    Pyrs approached, carrying two wine cups. Kieve leaned away from the Lord of Myned and watched, interested in how the boy would handle the protocol of serving both a Lord and his mistress. The boy put one cup down and, kneeling, presented the other to Esylk. She took it and smiled at him and he beamed back at her. Kieve cleared her throat. Pyrs glanced at her, blanched, and offered her the other cup. 
 
    The boy backed away a little. Behind him, the servants had become very busy doing very little and watching Lady Esylk. Pyrs watched too. The Lord of Myned ignored them, at peace with being the object of attention. She had taken the sword at thirteen after her father died in an Inguruki raid. She had descended on Koerstadt, demanding and receiving a cache of the Smith Guild’s deadly but unreliable firearms. Then she pursued the Inguruki summer and winter until she destroyed the main tribes and left the rest in such ragged confusion that raids from the north almost ceased throughout her province. For this she was known throughout Cherek, especially in the northern border provinces where she was treated like a heroine. 
 
    Jenci had been her Herald Rider from the time she took the sword to the year after she broke the Trapper threat to her borders. He was present at her wedding, rode one last raid into the outlands, and returned to Koerstadt with sullen, silent Kieve at his side. Watching Esylk now, Kieve thought the legend more formidable than the woman, who was small, slender, self-possessed, and neat as a pin. And pale. Fine-boned, beautiful Leyek and his lord could have been brother and sister. 
 
    Lapsi came in from the corridor, alone. One of the servants disappeared into another room and a moment later Jenci entered. He wore his robes of office, the Guildmaster’s escutcheon bright on the breast of his spreading cloak and the crimson and black robes under that. He carried his black cap in his hand and for the first time she saw him not as her old master but as the full embodiment of his office. 
 
    Without thinking she went to her knee. Esylk alone remained standing, as equal to equal. Jenci frowned and gestured them to their feet, and turned to his apprentice. 
 
    “Lapsi? Where is he?” 
 
    The boy clasped his hands. His fingers were white.  
 
    “I went to the Lord of Kyst’s chambers, master. He, the servants, they said Daenet was—that he was busy, master. That he was ill. That he could not leave his sickbed, and could not come. That his Lord was also ill. That he—that he could not—that he...” The boy’s voice trailed off. 
 
    “I see,” Jenci said after a moment. “He defies me.” The guildmaster turned toward Esylk and Kieve. “You see it. He defies me.” 
 
    “He may indeed be ill, Guildmaster,” Esylk said. 
 
    “He is not! Kieve, you spoke with him yesterday. Was he ill yesterday?” 
 
    Kieve hesitated. “I do not know, master.” 
 
    “Did he say he was ill?” 
 
    “No, master.” 
 
    “You see!” Jenci took a winecup from the table and drank and slammed the cup down. Wine splashed onto the table. “I will expel him for this defiance!” 
 
    “For being improvably ill?” Esylk said, her voice mild. 
 
    “For bringing disgrace on this guild,” Jenci thundered back.  
 
    Esylk sighed and, sweeping her skirts to one side, sat in a chair before the fire. “Has he? He is oathed to follow his Lord’s commands. I believe that he has not violated that oath.” 
 
    “Then his Lord should not be allowed a Rider!” 
 
    Esylk’s eyebrows rose. “Do you want to follow that logic, Guildmaster?” 
 
    There was a moment of silence while they stared at each other. Kieve followed the logic herself. If one lord could rule without a Rider at his side, then any lord could follow suit.  
 
    “Daenet is not Kyst’s Rider, he is his—” 
 
    “His lover?” Esylk said. “He is not the first.” 
 
    “But he is nothing else! And if he can continue as such and as a Rider, then who is not to say that all Riders are nothing better than—than playthings, than badges of office with less honest utility than a cloak or a cap? We become nothing, Esylk, we become the remains of something outdated, as useless as—as the tatters of a flag.” He frowned down at her. “Shall I leave him be, to proclaim us obsolete?” 
 
    “Shall you drag him down, to proclaim the guild so weak that it must descend to petty vindictiveness?” 
 
    “Enough!” Jenci turned to Kieve. “And you!” he continued. “You, whining and wailing about your lot, about the supposed evils of your dying lord! I tell you now that Lord Cadoc is a valuable friend to this guild, that he brings us honor and treats us with respect. That Lord Cadoc’s Rider is not reduced to guarding children, as is Bergdahl’s, or left languishing with a border regiment in Moel, or made to serve as a glorified bodyguard as Denere uses her Rider. And you complain! Tell me what he has done, Kieve Rider, that makes you tell me that Cadoc threatens the future of this guild!” 
 
    Kieve filled her lungs and, on the precipice of telling him, said instead, “I swore an oath, master. I can’t!” 
 
    “Indeed you can’t,” Jenci said, and nodded. “Indeed. You can’t.” He let his breath out explosively. “Not the least of Daenet’s sins,” he said, “is that he reduces our reunion to this.” 
 
    They stood looking at each other for a moment. Kieve reached a hand to him. “Jenci. Master. I am sorry.” 
 
    “For what, child? These are matters beyond your control, although not beyond mine.” He gave his hands to Lord Esylk and helped her to her feet. “I have promised myself at dinner to the Lady Isbael and must go. I had expected this meeting to be different. But no matter. It shall happen, Esylk, and I will again ask you to witness. There is only a small time between now and then.” 
 
    Esylk raised her cheek for his kiss. A small frown rode between her eyebrows. 
 
    Jenci put his hand to Kieve’s shoulder. “Kieve, ikume, perhaps tomorrow we can dine together.” 
 
    “Master.” 
 
    “Yes. And child—if you see Daenet before then?” 
 
    “Master?” 
 
    “You may tell him that when I see him, and I shall, at that moment he will cease to be a Rider.” 
 
    “Jenci, if he is not a Rider, he can be nothing,” Esylk said. 
 
    “That,” said the guildmaster, “is not my concern.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “I am quartered near the White Tower,” Esylk said as they stood in the corridor under the eagles and ravens. “Will you escort me there?” 
 
    Kieve bowed. Pyrs trailed them as they walked down the wide corridor. 
 
    “He doesn’t change, does he?” Esylk said. “Still fat and oblivious and opinionated. And often wrong.” Kieve’s eyebrows rose. “I know about Dalmorat,” the lady continued. “Most of us do. That is why we have come to watch this passing. What Cadoc has done is unique. We’ve come to see if the network survives him, to see whether the new lord can control it.” 
 
    Kieve thought about that. “To what end, Lady?” 
 
    Esylk clasped her hands behind her back and stared at the flagstones. “Jenci doesn’t see a world of people,” she said. “He sees a mapmaker’s world, graticules and latitudes, legends and symbols and the perfect compass rose. If he can muster the proper tools, if the straight-edges and protractors and compasses all behave as they should, then the world should run as steadily as a fine clock.” She paused by a set of windows. Outside the watch was changing near the barbican, accompanied by the slap of hands on spear butts and the staccato syncopation of boots. Esylk rested her hand along the window ledge. A stone had worked loose and wobbled under her palm. “The Merchants Guild sent out a fleet three years ago. Do you remember?” Kieve nodded, waiting. “I learned this morning that one ship has returned to Mayne.” 
 
    “The rest of the fleet was lost?” 
 
    Esylk smiled. “Oh, no, Rider. Skaith came into Mayne with a cargo even the Merchants couldn’t have dreamed of, and news of a country beyond Mother Sea. A country of fine cloth and delicate jewelry, of maps and books and a strange, warbling music. But no steam engines, no telegraphs, no clocks. They want to trade with Cherek, Rider. They’ve sent an ambassador to meet with Koerstadt Council. Skaith’s sister ships leave for Cherek next spring, all their cargoes sold and their holds filled with wonders.” She clapped her hands together to shake stone dust from her gloves. 
 
    “This other country,” Kieve said. “It has a name?” 
 
    “Merinam,” said Esylk. “Where the water is blue against white beaches, and it never snows.” 
 
    Kieve grimaced. “It sounds dreadful,” she said. 
 
    “Perhaps. They are too far away to attack us, or to be attacked by us, but close enough for trade.” Esylk glanced at Kieve. “We thought Cherek changed after the Dancing Plague, after Constain’s defeat, after the Guilds Wars. I tell you that we have not begun to see change.”  
 
    They walked on in silence for a while. Kieve shoved her fists deep in her pockets, absently counting paces. 
 
    “If we cannot make peace with Uruk,” Esylk said, “how can we expect to deal with strangers from Merinam? We may have to learn to accept the known and different before we can accept the unknown and different, and at worst we will use our energy and resources battling the Trappers while Merinam slips through our hands.” She touched the white fur of her collar. “Cadoc has created something new in Dalmorat, something at the very edges of the Council and the guilds. If his power passes intact to his heir, half the lords in Cherek will be planning to copy his rule and his province, and the rest will be making plans to defend against it. Cherek will become as it was centuries ago, before Mistit Lawgiver, before the Koerstadt council and peace.” 
 
    “And Merinam?” 
 
    “Merinam is the door to the future. Cadoc is the door to the past. Whatever happens, Cherek will change. It remains to be seen whether it changes for good or ill.” She smiled. “I am pleased that I am alive to see it.” 
 
    “You have an explorer’s soul,” Kieve murmured.  
 
    “As do you.” Esylk stopped again and this time put her hand on Kieve’s arm. “The ban still rankles, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “Lady,” Kieve said, and stopped and took a deep breath. “I am trained in mapmaking. I know the language. I know the people. I know the land. It makes no sense to deny me this.” 
 
    “I don’t understand the desire,” the lady said, shaking her head a little. “It is a brutal life amid a brutal people, violent and filthy. And you would have to live among them, at least some of the time.” 
 
    It was not true, Kieve thought, about the brutality and the filth, but Esylk was a Cheran and would not understand. Instead, “There are lands that none of us has seen,” she said. “I could see them, and map them, and bring them back. Of what possible use is it to refuse me to go? 
 
    “I do not know,” the lady said. “But only a guildmaster can lift the ban. And Jenci will not do it for you.” 
 
    “Why not?” Kieve cried. 
 
    Esylk waited for the echo to die away.  
 
    “Because he loves you,” she said. “And is afraid that if you go back to the outlands, you will never return.” 
 
    There seemed nothing to be said to that. They passed through the flying bridge over Hueil’s Garden and along a portico to the White Tower. At the door of Esylk’s rooms she stopped and faced the Rider again. 
 
    “I don’t know the politics of this castle,” she said. “And I honor your oath enough not to ask you. But if you need help, if you need anything, come to me.” She paused. “There are many roads to a goal, Kieve. Even yours.” She straightened her shoulders abruptly. “Your eye. Will you see my physician?” 
 
    “Thank you, lady, but it has been physicked.” 
 
    Esylk nodded a farewell and went in her door. Kieve turned away and Pyrs looked at her with shining eyes. 
 
    “You talked with Lady Esylk,” he said. “She’s your friend.” 
 
    Kieve stared at him, then reached out and ruffled his golden hair.  
 
    * * * * 
 
    She came through the Great Hall late in the afternoon, to find that the castle’s visitors, and many of its inmates, had elected to fill the time with music and dance. A page with a drum joined Furcos on the dais; Furcos himself wielded a large sackbut, a bombard, and blew mightily into it. Between the two of them the hall rang with the measures of a Northern chain dance, men in the outer right moving widdershins, women in the middle moving to the right, and all shouting and stamping their feet in rhythm. A group of the southern lords stood at the hall’s side, watching with practiced stolidity. She leaned back against a tapestry, watching Cairun watch the dance, and wondered what he thought of it. 
 
    When Fercos had blown himself into exhaustion, Lady Drysi sent Humka to whisper in his ear. A short time later the Lady’s own musicians took the stage, with flute, a harp, and a set of small drums. They produced music fine and elegant over a beat that begged the feet to move. Within a few minutes the southerners had taken the floor in couples, joined by those few northerners who had spent time in Koerstadt. These included Isbael and Gadyn and Cairun. Kieve ignored the others, watching as Cairun paced and turned, bowed and stepped back, spun his partner and caught her with the crook of his arm to pace again, and turn, and bow. He moved as though the music was an ocean in which he swam, graceful and confident.  
 
    The piece ended. The dancers applauded and the small consort struck up another tune, this one more sprightly. Gadyn turned from his first partner and his gaze lit on Kieve. He grinned and walked toward her. Kieve took two steps and slid behind the tapestry, and from there to one of the service halls. She would not demonstrate her awkwardness in public and Gadyn could not force her to. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Ilach had mounted an extra watch group in the Great Hall, where a troupe from down river presented a puppet show. Kieve paused to watch a moment of it. She had seen this play before: a Cheran creation story, it showed the Mother’s transformation into a heifer and her subsequent seduction by the Father, whose lust infected the entire herd. The Maccus figure played the Father, its huge nose and hunchback augmented by the addition of a tremendous phallus with which it knocked the other puppets off the stage. At the triumphant conclusion of the play, Maccus/Father skewered heifer/Mother and carried her about the stage on the end of his phallus, like a bovine flag, while little toys representing people spilled from her ruptured womb. The seminarians loved this play, since it guaranteed a large and raucous audience who would then make penance for their exuberance by emptying their purses into the seminarians’ collection bins. 
 
    She re-balanced the box in her arms and walked out of the Great Hall and toward the Crescent Bathhouse. Stars decorated the rim of the horizon, a thick beading of light cut off by the dark overhang of rock. Kieve paused at the broad plaza’s edge and leaned against the parapet, staring at the bulk of the castle. It curved away to her left, layer upon layer bound together by the stone tracery of staircases and occasional splashes of light from lamplit chambers. Moonlight and starlight caught in angles of clean snow. Watchfires glowed from the bastions along the inner curtain, all the way to the perilous stones of Lord’s Walk. A light breeze stirred the windchimes in the bare limbs of the trees below. No silent, racing soldiers decorated the Garden of the Lady tonight.  
 
    Kieve shifted the box in her arms. It held the books Taryn had loaned to her: poetry, Comin of Lymon’s treatise on the nature of reality, the fourth volume of Maurin’s History Along the Morat, and the small earthen flute she had bought for him in Three Crossings. Perhaps they could recite poetry tonight, or discuss Comin’s ridiculous theories. Or Taryn could make the ocarina speak in the same earthy tones she had heard in Three Crossings’ tavern. Something, anything, other than more talk of plots and swords and successions and Dalmorat’s dying lord.  
 
    Her breath became ice along the cloak’s hood as she walked toward the Crescent Bathhouse. It lay along the plaza like a lazy half-moon, prongs pointed toward the Morat. Taryn said it had been built atop Sterk’s natural hot springs almost two centuries before by Cadoc’s great-grandfather’s brother, Lord Hueil, who led his armies against Dalmorat’s Inguruki. He created the mountain-meadow loveliness of Hueil’s Garden at the tower’s foot and designed the overwhelming tropical beauty of the hothouse plantings in the bathhouse. Taryn said the lord spent his final decade locked in the tower, convinced that, some evil night, his plants would eat him. He believed his friends, barons, servants, and children had been taken over by seeds and spores, and were walking vegetables themselves. He ate meat and only that of carnivores, and toward the end barred everyone from his chamber, communicating through a screened opening in the door. He was dead for two days before anyone knew it. When his courtiers broke down the door, they found a corpse composed of bones and skin and wisps of hair, slumped in the Lord’s gilded throne.  
 
    A soft pillow of heat greeted her as she pushed through the first bathhouse door. When she opened the inner door fog bloomed and swirled where the damp air within met the colder air of the entry. Two men dressed in moonstone and wheat, Taryn’s colors, lounged in the warmth. She nodded at them as the bath keeper rose from her chair and came forward, rubbing at her face with the heels of her palms. 
 
    “Not catching, is it?” she said, peering at Kieve’s eyepatch. Fog danced about their knees. 
 
    “No.” She put the wrapped instrument in her pocket and handed the box to one of Taryn’s servants. “Lord Taryn?” 
 
    “Is in the pools.” The keeper plucked a lamp from a bracket and pushed through the curtained doorway of a robing room. She put the lamp on a low table. “You’ll be wanting a scrub?” 
 
    Kieve nodded. The bath keeper accepted piece after piece of Kieve’s clothing and took them away. Kieve put the ocarina and a coin into the pocket of a soft woolen robe, put it on, and went into the scrub room. The dark blue cloth brushed at her ankles. When she took the robe off again, warm scented air touched her skin. She scrubbed, standing in the stained marble drain tub, and the keeper poured warm water over her shoulders. When she took the pins from her hair it fell past her waist, sticky and dull with dirt. The keeper made an exasperated noise and took the hair in her hands while Kieve knelt by a tub and covered her eyepatch. Three bouts with soap and the keeper’s strong fingers washed the dirt away. Kieve bound her head in a towel, dismissed the bath keeper with a half-stiver, and walked to the steam pools. 
 
    She paused at the entrance. A small azure bird rose from the tree by her shoulder and flew calling across the room. The pools, screened each from each by tubs of flowering plants, were dark save for one in a distant corner. The fragrance of blossoms filled the warm, moist air over the slight tang of sulphur. Starlight shone dimly through the angled glass overhead. She reached to touch the fleshy leaves of a plant, cool and slippery between her fingers. Lianas bearded with moss and studded with blossoms like rich jewels swung from the high tiled ceiling. An orchid glowed by her hip. She dropped her hand from the leaf and the azure bird, settled hidden in a distant bough, released a tumbling rill of song. 
 
    “Kieve?” 
 
    Her feet moved without noise on the wooden path. Sliding through a loose screen of vines, she found Taryn lolling in a small pool, his body stretched through the water. A crystal lamp, suspended by chain from the distant ceiling, lit a napkin-covered basket, a flask, and two wine cups resting on a marble slab behind his shoulder. Copper hair touched with grey glimmered in the small light. He smiled and creases deepened, bracketing his long mouth. Kieve turned her head from the smile and, dropping the robe, stepped into the pool. Steam swirled upward and the water’s heat pulsed against her skin. 
 
    “Quite raffish,” Taryn said. “Towel and patch and nothing more save a tattoo.” 
 
    She slid down on the bench beside him until water lapped at her chin, rested her head against the rim of the pool, and closed her eyes. 
 
    “Don’t spoil the quiet,” she murmured. “We’ll be interrupted soon enough anyway.” 
 
    “We won’t. I bribed the bath keeper to admit no one else.”  
 
    She opened her eyes, smiling. “Such a generous man.” She reached for him under the water.  
 
    “Kieve.” He laughed, pushing her hand away. “This isn’t the time.” 
 
    “Yes,” she said, reaching again. “Yes, it is.” She touched him and grinned. “And you think so too, don’t you, my lord?” 
 
    His arm circled her waist and pulled her to him. She sat on his thighs, straddling him as they kissed deeply. She moaned against his mouth.  
 
    In another moment they were both out of the water, pushing against each other amid the discarded robes. He found the breath to say, “The wine!” Then she did not grant him breath for anything but her. 
 
    Afterwards they lay tangled together, half in the pool. She took a deep breath and let it go, emptying her lungs and emptying the tension in her shoulders. 
 
    “Kieve. I forgot the sheath.” 
 
    “Indeed you did. But I have herbs. We are safe.” She stretched her arms over her head, almost touching a flowering vine. “Such a clever, generous man, to buy the bathhouse for a night,” she murmured. 
 
    He shrugged. “It’s Isbael’s money.” 
 
    Her smile fled. “I don’t want to hear about it. Let me take my bath in peace and wait until the old man dies and leave. Here, I brought you something.” 
 
    She stretched to bring the package from the robe’s pocket. Taryn took it, smiling, and pulled open the lamb skin. She slid all of herself back into the pool. He turned the little instrument over in his fingers, and joined her. 
 
    “It’s from Three Crossings,” she said. “I liked the black design. It makes a sound like a sad wind, low and far away.” 
 
    He raised his eyebrows and put his lips to the instrument, whispering into it while he played with the fingering. After a moment he produced a chain of notes, and a moment later a simple melody that she recognized as an old mountain song.  
 
    Lamplight flickered on dark leaves and gem-colored petals, steam rose in ghosts to the darkness overhead. Sensation claimed her, a universe of warmth and touch and smell and sight and music, thought banished. Her thighs ached a little, a good feeling. She put her hand out, admiring the gleam of water along her forearm, and took one of the cups resting along the pool’s edge. The music danced. Rich amber wine, dry and cool and smooth along her throat. 
 
    “Thank you,” Taryn said. “It has a pure tone to it. I didn’t expect that from a peasant instrument.” 
 
    She smiled. “I brought your books back, too—one of your servants has them. I liked the poetry, especially Timburen’s verses about Death’s seduction.” 
 
    He didn’t respond. After a moment she looked at him. He was staring at the surface of the water, frowning a little. 
 
    “What is it?” she said. 
 
    He shook his head. “It won’t work tonight,” he said. “What we’ve been doing for three years, the wine and poetry and music.” 
 
    “And the loving? Why not?” 
 
    He spread his hands. “Because Isbael’s back. Because Cadoc’s dying, and he wants you to pledge your oath to Gadyn.” 
 
    She stared at him. “I don’t want to talk about it,” she said. “I need the wine and the poetry and the music. I need your body.” Muscles slid beneath his skin, along his shoulders, under the copper hair of his chest, across his flat belly. Her thighs remembered the curve of his hips. “I am tired of talking,” she said. She sat up against the side of the pool. Water lapped at her nipples. The towel slipped out of place and she took it off, twisted her hair, and knotted it behind her neck. Tendrils drifted from her temples to float in the water. 
 
    “Baron Kelyn went to Gadyn withdrawing his support,” Taryn said. Steam wreathed his arm as he reached for his wine. “Gadyn was at sword practice, and almost skewered the baron before Rive and Matyns stopped him. Now the other land-barons hold their breaths, waiting to see what happens. Kelyn spent two hours with a seminarian last night, who left with enough capits to fund prayers for a year, assuring the Baron’s safe passage through the Mountain. In case Gadyn’s temper breaks again.” 
 
    Kieve pressed her lips together.  
 
    “If you pledge your oath to any of them, it implies that the network goes with you. If the network passes to the next Lord, then no one is safe. To vote against that heir is to guarantee your own harassment at best, death at worst.” Taryn sipped his wine. “I assume that’s what Cadoc told you. That you are to support his son.” 
 
    “Taryn. Stop. I can’t talk about it.” 
 
    “Your oath?”  
 
    “And my patience,” she said. “I am sick of words, I am sick of Cadoc and his dying and his heirs and his province. I don’t want to be sick of you, too.” 
 
    He pulled himself out of the pool and sat at its lip, leaning forward toward her. “The other lords are here to see if the network passes along with the sword. Bergdahl and Moel are just as poor as Dalmorat, and Myned only a little less so. Butchering enemies and taking their lands is a fine way to increase a lord’s income, and easier than collecting taxes. The land-barons hate and fear Gadyn and will see that he does not take the sword unless—unless!—they have no other choice. If they are convinced that Gadyn inherits the network, then they must support him, or risk death. If you pledge to oath to Gadyn it is obvious that—damn it, Kieve, listen to me!” 
 
    “I can’t talk of this,” she said. 
 
    He cursed and slapped his hand flat against the tiles. “Adwyr will manage the network for Gadyn, as he did for Cadoc. But Adwyr is not the symbol that you are. If Gadyn cannot have your pledge, he will kill you to prevent you from giving it to someone else. It is the only sort of choice he understands.” 
 
    “Ah. And your Lady Isbael will save me from this fate? While hiding in her room for fear of dog poisoners?” 
 
    He took a breath, then let it out with a rush. “She might,” he said. He began emptying the basket of meat dumplings, smoked fish on thin slices of dark bread, a round cheese, a cloth filled with pastries. As he worked the tension lessened along his jaw. She tried to push away thoughts of Drysi and Isbael and Gadyn. And Cairun, who was Gadyn’s dog. 
 
    “Tell me about Lord Cairun,” she said.  
 
    Taryn hesitated, then resumed slicing the cheese. “There is little to tell. His lands lie to the north, above the Morat, near the top of the plateau. The original seat of the Marubin—a rocky, stony land, as poor as its lord.”  
 
    He wrapped cheese around a piece of smoked meat and offered it to her. She shook her head. 
 
    “In the city,” she said, “they talked of his entertaining land-barons and guildspeakers. But you say he is poor?” 
 
    “True, and true. The money comes to him, but I don’t know how.” 
 
    Kieve shook her head at his offer of a dumpling. “He is young?” 
 
    “Twenty-four, two years younger than you. Most believe he supports Gadyn, but he has not renounced his own claim. He is not well known, but is thought to be subtle, and a danger.” 
 
    “You think everyone a danger.” She pulled herself out of the pool, took a comb from the pocket of the robe, and sat with her feet in the water, running the comb through her tangled hair. Taryn watched her. When she glanced at him he offered her a pastry, which she refused. In their silence the bird sang again and was still. 
 
    “Why will you talk about Cairun but not about—” 
 
    “Because it is only gossip,” she said, feeling the anger start again. “Because I have spent my day with people nipping at me like wolves, because I thought this the one place where I might find some rest, because if I cannot find a moment’s respite with you, then there is none to be had on this entire cursed rock, because—” 
 
    “Ignoring danger does not end it. Your ignorance could kill you.” 
 
    “Then so be it!” she shouted, and swung her legs out of the pool. “At least dead I would have some peace!” 
 
    “Peace! By the Father, Kieve, we’re only trying to help.” 
 
    “We?” she repeated. “Who is ‘we’? You and Lady Isbael?” 
 
    “And if it is?” 
 
    She cursed. “You don’t want to help me, Taryn, you want to help your mistress to the sword.”  
 
    He took a breath and said, “My betrothed, Kieve. If Isbael takes the sword, we will marry.” 
 
    She stared at him. He spread his hands. “We have been pledged for over ten years, Kieve, privately. We thought you should know.” 
 
    She shook her head. “So all of this, poetry and music, this was a sham? Something to pass the time? You are no different from the others. There is no person safe when the Marubin set their hearts on a thing.” 
 
    “It’s not that simple,” Taryn said, and she grabbed up the wine cup and threw it at the tiles. The sound of its shattering filled the bathhouse and left, in its wake, a startled silence. 
 
    “Yes, it is,” she said. “Yes. It is.” 
 
    She threw the robe over her shoulders as she stalked back through the plantings, thrusting aside the lianas and ferns. 
 
    “Kieve!” he called behind her. 
 
    “No!” she shouted back, and let the door slam closed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    She landed on her back, hard enough to push the wind from her lungs, and let the momentum of the fall carry her over and up to her feet. The practice master grinned and came at her. She danced away from him, buying time to catch her breath. A few torches guttered in their brackets along the stones. Above the curtain wall the sky had lightened a little. Pyrs stood by the armory, bundled in his huge shortcoat, staring at her. He had been awake that morning when she rose and, on a whim, she had brought him along. 
 
    “More?” the master called. She could hear the smile in his voice. Instead of replying she feinted to his left and they engaged again. This time she caught the moment of leverage and they strained together, balanced. She felt his muscles shift as he prepared to change his hold and in that instant let her anger push its way into strength. She shifted with him, changed her grip, and twisted him over her hip and down to the cold flagstones of the practice yard. 
 
    “Damn,” he said, raising his hands. She took a deep breath, straightened, and gave him her hand. He took it and came to his feet. 
 
    “That’s good, I like that,” he said. “Control the emotion and you can use it. Otherwise it uses you, and rarely to a good end.” He put a hand to her shoulder and pushed her. “Go eat,” he said. “I still have work to do.” 
 
    She bowed but he had already turned away to lay out wooden swords for the cadets, whistling under his breath. The melody came out as a stream of delicate white frost. 
 
    Control the emotion, she thought. She had spent most of the night awake at the bidding of her anger at Taryn, unwilling to put it aside, and rose before dawn to seek out the practice master. He had been surprised to see her but still happy to spend half an hour grappling with her in the icy yard. Now her shoulders relaxed and the heat of exercise carried her across the stable yard. Pyrs trotted beside her. 
 
    “That was—that was wonderful,” the boy said. “You’re good at that. I didn’t think you’d throw him, not until you did. Do all Riders know how to do that? Is that something you need to do?” His eyes gleamed. “I thought it was just shadeen, but that was—I didn’t know. That you could do that, I mean. That was really good.” 
 
    Kieve looked down at him and changed her mind about sending him back to her rooms. Instead she put her hand to the barracks door. 
 
    “Come in with me,” she said. “Stay close and don’t get into trouble.” 
 
    He hesitated a moment. “What is this?” 
 
    “The barracks.” 
 
    His eyes looked like saucers and he followed her inside. 
 
    The night watch had come in a few minutes earlier. They stood about the fireplace, warming their hands on mugs of vedsuppe that Braith ladled from a huge black pot. The smell of roasted grains filled the air. Kieve’s mouth watered. A few shadeen saw Kieve and jostled aside to make room for her. This morning, she could make out details on the far wall and the light of the fire made her eye ache a little, but not with the pain of the previous days. She thought she could reach out and touch the feeling of her own relief. 
 
    “Look, it’s the Rider’s pet child,” a castle shadi said, and another one laughed. The third, a huge, red-haired woman, put her hands under Pyrs’ armpits and swung him up to sit on a table. 
 
    “Never you mind them,” she said to him. “They’re rabble. Here, drink this.” She snagged a mug of vedsuppe and handed it to the boy. He stammered a word of thanks and looked around him, awestruck. 
 
    Braith, unsmiling, handed Kieve a mug. Kieve watched her over the mug’s rim but Braith wouldn’t meet her eyes. 
 
    “Cadoc?” Kieve said. Braith shook her head and continued ladling vedsuppe.  
 
    Most of the soldiers wandered away.  
 
    “What then?” Kieve said. Braith went to the far end of the huge fireplace and Kieve followed. “What is wrong?” 
 
    Braith looked into her mug, then up. “Rumor has it that you have promised your oath to Gadyn.” 
 
    Kieve cursed. “That’s a lie. You know me better.” 
 
    “Rumor said that you would say it was a lie.” 
 
    “Braith...” 
 
    “Rumor says,” the woman continued, her glance level, “that if Gadyn takes the sword, he will break the contract with the Shadeen Guild, that he will build a force of mercenaries instead, like his father’s Guard. If you help him to the sword, you destroy the Shadeen Guild in Dalmorat.” 
 
    “Who says these rumors?” Kieve demanded. A few people nearby looked toward her. She turned her shoulder to them, staring at Braith. “You have known me for four years, Braith. Who is it that you believe, more than you believe me?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I have known you for only four years. I know your desperation to leave. Rumor says that if you promise your oath to Gadyn, he will not keep you to it when he takes the sword. That you will leave for Koerstadt and not return.” 
 
    “Rumor says,” Kieve repeated with bitterness, staring at the soldier’s face. The long scar caught firelight along her cheekbone. “Would you turn your back on me for gossip? Even ferrets produce better evidence than this.” 
 
    Braith looked away and back again, and shrugged, and went across the room. Kieve watched her walk away. She took a deep breath and let it out. Control the emotion. She put her mug down beside Braith’s. At the other end of the fireplace two of the soldiers had Pyrs up on the table and were showing him how to draw a cheese knife from his belt as though it were a sword. The boy laughed, a quick, delighted sound, and drew the cheese knife again. The big, red-haired shadi corrected his grip and in that moment a quiet fell over the room, radiating from the door. A castle shadi nearby glanced at her and away again. Her shoulders tensed. She turned, stomach tight, to see a man in brown and brick red, Guard colors. 
 
    She had not expected such a summons, not with Cadoc dying, and had to wait for a moment before she could walk toward him. 
 
    Endres always sent the same one, a young man who two years ago had just entered his maturity. Since then his straggle of whiskers had thickened but the pink of his chin still shone through them. Frog. The other guards called him Frog. 
 
    “Rider. In the tower,” he said. 
 
    She raised her hand to stop him, and turned.  
 
    “Will you take him to my rooms?” she said to the red-haired shadi. The woman nodded and rested her hand on Pyrs’ shoulder. He looked from her to Kieve to the Guard. The last vestiges of smile drained from his face.  
 
    Kieve turned again, toward Braith, and opened her lips. Send to Guildmaster Jenci, she wanted to say. Tell him what I am required now to do. But she couldn’t say it, she couldn’t send, she had made an oath. Braith looked back at her, one eyebrow tugging at her scar. Kieve closed her lips. Frog waited while she unhooked her cloak and pulled it over her shoulders, and he followed her into the yard. 
 
    Physicians and seminarians almost blocked the cold hallway; death watchers filled the antechamber, pressed together, grumbling. They moved aside as Kieve came through the hall and the antechamber, and through the doors into the room Cadoc would die in. The thick smell of old air and medicine and rotting flesh clotted in her throat. Endres stood by the Lord’s bed, across from Adwyr and in front of the locked cabinet. Otherwise the room was empty. The scrolled warrant lay by the narrow ridge of Cadoc’s thigh. His hand rested on it. 
 
    He turned his head to look at her and she rose from kneeling. They had stuffed pillows behind him and spread a cloth over those. The cloth was fresh enough to hold the lines of its folding. 
 
    “Rider,” Cadoc whispered. 
 
    “My Lord.” 
 
    His finger tapped the warrant. Adwyr picked it up. Cadoc’s hand rose a fraction, veered toward Adwyr, and dropped again. The Chancellor raised his chin, pleased. 
 
    “Lord Cadoc commands that you seek out the man named within this warrant, and commands that without fail you bring him to the Lord at his castle at Abermorat, there to answer before the Lord to the various and sundry marks against him contained within this warrant. Further, the Lord commands—” 
 
    “She can read the warrant,” Endres said. “Give it to her and be done.” 
 
    Cadoc grunted. Adwyr was still for a moment before thrusting the warrant at Kieve. 
 
    “There. And here, the other papers. You have your master’s leave to go.” 
 
    Kieve looked down at the warrant and read the name inscribed on it, and kept her expression blank. It was not written in Cadoc’s hand. The old man watched her, eyes sharp. 
 
    “Little bitch,” he whispered. 
 
    “These are your orders?” she said. “You said I would be commanded only by you.” 
 
    “I order it,” he said. 
 
    She frowned. “On your deathbed, Lord? This Taking may be your final—”  
 
    “I order it,” he repeated. 
 
    She went to one knee and rose and turned and left. The people outside parted to let her through. Endres followed her. Half-way down the stairs, far from any listeners, he put his hand to her shoulder and turned her toward the wall. He moved a tapestry, revealing a small room. They stepped inside and he let the tapestry fall back into place. The room was dark save for light from a small window. Dust lay along the sill. She stepped into the light and opened the papers. 
 
    “It’s not his hand,” she said, looking up. 
 
    Endres nodded. “He can’t hold a pen, of course.” He paused before saying, “He gave me the key to the cabinet.” 
 
    “Indeed?” 
 
    “Just for the moment. He told me where to find the papers, and I took them out and wrote for him.” 
 
    “Does Adwyr—” 
 
    “No. No, he had me clear the room first. The secret of the cabinet is safe.” 
 
    Kieve looked at him. His expression was bland, the comfortable brown eyes innocent. “This is Gadyn’s doing,” she said.  
 
    He gestured this away. “I think an escort of two,” he said. “Cadoc knows the man and says he should be taken with no problems. I concur. Two should suffice.” 
 
    Kieve read through the rest of the notes. “Two, agreed. It should take no more than two days, three if there is trouble.” 
 
    “Do you need a portrait?” 
 
    Kieve shook her head. “I also know the man,” she said.  
 
    “Will you want a change of horses?” 
 
    She looked out the window, seeing not the clutter of castle roofs but a map of the valleys north of the city. After a moment she shook her head. “No. I think that—no, it’s not a long ride and the terrain is easy. We’ll need feed, of course, and water. And food. He’ll have his own horse.” She rolled the papers and put them in a pocket. “I want to leave before mid-day. Can you complete arrangements by then?” 
 
    “Of course,” he said. He put his hand to the tapestry and paused. “We need to talk, Kieve Rider.” 
 
    When she didn’t reply, he said, “My oath is to the sword, not to Cadoc. Did you know that?” She shook her head. “It means I must work under whoever succeeds him.” 
 
    “Very well.” 
 
    He in turn shook his head. “I won’t work under Gadyn Marubin.” He came back into the little room to stand by the window. “He’s a stinking amateur,” he said, his voice low. “A cricket, a tool ready for whoever has the brains and will to wield him. He will be dangerous because of that, to everyone around him.” 
 
    It took her a moment to remember Daenet talking in the watch niche and realize why Endres’ words sounded familiar. 
 
    “Then leave,” she said. “It’s not as though there is a guild to punish you.” 
 
    “And lose my reputation, and be forced away from what I have built here? I think not. And I think you have little love for Gadyn. We can work together, Rider. We can both benefit.” 
 
    “No.” She pulled her cloak tight and walked toward the door. “No. When Cadoc dies I leave this province forever. We do not need to work together to accomplish that. The succession will settle itself without my help.” 
 
    “Kieve, wait. At least hear me out.” 
 
    “And postpone our master’s bidding?” she said. 
 
    He grimaced and she pulled the tapestry aside. 
 
    Gossip never moved so fast as when Kieve had been called to her master’s presence. A small bow-wave of silence preceded her through the corridors and the Great Hall. In the wards servants moved aside. The soldiers ignored her. She took the steps to her rooms and came through the door, and knew that Gaura knew by the servant’s frozen presence before the woodstove, her hands twisting knots into her apron. 
 
    “It isn’t you,” Kieve said. “I need to leave.” 
 
    The servant disappeared into the other room. Pyrs sat with his back tight against the map cabinet, hazel eyes enormous. She ignored him. Gaura had left food on the table, bread and cheese and a dried apple soaked in wine. Kieve pulled them toward her and ate as she opened the warrant and the packet and read through them again. By the time her saddlebags were packed she knew the precise location of the man she sought and something more of his habits, and had confirmed her original feeling that this would be an easy Taking. She changed into her traveling clothes. She riffled through the stack of flat maps, selected one, and put it and the compass in her pocket. She left her other instruments in the cabinet. There would be no time to use them on this trip. There never was. 
 
    “Keep the boy in these rooms,” she said when Gaura came back into the big room. “I don’t want him out while I’m away. I should be back in two days. Three at the most.” She looked down at Pyrs, then crouched in front of him.  
 
    “It is not my choice, Pyrs. I am my master’s servant, as you are mine. Do you understand this?” 
 
    He nodded and put out his hand. She rose before he could touch her. “Read something,” she said, and left. 
 
    Traveler was ready for her. As she rode through the Neck two men joined her, anonymous in plain cloaks, breeches, tunics, hoods. In silence the soldiers opened the inner gate. The freeholders in the village stopped to watch her pass, the outer gate stood open for her. Even the porters at the quay knew her business. Without seeming to acknowledge her they let her aboard and put Traveler in the corral. Regardless of the season this quiet never changed. In the silence of her mind, doors closed. 
 
    She thought about who the quarry was, and how to take him. How long it would take to ride there, and how long to ride back. How the Taking itself would be, a plan forming from the information in the packet. The minutia of riding and eating and sleeping. Nothing beyond that, no future beyond the immediacy of her task. She leaned on the railing beside Traveler, resting her head against his neck over the bars of the corral. The two men stood at the bow, but after a moment one nudged the other and they joined her. One was Frog, who had come for her in the barracks. He had never come on a Taking before and she was surprised to see him. 
 
    The second man grinned at her, teeth white in his glossy round face. Dav. He had missed only one such ride in the past four years, and that only because he had broken his leg and could not sit his horse.  
 
    “We always start a Taking this way,” he said to Frog. He was short, and square with muscle. “The Rider and I work out a plan, first thing. I always tell her that without a plan, the job is much more difficult. Dangerous sometimes, too. Isn’t that right, Rider?” 
 
    She stared at him without responding. Three years ago she had asked Endres not to assign Dav to the Takings, but the guard captain shrugged and said that Dav was Cadoc’s choice. She then complained to the lord himself. 
 
    “It pleases me,” Cadoc said to her, sitting his horse in the ward on a windy summer day. “I enjoy watching you make the best of it, little bitch. Continue to do so.” 
 
    Now Dav said in a stage-whisper, “Of course, we can’t discuss our quarry yet. Not until we’re in private. Otherwise, he could...” He made a quick, scooting motion with his hand. Frog nodded, impressed. The wind lifted a strand of hair from Dav’s thin braid and laid it across his cheek, where it stuck. He pushed it under his hood and said something else to Frog. Kieve turned her back on them and folded her guild cloak into her saddlebag, replacing it with a warm cloak of brown wool. The city drew close. Behind it, the crumbling walls and towers of Old City rose up the Palisade and crowned the top like broken teeth. 
 
    They came through Penitence, where the bondslave’s cage still swung overheard, and took the North Road. It bordered the Moratip, which emptied into the big river just above Sterk. The frozen stream had become the district’s main road, as it did every winter. It ran past the narrow streets of the spice merchants’ quarter, the buildings gaudy with painted vines and flowers above the opened shophouse windows and bright striped awnings, the air lively with the smells of cinnamon and thyme. Across the Moratip, the clacking and banging of looms rose from the weaver’s houses, accompanied by the acrid smell of the dyeworks. Noise and scent and sound abated as road and river moved through the district where city officials lived. Here the houses sat behind smooth stone walls, their tops spiked. Above the walls the roofs poked up, blue and red and yellow under a layer of snow, fringed by the bare branches of trees. Sledges trimmed in green and blue skimmed the ice. Servants skated between them, carrying laundry or bread in baskets on their heads.  
 
    Outriders cleared the way for an enameled, jingling family sledge. Sunlight shot from the horses’ polished bells and tack, and ice splintered up from their cleated shoes. Kieve narrowed her eyes against the brightness. She and the guards kept to the land road, which periodically widened into squares surrounding communal wells and edged with shops. Householders and servants crowded these squares, gossiping or bickering. A few glanced without interest at Kieve and her companions in their drab cloaks and leggings. Kieve saw no outlanders or provincial guild speakers here. These folk were the city’s residents, calm and smug in their urban world. A girl at the last well hitched a yoke over her shoulders. A bright sheet of water spilled from a bucket and splashed, silver, against the cobbles. 
 
    Kieve raised her hand and they stopped at the well. The two guards dismounted. Frog, following Dav’s orders, filled the canteens. Dav flirted with the girl. He kept his little round belly sucked in and adopted an imperious stare which made him look near-sighted. Kieve crossed her arms and waited.  
 
    They were delayed briefly at North Gate and soon rode into the lands beyond the city. 
 
    Three leagues out of the city, after the last tower had dropped behind a ridge, Kieve raised her arm and they cantered off the road to a small stone way-lodge. They led their horses inside the shed and while Frog saw to them Dav pulled a meal from his saddlebags and laid it on the rock ledge that served as a table, first using his sleeve to brush off a layer of cold grit. Kieve stood by the un-shuttered window, looking at the countryside and breathing the bright smell of the pines. Snow had melted near the trail but small piles of it slumped under the evergreens, smudged with dirt and cratered by falling drops.  
 
    “It’s ready,” Dav announced. “I won’t unpack it again,” he said. “You can eat with us, or not at all.” 
 
    She turned to look at him. He had pushed his hood back; the top of his bald head gleamed in the filtered light. He gestured, full of exasperation. Frog looked from one to the other and ducked his head. 
 
    Balor Cook always packed the same waymeal: dried meats and fruits, leather bottles of ale, a loaf of dark, chewy way-bread, a large chunk of deep yellow cheese. Kieve took her portion back to the window and peeled the outer glove from one hand so that she could eat. Dav muttered behind her. She ignored him until she heard him say, “Of course the money will be good, no matter who hires us. Better than Endres makes, I can tell you that. He just wants to do this bodyguard shit, but if somebody wants that, why not just hire shadeen? What my troop does will be different.” 
 
    “Uh, how?” Frog said around a mouthful of food. 
 
    “Because of what I’m doing right now,” Dav said in his noisy whisper. “This Taking. The time is coming, and soon, when lords will be bidding for my services, because I’m the one who knows how it’s done.” 
 
    There followed a moment of muttering before Dav said, “Her? She’s nothing, a puppet. Anyone can do what she does. Besides, I direct these matters, she just takes the credit for it. It’s the damned guild, you know. But that will change. You throw in your lot with me and I can guarantee that—” 
 
    By now Kieve had turned and was watching him. He stopped talking and narrowed his eyes at her. 
 
    She shook away the final crumbs and slid her hand into the leather glove, flexing her fingers until the glove settled into place like a second skin. Dav looked away. She took the flat map from her pocket and looked at it, squinting a little. 
 
    She had updated it two years ago. Her gloved finger traced the line of the road north from Abermorat. The holdings comprised fields, orchards, small farms, some high meadows. Before they reached the fields they would pass through a clutter of low hills, coppices between them, their tops shaved bare by the winds. In one place the hills shouldered close, pinching the road. She tapped the map with her fingertip, figuring distances. Frog prepared the horses and when all was ready she pocketed the map and mounted. Dav took the road ahead of her. He kept the lead until the first crossroads, where he had to stop because he didn’t know which way to go. Kieve guided Traveler around him and took the lead, and he fell behind, glowering. Deep in a pocket, her fingers ticked off paces. 
 
    In the mid-afternoon they crested a ridge of hills. Kieve pulled up and the three nudged their horses together. 
 
    “Aedin, Baron Kelyn’s son,” Kieve said. Dav grunted, pleased to know the quarry’s name. 
 
    She said, “He will spend much of today in the city and rides to reach his home before dark. We will take him in a copse about a league farther along this road. There should be little trouble.” 
 
    Dav frowned and shook his head. Kieve waited but he declined to state an opinion. 
 
    The wooded hills closed in and the road twisted. She picked her spot with care, riding forward for a while then back. Dav objected, favoring a place further along, but she ignored him. She exchanged her brown cloak for her black one and sent him down the road toward the city, to wait concealed until their quarry had passed. He went with poor grace. Frog waited within the woods on the far side of the trail and a bit further along, where Kieve could keep an eye on him. She hoped Aedin had not bought any goats in the city. He raised a particular breed whose hair was prized for its softness. Kieve was not willing to deal with goats of any description.  
 
    The sky was still light when the land-baron’s son and his companions, goatless, came around a turn in the path to see Kieve, in the black cloak of her guild, waiting on Traveler between wings of forest. One of the companions cursed and the other wheeled his horse and dashed back toward the city. Dav, who had come out of the woods behind the travelers, let him go. The land-baron’s son calmed his horse and when the animal had finished stepping, he pushed back his hood. He had a plain, honest, round face behind a small neat beard, and puzzled brown eyes. 
 
    “Kieve Rider,” he said. “Do you have business with me?” 
 
    She recited the words of the Taking, which were few and stark. She said nothing to answer Aedin’ next question, which was “Why?” 
 
    Aedin’s companion shifted in his saddle. Kieve said to him, “You may go.”  
 
    Aedin said, “Tell my father. And tell my wife that—that—” He spread his hands. The companion nodded and edged around Kieve and around Frog, and galloped north. Dav rode forward to bind Aedin’s wrists. 
 
    “This isn’t necessary,” Aedin said with dignity. 
 
    “Quiet,” Dav said. “Give me your hands.” 
 
    “Rider,” Aedin said, appealing to her. “You know me, I am an honorable man.” 
 
    “It is required,” Kieve said. 
 
    Dav bound him. When he was done, the cord dug into the cuffs of his shortcoat and Aedin grimaced. The sky darkened. She took them off the North Road, along paths marked with cryptic symbols on her map and not marked at all along the ground, avoiding the slender possibility that Baron Kelyn might send people out to recapture his son. Dav, in the rear, had cut a bush and dragged it behind his horse, explaining to Frog how adept he was at covering their tracks. Kieve kept her silence. Dav’s elaborate precautions would fool no one. What kept followers from them was the force of Cadoc’s reputation.  
 
    The map showed an abandoned hunting lodge half a league away from the Road. The roof was solid and the walls, though gapped and tumbled, would protect them from the worst of the cold. A chest-high stone wall divided the building down the middle, with stalls for the horses on one side and, on the other, a heavy stone table and benches. A rafter had fallen across the room, blocking the fireplace. Dav took his cloak off and circled the beam, inspecting the ceiling before lifting one edge of the timber. His muscles pushed against the fabric of his vest. Grunting, he wrestled it onto the wide stone ledge near the window. The roof shook a little but held. 
 
    Aedin sat on the ledge near the fireplace, bound hands slack between his knees, staring at the floor. Kieve groomed Traveler and watched across the wall as Frog cleaned out the chimney and laid and lit a fire. He spitted the chicken Balor had packed and laid the spit into the notches set in a corner of the fireplace. He put a pot of water to boil above the fire and, when it did, shook tea into it and set it on the hob to stay warm. Dav supervised. Kieve finished with the horse just as Frog put the food on the table. 
 
    “You had best come now, Rider,” Dav said loudly. “We won’t keep it warm for you, you know.” 
 
    She came around the wall and ducked under the rafter, taking her time. Dav sat, knees wide, and surrounded his dinner with his elbows. Kieve gestured Aedin to the table. He raised his bound hands to her but she shook her head. For a while the lodge was silent except for the crackle of fire and the scrape of pots on stone. 
 
    “My father’s steward knows about the goats,” Aedin said, after he had eaten. “I promised a flock to a man in the city, come spring. After the kids are old enough. We negotiated a price.” 
 
    “Shut up about your goats,” Dav said. “We don’t want to hear about your goats.” He elbowed Frog and grinned.  
 
    Aedin frowned. “It’s all I know, the goats,” he said to Kieve. “There’s a market for the cloth in Koerstadt but I sell most of it in Teneleh Province. They have to come to me for their yarn—the goats can’t live there, it’s too warm. I mean, they can live, but the hair isn’t as fine. So the cloth...” He shrugged.  
 
    “I said, shut up,” Dav growled. 
 
    Kieve said his name. He glowered and stood away from the table. Frog gathered up the dirty pots and took them outside to clean them. 
 
    “I don’t understand this,” Aedin said. “I have nothing to do with politics. What are politics to me? I don’t care who takes the sword.” 
 
    “I think your father does,” Kieve said and left the table. It was the only answer that made sense, that Aedin of the goats and fine soft cloth would be Taken in retaliation for his father’s shifted allegiance. As a hostage, perhaps, but more importantly as an object lesson to the other land-barons. She pushed the thought away and went to settle Traveler, who did not need it. 
 
    After a while Aedin came to the wall and leaned over it, watching her work. Dav had gone outside to relieve himself and Frog stood at the door. He puffed out his chest, arms akimbo, unsure whether to look outside for a troop of angry relatives and retainers, or inside to a devious prisoner. 
 
    “He’s afraid of dying,” Aedin said in a quiet voice. Kieve didn’t look at him. “My father, I mean. It started last spring, his talk about the Flail of Truth and what happens after death, after we go to the Mountain.”  
 
    She picked through the horse’s mane. 
 
    “When the lord took sick...” There was a moment of quiet. “When Cadoc took sick, my father told me it was the lord’s sins festering inside him. That it was justice for—for you, and the network, and the ferrets. It proved that Cadoc was evil, and all those around him were evil. That’s why he left Sterk, he said.” He was silent. Kieve looked at him. “But Cadoc—he only took people who talked, not families. Only the people who...” 
 
    Kieve bent to the horse again. It wasn’t Cadoc, she thought. 
 
    “Rider?” He shuffled his feet. “Since it’s not my fault, it’s not because of me, do you think that you could—I might—since I didn’t do anything...” 
 
    She shook her head. Aedin looked away. 
 
    The fire burned to embers. The built-in stone benches doubled as sleeping ledges. Dav had spread his blankets out nearest the hearth. Kieve gestured Aedin to a place on the other side and settled herself nearby. Frog took the first watch. She pulled her hood over her face, welcoming the darkness, and tried to sleep. Frog stirred a little. A frozen bough cracked and she heard the distant trickle of water under a crust of ice.  
 
    * * * * 
 
    She had two choices for a route back, three if she counted the North Road itself. She chose the longest of them, hoping the journey would take enough time for Cadoc to die. If he did and she were not there to promise her oath to anybody, would Gadyn still take the sword? She shut the thought away, uneasy with where it led. 
 
    This route ran through a valley where, in the summer, sheep grazed in the meadows bordering a stream. She had the lead, Aedin behind her, Dav and Frog at the rear. Dav’s voice rose and fell, a constant buzzing interrupted by his own laughter. She tried to block out the sound. Aedin gripped his pommel and stared at the neck of his horse. She thought about Baron Kelyn and about Cadoc’s locked cabinet. Over the years she had heard that it contained the heads of enemies, the bones of discarded mistresses, that it contained nothing at all. If anyone guessed that it held the ferrets’ dirty secrets, they did not say so aloud. It would not factor into Dalmorat’s succession, not overtly. Whoever took the sword would take the cabinet, but only after the old man’s death. 
 
    She shook her head, angry at her thoughts, and looked around. Snow lay in the shadows beneath trees and along the north side of large rocks, old but white and untouched in this distant valley. The small stream was solid ice.  
 
    Kieve had conducted Takings six times in the past four years, three guild members and three land-barons or their kin. Aedin was the seventh. Cadoc’s Rider always brought the warrant. Anonymous escort, anonymous ferrets, anonymous torturers inside Sterk. As far as the people of the province knew, only two people were identified with the network: Lord Cadoc and his Rider, his tool. 
 
    They stopped at noon to water the horses and feed themselves, at the granite outcrop marking the farthest end of Kelyn’s land. Aedin kept silent. This was familiar, the shock that descended sometimes on the ferrets’ victims. Dav continued his tutoring and wooing of Frog, sotto voce and well out of Kieve’s line of sight. She leaned against the stone, feeling its coldness seep through the warmth of her cloak, and chewed her share of the bread. She thought of Taryn, of music and wine in the warmth of the Crescent Bathhouse, and cursed herself for a fool. She thought of the Lady Isbael, present even in her absence, and cursed again. Aedin said he needed to relieve himself, but Dav ignored him. Kieve took him around the rock and, when it became necessary, undid his clothes and held him and, afterwards, fastened his clothes up again. At her signal Frog helped Aedin to mount. 
 
    Dalmorat’s land-barons had been an unruly lot. Forty-seven years ago they rose against Cadoc’s uncle, left him headless in the Morat, and gave the sword to Cadoc. She didn’t know if they could do it again, or if in the long years of Cadoc’s power they had lost the will to exercise their own. Forty-seven years ago there had not been a network of ferrets, or a cabinet full of ugly secrets. No one could rule a province without the land-barons’ support but, she thought, no one said the support had to be willing. 
 
    Dav’s voice rose and fell and rose again. Occasionally Frog replied. Aedin remained silent. Her stomach ached. 
 
    They came back through the city in mid-afternoon. North Road bustled with householders and, in the center of town, with guild speakers and merchants and the curious. This time Kieve wore her black cloak, her badge bright against it, but the guards pulled their hoods far forward so that shadows hid their faces. Aedin rode between them, bound hands clasped around his pommel. The people pushed back against the buildings, hushed and staring.  
 
    When they came to Penitence Aedin stiffened and his horse, trained to his master’s body, danced a little. Dav jerked down on the reins and growled. Aedin ignored him, staring at the pillars and blocks and the empty gallows. The bondslave must have died, for the cage had been taken down. Dav produced a stream of admonitions as they moved onto the quay. Kieve caught a constable’s eye and nodded toward Sterk. He shook his head once. Cadoc still lived. 
 
    Dav had an audience this morning, a complement of provisioners with casks of ale and baskets piled with roots. He made sure they heard him order Aedin this way and that, and make obscure predictions of his fate. 
 
    “Kieve Rider, this is hard enough,” Aedin said as they waited to board. He nodded toward the people staring at him and at Dav, blustering and belligerent. 
 
    Kieve opened her cloak and, taking a fold of it, put it across Aedin’s shoulders, taking him under the cloak and her protection. Aedin drew in his breath. Dav, seeing it, reddened and shut his mouth. Kieve twitched her cloak back and closed it. Dav’s eyes slitted as he turned away. 
 
    When they went aboard Aedin followed her to the bow. There being no audience for him there, Dav stayed aft, whispering to Frog. 
 
    “I have said nothing, not against Lord Cadoc,” Aedin said. “I am not stupid, Rider. You know that.” 
 
    The wind off the frozen river was cold. She pulled her hood forward and pressed it closed over her throat. 
 
    “If—” he hesitated. “If he dies, will they let me go?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said. The ferry settled into the final run to Sterk. 
 
    The wind picked up a little more as they came through the lands before the castle. The man’s horse skittered again at the gate, then they were through and she sat motionless as Endres received him and took him away. Aedin did not look back. 
 
    She left Traveler at the Lords Stables with Lud and walked back through the wards. She took the steps up the back of the curtain wall and to the bartizan where the watching shadeen turned their backs to her, as they did each time she returned from a Taking. She went through the stone to the ruined watch niche on the far side of Sterk. Away to the west, where she could not see it, the sun was setting. The clouds to the east stained red first, then pale orange against a blue-black sky. Kieve watched them. 
 
    Daenet found her there well after dark. He carried a stubby candle shielded in a small chimney and hummed a bit as he came. Kieve had closed her eyes some time back and now she closed them again, listening to the brush of his cloak against the rock walls. 
 
    “I thought you might be here,” he said. He grunted a little and when he spoke again his voice was close by. He smelled of apato. “You could at least keep a bench here, or clear the stones away. I shall be well corrugated in a moment.” A rustling. “I have brought a loaf and meat. And apato, of course. Will you have some?” 
 
    “Go away,” she said. 
 
    “What, after this heroic journey, and in the dark?” She heard the top come off the apato bottle, and a gurgle. “Do you do this every time he sends you out? Or is it disappointment in love? Or both?” 
 
    “Go away,” she said through clenched teeth. 
 
    “No. I may not know much about your Lord, but I am an expert at disappointment in love. The castle’s gossips are anything but slow.” The bottle clicked as he set it down on the stones. “I am also an expert at Kyst. Aren’t you anxious for any information I have? Since you’ll be Kyst’s Rider in a matter of days, if not before? I’d think you’d be achingly eager to talk to me, Kieve Outlander.” 
 
    “I don’t want your post,” she said. “I want to be alone. Go away, Daenet. By all that’s precious to you, please, just go away.” 
 
    “What, in the name of all I am about to lose? I don’t think so, Kieve. I think I have a right to this.” After a moment, he added, “Do you suppose they’ll let me stay in the Guild, after Jenci sacks me from Kyst? When we oath to the Guild, the Guild oaths to us too, doesn’t it? To take us to its bosom as though we were children of its own corporate flesh, to guide and protect and nurture and all that resounding horse shit they told us when our apprenticeship was over. So they can’t very well kick me out, can they?” 
 
    She didn’t reply. 
 
    “No,” he continued. “I suspect they’ll find a place for me. Perhaps as an assistant in a chapterhouse in, say, Bergdahl. That’s far enough from the center of the world. Or the Guildmaster might decide to keep me under closer supervision, right in Koerstadt itself. What work do you think he’d make for me in Koerstadt, Kieve Outlander? Is there any job demeaning enough in the Koerstadt Guild Hall? A porter, perhaps? No, wait, I know, I could be the Rider in command of the slop jars. That should satisfy even Master Jenci, don’t you think?” 
 
    The apato bottle gurgled again. “Funny,” Daenet’s slurred voice said. “Here we are, you desperate to get out and me desperate to stay in. Would you like to trade cloaks? Perhaps we can fool them into believing that you are me, and I am you, and...” 
 
    “Daenet,” she said, lips tight. “Daenet, can’t you just shut up?” 
 
    “I can’t, can I?” he said. “Sometimes words are the only things left to me. Lovely, changeable, impossible, unreliable words. The only things that still belong to me.” 
 
    “You’re drunk and maudlin.” 
 
    “Does that make this any less true?” He put his hand on her shoulder and pulled her around. The tiny light from the candle barely lit his face. 
 
    “Tell me this, Kieve Rider, whose fine sensibilities are so bruised at doing her Lord’s bidding. Tell me this: if you were sent to Take me, Daenet—would you?” 
 
    She tried to pull away. He pulled her back. 
 
    “Where’s the line, Kieve? You are oathed to the Guild, and under that is your oath to your Lord. If your Lord requires that you go against the Guild’s teachings, you are within your rights to deny him. Is this so?” When she did not answer, he shook her. “Is this so?” 
 
    She jerked her shoulder away, still in silence. He took a deep breath. 
 
    “It is, it is. But if your Lord requires you to go against your own self, your friendships, your beliefs—are you within your rights? Your oath, my oath, is obedience. So tell me, Kieve Rider, if you were required to come for me—would you say no?” 
 
    She put her head between her raised knees. “Don’t you think I have been through the Guild’s guiding documents? Carefully, parsing each sentence? Over and over? Our Guild,” she said, and paused to take a deep breath. “Our damned sacred Guild says nothing about this, nothing about a Lord using his Rider thus, nothing about the contradiction between obedience to the Lord and obedience to the Guild and obedience to one’s conscience.” 
 
    Into the following silence, he said “So you would resolve your dilemma by doing nothing at all?” 
 
    It took a moment to force her mouth to work. “Shut up, Daenet. Just shut up. Shut up.” 
 
    He pushed the bottle of apato into her hands. She gripped it and raised it to her lips.  
 
    * * * * 
 
    She woke in the still air before dawn and lay without moving, remembering where she was and whose body pressed tight against her own. After a little while she moved away and disengaged her cloak from his, and sat with her arms around her legs, facing east. The sky lightened slowly. 
 
    “My reputation is in tatters,” Daenet said from the depths of his furs.  
 
    After a moment she said, “But your virtue is intact. Will Kyst care?” 
 
    “No. No, he brought a new plaything on this journey, and hasn’t tired of her yet. And he knows I only go with him.” He twisted up to sit beside her and they huddled together under both cloaks. It was warmer that way. Light crept up the bowl of the sky. Her head hurt. The winter world seemed very quiet. 
 
    “When did you know you were in love?” she said, surprising herself as much as him. 
 
    “With Kyst? The moment I set eyes on him, in that great gaudy garden behind the palace, him covered in satin and sunlight and me just turned sixteen and ready at that moment to lift my heart out whole and give it to him still beating.” He laughed, remembering. “And when he took my oath he steepled his hands over mine and I made the oath and he didn’t let me go, just held my hands and looked at me and then he laughed and I did too, with the joy of it.” He laughed again and shook his head. “And you?” 
 
    She hesitated and said, “I never have.” 
 
    “Never?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I never found satin and sunlight that impressive.” 
 
    “You never found satin and sunlight.” 
 
    She brooded about that, hunching her shoulders. 
 
    “I am sorry for last night,” he said after a long time.  
 
    She shrugged. “It doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “But it does,” he said. “There is little comfort in the world, and wrong to deny it to each other.” He hesitated. “What will you do?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Ask me in a week.” 
 
    “Time cures all ills, then? I doubt it. I think time pays little attention to us.” 
 
    She frowned, remembering something. “I heard a story about Ebek, Cadoc’s great-great granduncle I think. He was also Lord in Dalmorat. When he woke one morning he thought he had fallen through a pinhole in time, that’s what he called it, and was repeating over and again a day already lived a month ago.” 
 
    “Truly?”  
 
    Further, she told him, Lord Ebek believed that unless he lived that day precisely as he had before, the universe would end. He scripted each minute detail and insisted that this design be followed without variation. His terrified courtiers and staff complied, but obedience proved beyond the abilities of the seasons and his wife’s advancing pregnancy. He coped with the first by ignoring it; the castle grew used to seeing him out in all weather, meandering through his garden for eighteen and three-quarter minutes and admiring the roses and marigolds that his staff imported from the warmer provinces. 
 
    “But even Kyst cannot produce roses in winter,” Daenet said. “Not real ones. Did he demand real ones?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “He was a Marubin, so nothing less would do.” 
 
    On the day his youngest child was born he rose, was dressed, and ate his morning meal in his wife’s solarium, chatting for forty-two minutes on the usual subjects. All the while she lay in her room downstairs laboring to bring forth another oversized Marubin and the staff came to the grateful realization that their lord had so fallen into his own past that nothing else existed for him.  
 
    “The castle resumed its normal life, around him but without him,” she said. “He lived another eleven years, repeating a day in which nothing in particular had happened. For which everyone was grateful.”  
 
    “Which shows that Cadoc’s family tree is liberally fruited and leaved with maniacs,” Daenet said. “So, Kieve Outlander, you tell me this story in aid of—what?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Time pays little attention to us, you said. Does it? What if he was right and the rest of us wrong?” 
 
    “There are more of us,” Daenet said, “than there were of him. I think in this case, we win by sheer force of numbers.” 
 
    The sun’s upper rim touched the eastern horizon, behind a layer of cloud. Kieve said, “Do we? Not all the land-barons and servants and shadeen on Sterk, all agreed that days pass into nights and into different days, not a one of them could change time for that Lord.” 
 
    The sun rose further and the cloud glowed peach and yellow.  
 
    “So, this sunrise is no different from yesterday, or tomorrow?” 
 
    “Perhaps. If we believe that.” 
 
    “And all the world is governed only by what we believe? Is truth a matter of opinion?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said. “Is it easier that we act as we do because we choose to, or because we believe we must? If we choose what the truth is to be, we are responsible for it, aren’t we? But if the truth exists outside of us, then we are not responsible. We are free.” 
 
    “Of responsibility, perhaps. But if we have no choice, then we are not free at all.” He shifted a little. His shoulder touched hers. “If Cadoc sent you to Take me, would you do it?” 
 
    “It is still a stupid question,” she said, annoyed. “You are not his subject, and your Lord would object.” 
 
    “That, I think, is not what I asked. If Cadoc sent you to take that child, the boy, your bondslave. Would you?” When she didn’t answer, he said, “Which reality do you choose, Kieve? His, or yours?” 
 
    “I—I swore an oath, Daenet. Just as you did. And I am bound by it, as you are.” 
 
    Daenet shook his head at her. “That’s not what I meant. That’s not what I meant at all. Have you never broken an oath?” 
 
    She was silent, thinking of Pyrs in the snow above Minst. I am not the ferret-master.  
 
    “If,” she said after a while, “if you make an oath not to say something which is true, and you then say it, you are breaking your oath. If you must lie to keep your oath—” 
 
    “Thircularithy,” Daenet said, pruning his face, “ith no exthuth.” 
 
    Kieve refused to laugh.  
 
    He said. “Would you give him the boy, if he required it?” 
 
    She turned her face away. The sun cleared the horizon, a crisp white circle behind clouds.  
 
    At the foot of the steps she put her hand on his arm to stop him. He looked down at her, his eyebrows raised. She slipped a key into his hand. 
 
    “To my rooms. If you need to be—unavailable for a while.” 
 
    He curled his gloved fingers around the key before stooping forward and kissing Kieve’s lips. Then he turned and left, striding toward the castle. 
 
    A few small lights glimmered between the overhang and the top of the wall. In a continued silence Kieve walked under them, through the wards, past the kitchen where the bakers had been at work for hours already and the air smelled of fresh, hot bread. The smell faded as she walked through The Neck and into the yard before the Lords Stables, deserted this early. She went up the stairs to her rooms. 
 
    The boy’s bedding was rolled up and put away, but neither Gaura nor the boy answered when she called. Doubtless gone together on some errand to the kitchen or laundry, she thought. She laid aside her cloak. Embers glowed in the firebox. She put some kindling atop them and fanned until the splinters caught. She laid on a couple of logs, closed the firebox door, and adjusted the flue. 
 
    The salve in her room was stiff with cold. She put it in her pocket to warm up and unpinned and unbraided her hair. It had tangled during the night and picked up bits of twigs. She pulled at it with her comb.  
 
    When the salve was warm enough she took off the eyepatch and blinked. The eye didn’t hurt and, when she closed her good eye and looked around the room, only the faintest traces of light outlined the world. Perhaps by tomorrow she would not need the salve at all. She medicated the eye and settled the patch over it, pushing her hair behind her ears to do so.  
 
    In the outer room, she found that the kettle had water in it. The fire pulsed in the firebox. She adjusted the flue again and set the kettle on the stove, and shook leaves into a teapot. 
 
    Unless Cadoc sent for her, which was unlikely, she would be at leisure. She could work on the map of Stormbringer and direct the rest of the packing. She needed to divide the maps, separating the ones that belonged by rights to Dalmorat Province from her own maps, which would go with her to Koerstadt together with her clothes, her sculptures, and Hovath’s Compendium. By nightfall the only items left unpacked would be the clothes she needed for the next day. Perhaps, by nightfall, Cadoc would be dead. Water boiled in the pot on the woodstove. 
 
    The tea steeped. She spread the map of Stormbringer across her worktable and looked at the slender lines and angles on the uncompleted part of the map, shaking the bottle of pale ink to mix it. As she did so, she conjured up a mental picture of the land. The picture grew more detailed in her mind, until she could almost smell the sharp air. She put her fingertips to the map, following the elevations and twists she saw behind her eyelids. After a while the door opened.  
 
    “Mistress?” Gaura said. 
 
    “What is it?” The servant’s tone came to her and she raised her head. Gaura stood shaking and pale behind the bulge of her stomach. “What is it?” she said again. 
 
    “The boy, mistress. He’s gone. I can’t find him.” 
 
    Her breath stalled. “Say that again.” 
 
    “Pyrs, the boy.” She twisted the cloth of her skirt. “He stayed in these rooms as you said, mistress, until yesterday when we knew you were back. You said until you were back, mistress. He stayed here but he is just a boy, mistress, and restless. When we knew you were back he wanted to see the horses and I let him go. He went to the stables, mistress. I stood and watched to make sure that he did and he did, and when time had passed and he was not back I went to find him and—”  
 
    “When?” 
 
    The material of Gaura’s skirt made a knot over her belly. 
 
    “Yesterday, mistress. Last night. Before dusk. When we heard—you had just put Traveler in the stables and he saw and wanted to go... I have looked, mistress, but I cannot find him.” 
 
    The stairs were empty. She shrugged into her cloak as she came down them. A few stablehands had brought horses out into the yard and walked them in the sharp air. Fog puffed from their long noses. Kieve stalked into the stable. Lud, seeing her, came over, frowning.  
 
    “Rider. Is anything wrong?” 
 
    “I am looking for my bondslave. A small boy, blond.” She gestured to show his height.  
 
    “I remember.” Lud brought his hand up to echo her gesture. “Bright as plate, that one. He was in yesterday to curry Traveler and the new one.” 
 
    “When, Lud?” 
 
    The stablemaster stepped back from her. “Just after you came in, Rider. He finished and put the brushes away, and he left. I told your servant.” 
 
    “If he comes, send someone to bring him back to my rooms.” 
 
    “Of course, Rider,” Lud said. 
 
    She left the stable. The kitchens, perhaps, in search of muffins. Her stomach rumbled. 
 
    Balor had posted a man at the door, one of his larger undercooks, probably to keep bored shadeen from stealing food. He filled the generous doorway, arms akimbo, but moved away from Kieve’s scowl. She strode into the bustling confusion of the kitchen, collaring workers. 
 
    “A boy, this tall, blond,” she demanded of them, but they shrank back, shaking their heads. “Balor! My bondslave, is he here?” 
 
    The cook shook his head. She rushed through the kitchen hells, searching each blistering alcove, and strode out the far door where serving folk carried platters of food into the Great Hall.  
 
    He wouldn’t have run away, she thought, coming into the Hall. He knew the punishment for that, and where would he go?  
 
    She winnowed through the mass of hungry courtiers and visitors, but did not see the boy. Drysi giggled at a land-baron and Kieve hesitated, remembering the woman looking at Pyrs, remembering Humka. She pushed the thought aside. Why would Lady Drysi steal the boy, when she could have him with a gesture? 
 
    Perhaps Jenci’s rooms. She took the steps two at a time and stuck her head into Adwyr’s chamber. The heater hissed and spat but the room was empty. A few servants moved along the corridor of eagles and ravens. They pressed themselves against the walls to let her pass, following her with wide eyes. Gone since last night. Reaching Jenci’s chambers, she pounded on the door until a frightened servant pulled it open. She pushed the servant aside and went in. 
 
    Jenci sat before the fire, a plate on the small table beside him. He raised his eyebrows.  
 
    “Where’s Pyrs?” she demanded. 
 
    The guildmaster shrugged. “I’ve no idea, my dear. He’s your tidbit, not mine.” 
 
    She tightened her lips and went into his bedroom. Lapsi stood by the bed, his arms filled with Jenci’s cloak. He wore the plain black tunic of an apprentice Rider and when he looked at her his smile disappeared. 
 
    “Good morning, Rider.” 
 
    “My bondslave, is he here?” 
 
    Lapsi’s eyes widened. “No, I haven’t seen him since yesterday.” 
 
    “You’re sure? Jenci didn’t send you for him?” 
 
    “Rider!” Lapsi flushed. 
 
    “I was his apprentice before you were. Did he?”  
 
    Lapsi shook his head, his teeth sunk in his lip. Kieve swung back to the parlor. 
 
    “Such melodramatics!” 
 
    “He’s not been with you? At all? You swear it?” 
 
    “I don’t dine on infants either,” Jenci snapped. 
 
    “No, but you apprentice them,” she retorted, and left. If he had not gone of his own volition... She shook the thought away. 
 
    Esylk’s rooms, perhaps. She almost upset a string of serving folk bearing steaming, covered dishes. They sprang out of her way. She sprinted along the walk above Hueil’s Garden, pausing once to look down at the deserted ward and again to stare up and down the twisting length of the Snake. But Esylk was not in her rooms and the servant swore that he had seen no small blond boy last night or that morning. Kieve came out of the White Tower behind the Crescent Bathhouse, hesitated for a moment, and crossed the promenade. Lost. He was probably lost. The castle was a maze, entire wings had not been inhabited in generations. A light wind picked up her hair and pushed it across her face, and she remembered that she had not re-braided it. She did so now as she walked, creating a sloppy plait that she shoved under the collar of her cloak. The shadeen could help her search for him. She tried to remember what he might be wearing—his shortcoat, she thought, the one that dwarfed him. He wasn’t a very large child. 
 
    She picked up her pace, trying to outrun a sense of blackness. She crossed the main ward and came up through the Neck. 
 
    Ilach was not in the barracks but Pren listened between mouthsful of eggs, and nodded. 
 
    “I’ll tell the watch and the duty officers. If he’s spotted, he’ll be brought back here.” 
 
    At the barracks entrance she stopped, her hand still on the door, remembering the way Drysi had looked at Pyrs, remembering Humka’s face as he watched Pyrs and Drysi’s page, beside him. “They are a handsome set,” the seminarian had said. Kieve’s fingers curled into a fist. No transfer would be legal without her signature on the boy’s deed of bond. Drysi Marubin. When had legalisms ever stopped one of Cadoc’s family? Drysi. She walked toward the Great Hall, stretching her long legs until she almost ran across the ward. 
 
    “Rider!” 
 
    Captain Endres stood by the door of the Guards quarters. She ignored him. 
 
    “Kieve Rider!” 
 
    She waved him off and from the corner of her eye saw him open his cloak over a gleam of bright gold. She swerved sharply and came to him and he opened his cloak again. In its darkness Pyrs’ hazel eyes looked huge in his pale face. 
 
    “Are you all right?” she demanded. He nodded. 
 
    “One of my men found him in the Warrens,” Endres said. 
 
    “In the Warrens?” Kieve echoed. “What was he doing down there?” 
 
    Endres shrugged. He kept his hands on the boy’s shoulders. 
 
    “I want to talk with you,” he said. 
 
    She looked from his large, blunt hands to his face. “Now?” 
 
    “No.” He lifted his hands away from Pyrs, and the boy flew to her and wrapped his arms around her waist. “Take care of the boy first.” 
 
    He didn’t have to say that she now owed him a favor. The boy burrowed under her cloak and she turned away with him, hesitated, and turned back. Endres watched her but the words of thanks stuck in her throat. She took Pyrs across the yard and upstairs to her room. 
 
    Jenci leaned above her worktable, eating a sausage. Gaura stood before the curtain covering the door to Kieve’s bedroom. She caught Kieve’s glance, made her eyes big, and tilted her head a little toward the curtain. Kieve glared back at her. At Kieve’s gesture she shrugged and waddled out of the room. Kieve slammed the door closed with her hip. 
 
    “Good, you found him,” Jenci said. “Just off wandering, was he?” 
 
    Kieve flung her cloak over a chair and sat, pulling the boy around to face her. “What did you do?” she said, shaking him a little. The outer door opened again. Cairun came in, saw the boy, and closed the door behind him. Kieve started to rise. 
 
    “Guildmaster,” he said, bowing to Jenci. “Rider, be at your ease. He is found, then?” 
 
    Kieve looked at him. “How did you know he was lost?” 
 
    His perfect lips tilted. “It’s a small island full of very bored people, Rider, and you went by most of them this morning, at speed, with your hair unbound. Next time you could hire a crier and be more subtle, perhaps.” 
 
    Jenci made a grumbling noise and came across from the window. “The child is found and all’s well, and this hue and cry for nothing.” 
 
    “With respect, Guildmaster, I think not,” Cairun said. “Do you think he went off by himself?” 
 
    “What else?” Jenci said and went still, looking at him. 
 
    “Just so,” Cairun said, and turned toward Kieve. 
 
    “What is it?” Jenci demanded. “Kieve, what does he mean?” 
 
    Cairun didn’t take his eyes from her. “Does he know?” 
 
    “I am bound by my oath,” she said, her hands still on Pyrs’ shoulders. 
 
    “Ah. But I am not.” Cairun told the Guildmaster about Cadoc and Gadyn and their plans, about Cadoc’s threats and Gadyn’s inept attempts at bribery. Jenci listened, his eyes narrowing. When Cairun finished he shook his head. “Cadoc is not a fool,” he said. 
 
    “Gadyn is,” Cairun said. “Too foolish to hatch a plan like this, which means that someone hatched it for him.” 
 
    Kieve stared at him, then bent her face to Pyrs. “Tell me what happened to you.” 
 
    The boy took a deep breath and held it for a moment and let it out all at once. “I curried the horses, mistress, we thought it was all right because you said I had to stay here until you were back, and you were back. When I finished I put the brushes away, and I left to come here and it was just dark, early dark, and I was—I was crossing the yard and somebody threw a cloth over me and I couldn’t see, and he picked me up and ran with me. I kicked and yelled and he wrapped me closer.” He paused to take a breath. “It was very hard to breathe,” he said. His shoulders moved under her hands. 
 
    “Go on,” Kieve said. 
 
    “We went inside and the wind stopped and we went down some stairs and it got colder and colder. Then he put me down and a door closed. I could breathe freely then, and I did, and footsteps went away and another door closed. It was quiet, mistress, so quiet, I heard my heart in my ears.” The words spilled over each other in his haste to get them out. “I pulled the cloth away but I couldn’t see anything, I didn’t hear voices or breathing or anything and I felt bones, all around me, cold, hard bones. I was—I was—I thought he had put me there—put me there to die, where all the bones were and I—I screamed but no one came at all forever.” 
 
    She gave him a cup of water. He sipped and put it on the table, using two hands. 
 
    “I think I slept. I woke when someone picked me up and said all would be well, and he gave me a blanket and took me away but put me somewhere else that was still black, just black, and forever later I saw a light and I was afraid, mistress, the light came closer and I was so afraid and I cried, I couldn’t stop it and someone unlocked the door and a man came in and I tried to hide but he caught me and brought me to that other man and he gave me hot food and tea and he took me outside to you and—and then you came, and then you came for me.” 
 
    He buried his face against her shoulder. 
 
    “Not lost,” Cairun said to Jenci. “Abducted.” 
 
    “To what end?” Jenci demanded. “The child is a bondslave, there must be tens of them on Sterk.” 
 
    Cairun nodded and helped himself to some of Kieve’s tea. “True. But only one this Rider holds dear.” 
 
    “Who would think so?” Kieve demanded. “Drysi admired him, as did her astrologer. Perhaps they took him.” 
 
    “You brought him through the castle like your shadow,” Cairun said, “shortening your stride to match his. Even before this morning it was no secret that Cadoc’s Rider had bought herself a fondling.” He drained the cup and put it down. “And he is now a weakness. Moreover, he is a weakness known to every person on Sterk.” His brown eyes regarded her. “What would you do, Rider, to get him back, or to keep him safe?” 
 
    Pyrs was very still against her. She let her arms fall away from him.  
 
    “And to fix this,” she said, “I am to—” 
 
    “No! I don’t want to know,” Cairun said. He caught and kept her glance. “I too am in line for the sword. But I would not be doubted more than you need to.” He sketched a quick bow toward Jenci and left the room. Kieve stared after him. 
 
    “He’s right,” Jenci said. “You must get him off Sterk.” He hauled himself from the chair. “I will come with you. For a little while.” He stood frowning down at her, in his braids and bulk and intricately tattooed hands. Without thinking she drew Pyrs closer. Jenci shrugged and went across the room, and after a moment she realized he was reading her notes and had put his hand on her map of Stormbringer. She closed her eyes and opened them again. 
 
    “Put your belongings together,” she said to Pyrs. “There’s an iceboat before the noon hour and we should be on it.” 
 
    The boy wet his lips. “I don’t want to go,” he said. 
 
    She looked at his dirty face, streaked with the tracks of tears. She shook her head, yanked the bellpull, and pushed him toward his pallet.  
 
    “Mistress?” Gaura came in, looking frightened. 
 
    “I want both horses saddled.” 
 
    “Yes, mistress.” Gaura went out. Jenci was silent. Pyrs dragged his saddlebags from behind the map cabinet.  
 
    Kieve pushed aside the curtain to her inner room, in search of dry boots, and froze. A shadow filled one corner where there should be none. She put her hand on her belt knife and the shadow moved. Daenet stepped forward, his fingers on his lips, his eyes wild. She took another breath, understanding the faces Gaura had made. 
 
    “Ikume?” Jenci called. 
 
    “I come,” she said as Daenet faded into a shadow again. She kicked off her boots, snatched up a dry pair, and took them into the outer rooms. Once shod, she slapped her cloak’s pockets, making sure her papers were in order and that she had some money. Pyrs finished stuffing his few belongings into the bags. Gaura came back as Pyrs scrubbed the dirt and tears from his face. 
 
    “We are going into the city,” Kieve said. “I shall be some hours. Keep the rooms warm.” 
 
    Gaura nodded. Pyrs picked up the saddlebags. Kieve put her hand on his shoulder and let him walk before her to the stables. Jenci lumbered after. 
 
    They led the horses through the wards. The shadeen at the main gate saluted, their eyes on Jenci’s escutcheon, and held open the doors. 
 
    They walked through the glacis, the dead lands below the curtain wall, towards the town. Jenci frowned at the frozen dirt of the road and shook his head within the folds of his hood. 
 
    “Two nights ago I dined with Lady Isbael Marubin,” he said. 
 
    This was so far from her thoughts that it took Kieve a moment to understand him. 
 
    “It was enlightening,” he said. “She is formidable, and quick. And her cook is very good.” He kicked a stone out of his way. “There were four land-barons, and the woman from the Merchants Guild, and myself. She—Lady Isbael, I mean—talked about the future, about trade with the rest of Cherek. She talked about wool and weaving, and about forests, and the talking wire. She has studied well, I think, and knows where she would take Dalmorat, were it hers to take. She is very smooth, very polished. A smart and serious woman. Smarter than the others, I think. And canny.” 
 
    Kieve made no answer. After a moment, he said, “The Lord of Bergdahl ate with us. After a time, he spoke of Cadoc’s network of spies, of—of...” 
 
    “Ferrets,” she said.  
 
    “Yes, of ferrets. He admired it. I said that it was unlikely to survive Cadoc’s death, and he disagreed. He said it already had survived, as an idea if nothing else. He said that if Cadoc’s heir can maintain this network, then the border lords would adopt it for themselves, for it provides control and an income from confiscated lands.” Jenci was silent for a moment. “He wanted to know if Cadoc had developed his network together with the Riders, or whether he had contracted with us later. Since Cadoc’s network depends on a Rider to deliver warrants. He wanted to know if the Guild would be willing to contract just for that, since he had the telegraph. And would not need a Herald Rider for much longer.” 
 
     “Master—” 
 
    “I told him that Cadoc had never contracted with the Riders for anything other than a Herald, like all other Lords in Dalmorat. That the Riders Guild would not make such a contract. And he shrugged and had more wine, and said it wouldn’t matter, for he could contract with a Guard band as easily as with us. That the Guard could easily provide a messenger, a warrant-bearer. Since that is the most of what the Lord’s Rider does, in Dalmorat.” 
 
    Kieve bowed her head. After a moment Jenci resumed walking. 
 
    “Yesterday morning,” he said, “Gadyn Marubin came to me, to ask me to feast with him that night, in the Great Hall. I presume so that others could see the Rider Guildmaster at his table and draw conclusions. I declined.”  
 
    Smoke rose from chimneys in the freeholders’ village. A few inhabitants, well bundled against the increasing wind, looked at them and moved toward the walls to let them pass. Pyrs walked behind them leading the horses. Kieve looked back and saw him notice the ducked heads and surreptitious furcas. Jenci noticed them too, and withdrew into his cloak. They passed the last houses but Pyrs stayed close. 
 
    “I think it would be wise,” Jenci said, “to pledge you to Kyst as soon as possible.” 
 
    “No,” Kieve said. “No. I won’t be part of what you want to do to Daenet.” Jenci looked at her but did not respond, which surprised her. “He is as much a victim of his circumstances as I of mine,” she said. “You are the guildmaster, you will do as you like with him. But do not ask me to be a part of it, Jenci. I am more soiled than he.” 
 
    “It would make you safe,” he said. “No one would want to war with Kyst.” 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    A goods wagon rumbled toward them. They stepped out of the path to let it by, then walked on in silence. The wagon gate in the outer curtain wall was open. They stood aside again for other wagons, then passed through the wall. The path widened toward the huge winches. The sound of the ratchet road grew, the skreeing of rope and the rhythmic banging of carts as they climbed the cliff. The guildmaster stopped again. 
 
    “I will turn back here, I think,” he said. He put his hand into his pocket and brought out her notebook. Her breath stalled. He opened the book and looked through the last written pages. “An open traverse, it seems. Not a reconsideration of existing maps. According to the Dalmorat map, there is no way over the mountains, between that village and the Morat. I assume that the decision to take that route was not authorized.” He tapped the book with a blunt fingertip. “The boy helped?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Jenci didn’t look up from the notes. “I looked at your map, too, while I waited for you this morning. It is very good. It fits the notes, and fits the empty place in Dalmorat’s map like a puzzle piece.” He waited a moment, and said, “This cannot be your first.” 
 
    “No, master.” 
 
    He moved his finger over the page. “I have quarreled with Lady Esylk, over you.” 
 
    “Master?” 
 
    “No matter. We will talk, Kieve. When you return.” He put his hand on the boy’s head. “Goodbye, young man. You’d have made a fine Rider, but I don’t suppose you want to hear that, do you?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Pyrs said. “No, sir.” 
 
    The guildmaster nodded and turned away. He turned back and held out the notebook. “Here. It is yours.” 
 
    She pocketed the book and watched him walk back toward the castle. He did not turn around again. 
 
    “Mistress?” Pyrs said. 
 
    She swung aboard Traveler. After a moment Pyrs clambered into Myla’s saddle and rode before her down the steep road.  
 
    Carts clacked up the ratchet road, carrying bales and boxes and netted baskets piled high with gourds and dried vegetables and meats and sacks of grain. Pyrs looked at them as the horses picked their way down the path. Kieve, behind him, stared at his golden head and the round profile of his cheek, and beyond him over the Morat to the city. The fortnightly supply boat from down river had arrived and lay at winter anchor amid the fat-bellied merchant barges and the smaller iceboats within the harbor. 
 
    The shadi at the quay checked her papers, saluted, and stood aside. Pyrs put the horses in the corral and leaned against the stern rail, fists in pockets, staring at Sterk. Kieve stood a little bit away from him and closed her eyes. A picture of Cadoc. A picture of Aedin. The dark picture that summed her life in Dalmorat Province. One by one, into rooms in her mind, close the doors. One by one. It seemed to take forever. 
 
    After a time she opened her eyes. Pyrs turned his head away. Boatmen shouted, sails snapped, and the ferry moved from the quay. Fine arches of splintered ice rose behind. Kieve watched Pyrs watch Sterk. 
 
    The boat heeled, tacking. The morning sunlight dimmed and she glanced overhead to see high, dark clouds moving up the Morat Valley. 
 
    “Where are you going to take me?” the boy said. 
 
    It would do no harm to tell him, she thought. “I will find the Minst guildspeaker. He will have a companion. One of them can take you back.” 
 
    He frowned, his lips pressed tight together. 
 
    “I’ve given you no cause to like me,” she said. “Why do you want to stay?” When he didn’t answer, she added, “This is not a safe place for you, Pyrs. Last night showed that.” 
 
    He wouldn’t look at her. “But you’re back on Sterk now. You’ll protect me, won’t you? You’re a Rider.” 
 
    “And you are a bondslave. I stand alone behind you, just as I stand alone behind Traveler, or my books.” He didn’t respond. “If you were a Rider the guild would stand behind us both. If you were an apprentice I couldn’t send you away at all.” 
 
    He tilted his head back and looked at her before shoving his hand into his shortcoat’s pocket. He brought out a folded piece of paper, which he clutched so hard the paper pleated around his fingers. 
 
    “I made this,” he said, thrusting it at her. He didn’t open his fingers until he was sure she held it securely. 
 
    “On stolen paper, no doubt,” she murmured. He didn’t reply. She unfolded the paper. 
 
    He had made a map. The scale varied from one side to the other and the symbols were peculiar but she recognized her two rooms and the stairs, the small room beyond hers where Gaura kept her supplies, the stable yard, the stables themselves, and the adjacent stalls occupied by Myla and Traveler. The distances needed refinement, but taken all together it was not a bad map. For an untutored child, it was a very fine map indeed, for all that a castle map was illegal, and dangerous, and could get both of them killed. 
 
    “Apprentice me,” the boy said. “I can help you make maps. I don’t want to go to Minst. I want to have adventures, I want to see new places.” He paused. “When you go to Koerstadt you can take me with you.” 
 
    “You hate the Riders.” 
 
    “I—I want to be with you.” 
 
    She turned away at that, bracing her arms on the gunwale. Sterk flew away from them, featureless against the low winter sun. 
 
    “No,” she said. “Even being an apprentice would not keep you safe now.” 
 
    She held the map out to him, but he turned his back on her. She refolded the paper and tucked it deep inside her cloak. 
 
    The ferry tacked again and the springs above the runners groaned. She turned her back to the gunwale and watched the city grow larger. 
 
    “Rider,” he said. Brake-beams howled against the ice. She looked away from the city and down at him. “Can you change your mind?” 
 
    She put away the urge to touch his hair. “No,” she said and walked toward the corral. After a moment he followed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    When they came through Penitence Pyrs twisted in the saddle, his shoulders stiff, searching for the bondslave’s cage. He brought Myla up to ride close behind Traveler. Penitence was deserted save for light traffic to and from the quay, but at its edge kiosks and booths sprang up as though pressed against an invisible wall. Market day in Abermorat, she realized. Covered carts split the broad avenue into a maze of alleys, their wheels chocked in place and hidden behind piles of potatoes and beets and green-black barbutas. Braids of onions and garlic hung from awnings, over the bright, unlikely shapes of winter squashes. A rope of dried peppers looped around the top of a booth; the grocer wore handfuls of them tucked behind his ears. 
 
    “Puh-puh-puh-peppers! Blistering sweet! Puh-puh-puh-peppers!” 
 
    The slap of money on wooden planks. In the distance she saw the puppeteers’ tent, flying the Maccus flag. They wouldn’t be presenting the same play, not to this audience. 
 
    “Finger pies! Finger pies! Fresh and fragrant finger pies!” 
 
    Folk shied from her cloak, opening a path a few yards before her that closed just beyond Myla’s tail. 
 
    “Sausages! Succulent, savory sausages, hot as hell and twice as tasty!” 
 
    The air brightened with the smell of roasting nuts. 
 
    “Father wove what Mother spun, bonny shawls for everyone!” 
 
    The shophouse windows were opened for business: the baker sold dough shaped like ice ferries, the leather-worker had punched holes in leather squares that, when held to the light, showed the outline of Sterk. The candy-maker sold sugar replicas of Cadoc’s head which, when Kieve saw them, caused her to start, then snort. Pyrs, staring at the marketplace, stared at her, but she shook her head and urged their horses on.  
 
    “Fine hats, warm and woolen! Fine hats!” 
 
    The smell of toasted cheese. 
 
    “Come buy my gourds! No finer here! Come buy my gourds!” 
 
    A traveling showman presided over an electrical display. Glowing glass bulbs outlined the cart’s shell. His apprentice cranked at the electrical box, all elbows and reddened ears, while the bulbs dimmed and brightened. The showman held up a metal rod and invited onlookers to come up and be shocked, for a fee. Country folk crowded around, awed and excited.  
 
    A cake maker passed by, hawking tiny sweets “They’re good! You should!” 
 
    A brewer’s wagon forced a path through the crowd, all its bells jangling. Giggling urchins clung to the back bench. 
 
    “Icy treats for girl and lad! If you don’t you’ll wish you had!” 
 
    Three dancers twined about each other to the staccato music of a clay drum. Nearby, under a bleached awning, a brazier glowed. Kieve smelled spiced meat-sticks and, stooping from the saddle, bought a handful for herself and the boy. 
 
    As they sat on their horses, eating, a dilapidated street magician set up shop in front of them. His apprentice squatted at his feet, playing a mouth organ and keeping an eye on the coins in the magician’s bowl. 
 
    “Rider,” the magician said. He bowed, made apples disappear, and pulled eggs from people’s pockets. Kieve glanced over the crowd, rubbing at her cheek below her eyepatch. Children laughed, a thin woman said she’d seen better back home, a man in a knitted blue cap stood on tiptoe to see over people’s shoulders. The magician produced a dove from an empty box. He filled the box with water, shook it, and pulled out a jug of cider, a cake, and a patched cloth with gravy stains along one side. He spread the cloth over the air and put the jug and cake atop it. The dove flew into his hair. He cursed and reached for it while the apprentice stole the cake and ate it. The thin woman snorted. In a tangle of curses and spells and faded sleeves, the magician freed the bird, scolded the apprentice, and upset the cider jug. “Falenka falepa!” he cried, producing the cake from Pyrs’ boot top. The boy laughed with surprise. The crowd shifted, growing and diminishing, but the man in the blue cap stayed. Kieve dropped a coin into the magician’s bowl. He bowed as she urged Traveler and Myla into the traffic again. 
 
    The market ended just before the civic dignity of City House. They hitched the horses to a railing under bare trees and went up past a pair of city constables. Kieve reached the doors first and held them, turning, for Pyrs to enter. The tower bells tolled the noon hour and the man in the blue cap stood engrossed before a message board. She closed the door behind them, shutting him out. 
 
    The doors opened on another flight of stairs, sleek and cool. The boy’s footsteps clattered as he followed her up and into a broad corridor lined with wooden benches and little else. Scribes and collectors, bundled and capped, moved at speed along the corridor, trying to outrun the cold. Kieve followed a pair of them through a heavy door and into the Registry, and showed the clerk her papers. He traced the Marubin seal with a finger and jerked his head nervously and produced the delegate roster. Pyrs stood behind her while Kieve went through it. When she glanced at him he was turned away, as though by not paying attention he could force reality to do his bidding and not hers. For a moment she thought she heard an echo of Daenet’s voice: is all the world governed only by what we believe? The tilt of the boy’s chin promised that if longing could make it so, then so it would be. She turned back to the roster and ran her fingertip down the pages. 
 
    She found Minst between Marog-on-Mountain and Peves Landing. The villagers had sent one Sadik Shepherd to council and he listed as local residence the Inn of the Boar near Palisade Gate. 
 
    “Did you find him?” Pyrs said as they went down the stairs. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Sadik?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    The boy’s lips pinched down. She cupped her hands for him and watched his face as she boosted him onto his horse. The skin around his eyes looked bruised with weariness and, she supposed, with fear. He had spent a terrifying night. She mounted Traveler, thinking about that, and led the way into the maze of streets stretching between City House and Palisade Gate. 
 
    She saw the man in the blue cap two streets later, as she turned down Market Road. She let her gaze pass over him, expressionless. 
 
    The stablehand at the Dagger and Plow pocketed a coin and found room for their horses. Bredda stood supervising the movement of a beer keg from the cellar to the tap room. She wiped her hands on her apron and came across to them. 
 
    “I need a shortcoat,” Kieve said by way of greeting. “And I need to hide the horses and my guild cloak for a few hours.” 
 
    Bredda raised her eyebrows and led them down the back corridor into her room. “Want to tell me why?” 
 
    “Someone stole Pyrs last night,” Kieve said. She lifted Bredda’s extra shortcoat from its hook and put her papers in its pockets. Her fingers touched her notebook. She hesitated before putting it in the shortcoat pocket. “Someone believes that he can be used to force my cooperation.” 
 
    Bredda raised her eyebrows at this, but she said, “Your eyes?” 
 
    “Better, better, almost healed,” Kieve said with impatience. She thrust her arms into the coat. “I’ll find a way to get him back to Minst. He should be safe there.” Kieve put the eyepatch in her pocket. 
 
    “You’re being followed,” Bredda said. 
 
    “I think so. The patch is like a signboard.” She buttoned the shortcoat and took the cap Bredda offered. “You wanted that, to see Pyrs sent home.” 
 
    The innkeeper looked at him. He sat before the fireplace, his hands between his thighs. 
 
    “Well, Master Pyrs?” 
 
    Pyrs refused to look up. He had taken off his overgloves. His fingers were white where they locked together. 
 
    “I don’t see the attraction,” Bredda said. “Were I her bondslave, I’d take the first chance to run.”  
 
    The boy didn’t move. “We don’t have much time,” Kieve said and took the cap across the room to the boy. 
 
    “I don’t suppose Jenci said anything about my money,” Bredda said as Kieve pulled the cap over Pyrs’ bright head. He jerked away and smoothed his hair under the cap with his fingers. 
 
    “No. Not a word.” Kieve pulled up her shortcoat’s collar. 
 
    She took Pyrs through the kitchen and opened the back door. They went out between piles of garbage and two arguing cats. The narrow track opened into Brassmakers Alley. A few citizens poked among the polished wares. Kieve and Pyrs joined them. Mud sucked at their boots where footsteps had softened the slush. 
 
    “The horses?” Pyrs said. 
 
    “I’ll deal with them later.” She stopped to look at a pile of trays. “Keep close by me,” she murmured. “If I say to run, go fast and get back to Bredda. If you can’t find her, find a soldier somewhere and say who you are. You still have my guild token, I think. And keep your hair covered.” 
 
    He looked up at her. “Who is following us?” 
 
    “A man in a blue knit cap. I don’t know who sent him.” They walked around a large, brass washtub filled with kettles. Pyrs ran his finger along the tub’s rim. “With luck, he’s still waiting for us at Bredda’s.” 
 
    He wasn’t. Kieve saw him come around the corner from Tinkers Lane, intent on the inn’s back entry. She took Pyrs’ shoulder and pulled him into a shop. Bells jangled as she closed the door. Pots gleamed in the shadows. The shopkeeper bustled in from the back room, wiping lunch from his blond moustache. 
 
    “A chamberpot,” Kieve said. “But something solid, hear me? None of this thin stuff you palm off on the provincials.” 
 
    “Only the best,” the shopkeeper said, insulted. He crossed to some crowded shelves. “The finest brass, the finest workmanship in Dalmorat Province. You’ll not find better brasswork outside of Koerstadt itself, I promise you. Here, for example, is a fine piece, as you can see, with a slight raised frieze of leaves and flowers, a tribute to the Mother and none finer or, may I say, more reverent.” He ducked his head to show his reverence, and looked at Kieve through bushy eyebrows. 
 
    “You worship the Mother by crapping in a chamberpot?” she said. It was a gaudy thing. He launched into a long exposition on the importance of piety in all things everyday and otherwise. She held the chamberpot to the light and, glancing alongside it, saw the man in the blue cap hesitate in the street outside. 
 
    “I want to see that.” Kieve nodded toward a top shelf. 
 
    “Oh, that, yes, mistress, my finest inlay work, made for Lady Drysi that’s up castle, perhaps to be the new Lord, indeed, designed especially for the Lady Drysi herself as she is fond, you see, of little things that move and so I have let her tastes govern my design, of course. It has bells, you see, and little animals that come in and out—” 
 
    “Good. I want to see it.” She took Pyrs’ hand. 
 
    The shopkeeper grimaced. “But you see, it is for the Lady Drysi—” 
 
    “She has commissioned it?” 
 
    He glowered.  
 
    “Then show it to me, shopkeeper. Perhaps you might even make a sale.” 
 
    He pushed a rickety ladder against the shelves. “It’s that I haven’t shown it to her yet,” he said, reluctant to ascend. “It’s by way of a surprise, you understand—” 
 
    “Now,” Kieve said.  
 
    His mouth turned down but he began climbing shelves. She let him mount three rungs before she sprinted for the back room, pulling Pyrs. The shopkeeper shouted, bells jangled, and the family jumped up from their meal, startled. The back door opened on the muddy yard of the workshop and that, in turn, on a deserted alley. Kieve pulled Pyrs across the track and boosted him to the top of a wall. She vaulted up after him, inspected the small, snow-covered garden below, and dropped to it. Pyrs landed beside her and opened his mouth. 
 
    “Hush. This way.” 
 
    A narrow passage connected the garden to Market Road. They came through and fitted themselves into a group of mountain folk headed in the direction of Palisade Gate. Clouds massed overhead. She watched carefully but the man in the blue cap had disappeared. 
 
     Abermorat, the second city to bear the name, had been laid out in great plain grids made by the intersections of the boulevards. Within the grids, alleys and smaller streets knotted together at communal wells or small markets. The mountain folk kept to the main street, timorous of the mazy alleys; when they stopped to argue stivers and hunger before a bakeshop, Kieve and the boy moved on. 
 
    At the next intersection she paused, looking for the man with the blue cap, but could not see him. The sky had darkened further. Beside her, the boy had hunched into his shortcoat and stood staring at the cobbles.  
 
    He wanted adventures. So far, she had given him a small taste of the strange, a sufficiency of ill-temper and, unwittingly, a night of fear, and now she was proposing to send him back to his bondslavery, to strip him of a decent future. Did it matter that she did it to save his life? She drummed her fingers along her thigh, looking away from him and down a side street. The street ended at the alley running along the grey stones of Old City’s lower walls.  
 
    “Come, I want to show you something,” she said. “We go down here. Be in front of me. When we come to the street’s end, turn left and stop by the wall. Watch out for the constables. Go!” 
 
    They went quickly down the alley. At its end, Kieve looked over the boy’s shoulder at Old City’s decaying walls footed in rubble. 
 
    “Look, see the mouth of that alley, across and to the right? It looks like a shadow.”  
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “We’re going there.” She put her hand on his shoulder. “Move with me. Hush. Wait.” 
 
    She glanced behind them and, seeing no one, gave Pyrs a little push. He moved forward under her hand like an extension of herself; they dashed across the alley and came through the narrow gap in the rubble. The cold stone walls of Old City closed around them. 
 
    “Good. Now fast, up this alley.”  
 
    The alley narrowed, the sky a scrap of clouds above. She spread her arms to touch the walls with her fingertips. The ancient grey stones of the curtain wall to her right matched the ancient grey stones of the castle wall to her left. Just around the next bend the alley would narrow into a sharp point, a nasty trap for running invaders, but before then she reached for Pyrs’ shoulder and turned him neatly into another hidden gap in the castle wall. Kieve whispered, “Up!” 
 
    The steps turned and turned again, thrust from the sides of a narrow, open shaft. The boy almost flew up the stairs, through bars of sunlight from the high windows. The stairwell rose a few feet above the rooftop, so that any enemies who survived the hail of arrows and oils from the windows were forced to perch for a precarious and usually fatal instant, outlined against the sky for the benefit of archers on the shaft’s other side. The steps leading from there to the roof had disappeared. The boy hesitated and leaped down, Kieve behind him. He saw her lifted hand and froze, and she listened. The sounds of the new city rose in the distance, but all else was silence. 
 
    “Good,” she said. “The constables have not seen us.” 
 
    His eyes widened. “This is forbidden?” 
 
    “In a way. Everyone knows Old City is haunted. They’ll think we’re ghosts.” 
 
    His eyes widened more.  
 
    Across the roof, an empty doorway framed blackness. He followed her in and down a short flight of steps to a dark corridor.  
 
    “Let me go first. The floors are rotten.” 
 
    They walked toward a distant haze of sunlight. Kieve counted paces silently. Eleven, twelve, there was the hole in the floor. Fourteen, fifteen, and out into another alley and narrow sunlight. 
 
    “Rider?” He came up beside her. “What is this place?”  
 
    “Marub Castle,” she said. He turned his wide hazel gaze to her. “The first one. Built a thousand years ago, before anyone even thought of nesting on Sterk. The King—there was a king then—enlarged the caves along this side of the Palisade and built walls to protect the openings. Here, watch where you’re going.” He obediently faced forward. “When the builders ran out of caves they put up rooms and palaces along the face of the cliffs, and more walls in front of that. The castle is never more than about twenty to thirty paces wide, maybe fifty in a few places. And all of it deserted.” 
 
    Another narrow alley turned sharply left and she turned them with it. Within a few paces they were in darkness. She had not been this way for a few seasons. She put her hand behind her to touch his shoulder.  
 
    “Hold my shortcoat,” she said, and waited until she felt the boy’s grip on her. Outstretched fingers touched the walls on either side. Her feet tested each step, until she felt the regular dips of stone meeting stone give way to smoothness. She relaxed. 
 
    “Almost there,” she whispered. 
 
    The wind moaned a little down the alley. She took Pyrs’ hand and led him farther into the cave. Light smeared the darkness ahead and to the right. It spread as they approached, lighting the floor and lapping up the walls until they stepped out of darkness into an immense cavern. The roof had long ago caved in at its apex, leaving a ragged gap high overhead. Trees grew from the centuries’ accumulation of dirt and duff and their own fallen selves. Visible between their naked trunks, stone walls sported columns and arches fraught with weathered gargoyles or friezes of leaves and skulls. A small stream, now gleaming ice, branched through the interior forest. Pyrs gasped and made to step forward but she stopped him. 
 
    “Look how the leaves are deep underfoot, and stiff with ice,” she said. “It is treacherous to cross them. They disguise rotten places.” 
 
    He twisted to look up at her, then back at the trees. 
 
    “Still, our way lies on the other side,” she said. “So there’s no help for it. Up we go.” 
 
    “Up?” he echoed.  
 
    “Like squirrels.” She lifted him onto a low-hung branch. 
 
    The trees crowded together, thick with ropy vines and reaching for the light. They moved along the winter network, limb to branch to vine to limb again, deeper into the hall. He faltered a little, and at one high, hidden tree crotch she touched his shoulder. 
 
    “Here. Rest. Lay down and hold the vines.” 
 
    She swung herself into a tangle of branches and limbs beside and a little below him. The wind’s voice shifted and filled with angry muttering. Pyrs stiffened. 
 
    “What’s that?” he breathed. “Ghosts?” 
 
    “No,” she said. “People say that the old Kings are still here, angry that their bones weren’t taken to Sterk. They call that grumbling the Voice of the Dead. The voice of the angry kings.” Pyrs was silent. “But it’s not,” she continued. “It’s wind in a tower room, at the very top. It comes in through tall, narrow windows. You can stand in the windows and make the song change—playing the Voice like a flute.” 
 
    After a moment he said, “If I stayed with you, if you didn’t send me back to Minst, you could show me that.” 
 
    “If you stay with me, you’ll likely be killed,” she said. “And then you’ll never find a place, find a guild. You made me swear to you. You can’t have forgotten.” 
 
    He was silent for a moment. “I remember everything,” he said finally. “I remember my parents being Taken. I remember it.” 
 
    Kieve turned her head to look at him. He lay in a cradle of branches, staring at the stone sky. 
 
    “I was asleep. I woke up and heard banging, and I saw a light and I hid under the blanket. Then the door broke. My father cursed and there was more banging and shouts. My mother screamed and I put my head out and saw someone carry her out and then they dragged my father away, he was limp and his face bled. Someone stood against the wall, someone in a black cloak like yours. He had his hands over his face, then he took them away and he saw me. I tried to hide but someone grabbed me, someone else, and threw me up over his shoulder and then all I saw was the ground far away, moving, and my mother screamed my name until she stopped.” 
 
    His hands were white on the grey vines. Kieve could not stop looking at him, as though he showed her something she had not seen before, or chosen not to see. 
 
    “I dream about it,” he said. “I see the ground moving and I hear her voice, and then everything is silent and all I see is nothing at all. In my dreams.” 
 
    Wind moved through the naked vines, brushing their rough bark against the rough bark of the tree trunks. Vine and tree whispered together, under the mutter of the Dead. Pyrs put his hands around his branch. He looked like a small boy in a small boat made of twigs and vines.  
 
    “Why did Lord Cadoc kill my parents?” he said. 
 
    She looked away. “I don’t know.” 
 
    The silence this time was different. When she looked back at him, he stared at her, his eyes wide. 
 
    “Did he make me to be stolen? Is he trying to kill me, too?” 
 
    She took a deep breath and did not know what to say. After a moment, “I don’t know,” she said again. “I think if someone means harm to you, it is to harm me through you. But there’s so much that I don’t know.” She sat up, hands deep in the vines. “We need to go.” 
 
    At the cave’s far side they used tumbled gargoyles as handholds, climbing down to the corridor. 
 
    For a moment she thought of taking him into the Voice of the Dead, but the sky was darkening and it was already well past noon. The map of Old City scrolled through her memory. At a break in the corridor she stepped again through the walls. They headed down along the dry twisting beds of ancient water courses, through gaping windows and collapsing rooms, snaking and curling and falling through the layers of Old City.  
 
    * * * * 
 
    A cold wind poured through Palisade Square. Vendors hunched against it, folding their tents. One stopped to sell Kieve cold meat wrapped in a fold of bread. They ate while they walked the margins of the Square until she found the Inn of the Boar.  
 
    Kieve gave one of the ubiquitous street urchins a coin to go inside, find Sadik Sheepherder, and tell him that a woman had found his wallet and he must come into the Square to identify it. Moments later he followed the girl out of the Inn. 
 
    “You have my money?” he demanded of Kieve, who had pulled her hood forward. 
 
    “Hush. Not in public,” she said, and led him to a narrow, deserted alley. He refused to go in. 
 
    “If you are an honest woman, you will give me my wallet here,” he said. 
 
    “If you were an honest man, you’d admit you hadn’t lost a wallet,” she said. “We need to talk privately.” 
 
    The sheepherder looked at her with suspicion. “Why?” 
 
    She pulled Pyrs’ cap away. His golden hair shone in the light. 
 
    “Pyrs?” Sadik said. He followed her down the alley. Midway along it, where she could see both ends, she stopped. Sadik beckoned Pyrs over. 
 
    “Has she harmed you?” he said. 
 
    Pyrs turned away but Sadik caught his wrist and pulled him back. 
 
    “Answer me. Are you—” 
 
    “I’m all right,” the boy muttered. “Let me go.” 
 
    “What about Unig’s horse?” the shepherd said.  
 
    “Sheepherder—” 
 
    “Unig says that you stole the horse from him too, and he wants to cry justice for it, and for the boy, and—” 
 
    “Quiet.” 
 
    Sadik’s mouth closed. 
 
    “Good,” Kieve said. “My name is Kieve. I’m Lord Cadoc’s Herald Rider. For reasons you don’t need to know Pyrs is in danger, and as long as he’s near the castle I’m in danger, too. You must take him back to Minst.” She took a breath. “Now you can talk.” 
 
    Sadik turned to the boy. “Is this true?” 
 
    “Someone stole me last night. And someone followed us today, a man with a blue cap.” He paused. “I don’t want to go back.” 
 
    “You want to stay with her?” Sadik said, incredulous. Pyrs refused to answer. 
 
    Kieve spread her hands. “He doesn’t believe he could be hurt or killed.” 
 
    “Ah.” Sadik crossed his arms. “You want me to help you.”  
 
    “I want you to take him back to Minst,” Kieve said. 
 
    “For how long?” 
 
    “Forever, damn you. I have his bond, I will sign it back to Unig Innkeeper. But he must leave the city.” The shepherd hesitated. The wind pushed bits of garbage down the alley. “Shepherd, we don’t have much time. You’ll take him?” 
 
    “Yes,” Sadik said. “Yes, of course. We’ll leave as soon as the council is done.” 
 
    “Council!” She slammed her palms against the wall. “He has to leave now, this minute, it can’t wait.” 
 
    “But Rider, be reasonable. If I go now Minst won’t be represented and they’ll cut off our trade. I came alone, there’s no one else here from the village, no one to take my place. I can’t do it.” He paused and pushed a strand of hair from his eyes and smiled, being charming. “Unless there’s some news from up castle I don’t know. Unless Cadoc isn’t going to die soon. Is he, Rider? Is there time to ride to Minst and back before the lord dies?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said after a moment. “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “I could hide him here.” 
 
    “If I can’t protect him up castle, you surely can’t protect him here.” 
 
    “From whom?” Sadik demanded. “If I take him, how can I keep him safe if I don’t even know who to keep him safe from?” 
 
    “Travel overland,” Kieve said immediately. “Take the route I took, directly over the mountains. Pyrs knows the way and I can draw—but you’re not going, are you? Not until after council.” She pulled her hood up. “Shepherd, forget you saw us.” 
 
    “But I want to help you,” Sadik said. 
 
    “You can’t. You last saw Pyrs in Minst. That’s all you know.” 
 
    “There must be something—” 
 
    “There isn’t.” She pulled Pyrs’ cap over his hair. She couldn’t read his expression. “Don’t follow me, shepherd. I know where you stay.” 
 
    They left him in the alley and walked into Palisade Square again. Dark clouds filled the sky. Most of the tents were gone, folded out of the storm’s reach. Stallholders hurried to store their goods. The wind grabbed an awning and threw it into the air. Its poles clattered down like spears. 
 
    “Kieve?” The boy skipped to keep up with her. “If there’s no safe way to get me out, I’ll have to stay with you, won’t I?” 
 
    She shook her head and led the way from the square. They weren’t followed.  
 
    * * * * 
 
    The private room Kieve hired above a wine shop was quiet and shabby and warm. She ordered wine and some ink and paper. Pyrs slouched about the room in miserable silence while she scribbled a note, sealed it, and sent it off with the barmaid’s younger brother. The boy stared in awe at the coin Kieve dropped in his dirty palm and scampered out of the room. She watered some wine for Pyrs, filled her own cup, and stared into it. Wind muttered around the chimneypots. She tried to make a picture for a small boy, but Pyrs’ face kept slipping over it and sliding away, try as she might to pen it behind a door in her mind. After a while she took the boy’s bond and the map he had made and spread them out on the bench beside her. She rested her palm on them and stared into the fire. 
 
    Her wine was still untouched when the door opened and Bredda came in. The old woman’s eyebrows rose when she saw Pyrs. She dropped a large sack on the table, covered it with her cloak, and came to sit beside Kieve at the fire. 
 
    “Going to storm tonight,” she said. “What did you try to do?” 
 
    “Give him to the Minst guildspeaker. I thought he would have a companion, someone to stay while he went. Or go while he stayed.” 
 
    Bredda grunted. “What happened?” 
 
    Kieve told her about Sadik. Bredda, listening, rubbed at her stump. When Kieve finished she sat back in the chair. “So.” Bredda sipped from Kieve’s winecup. “Horrible stuff, I serve much better. Pyrs, fetch my bag. I’ll take him.” 
 
    Kieve looked at her. “Where?” 
 
    “You don’t need to know that. Or when, or how.” Pyrs put the sack beside her and sat at their feet, facing the fire. “I may not get him back to Minst, but he’ll be safe, I promise you.” 
 
    “As a bondslave.” 
 
    Bredda raised her eyebrows. Kieve looked away. Her glance stopped at Pyrs’ head. His curls looked almost red in the firelight. “I’ll find a safe place in the city,” she muttered. “The supply boat’s due to leave tomorrow. I’ll—” 
 
    “Nothing will sail in this storm,” Bredda said. She pulled Kieve’s guild cloak from the sack and held it in her lap for a moment. “You were willing to send him back to Minst, to never see him again. Why is this any different?” 
 
    “At least I’d know where he was,” Kieve muttered. Pyrs’ shoulders moved and were still again. She looked away, caught Bredda’s glance, and looked away from that, too. She picked up the papers and put them on the table. 
 
    “Your horse is stabled next door,” the old woman said. “You’ll have to pay the stableboy. Give me my shortcoat back. Don’t forget your patch.” 
 
    “Wait,” Kieve said. “Pyrs, listen. I must burn your map.” She took up the map and knelt beside him in front of the fire. “It is not legal to map a castle, even a tiny part of it. Because it might fall into the hands of enemies.” She looked at him, holding the paper to the flame. He stared at it. “I’m sorry. Maps are like weapons, some times. That’s why there is a law.” 
 
    He took a deep breath.  
 
    “You can make other maps,” she said. The flame licked at her fingertips. She dropped the paper and watched the last of it burn. After a moment she sat at the table and drew his deed of bond to her. 
 
    “This is your debt. This means that you owe me money, twenty capits and a half, and when that is paid off you are free.” 
 
    He looked at her. Bredda shifted a little on the bench. 
 
    Kieve dipped the pen in ink and bent over the deed, writing in her clear, rapid hand underneath the selling signed by Unig Innkeeper. She carefully removed a page from her notebook and wrote on it, too. When she was done she re-read both papers, blew them dry, and pushed the deed toward Bredda. Bredda read it and raised her eyebrows. 
 
    “You’re sure?” she said. “How will you find the money for this?” 
 
    Kieve gave her the second paper. “My word bond, for the money. He should keep it together with the deed.” She handed Bredda the pen and the innkeeper witnessed them both. “You’ll help him? Find a sponsor for him?” 
 
    “Do I have a choice?” 
 
    Kieve gestured this away. “And you will sell the horse for me?” 
 
    Bredda blew on her signatures. “Is it my pay from the Guild? No, of course not. I suppose I must.” 
 
    “I need it,” Kieve said. 
 
    “To pay for this.” Bredda tapped the paper. “Kieve, you know the guild will shoulder your debts, if it must.” 
 
    “If I die. Is that a course you recommend?” 
 
    “No. No, I did not mean that.” 
 
    Kieve took the papers back and held them out to the boy. 
 
    “You’re free,” she said. “I forgive your debt.” 
 
    He stared at her. 
 
    “You’re not a bondslave anymore. Bredda will help to find you a place to live, a guild to take you in and apprentice you. I owe it to you, for what I have done to you.” 
 
    “But you never paid Unig—” 
 
    “That is not your concern,” she said. “That was my debt before and it’s still my debt, not yours. That’s what this second paper says. Your debt is paid. Damn it, take them!” 
 
    She shoved the deed into his hand and stood. She stuffed her belongings haphazardly into the pockets of the cloak. 
 
    “I’ll stop at City House and record it,” she said. She pulled her cloak closed and left. The dim corridor was filled with the rumor of wind until, behind her, Pyrs shouted her name. She stopped, her back to him. His footsteps approached, slowing as he neared her. When she turned he stood a pace away, eyes bright and hands busy under his shirt. He brought them out and closed the small space between them. 
 
    “Keep this for me,” he said unevenly, “until you come for me.” 
 
    “Pyrs, I can’t—I won’t be—” 
 
    “It’s not yours,” he said. “It’s mine. It’s a loan.” His voice broke. He pressed something into her palm and bolted back into the room, slamming the door. Kieve opened her fingers and saw the necklet he had braided from horse hairs, Traveler’s and Myla’s, still warm from the boy’s skin.  
 
    * * * * 
 
    Wind howled up the avenue, tugging at bare trees. Magician, dancers, musicians, vendors, and shoppers were all gone, stores closed, windows shuttered tight. The light had turned a nasty yellow-grey and the bell in City House tower tolled two hours past noon. 
 
    The shutters on City House were closed behind wooden bars. The heavy front door didn’t move when she shook it. Cursing, she pushed through the wind back to Traveler and rode toward the quay. 
 
    Traveler fidgeted. A gust lifted his mane and she shook her head hard. Pyrs still had her Rider’s token, deep in his pocket or, maybe, dangling about his neck. The thought made a tight, hard bolus in her chest. 
 
    The constables at the wharf said the ferrymen would make one last run before they, too, hid from the storm, but she had to wait for the boat. She spent the time staring at the frozen Morat and cursing methodically and monotonously. The gleam from a passing lantern caught at a scrap of cloth, bright as a boy’s hair.  
 
    * * * * 
 
    Riding up the narrow road from the quay, she inventoried the contents of her room. Little enough there, but she could sell the crystal and porcelain and the lamp. She drew in her breath. Taryn had admired Hovath’s Compendium. Perhaps he would pay enough for it to cover the cost of a small boy. It was, she though, the least that he owed her. She could leave the funds with Isbael’s steward, who would convey them to Unig Innkeeper to satisfy the debt. Twenty capits and a half for the boy, and another twenty for the horse. Bredda might get eighteen for Myla, or even more once the Passing was complete and all those guildspeakers had to make their ways home, but it couldn’t be counted on. She owed a total of forty and a half. The law said that if she didn’t pay her debt, Unig would be within his rights to reclaim the boy. The matter was of some urgency: she could not leave Dalmorat Province with the debt unpaid, not if Pyrs was to be free. She had nine saved up and another two from the last ride: so twenty-nine and a half to make up. The Compendium wasn’t worth that much.  
 
    A freezing rain began to fall just before she reached the first curtain. Traveler put his head down and she shrank back inside her hood. At the wagon gate the shadi held a lantern to her face, motioned her through, and retreated to the shelter of the gatehouse. Traveler trudged the path between the fields. Storm shutters covered the windows of the village houses, the shops were closed and dark, the castle a looming presence behind them. It, too, retreated behind dark walls as she crossed the glacis. Rain fell and froze, and already the path grew slippery. At the gate two figures emerged from the barbican, one swinging a lantern. She reined Traveler to a halt. 
 
    “Rider.” The figure with the lantern threw back his hood. She frowned down at the lined face of Heron, Taryn’s Chancellor. He was a good man, a plodding, thorough man with no evil to his name or history save that he was one of Cadoc’s many bastards. Wind snatched his words away. He pulled his hood back up. She leaned down. 
 
    “My lady Isbael desires your presence,” Heron shouted. “Lud will take your horse.” 
 
    She dismounted but kept the reins in her fist, reluctant to talk to the woman Taryn would marry. “Why?” 
 
    Heron shook his head. Isbael couldn’t command her but it would be impolitic to refuse.  
 
    “Lord Taryn?” 
 
    “He is with her,” Heron shouted. “Please, Rider. Before we freeze.” 
 
    She scowled and handed the reins to Lud. Heron pulled his hood up, tucked his chin down, and led her through the Snake. The alley funneled the wind to gale force. She bent her shoulders against it. Most likely Bredda would take him out of the city. They were probably gone already. South, perhaps. Traveling in the storm. 
 
    Heron ducked through an arch. She followed him up a curved, semi-enclosed stone stairway. A bundled servant took torches from their brackets, dunked them in a bucket of water, and put them back in the supports. Night seemed to climb the stairs in his wake. The deserted wing behind Lord’s Walk was still black with soot where, a century earlier, high winds had flung a lit torch against a wooden wall. The servant pressed against the wall to let them pass. 
 
    The stairs became an angled passageway, the passageway became a corridor where torches burned calmly along the walls. Heron opened his lantern and pinched out the flame. Kieve dropped the hood of her cloak, brushing ice from the fur. 
 
    “What time is it?” she said. 
 
    “The third hour past noon, mistress.” 
 
    She put her hands through the cloak and into the pockets of her breeches, tangling her fingers in Pyrs’ necklet. Her thigh muscles flexed against her hands as she walked. Bredda would have given him some warm clothes. If they found a solid way-lodge outside the city, they could ride out the storm in relative comfort and the storm itself would protect them. It would be cold there. 
 
    She expected to be led to the Marubin section of the castle but Heron took her instead to Taryn’s chambers, behind the White Tower and snug against the dark stone of Sterk, at the castle’s highest level. Hangings covered the rock walls. The flag above the door showed Isbael’s single curving black stroke against russet and dark blue. Taryn’s own flag had been moved to a smaller door further along the hallway. Heron conferred with two servants in Isbael’s colors. After a moment the carved wooden doors swung open. In the entry hall, another of Isbael’s servants took their cloaks. They entered Taryn’s guest hall, where his delicate, comfortable furniture had been moved to focus attention on a plain, un-cushioned chair by the fireplace. The room was empty. Heron led her to another carved door set behind hangings. Kieve took a deep breath as he opened the door, bowed, and gestured her inside. 
 
    “My Lady Isbael, Lady Esylk, the Rider Kieve,” Heron said. Kieve dropped to one knee. 
 
    Esylk smiled, tucking her hands into her sleeves. Isbael Marubin, like her father, was stocky and big-boned, square of hand and face, with heavy lids and thick, sensuous lips. Her eyes, like her father’s, were a flat black that gave away nothing. Wings of grey highlighted her thick black hair. At her gesture Kieve rose and stood while Isbael inspected her. 
 
    “I thank you for coming.” Isbael’s voice was low and smooth. “I thought it time we met, Rider. The Lord of Myned tells me that you are old friends.” 
 
    “I am honored to be so called,” Kieve said.  
 
    “You must be frozen,” Esylk said. “Lady, may she sit?” 
 
    “Of course, and close to the fire. Heron, a posset for the Rider, then you may leave us.” 
 
    He bowed and withdrew, leaving the three women alone. Kieve bowed to Isbael and took the offered seat beside the fireplace. Esylk smiled. Isbael smiled. Kieve smiled, and didn’t trust either of them. Heron brought the posset on a little enameled tray and set it by her side and left. Everybody smiled again. 
 
    “I have been eager to meet you,” Isbael said. “Taryn speaks highly of you.” 
 
    “He is kind,” Kieve said. “Is he here? I have some business with him.” 
 
    “He will return.” Isbael sat back in her chair. “The Lady Esylk and I were discussing Cherek’s future. She is most persuasive.” 
 
    “Far Merinam, where blue water spills against white beaches and it never snows,” Kieve said.  
 
    “You remember,” Esylk said. 
 
    “Of course, lady.” 
 
    “But Merinam is a distant place,” Isbael said. “I am more interested in Dalmorat Province, and the Smith’s steam engines, and the telegraph.” She leaned toward Esylk. “And there perhaps Myned and Dalmorat are aligned, in this near future concern. For in a world of such machines, what do we have to barter? What do we have to trade?” 
 
    “Woolens and mutton will not be enough,” Esylk said. “There are ore deposits in both our provinces, there is a seam of coal running through Myned’s lowlands that might, perhaps, rival Moel’s. We have wood. Pah!” She slapped her palms against the arms of her chair. “Isbael, you know this as well as I. A woodsman fells a tree and the mill owner pays him a few stivers for it. He mills it and sells it to a woodworker for a few stivers more. The woodworker turns it into a stool, or table, or a bed, at perhaps a quent. If he sells it to a broker, the broker charges double that. Who makes the money here? Not the woodsman. Profit comes to those who exploit the worked materials, not to those who have it or obtain it.” Esylk paused for a breath. “Unless the materials are rare, hard to come by, important. Precious.” 
 
    “The lady Esylk,” Isbael said to Kieve, “proposes to find these precious things across the border. In Trapper lands.” 
 
    Kieve’s breath caught. Isbael nodded. 
 
    “Even so. And she believes that you can help convince me that such resources exist.” 
 
    “I told the lady Isbael that you spent some time on the Myned borders before you were apprenticed,” Esylk said. 
 
    Kieve spread her hands. “I was a child, ladies. I hardly know—” 
 
    “About this, for instance.” Esylk reached to the table beside her and held out a small carving. Kieve recognized it immediately. 
 
    “It is a periapt,” she said, taking it in her hands. “A Trapper fetish, worn to guard against—this one is to guard against the illnesses of children. It is an owl, see, here is its head, and these crescents are its closed eyes.” Owl, she remembered, saw all and could not hide the truth, so harm could look in her eyes and find the children out. But if Owl’s eyes were closed, harm could not see the children and they would be safe. She turned the rounded shape over in her palm. “See the faint lines to show the wings. And here, if you hold it to the light you can see the tiny lines of feathers.” She touched the two small holes behind the head, where a leather thong could be threaded, and wondered who carved this tiny thing, and around whose neck it had been hung, and whether it had worked. She held it for a moment longer before giving it back. Unpainted, smooth, eloquently austere. “I had not thought to see so fine a periapt again.” 
 
    Isbael was smiling. Kieve looked at her and let her face go smooth. 
 
    “Oh, I do not laugh at you,” Isbael said. “But see this, Rider.” 
 
    She rose and opened a small cabinet. It held rows of periapts: bears and wolves, sleek creatures from the far North Sea, the slender shapes of hawks and the round ones of tundra mice. Behind them, Raven and Snow Wolf loomed. Isbael picked out one of the largest, a fat bear rearing, its forearms folded against the barrel chest. Its face had no detail beyond the blunt snout but it seemed nonetheless to be laughing. 
 
    “I enjoy them,” Isbael said. “Such beautiful objects, to come from such a brutish people.” 
 
    “Are they?” Kieve murmured. “Brutes, I mean? Could brutes create these?”  
 
    “Of course,” Esylk said. “They simply copy old forms, there is no thought to these. Old forms, old superstitions. I wouldn’t be surprised to learn that a Cheran taught them this, originally.” 
 
    Kieve pressed her lips together.  
 
    “Who is this, Rider?” Isbael said, holding the figure out to her. 
 
    “Bear, uncertain,” Kieve said. Isbael looked at her, head tilted. “Bear has two aspects and three forms,” Kieve continued. “Crouched, Bear hunts and must be appeased or avoided. Bear as Death. Lying still, Bear gives suck and in that aspect Bear nurtures and can be appealed to for bounty and protection. Rearing, Bear has yet to make up its mind. It is most dangerous then, for you cannot tell whether to appease or appeal, and can only wait.” 
 
    “Bear, uncertain,” Isbael repeated. “I collect them. I find them beautiful.” 
 
    “As indeed they are,” Esylk said. “In part because of their material.” 
 
    “Ivory,” Kieve said. “The bones of leviathans and the tusks of the valros.” 
 
    “Beautiful and durable materials, which can be used for buttons and boxes and inlay work, jewelry and torques and even periapts and icons. And springs, lady. The material has great strength.” Esylk picked up the owl. “This is but one of a number of riches the north lands hold for us, if we have the courage to explore them and take what we find.” She tapped her fingers against her chair arm. “Ivory, yes, and of course furs, which are difficult to come by in Cherek. Trappers are good at fur-taking, say of them what you will, but the furs come dear. I see no reason why we could not step in to that trade and take it for ourselves. My people have reported gems to be mined in the outlands. I would like to explore that before the rumor becomes reality for some other province.” 
 
    “Gems,” Isbael repeated.  
 
    “The outlands are a treasure box, Isbael, waiting for the hand bold enough, and strong enough, to reach in and take these riches—furs and ivory and gems. Warmth and strength and beauty. And as for the ivory—” She pulled a pin from her hair and held it out. It was slender and intricately carved into the shapes of sleek sea-creatures. “These items lack a market now because they are difficult to come by and insufficiently known, but let them become popular, let their benefits be seen, and they will be worth a fortune. And will make a fortune for the province that controls them.” 
 
    “And trains its people to fashion them,” Isbael said. “Who will train them? Who in Cherek knows how to work these materials?” 
 
    “No one in Cherek,” Esylk said. She and Isbael looked at each other evenly. 
 
    “And so we come to your treaty with the Trappers,” Isbael Marubin said. “Who will then come ravening into my province to teach my peasants how to make springs and buttons?” 
 
    Esylk, still smiling, shook her head. “You mistake me, Lady. I only explore options, as I hope the Rider will agree to explore them, in the outlands, in my behalf.” 
 
    Kieve looked at her. “Explore?” 
 
    “I believe you are interested in that? I could pay you well.” 
 
    “Lady, my guild—” 
 
    “Apart from your guild, if need be,” Esylk said. “I have discussed this matter with your guildmaster, who is unwilling to second you. It leaves me with little choice.” 
 
    “Apart from the guild,” Kieve repeated. It was unthinkable, that she or anyone would leave a guild. 
 
    The door opened. All three turned to look as Taryn came in and bowed. 
 
    “My ladies. Rider. I trust I am not interrupting.” 
 
    “Not at all,” Isbael said. “The Lord of Myned was promising me a future in ivory buttons and the Rider was, I trust, going to agree to direct the enterprise. If not in the outlands, then perhaps here in Dalmorat itself.” 
 
    “Begging your pardon, Lady, but I think not,” Kieve said. “When your father dies I ride his death to Koerstadt, and nothing this side of the Mountain will return me to Dalmorat Province.” 
 
    “Indeed.” Isbael’s eyebrows rose. She looked, at times, like her father made younger, but no softer. “Have you broken this news to my cousin Drysi?” 
 
    Kieve frowned. “Do I need to? She called me once to come speak to her, and it seems that every tongue on Sterk has wagged of little else since.” 
 
    “Oh, not entirely,” Isbael said. “There has been great entertainment at the sight of the Rider in pursuit of her misplaced asset.” 
 
    “My lady,” Taryn said. 
 
    “Am I mistaken?” She turned an innocent gaze from her steward to the Rider. “We thought it plain that you were shopping the boy through the castle and much upset at the idea that he may have slipped your grasp. But no, I see that this is not the case, and I do apologize. Rest assured that the rumor ends with me.” She smiled. 
 
    Esylk’s hands were tight on her chair. Taryn, behind Isbael’s chair, looked at Kieve and shook his head, his expression almost pleading. Kieve drew in her breath and when she let it out she had pushed the anger deep inside. 
 
    “My lady Isbael,” she said, rising. “My lord of Myned. I thank you for the posset, the company, and the conversation, but I have obligations. With your permission, then...” 
 
    “Of course. Go.” Isbael waved her off. 
 
    “Kieve,” Esylk said. 
 
    Kieve shook her head and bowed. As she passed Taryn she paused.  
 
    “I would speak to you,” she said, and waited for him in the guest hall, a few paces beyond the door. He joined her. 
 
    “Kieve, I’m sorry. She didn’t know—” 
 
    “Hovath’s Compendium. Do you still want it?” 
 
    He blinked at her. “Pardon?” 
 
    “Do you still want it? I am willing to sell it. Today. Do you want to buy it or not?” 
 
    “I, well, yes, of course, it’s—” 
 
    “Forty capits.” 
 
    “Forty! That’s a fortune.” 
 
    “Thirty-five. Do you want it?” 
 
    “Kieve, Mother above, will you be still!” 
 
    She folded her arms and stared at him. He ran a hand through his ginger hair, disarranging it.  
 
    “I also wish to sell the crystal bowl, and my porcelain. If you are not interested I would be grateful to know who might be. I need to sell them now.” 
 
    He cursed. “Is this because of Isbael?” 
 
    “No. The thirty-five is for the Compendium only.” 
 
    “It’s not worth it,” he said. “Not even for friendship’s sake. Don’t be a fool, Kieve. Stop. Wait a moment.” 
 
    “I don’t have a moment,” she said. “I won’t sell for less than thirty.” 
 
    “Damn it! Twenty, not a stiver more.” 
 
    “That’s not good enough. Twenty-eight.” 
 
    “Be damned! Twenty-two!” 
 
    “Done. I’ll have my servant deliver it and receive the money.” She stalked around him. 
 
    “Stop it!” he said with fury. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Using my assets,” she said, and left the room. 
 
    The wind had found its way into the corridor. It muttered down the stones and pulled at the flags along the walls. Kieve stalked down the passageway, slamming mental doors and counting paces. Her throat felt tight and hot. 
 
    Twenty-two and nine and two left her seven and a half still to make up. She could sell the porcelain bowl, the glass sculpture, perhaps the crystal lamp. To be sold to—who? Who else on Sterk cared about such things? 
 
    Cairun. Of course. 
 
    He wasn’t difficult to find. A servant met on the stairs told her that he lodged in the clutter of rooms behind and above Hueil’s Garden. When she crossed the bridge above the Garden, freezing rain slanted in through the arched windows. The stones underfoot were slick with ice. She pulled her hood closed, leaving only a slit for her eyes, and tried not to think about Bredda and Pyrs. In the intense cold her injured eye wept a little. 
 
    A sharp right-hand turn, another twisting flight of stairs, another corridor. The wind whined around her. These torches were encased in glass but someone had already doused them. In the weak light Cairun’s banner, blue and ivory, lay above a door. She rapped on the wood with her belt knife hilt and put the knife back. Her fingers didn’t want to release it.  
 
    To her surprise, he opened the door himself. 
 
    “Rider! Great Father, come in, it’s vicious out there. Come. Are you all right?” 
 
    He took both her hands and pulled her into a crooked hallway, and opened her hand to release the knife. 
 
    “The boy is all right?” 
 
    She discovered that she couldn’t talk. He brought her into a small room and sat her on a wide chair before a fire. He laid the belt knife on a table beside her. 
 
    “I have some people here, give me a moment to send them away,” he said. “Can you wait? Will you be all right? A moment, only.” 
 
    She hunched within the cloak. He went out, closing the door on her. She took a deep breath and let the air out again, slowly, until her throat unclenched a little. The room was warm and bright near the fire. On the small table by the chair her knife lay beside a book marked in place with a long white ribbon. Hangings against the wall kept in the warmth, but she could not see their designs in the dimness. Her eyes ached. She shut them against the light of the fire and tried to think of nothing at all. 
 
    He seemed to return between one breath and the next, and pressed a cup into her hands. It held cold water, which shocked her mouth a little. 
 
    “He’s gone,” she said. “He is away from here, and safe. I hope. My asset.” 
 
    “Idiots. Bored idiots. And you are frozen. Give me your hands.” 
 
    He sat beside her, peeled off both sets of her gloves, and rubbed her hands between his. She looked at his hands busy over her own, at his long fingers. 
 
    “I need some money.” 
 
    His hands paused. “From Gadyn?” 
 
    “No!” She pulled her hands back but he caught them and laughed a little.  
 
    “You frightened me,” he said, turning her palms up. “No, you don’t need anything from Gadyn.” 
 
    “I have some porcelain and crystal, I think you must have seen them in my rooms. I need to sell them. Will you buy?” 
 
    “I don’t need your porcelain—” 
 
    “I don’t want a loan, or a gift,” she said to his busy hands. “I need the money, but I need it honorably.” 
 
    He smiled. “Honor? In Dalmorat?” 
 
    She looked into his rich brown eyes. The smile disappeared. 
 
    “Rider. I will be pleased to buy your porcelain, and anything else you wish to sell.” 
 
    “Eight capits?” 
 
    “Eight. Is it enough?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said, and took a deep breath. “Yes. Thank you. Yes. I will send them.” She picked up her gloves and rose to walk toward the door.  
 
    He rose with her and hesitated before saying, “One thing more, Rider.” 
 
    “My lord?” 
 
    She turned to him and he put his hand along her cheek and leaned to kiss her. She closed her eyes, feeling the softness and the tension of his mouth, the presence of his hand along her face. For a moment the world seemed suspended, then words and noise and apprehension poured from her as if from a tilted cup, replaced by sensation only. He turned his face and her lips, parted, passed over his smooth, hard cheek. His mouth touched her ear and he breathed in, and she began to breathe too.  
 
    “Kieve,” he whispered. 
 
    She heard the word over the slamming in her chest. She turned her face against his to find his mouth again. He drew a ragged breath before their lips met. She put her hands on his shoulders and pressed them down the length of his body until her hands curved around his hips, and she pulled him tight against her. His hands cupped her head, opening her braid.  
 
    She raised her hands to his tunic and he tugged a little at her cloak until he found the clasp and opened it and the cloak fell around their feet. They pulled at each other’s clothing, awkwardly, until they had bared enough skin to press together again. The touch shocked them and for a moment they were motionless. She felt him press against her belly. She kicked her breeches aside. He murmured and moved his hips to open her legs. She was ready for him and lifted one leg to wrap around him. She held his waist and spread her hands along his buttocks, pressing him into her. They paused there for a moment, at the long border between desire and desire’s end, before the rhythm took them. 
 
    When it was over they lay together in the tangle of her cloak and their clothes, still joined. He put his face into the hollow of her neck. 
 
    “I—I am sorry—a sheath, I should have stopped to—” 
 
    “Hush. I have herbs. It doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “It does matter,” he said. “I should not be careless.” He cupped her cheek in his palm and kissed her and moved a little inside her, as though asking a question. She held him more closely and rocked her hips, caressing him. He thickened. 
 
    “There is my bed,” he said. She turned her head to look across the room to his narrow abstemious bed, and wanted to laugh. 
 
    “You are reading Calton’s treatise on cosmology,” she said. “And you sleep on a shelf. You are not as advertised, Lord Cairun.” 
 
    “No? No, I suppose not.” He propped himself up on his elbow. “Nor, I think, are you.” 
 
    She shook her head against the fur of the cloak. “I don’t want to talk about it. There will be time later, when it will all come shouting back at us.”  
 
    “We can run away from it,” he said. “We can run away to Koerstadt.” 
 
    “Perhaps.” She rocked her hips again. “But for now, let us run away to this.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    They had between them made a mare’s nest in Cairun’s bedroom, pulling cushions and padding from his bed and spreading them out before the fire. Kieve tented over that with blankets and they covered the cushions, and themselves, with the warm black fur of her cloak. When she opened her eyes it was to the blackness within the cloak, then she turned her head to the dim red glow of embers in the fireplace. The air was sharp against her cheeks. Cairun slept with his face pressed against her shoulder. She moved her arm. 
 
    “Don’t,” he mumbled. 
 
    “I must,” she said. “It is near dawn.” 
 
    His hand responded, moving along her body from breast to hip. 
 
    “Stop,” she said. “We will wear ourselves to bruises. Let me up, my lord, while I still have skin left at all.” She pushed him over and eeled out of the piled bedding. The room’s cold made her gasp. She pulled at her cloak but he had rolled himself up in it, so she wrapped herself in his cloak while she found kindling and blew the fire to life. A clutter of boots and spoons and clothing lay piled against the door, where they had thrown them first to drive the servants away and later as a game, to see who was best at getting this into that while doing thus. She smiled, looking at them, and reached for her clothes. 
 
    Last night, they had called for blankets first. Cairun wrapped himself in a cloak and stalked out of the room, shouting for Mazus his Chancellor. He returned at the head of a parade of servants carrying blankets, wood for the fireplace, a pitcher of wine, and bread and cheese and dried fruits heaped on a platter. He directed the piling of blankets on the floor and wood by the hearth and food on the table, his arm waving from one end of the room to the other, his long legs wide. Kieve grinned, watching him from the depths of her furs, and when he was done he chased the servants out. Mazus didn’t want to go. He tried to neaten the bed, feed the fire, pour the wine, until Cairun and Kieve drove him from the room with thrown boots. He scampered out, bleating “But my lord! But my lord!” a phrase that Kieve repeated mockingly until Cairun stopped her mouth with his own. 
 
    She used blankets and chairs to build the sort of shelter she would have made in the mountains save that this one faced not down-wind but toward the fireplace, and was tall enough that they could sit within it cross-legged, knee touching knee, and share the wine and cheese and bread. A thin line puckered his right side. They compared histories as written on their bodies in scars and bruises, which needed to be touched and tasted. And drank more wine, and slept, and woke again. 
 
    Deep into the night, deep into the wine, Cairun said, “I could send you to the outlands, you know. If you wanted to go. I could pay the guild for you.” 
 
    She rolled onto her stomach and propped her chin on her hands. “If you go to Koerstadt. If you are Gadyn’s dog in Koerstadt.” 
 
    He didn’t reply. She said, “Are you Gadyn’s dog, still?” 
 
    “No,” he said slowly. “No, not anymore.” 
 
    “Then you cannot afford me, can you?” 
 
    He laughed. “Shall I be Gadyn’s dog for you then, Rider? Would you accept Gadyn’s money, even second hand, if it sends you out of Cherek?” 
 
    “No. I would never be free of this cursed province then.” 
 
    “Ah?” He too rolled over so that their faces were inches apart. His eyes were darker in the firelight, almost black. “Is that the only reason? You don’t object to working for a man who is not honorable?” 
 
    “I am already oathed to a man who is not honorable,” she retorted. “And what of you? Why did you support Gadyn, if you know him to be a villain?”  
 
    “He gave me money and promised me more. It is not something I have had in quantity. I like it.” He nodded toward the wine. “I like what it brings me.” 
 
    “Has he stopped giving you money? Have you told him that you no longer support him?” 
 
    Cairun frowned. “Does he need to know?” 
 
    “How greedy do you plan to be, Lord Cairun?” 
 
    “That answer, too, is easy,” he said, and for a while they stopped talking at all. 
 
    “The Lord of Myned wants to send explorers into the outlands,” she said eventually. He lay with his head on her stomach. She tangled her fingers in his dark brown curls. “She spoke of sending me. I think that she and my Guildmaster have quarreled over it.” 
 
    “You will not leave the guild?” 
 
    She tugged a lock of his hair. “Who would bury me? And who marry me? Who give me a place by the fire when I’m too old to ride? Who give me work, and protect me, and pattern my days? No, I cannot leave the guild. This is my calling.” 
 
    “And you are loyal to it.” 
 
    She didn’t respond. 
 
    Now, in the cold before dawn, he reached to put a hand around her ankle.  
 
    “You could stay here,” he said. She shook her head. “It would be safer,” he continued. 
 
    “Safer than what?” She moved her leg away and pulled up her breeches. “Already all Dalmorat will know how we spent the night, and be as full of speculation as a bladder. And perhaps your uncle has died and I can leave for Koerstadt within the hour. What could be safer than that?” 
 
    When he didn’t respond she paused, her hands on the strings of her tunic, and looked down at him. He stared into the fire, his profile pale in the nimbus of his dark hair. After a moment she finished dressing. He rolled out of the cloak and stood, sleek and beautiful in the firelight, and without meaning to she reached to trail her fingertips along his chest. He caught them and put them against his lips. 
 
    “In Koerstadt,” he said. His breath warmed her fingers. 
 
    She pulled her hand away. There didn’t seem to be anything to say, so she gathered up her cloak and shrugged into it as she left. The crooked hallway was filled with wind and the floor had iced over. 
 
    She let herself out of his rooms and followed the maze of stone hallways to the broad, deserted portico high above the Great Hall. The freezing rain had turned into dense snow and splinters of ice, driven before a hard wind. A finger of cold reached for her belly. She paused to adjust her cloak, wrapping it close. Bredda and the boy were doubtless tucked into some warm and hidden place, and within a few hours she would have the money to ensure his freedom. She made the turn into the first of the series of winding stone stairways that would lead her down to the Hall. Gradually the wind died although she could still hear it shouting above her. Humming, she came out into a corridor where a few lamps glowed along the walls. A shadow unfolded itself from a corner and she stopped, wary, until the shadow spread its arms and beckoned. 
 
    “Rider?” 
 
    Leyek. She grunted and came closer. “What are you doing here? Did Lady Esylk banish you from her rooms?” 
 
    “Hush,” he said. She couldn’t see his face in the darkness. “You will help me, snow sister?” 
 
    She shook his hand away. “Be quiet, you fool. Speak Cheran.” 
 
    He did. “You are his leman—” 
 
    “No. Whose?” 
 
    “Lord Cairun. Please, Rider, I must speak to him.” 
 
    “Then speak to him. He has ears.” 
 
    “Pah. He will not listen to me. I—I lost something to him, in gaming. Something my father gave me. I must get it back before Cadoc dies, before Lady Esylk leaves this cursed place.” 
 
    She lifted an eyebrow. “You said you were a fine gambler, Leyek. You said you would easily get it back.” 
 
    He made a sound of disgust. “I am. I did. I almost did. But he cheats, your lover, your Cairun. He cheats and I owe him... I owe him more. And I will pay it, Rider, I have honor, but the thing my father gave me, he will not return it to me.” He grabbed both of her arms. “You will speak to him?” 
 
    She made a quick movement that started with a shrug and ended with her two long paces away from Leyek, and him gasping. 
 
    “You can speak to him yourself,” she said. 
 
    He hissed after her but she walked away. A petulant baby, she thought, angry at the world because he didn’t have the sense to be angry at himself. Her own anger fell away as she walked past the darkness of Adwyr’s rooms and came down the stairs into the Great Hall. She thought about Cairun and her breasts tingled. 
 
    Shadowy forms lay along the walls where people slept, indistinct in the orange glow of the three huge fireplaces. She threaded her way between the sleeping bodies and followed the smell of new bread into the kitchen. 
 
    “What do you want?” Balor demanded by rote.  
 
    She raised her chin toward the rooms overhead. He shook his head before gesturing at piles of hot breads, sweating from the ovens. “They’re a hungry lot! Does meat grow from stones, that I should find it in this storm?” He glowered at her. “I hear you found meat to your liking, last night.” 
 
    She grinned. “Feed me, cook. I have an appetite.” 
 
    “Fah! Here, take it and go away, I’m busy. Your eye is healed?” 
 
    She caught the hot meat pasty and bounced it from hand to hand, blowing on it. “Almost,” she said, and realized that she had not put on her patch that morning, and did not miss it. She nodded her thanks as she retreated from the kitchen. 
 
    She stood in the corridor, waiting for the pasty to cool. Her thighs ached a little. She wondered when the land-barons would crowd to Cairun’s standard, thinking that Kieve Ferret-master supported him. The thought amused her. Cadoc could not last much longer, perhaps he would not even last through the storm. She thought of clearing skies and of the road south, the Deathnote scrolled tight and thrust into her belt. For a moment the vision was so clear that she almost felt the press of the scroll against her hip. 
 
    She could avoid the storm by making her way along the servant’s passageways that ran through the castle walls, but the entrance here was busy with servants come to fetch breakfast for their masters. Another doorway opened on the far side of the Great Hall. It should be less traveled this early in the day. Cold touched her through the folds of her cloak. She took the pasty with her into the Great Hall. The dais was empty. She mounted it and crouched near its edge, facing the embers in the central fireplace, to eat her breakfast. 
 
    A hand thrust out from a pile of rags and grasped her booted ankle. She took the wrist in her fingers and pressed hard against the nerve. 
 
    “Damn,” Fercos yelled. She let him go. 
 
    “Imbecile.” Kieve bit into her pasty. 
 
    “You could have ruined me,” he said, nursing his hand. He sat up beside her, pulling at his rags. She recognized his cloak and a pile of blankets. 
 
    “You have been evicted from your quarters?”  
 
    “My wife...” He shrugged. Fercos identified all of his casual women as his wife, for reasons Kieve did not know and did not care to learn. “The Lord?” 
 
    She shook her head. Fercos muttered a curse. 
 
    “A wretched, wretched death,” he said. Kieve didn’t respond. “And you eager for the end of it.” 
 
    She swallowed her bile. “It would be a mercy, wouldn’t it? Should we not all be eager for mercy?” 
 
    He snorted and sang,  
 
    Kieve Rider, chaplet stealer, 
 
    shadi friend, forfeits runner. 
 
    She laughed. “I didn’t steal your chaplet, Fercos. And it is returned, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Take me with you,” he said. 
 
    She blinked and rocked back a little. “With me?” 
 
    “To Koerstadt, when you ride Cadoc’s death down the river.”  
 
    A servant knelt before the fire. He raked back the embers, piled up fresh kindling and logs, and breathed it to flame. In its increased light she looked at the minstrel, who looked back at her.  
 
    “Why?” 
 
    He shrugged, rippling the layers of his dirty clothes. “Why not? You heard Drysi’s minstrel, tinky-tinky woo-woo, lovey-dovey foo-foo pick pick pick. Perhaps they can teach me to do that too, in Koerstadt. And Isbael—Isbael has brought her own, three musicians who sing together, in harmony, and play upon harps and drums and flutes. You haven’t heard them? Stinking down river music, Koerstadt music, not a piece of muscle in it.” 
 
    Kieve thought about that, and about Isbael’s taste in periapts. Smooth, austere, deceptively simple. She nodded. 
 
    “But what of Gadyn? Or my lord Cairun?” Saying Cairun’s name made her belly tighten. 
 
    Fercos snorted. “Gadyn. Fop.” He lowered his voice. “They met yesterday, you know, by accident, Isbael and Gadyn. She called him a puppet, dancing to a tune sung by Cadoc and Rive and Adwyr. She said that puppets can be made and broken at will, especially the brainless ones.” He snorted again. “He called her a bitch and told his new land-baron Matyns to hit her, and Matyns wouldn’t, and Gadyn barked at him like a little dog. Am I to stay in the castle, to write praise songs about that? 
 
    Gadyn, princeling, squeaking warrior, 
 
    Quaffs his wine and stamps his feet 
 
    Stamps his feet and kicks his heels 
 
    Kicks his heels and licks his—” 
 
    “Hush,” Kieve said, laughing. “He is Cadoc’s chosen, and Cadoc is not yet dead.” 
 
    Fercos turned and spat elaborately into the embers. “How can I make a praise song about Gadyn, without laughing or lying or both? And I think Cairun doesn’t care for my songs either.” He leered at her. “Although I hear that he is musical, that you and he played the flute last night.” 
 
    She ignored this, taking another bite of the pasty. 
 
    He frowned into the fire. Behind them, servants drew out the boards and brought in platters and stone jugs and trenchers and cups. The sleepers began to stretch and waken. A tall man in livery went along the walls, reaching over those still sleeping, lighting the torches. 
 
    “If you hate Koerstadt music, why learn it?” Kieve said. 
 
    Fercos spat again into the flames, which hissed. “I’ll find a land-baron, some drunken sot in a castle high in the ice, and spend the rest of my life praising his sheep and freezing to death,” he said. He grabbed his drums and beat on them. “It will be the only place left for such as me,” he shouted over his drum. “And there’s the pity of it.” The hall filled with the pounding. 
 
    I sing of Cadoc, province master, 
 
    mountains master in Dalmorat, 
 
    potent lord, ice flyer, swinging 
 
    through the iceboats, runners winking 
 
    at the shadow of his passing. 
 
    Cadoc sits between the fires 
 
    in his hall and drinks his wine, 
 
    bright wine sharp as gold he dribbles 
 
    on the hearthstone, doing honor 
 
    to the Father and the Mother. 
 
    “Quiet, you bastard,” someone shouted. Fercos sang louder. 
 
    Mighty is his thirst, his hunger, 
 
    mighty is his fame. He fills  
 
    his hall with barons and his bed 
 
    with maidens lovely as the mornings 
 
    in the waters of the Morat 
 
    bright as sunlight, sharp as gold, 
 
    praising mighty Cadoc’s prowess 
 
    in the fastness of Dalmorat 
 
    o’er the roaring foam of Morat 
 
    in the winter of his power 
 
    Cadoc, great lord of Dalmorat, 
 
    Priaiseful father of my song.  
 
     “Fercos,” she said as she rose. “You’re a lousy poet.”  
 
    He ignored her, beating out the rhythm of his praise-song. The hall was awake now, filled with grumbling and voices and the smell of food. She made her way to the far side and found the servants’ doorway. She ducked through it and into the hallways. These thin passages netted the castle, sometimes lit by narrow windows but more often by torches that laid long black tongues against the walls. She followed the hallway to the very back of the castle where the corridors widened into gracefully proportioned rooms with high arched ceilings, the castle’s original chambers. Kieve wondered if the woman had finished packing, or if she had given birth. The servants looked askance at her and moved against the walls. One young woman, seeing her, put her hand in front of her mouth and blushed and giggled. It was such a contrast to her usual reception that Kieve smiled back.  
 
    The rooms bent along the curve of the overhang, deserted here and there in places crumbling into the same gentle dishevelment as Old City. Kieve lifted a torch from the wall, lit it from another, and held it before her. Away from the noise of people she could hear the wind again, bellowing and, where rock walls compressed it, filled with a high-pitched wail. Easy to understand why the Inguruki thought the wind alive.The corridor turned and opened into the cold yard behind Lord’s Stables, where in warmer weather the laundrymen beat out their trade in huge stone tubs. Now there was no help for it but to brave the storm for the last few yards. She quenched the torch, pulled the hood of her cloak around her face, and went into the wind and snow. Smaller paces, because of the storm, and angled to fight the wind: fifteen, twenty, thirty-two. It was sheltered here, but when she came around the corner of her wing the wind grabbed at her, driving sleet sideways toward her face. She flinched and found the wall and fought her way along it until her hand touched the railing. Her feet skidded on the icy stairs. When she gained the corridor she leaned against the wall, catching her breath, the wind still fierce at her back. All the torches were out. She wanted a mug of vedsuppe, perhaps an entire kettle of it, and a loaf of hot bread, and a joint of meat. And, she thought, a place to eat it all that was not owned by storm. When she stood away from the wall the side of her hood stuck to the stones, where her moist breath had frozen fur to rock. She breathed on it again and snatched the hood free. 
 
    Her door was barred. She pushed against it, unbelieving, then banged on it with her dagger’s hit. 
 
    “Gaura! Damn it, open the door! Gaura!” 
 
    “Mistress?” Gaura called through the door. “How do I know it’s you?” 
 
    Kieve put her mouth to the wood and cursed and Gaura unbolted the door. Light spilled into the corridor. Kieve stepped through and the servant slammed the door closed and bolted it. The skin under her eyes looked purple and her hands trembled. 
 
    “What is it?” Kieve demanded. “What’s wrong, where is Daenet, is Pyrs—” 
 
    Gaura shook her head. Her chin trembled. Kieve pressed her into the chair before the woodstove. Her huge stomach filled her lap. For all the cold outside, the room felt hot and stale. Gaura quivered. 
 
    Kieve stepped around the boxes in front of the map cabinet. She brought out the bottle of apato, poured a measure into a cup, and pushed it into Gaura’s hands. The servant sipped at it, grimaced, and set the cup down again. It rattled a little against the tabletop. 
 
    “Tell me,” Kieve said. 
 
    “D—Daenet left, mistress. Then later a man, a man came,” she said. “For you. I was cleaning up, just past midday and, and he just came in without asking. He was all, his face all muffled against the wind, but he didn’t, he left the, his face, I couldn’t see.” The baby started to kick, bouncing the front of her gown. She put her hands over her middle. The man strode through the rooms with Gaura lumbering behind him, trying to shoo him out and insisting that she didn’t know Kieve’s whereabouts. Eventually he left. More indignant than frightened, Gaura went about her duties. At nightfall the man came back. 
 
    “He left this for you.” She fumbled in her apron pocket and produced a small, cloth-wrapped package. Kieve turned it over. The wax seal, intact, bore no stamp. 
 
    “He said it was from Master Jenci. And he said, he said—” She screwed her eyes closed. “‘She’ll know what to do. And if she has sense, she’ll do it before she gets another present. Something less easily spared’.” She opened her eyes. “He made me say it to him, again and again, until I had it by heart. He had a, he had a knife, mistress. And then he, he pushed me against, against the wall and he put the knife—” Her fingers spread over her belly and she sobbed. 
 
    “Hush. Wipe your tears. No harm done.” 
 
    “But he came again,” Gaura wailed. “In the night and he kicked, he kicked on, and I let him in, and he, he left another thing, on your work table. And he said he’d kill me, first my baby and then me, and I, and I—” She wept into her apron. 
 
    Kieve took the second package from the table and balanced it in her palm. “No message with this one?” 
 
    Gaura shook her head. 
 
    She put the second package aside and lay the point of her belt knife against the seal of the first one. The wax clicked as it broke. Within the cloth was a twist of paper, and within the paper, its chain tangled, lay Jenci’s guild token. She put it on the table and looked at it, her stomach cramped and cold. Jenci’s name and the date of his first oathing were incised on the worn metal. 
 
    “Is it...” Gaura whispered. 
 
    Ignoring her, Kieve took up the second packet and broke the seal. The opened cloth revealed a small wooden box, its top closed by a little catch. She flicked the catch with the tip of her belt knife and raised the lid. In the box, nestled in blood-soaked cloth, was a finger, intricately and artistically covered with blue tattoos. 
 
    She was halfway down the treacherous stairs before she finished closing her guild cloak. The storm had lightened from black to grey but within four steps the castle walls disappeared. She pushed toward the Scholars Garden, letting the wind shove her along the wall until she fell through the opening. She took a moment to orient herself, then fought her way to the narrow alley and through the first door. In the classroom behind it children crowded together on benches. They goggled at her as she ran through and into the dark, angled passageway beyond. The hallway turned, leaving the scholars’ quarters. Her pace picked up. Birds shrieked in an aviary. A tailor popped his head from a doorway and popped back in again.  
 
    “Samit Tailor,” she called, slowing. He looked out at her, white-faced.  
 
    “You must send to Ilach Commander and to Master Adwyr. Tell them that Jenci Guildmaster of the Riders has been harmed. Tell them they must meet me in the guildmaster’s chambers.” 
 
    The old man gaped at her. 
 
    “Repeat it,” she commanded. He did so, stuttering. 
 
    “You go to Adwyr. Your daughter, she is here? Send her to Ilach. Now!” 
 
    He nodded and jerked back into his rooms. She rushed along the hallway, past the pale, inquiring faces of Samit Tailor’s neighbors, and down a flight of stairs into a room crowded with footmen and valets in the colors of a handful of provinces. The servants barely had time to move out of her way. 
 
    “Rider!” someone shouted. “Is it Cadoc?” 
 
    After another flight of stairs she came through a narrow doorway and into the corridor above and behind the Great Hall, past eagles and ravens and darkened guest flags. Jenci’s door was closed. She stopped in front of it, dragged air into her lungs, and pushed the door open. Lapsi, lying in front of the fire, leaped to his feet. 
 
    “Where is he?” the boy demanded. He jumped around Kieve and grabbed the door, peering down the corridor. “Where is he?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said. 
 
    “You do,” he insisted, furious. “He went to see you and I waited all night for him and he didn’t come back. You’re not his apprentice any more, I am, and I was waiting for him, right here, waiting for him and he never—” 
 
    She grabbed his shoulders and shook him. He gasped and in that moment Kieve said, “Be quiet, apprentice. Speak only if I tell you to.” 
 
    He stared at her, eyes stretched wide. 
 
    “Now. Where is your master?” 
 
    “You—with you. He went to see you.” She shook him again and he cried out, “It’s the truth, Rider. You sent a message and he went to you, immediately, without pause. He told me to go to Master Adwyr, he was to share a meal with Master Adwyr but he didn’t go, he made me go and tell Master Adwyr that Master Jenci regretted but was detained and Master Adwyr was angry and I came back here and—and—and he never came back.” 
 
    Kieve stared hard at him. “I sent a message. How?” 
 
    “There was a note, Rider. A servant brought it.” 
 
    “Who? Which servant?” 
 
    He shook his head.  
 
    “Show me the note.” 
 
    He paled. “I thought that he—I thought that you and he—but he was my master, and still you—” 
 
    “The note, Lapsi.” 
 
    “I burned it,” he whispered. 
 
    Kieve cursed and pushed him so that he stumbled backwards. She knelt at the hearth, raking the ashes with her fingertips. In one corner she found a grey, furred rectangle, draped over the charred butt of a log. When she touched it, it floated into ashes. 
 
    She remained motionless, measuring her breathing until it steadied. She rose and turned toward the boy. 
 
    “What did it say?” she said. 
 
    He shook his head. “I didn’t read it, mistress.” 
 
    She waited a beat. “Tell me what happened. All of it. There was a knock on the door? Who opened the door?” 
 
    “I did. There was a servant, a woman, she was wearing a cloak, a brown one, and she asked if this was where the Rider Guildmaster stayed, and I said it was.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “She said she had a message but she had to give it to the guildmaster, and I said she could give it to me and she wouldn’t and I said she had to and then Master Jenci came and he took it. He put his arm over my shoulder and she reached up and gave it to him and she said it was from you—”  
 
    “Tell me what she said.” 
 
    “‘From Kieve Rider for the Rider Guildmaster’, that’s what she said, and he gave her a coin and she bobbed and went away. And he took the paper over by the fire and opened it up and read it and he frowned.” 
 
    “Did he say anything?” 
 
    The boy frowned himself, deep into his memory. “He said you should be gone by now, and he called you a fool, and he said he had to go. He took up his cloak, then he said I was to go to Master Adwyr and say he couldn’t come, that he was detained, that he regretted, and then I was to come back here and wait for him. And I did,” the boy said, growing angry again. “And I waited and he never came back.” 
 
    “What time?” 
 
    He looked at her face and paled. “Just before midday, Rider. That was when he was to see Master Adwyr.” 
 
    She remembered the bells of City House tolling above her. “At the noon hour I was in the city. I sent no message to the guildmaster.” 
 
    A gust of wind reminded her that the door was open. When she turned to close it, she heard a distant commotion and saw Master Adwyr and two companions striding toward her. She held the door open, waiting for them. 
 
    Adwyr started talking the moment he saw her so that as he approached she heard him say, “... intrusive nonsense meant to demean my Lord’s passing with petty details. There is nothing to merit this concern, absolutely nothing at all. Rider!” He stopped in front of her, face damp. “What is this foolishness?” 
 
    Kieve refused to say anything until Adwyr hunched his shoulders and stamped into the guildmaster’s quarters. Taryn Steward followed him in, followed in turn by a man in Guards’ brown and brick red. She closed the door behind them. 
 
    “The Rider Guildmaster is missing,” she said before the Chancellor could speak. He snapped his mouth closed and glared at her. “He received a message asking him to meet me yesterday at the noon hour. Yesterday at noon, I was not on Sterk. He has not returned to his rooms.” 
 
    Adwyr flicked his fingers. “We were to lunch together yesterday and he sent an excuse. I assume that he is busy at his own business.” He arched his eyebrow. “I am sure that the guildmaster is quite safe, Rider, and all this agitation for nothing. You have created quite enough commotion this morning already.” 
 
    “I am not done,” she said. The door opened to admit Ilach and a woman who, after a moment, Kieve recognized as the castle apothecary. 
 
    “The Guildmaster?” Ilach demanded. 
 
    “All for nothing,” Adwyr announced. “Gone off for one night, in somebody’s bed doubtless. Or even hiding here.” He gestured at the table, where breakfast dishes lay untouched. “Certainly not evidence of any wrong-doing.” 
 
    “Be quiet!” Kieve roared. Adwyr blinked at her and his face reddened, but before he started yelling Kieve had the two bundles laid on the table among the covered dishes.  
 
    “He was given a note yesterday, supposedly from me but I was off Sterk.” She said this to Ilach, who stared at her across the table. “He sent his apprentice to cancel his meeting with Master Adwyr and left his rooms, for my apartment, I think, but the note is burned and we cannot know.” He nodded. She took a deep breath. “Just past midday, a man came to my rooms and terrified my servant. He came back a little later and left this.” She flipped open the wrappings of the first package, and lifted Jenci’s guild token by the chain. Ilach cupped his hand around it and squinted at the back, then let it swing free from Kieve’s fingers. 
 
    “What is it?” Adwyr demanded. “I am Cadoc’s Chancellor and you must tell me—“ 
 
    “It’s his guild token,” Ilach said. “With respect, Master Adwyr, you must be quiet now.” 
 
    The Chancellor’s jaw whitened as he clenched his teeth. 
 
    “Later the same messenger came back,” Kieve said. “With this.” 
 
    This time her hand hesitated. She held her breath and opened the catch. Ilach leaned over the box and was still for a moment. 
 
    “What is it?” Adwyr said again. “I demand to see—” 
 
    Ilach stepped away. Adwyr stared into the little box and chewed his lip. 
 
    “You have no doubt?” he said. 
 
    “They are his tattoos,” Kieve said. “The boy Lapsi can identify them, too.” 
 
    She turned to find that Lapsi had backed himself into a corner by the hearth and was staring at them all, eyes huge in his pale face. 
 
    “Why?” Adwyr said. 
 
    “To force my cooperation, I think.” 
 
    Nobody asked the next question. 
 
    “Then it was the Guildmaster,” the apothecary said. She had pushed back the hood of her heavy cloak, revealing the tight grey knot of her hair. “It is good you sent people,” she said to Ilach. 
 
    “Tell me,” Kieve said. 
 
    “The wind let up for a little at dawn and I went to the herb garden, to see how my plants were in the storm. When I finished I came back along the high terrace and I saw someone on Lord’s Walk, near the edge. A black figure, moving as though blind.” She passed her hand before her eyes. “I called but I don’t think he heard me. When I tried to reach him I couldn’t for the ice and wind. So I went to the barracks. I was with the commander when Samit’s girl brought your message.” 
 
    “My climbers will find him,” Ilach said. “They’re used to mountain work, to storms and hard climbs. If he can be found, they will find him.” 
 
    “They’re on the Walk now?” she demanded as she scooped up the token and box. She was gone before he finished his nod. 
 
    Nobility and servants and guests crowded the corridor, eager for any break in the storm’s monotony. She pushed between them, bolted down the broad stairs, and ducked through the door at the base of the tower into Hueil’s Garden. She scuttled along the lee side of the wall until she came to a service door. A moment’s work popped it open; a service door on the other side of the Snake yielded as easily and she was in the black supply channels below the apartments of the nobility, running through the damp stone lanes, her fingers trailing along the walls. Twenty-three paces. Forty-six. A door resisted her, not with locks but with the pressure of wind. She forced it open and came into the eastern edge of the Garden of the Lady. She pushed through the wind. Dark figures moved at the far end of the Walk.  
 
    The figures became Ilach’s searchers, bearing an awkward load bound to a board and wrapped in a black guild cloak. Kieve turned back and led them through the Garden and into the supply channels.  
 
    “We found him just at the edge,” said the search leader as torches were lit. She put out her hand to stop Kieve from pulling open the cloak. “Rider, he won’t last.” 
 
    The searchers staggered under Jenci’s weight as they carried him through the labyrinth of corridors behind the Crescent Bathhouse and around the White Tower, over the stone bridge above Hueil’s Garden, down the corridors of the main wing to his rooms. The halls were thick with people, as was the main room of the suite. Asgaut waited before the fire, his hands in his sleeves, and followed the litter into Jenci’s bedroom. Daenet entered just before Kieve dropped the curtain against the press of eager faces in the outer room. The search leader cut the ropes that bound Jenci to the litter and Asgaut reached for the cloak. The searcher cleared her throat. 
 
    “Rider, we tried—” 
 
    “I know. The guild is grateful. You will be remembered.” The words came to her by rote and she barely paid attention to them. “Please, go now.” 
 
    The woman held open the curtain for her team, then nodded at the bed. “Ilach will need to see him.” She dropped the curtain behind her. 
 
    Jenci groaned. Kieve moved forward and took his right hand. 
 
    “Master,” she whispered. Asgaut lifted the hood from the guildmaster’s face. 
 
    What remained did not look much like Jenci, or any human thing. The face was battered to shapelessness, one eye missing and the other hidden under a caul of frozen blood, teeth broken, the nose flattened. Daenet choked and turned away. Jenci turned his head a little and groaned again, then said clearly, “No,” before muttering a stream of words that Kieve finally understood as Akeguruk, something indistinct about supper and the shape of mountains, about the elevation of the Eye in the northern sky, about wind.  
 
    Asgaut had uncovered the rest of Jenci’s body, exposing a network of cuts and bruises and a concave place where his ribs were crushed. Jenci shouted but the shout came as a wheeze. A red froth dribbled from his mouth. 
 
    Asgaut shook his head and covered the guildmaster and stepped back.  
 
    Jenci said something about an ocean at the distant borders of Uruk and something about a river, and then he stopped talking entirely and he died. Kieve held his hand, listening to the shuffle of footsteps as people left the room, and the rushed murmur of shock from the people outside. 
 
    She filled her lungs and opened her eyes. Daenet stood at the far side of the bed, hands at his sides, watching her.  
 
    “You don’t need to stay,” she said to him. 
 
    “He was my guildmaster too,” Daenet said. 
 
    Kieve looked away. Taryn lifted the curtain and came in. 
 
    “Kieve?” he said. 
 
    “We are waiting for Commander Ilach,” she replied. Daenet went into the other room and came back with a cup of apato, but she shook her head. After a short while Ilach came in and nodded at Taryn. 
 
    “We will need a witness,” he said. Taryn stood back against the wall. Ilach put his hands to the cloak and pulled it open. He inspected Jenci’s face and body, then put his hands under the guildmaster’s right shoulder. 
 
    “Daenet. Help us.” 
 
    Together the three of them turned the body a little. His skin was still warm. The guild-mark was intact, including the mole just below the pen’s point, the mole Jenci, laughing, had called his drop of blood. Kieve traced the tattoo with her fingertip and let the body roll to its back. 
 
    “Look,” she said. 
 
    She and Daenet moved the body again to reach Jenci’s left hand, wedged between his thigh and the bed. The fingers were broken, palms slashed and gaping, little finger gone. She laid the hand over Jenci’s belly and reached into her cloak for the wooden box. When she laid the severed finger in Jenci’s palm, Daenet stepped back abruptly. 
 
    Ilach said, “Whoever did this thought the storm and the fall would hide what damage they did to him, except for the breaks on his face, and the long cuts on the thighs. No storm did these. See, there is no bruising on the face, around the eyes. This was newly done, soon before he died. But not by falling. Someone blinded him. And the finger. That could never be an accident. A stupid move.” 
 
    She nodded and put the finger away again. Daenet, watching her, looked pale. Ilach lifted the curtains. Faces turned to him, curious, avid, horrified. 
 
    “The guildmaster is murdered,” he told them. “You must notify Koerstadt.” 
 
    One of the waiting shadeen said, “When the storm is done, commander.” 
 
    “Where is his apprentice?” Kieve said, coming out of the room behind Ilach. 
 
    “Asleep, Rider. He was given a draught.” 
 
    Kieve nodded. “I want hot water and cloths.” She paused. “Go away. All of you. Now.” 
 
    They left, jostling each other at the doors. Kieve went back into Jenci’s room and stared at Taryn. 
 
    “Get out.” Daenet raised a hand in protest, but she shook her head. “Not you.” 
 
    “Kieve...” 
 
    She held the curtain open. Taryn walked around the bed and out of the room. As he passed her he put his finger to her cheek, then to her lips. She didn’t understand why she tasted salt.  
 
    * * * * 
 
    They hadn’t let her do this for her father, years ago in that high, cold valley beyond Myned’s borders. The raid had been swift and brutal, Lady Esylk’s retaliation for a Trapper raid the month before on an outlying village. A different tribe, a different squad of shadeen, a different part of the outlands, but it didn’t matter. The random attacks and counterattacks were part of a struggle ancient long before Kieve’s birth, and might well continue, tribe for village and life for life, long after her death. 
 
    She knew they were not yet Inguruki, her father and herself. Their hut, their kamak, sat at the edge of camp, their places in the communal kamak-inguruki farthest from the fire, but she tumbled in the deep snow with the Inguruki cubs while he hunted with their parents and struggled with the language. She spoke both tongues with ease and could not remember a time when she knew only one. She did not know why her father had brought them out of Cherek. She knew that she had been born there and her mother had died there, but otherwise her history extended no further back than the seasons of the past year. It seemed sufficient. 
 
     The hunting was good that winter. They feasted and sang through the night, praising the spirits of the animals for their pelts and their food. Her father had taken a leopard that afternoon, working alone amid the tumbled seracs in the low cirque east of the camp; its deep black pelt lay in the curing tent and its pungent meat enriched their dinner. They ate it reverently, hoping for a transmigration of the cat’s fierce, swift soul. 
 
    Kieve sat with the cubs and watched her father with pride. Leopard so ruled Uruk that he did not need pale fur in winter. To capture and kill him was a mark of grace and distinction, and had bought for Kieve and her father a full admission to the Inguruki world. Tomorrow they would move to a kamak nearer the center of the camp, and in the spring he would be allowed to marry. Spring was a moon-turn away. These lower valleys would warm to slush and wildflowers but by then the tribe would be far north in the broad river valleys, fishing and gathering and telling summer stories, away from Myned’s dangerous borders. In the summer her real apprenticeship would begin, away from the camp for weeks at a time. She yearned for it, but even more she yearned to walk even further north, over the edge of the world. Beyond the northern mountains, the Inguruki said, the land tumbled into a sea the color of a cold green dawn, the great North Water. She dreamed of tasting its water. The drowsy heat of krath and fire eased her into sleep.  
 
    When her father woke her the fire had burned to embers. He smelled of smoke and krath and sex. They pulled on their furs and crawled through the tunnel into the night. She held his hand as they walked through the sleeping camp and he hummed under his breath, as he always did when he’d been with a woman. 
 
    The shadeen came the next morning. It was over swiftly, the harsh crackling of harquebus fire and a rain of bullets through the dawn light, followed by screams and battle shouts. Her father took a bullet in the chest, a fast kill, dying before he could defend himself, before he saw the yelling soldiers, before he could say goodbye. She stood frozen, unable to believe him dead, while Myned’s soldiers screamed into the camp, horses skidding in plumes of snow, swords raised and plunging. One thundered toward her father’s body and the rage of battle overcame her; she grabbed her father’s spear and stood over his body, shouting and jabbing at the soldiers. She wounded two before they overpowered her and dragged her away, still fighting. Someone hit her and she doubled over, unable to breathe, while they bound her and a huge man took her onto his saddle and turned his horse from the fight. 
 
    “You’re lucky you curse in a civilized tongue,” he said. “Where did they take you from, child?” 
 
    She clamped her lips tight and refused to open them, save to eat, for the next three months. Jenci was patient, Esylk amused, and the Master of Apprentices in Koerstadt Guild Hall rolled his eyes and set about civilizing her. And her father lay dead in a cold mountain meadow with a bullet in his chest. 
 
    The Inguruki would have seen to her father, cleaning his wounds and leaving him in peace on a high rock. Now Kieve moved around Jenci’s body, tending to him in compliance with Cherek’s customs while she sifted through her memories as the Inguruki required, building the web of images that would keep Jenci alive in her mind. Together she and Daenet stripped him and washed him. Kieve remembered panniers of maps and food, his patience only partially disguised by his temper, his ribald jokes, his stubbornness, his warmth. Daenet’s hands moved in rhythm with hers. Kieve wondered if Daenet, a Cheran, thought about Jenci’s spirit sliding into The Mountain, standing for judgment before the Flail of Truth, seeking admission into the afterlife. Kieve, raised an Inguruk, knew that death was a harbinger only of itself, that beyond the first life there is no other. And that Jenci’s spirit had been given over to the keeping of her own mind and memories, the only immortality that she or the Inguruki would accept. 
 
    They dressed him in his best tunic. She wiped blood from his cloak and held it up, shaking it a little. In the pockets she found a linen square, his own compass in its metal case, four Koerstadt stivers and one quent with something sticky on it, a twist of paper around an ancient sweet, and a splinter of bone as long as her middle finger. She put the other items back and looked at the bone while Daenet finished braiding Jenci’s hair. It wasn’t like her old teacher to keep such oddities. Daenet pressed the grey braids over the guildmaster’s shoulders. 
 
    “Kieve,” he said. She put the bone in her pocket and looked where he pointed. “Someone has cut one of the braids.” The wiry hair stuck out an inch or so from his scalp.  
 
    “I’ll tell Ilach,” she said. 
 
    She spread the cloak over his ruined body. She found a dark scarf in his trunk and bound his face with it, closing his jaw. What remained of his features seemed to float above the black fur. She brushed her fingers across her dry lips and laid them on his, pulled the hood of the cloak over his face, put away the wet and bloody cloths, and left the room. Daenet, coming after her, let the curtains down. They rustled in the silence. 
 
    A small fire burned in the woodstove. Lady Esylk sat before it, her hands folded motionless in her lap. Four of her men-at-arms stood against the walls, hands on sword hilts. Behind them, the windows were dark with storm. 
 
    “Lady,” Kieve said, inclining her head. 
 
    Esylk rose. “They spoke of an accident.” 
 
    “No accident.” 
 
    The lady’s pale skin was splotched with crying. “May I see him?” 
 
    Kieve raised the curtain and stepped back. Esylk walked into Jenci’s room and stood by the bed while her soldiers came behind. Kieve put her hands in her sleeves; her fingers felt cold against her elbows. Esylk moved the cloak’s hood from Jenci’s face and looked at him.  
 
    “There’s no doubt?”  
 
    “I saw the guildmark, Lady.” 
 
    “Ah.” She traced the curve of eyebrow. “In the arms of the Mother,” she murmured. She bent to kiss the ruined lips. The soldiers moved behind her, rising on tiptoe to see. Esylk straightened. “Tell me,” she said. 
 
    Kieve told her about Lapsi and Gaura, about the wind and cold on Lord’s Walk. She showed Jenci’s token, his mutilated hand, the finger resting in its bloody box. 
 
    “Why?” Esylk said when she was done. 
 
    “I think to force my pledge, lady. They hurt him to reach me, and when they could not reach me, they killed him.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Lady, whose hands did this. I’ll learn.” 
 
    “And then?” 
 
    Kieve closed the wooden box and put it back in her cloak. “What did you do, Lady, when your father died?” 
 
    The lady nodded and laid the hood over Jenci’s broken face.  
 
    * * * * 
 
    Ilach led them up the stairs of Cadoc’s tower. The stairs and hallway were crowded and people grumbled as they pressed against the walls, then silenced as they saw Ilach’s entourage. Under their cloaks, Kieve and Daenet wore the full uniform of the Riders Guild, the deep black of tunic and breeches hemmed by crimson piping, high supple black boots, the guildmark in gold glowing on the left breast. Ilach had also dressed formally in the red and grey and blue and brown of his guild in Dalmorat. Esylk, in contrast, wore simple white. 
 
    The guards watched them coming and dropped their spears, crossed, to bar the way. One banged his heel against the door as they stopped. It opened and Endres emerged. He closed the door and rested his large hands on his hips, regarding Ilach. 
 
    “Commander Ilach Shadi, on business of the province to my master, the Lord of Dalmorat,” Ilach said.  
 
    Endres nodded. “I have heard your sad news, commander. Lord Cadoc does not wish to be interrupted—” 
 
    “He has no choice,” Ilach said. “A guildmaster has been murdered in his castle.” Voices rustled behind him and died again. “This is not something he can put aside.” 
 
    “Endres,” Kieve said. “Let us in.” 
 
    He hesitated a moment longer, then turned and threw open the doors. 
 
    The antechamber was warm and stuffy and no physicians huddled here now. Instead the advisors and retainers of the four heirs crowded the rooms, strictly kept spaces separating each group from the others. Their buzzing conversation halted. Some bowed or knelt to Lady Esylk, who ignored them. The flock of seminarians, invisible behind the advisors, banged and chanted and sang, desperate to attract the attention of the gods. At Endres’ gesture the massive inner doors opened. Kieve followed Ilach through them into Cadoc’s room. 
 
    The heirs had been shouting, gathered around the old man’s bed, but they jerked around to stare at the door. Isbael bent forward over the bed, fists braced against the bedclothes as she yelled at her brother. She straightened and put her hands in her sleeves. He, red faced, leaned toward her from the other side of the bed. His mouth snapped shut as he moved back and glared at the newcomers. Isbael nodded at Esylk. Drysi’s fingers pressed against her lips under wide eyes. She left them there, blinking over her fingernails like an owl. Cairun frowned, his gaze flickering from one to the next and spending no more time on Kieve than on Daenet or Esylk. Kieve made her obeisance to Lord Cadoc’s skeletal form. He lifted his hand a little. Ilach and his companions rose. 
 
    “Commander,” the lord whispered. “What news?” 
 
    “Grave news, my Lord,” Ilach said, and told the story as if he did not know that Cadoc already knew it, as if he did not know that this gathering of heirs had been driven by precisely that news. They heard him out in silence. Kieve watched Cadoc over Ilach’s shoulder. The old man stared at his commander, black eyes hard and sharp in his ravaged face. She had given Ilach Jenci’s guild token and his finger in its box. He laid them on the cover, over Cadoc’s lap. When he was done the old man touched the guild token and stared into the bloody box. Drysi stuffed her fingers into her mouth. Cairun stared across the bed at Kieve and Isbael stared at Gadyn, who looked away from her, lips tight. 
 
    “Busy, busy, busy,” Isbael said.  
 
    Her brother turned on her. “What are you implying, sister? You have something to say to me?” 
 
    She raised her hands, palms up, the picture of innocence. Gadyn spat at the floor and turned toward the bed. 
 
    “Father, this is ridiculous. The old man got drunk and went into the storm and fell. Obviously. Who would want to kill a guildmaster?” He looked around the room and said it again: “Who here would be so foolish as to kill a guildmaster?” 
 
    “With respect, Lord Gadyn,” Ilach said, “the person who was so foolish as to torture a guildmaster would kill him to hide the first crime with a greater one.” 
 
    Cairun’s jaw tightened but he said nothing. Neither did Isbael, and a brief silence settled over the room. Into it, Cadoc coughed.  
 
    “The Guildmaster did not. Cut off his. Own finger,” the old man said. “Only a madman. Would do that. Only an idiot. Would. Do it for him. An idiot.” He coughed again. Isbael, who stood nearest to it, took a cloth from the table to wipe his face, but he jerked his head away from her. She dropped the cloth on the coverlet and put her hands back into her sleeves. 
 
    “There was a Trapper shout,” Drysi said suddenly, moving her fingers from her mouth. “We all heard it. A Trapper shout, just a few nights before this. A Trapper. It must have been.” 
 
    “Yes.” Gadyn nodded. “No Cheran would do this deed, this foul deed. Not to murder a guildmaster.” 
 
    Kieve felt Esylk shift behind her. 
 
    “A guildmaster’s life is sacred,” Cairun said, agreeing. Gadyn glanced at him obliquely.  
 
    “Why?” Isbael said. “How benefits a Trapper, to kill the Rider Guildmaster?” 
 
    “Commander?” Cadoc said. 
 
    Ilach shook his head a little. “A Trapper cry was reported five nights ago. I investigated but found no sign of Trappers on Sterk. I believe it was a prank, probably played by someone who spent some time on the border.” 
 
    Daenet moved a little beside Kieve and stilled. 
 
    “I do not believe there is a Trapper on Sterk, my lord,” the commander said. 
 
    “But one could be hiding anywhere,” Drysi said. “Anywhere. This castle is full of hiding places, old places, tunnels, old rooms, forgotten places, hidden ones, a Trapper could hide anywhere and who would know? Who would know where he was, sneaking into the castle to kill people?” 
 
    “Lady Drysi,” Ilach said sharply enough to get her attention. “My lady, there is nothing to fear. My shadeen would have found a Trapper on Sterk, or Endres’ guard would see him. You must not spread such rumors, my lady.” She stared at him, eyes wide, as though he was speaking nonsense. 
 
    “Drysi,” Esylk’s calm voice said. “Trapper rumors will panic the people. They are our responsibility. We must not let them be worried needlessly.” 
 
    Drysi blinked and nodded slowly. “I—I renounce,” she said. “A guildmaster’s death. No. There was not—nobody was supposed to die. I don’t—I renounce.” She turned to Cadoc. “Do you hear me, uncle? I renounce my claim. To the sword.” 
 
    A small silence followed, broken by Gadyn’s snort of satisfaction. 
 
    “Shut up,” Cadoc said to him. 
 
    “We will increase our vigilance,” Ilach said. “Believe me, lady, if there is a Trapper on Sterk he will be found.” 
 
    “But no one has explained,” Isbael said, “why a Trapper would chop off the Guildmaster’s finger and send it to the Rider in a little wooden box.” She turned her wide black gaze toward Kieve. “Perhaps the Rider would care to speculate?” 
 
    They all looked at her then, save for Ilach in front of her. His shoulders moved a little. Kieve thought for a moment, then said, “With all respect, lady, I think that speculation will not help us. As Lady Esylk has said, rumors will panic the people. The storm continues, there is no way off Sterk. Whoever killed my Guildmaster will be here for a while at least. The Commander will find him.” 
 
    “Your faith in a provincial commander is touching.” A flat edge of anger rode Isbael’s voice. 
 
    “My commander,” Cadoc said from his pillows. He was looking at Kieve. She couldn’t read his expression under the mask of his illness. “My commander will. Find the killer. Ilach will. Begin an. Investigation. Once I am. Well again.” 
 
    “My Lord!” Kieve said. “This is not a game.” 
 
    “Am I gaming? I can’t do. Justice with. One foot. On the Mountain. And this is. Justice. For a lord. To do.” His expression resolved to one of malicious amusement. “This lord or. The next. It makes little. Difference.” 
 
    “The Koerstadt Council—” she said. 
 
    “A lord will. Sit justice. On this,” Cadoc said. “Swear it. All of you. Whoever takes. The sword. Sits. Justice. On this. Guildmaster’s. Death. Swear it now.” 
 
    They gave their oaths, Isbael gravely, Cairun’s oath flat and almost angry, Gadyn Marubin with exaggerated formality. Drysi refused. Kieve turned away, furious. 
 
    “Rider! Did I give. Leave. To leave?” 
 
    Kieve’s shoulders stiffened. She turned back. Lord Cadoc leaned against his pillows, grinning. 
 
    “Go then. Little bitch. Go and. Go and go.” 
 
    She forced herself to kneel to her master, forced herself to wait until Ilach led them from the room. The crowd in the antechamber shied away, as did the crowd in the hallway. Kieve concentrated on Ilach’s shape ahead of her, pushing the anger down, and down, and inside. 
 
    “Kieve?” Daenet said as they went down the stairs, but she ignored him. 
 
    At the foot of the stairs Ilach raised his hand and they stopped. A small knot of shadeen came to surround them. 
 
    “My lady,” Ilach said to Esylk. “I thank you for bearing witness.” 
 
    She nodded and left, followed by two shadeen at a respectful distance. An escort, Kieve thought. Wise of him. Ilach turned to Daenet. 
 
    “Rider, I cannot command you, but I would like to talk with you. In my barracks, I think. Will you come?” 
 
    Daenet hesitated, then shrugged. “If you wish,” he said.  
 
    The commander turned to Kieve. For a moment she didn’t understand his cold gaze, until she remembered Braith and the rumors of Kieve’s promised allegiance. She put her shoulders back, but Ilach said only, “You might gather the Guildmaster’s belongings. His apprentice—can you keep the boy?” 
 
    Kieve nodded but said, “I want to work with you.” 
 
    “I am not working—you heard our master. I am forbidden to investigate this death.” He said it calmly, but the corners of his mouth were white. He glanced at the gathered soldiers. “Puwan, Glyn, go with the Rider.” 
 
    “I don’t need an escort,” Kieve said as two soldiers came to stand beside her. One of them was the big, red-haired soldier who had shown Pyrs how to fight with a cheese knife. The other, a small, round man, was unfamiliar to her. 
 
    “It’s not an escort,” Ilach said. “It’s a bodyguard.” He put his hand on Daenet’s arm and turned him into the remaining soldiers. Daenet sent one long, undecipherable look over his shoulder at Kieve and allowed himself to be led away. Kieve, fuming, led her two soldiers down the hall toward Jenci’s rooms. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    By midnight Jenci’s trunks were locked into one of Adwyr’s storerooms. The soldiers sat in Kieve’s outer room on either side of the door and Lapsi lay on Pyrs’ pallet, having cried himself to sleep. She had left Jenci in his bed, the fire quenched and the windows opened to admit the preserving cold, and an honor guard of castle soldiers with him. Kieve cradled a cup of apato between her palms and thought about him, trying to find a place for his death in her mind. Did Inguruki souls disappear like smoke, and Cheran souls find their way into the Mountain? Would Jenci’s soul meet bewildered Inguruki who had expected finality and now found themselves awake in an afterlife they didn’t believe in? Or was Jenci gone, as finally as her father was gone, leaving nothing behind but meat and bones to be returned to the world? 
 
    The red-haired soldier’s name was Glyn. Her smaller companion was called Puwan. They sat with their boots stretched toward the warmth of the wood stove and their swords within easy reach. They said that Ilach had commanded their presence and there was nothing they or Kieve could do about it. They had no word about Daenet and would have none until the morning. Outside, wind banged and shouted against the door, and Lapsi sniffled in his sleep. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    The furs on her bed were stiff with cold. She gathered them up and brought them into the front room. Lapsi had dragged Pyrs’ pallet from behind the map cabinet and pushed it near the woodstove. Gaura made a nest between the woodstove and the wall and settled into it, a series of sighs and small groans announcing her progress. Kieve helped the soldiers push cloths into the spaces around the door and the window. Puwan took the first watch and sat bundled in a chair with his feet propped on the stove. Glyn snored. Kieve lay awake, listening to the wind screaming along the stones. 
 
    Jenci had taken her all over Koerstadt, filling her bad-tempered silence with his own exuberance. To the Lords Council House to deliver a map, just a few months after he had transferred to the Mapmakers section. Down wide streets, stone cobbles streaked with red mud, bordered by trees whose dense canopies threw down cool shadows. Behind the trees the facades of buildings rose straight from the streets, blank walls lush with cascades of vividly flowering vines and set, randomly, with small square windows. Jenci’s voice boomed between the walls, following the complicated melody of a song from Teneleh, perhaps, where they wove the cadences of the sea into everything they sang. She remembered his hair mostly brown, the outlands tan still fading from his skin, his braids tipped with an incongruous collection of small toys. When they stopped to let a wagon pass, she stepped closer to him and put her arm around his waist. Jenci had been still for a moment and she realized now that for that moment he had not even breathed. Then he clasped her to his side and resumed his melody. 
 
    Glyn woke and traded places with Puwan, who snored less than she did. Gaura groaned as she turned over and bunched her nest more comfortably around her stomach. Pyrs would be far from Sterk, in safety. In safety. She wondered what he would look like, grown, and whether his hair would darken. The wind lessened for a while, then shifted and picked up again. Glyn hummed a tune Kieve didn’t recognize, that seemed to have no beginning and no end, just a rill of aimless melody wandering through the constant sound of the wind. Beyond it she heard again Jenci’s cheerful, liquid song. 
 
    She slept, and in her sleep she looked for him and found instead a vast white plain spread to curving horizons under a curved white sky. Frowning, she turned in a circle, her abacus and pen in her hands. How could she map this extended nothingness? The ground at her feet was featureless as ice. She pulled the scarf from her neck and let it hang from her fingertips. When she moved her hand the scarf stayed upright, dark but colorless. She turned to look behind her and saw a trail of her clothing, one boot and another, her breeches, her shirt, each item standing above the featureless plain and the paces from each to each marked like tattoos along her thighs, and she realized that she was naked and faced a world of blankness left to map. She turned her head from it and opened her eyes to the darkness of the room and the glow from the door of the woodstove. Her shoulders felt stiff. She rotated them. 
 
    “Rider?” 
 
    “It is nothing,” she whispered back.  
 
    She heard Glyn turn and resettle herself. Kieve leaned forward to add another log to the fire. 
 
    “It is a great honor,” Jenci had told her. “Kieve, ikume, listen to me. The mapmakers, copyists, those who mind the chapter houses, these are all secondary. The Herald Riders are at the top of our guild, and to be a Lord’s Herald Rider is an honor. When it is done you will have your choice of positions in the Guild.” 
 
    “But the Outlands—” 
 
    “Are not open to you. Kieve, to be a Lord’s Rider only five years after your apprenticeship—it is almost unheard of.” 
 
    “But Daenet—” 
 
    “Pah! Kyst asked for him specifically, so how could the Guild refuse?” He touched her chin. “This posting is a great honor. For both of us. I know you will not disappoint the guild, or me. Will you?” 
 
    When Puwan woke, Kieve pulled herself out of the furs and turned up the wick on the lamp.  
 
    Glyn said, “Must be near dawn.” 
 
    Kieve listened for the wind’s direction, went into her bedroom, and cracked open the wooden shutter. Even in the lee of the building the wind was fierce. The sky had lightened to dark grey. Cadoc could die this moment and she would not be able to leave Dalmorat. She pulled the window closed again and returned to the front room as Gaura woke. The servant turned herself onto her hands and knees, and from there clambered to her feet. She shook her dress into place and began folding her bedclothes. 
 
    “There’s food in the pantry,” she said, eyeing the soldiers. “Not much, though.” 
 
    Everyone looked at Kieve, waiting for her directions. She stared back at them. The wind howled.  
 
    “Will you feed us, Gaura?” she said at last, and everyone moved. 
 
    “Of course.” The servant settled her cap and paused to look at Lapsi. “Shall I wake the boy?” 
 
    He lay sprawled in the furs, abandoned to sleep, his eyelids still swollen from crying.  
 
    “No,” Kieve said. While Puwan took Gaura down the blustery hallway to her pantry, Kieve squatted beside Lapsi, balancing on the balls of her feet, and watched his face. He took up twice the space that Pyrs had. Somewhere in this gawky, sullen boy was somebody Jenci chose as an apprentice. She wondered who that was. 
 
    He was, perhaps, thirteen. She tried to remember herself at that age. Just as gawky, taller, still furious. Catching rabbits when no one could see her. Muttering words in Akeguruk into her bed at night when no one could hear, because the harsh, clipped syllables comforted her. Matching her long limbs against Daenet in the practice yard and picking herself up, over and over, determined one day to throw him. In the meantime, on days when he had been particularly merciless, she collected frogs and snakes and slid them between the sheets on his bed. His surprised curses never failed to delight her. 
 
    But he left for Kyst before she could throw him and then she left for her first posting in Brodveld, and now Jenci was dead and the entire world seemed poised to change. 
 
    “He loved you,” Lapsi said. She came back to the present. He stared up at her from the furs. “Even after you were gone, even when he was angry. He said he gave up riding because of you. He stayed in Koerstadt, because you were there. He waited for your letters.” The boy’s voice stayed quiet. “Whatever I did was something you had done first, or you had done better. Whatever I thought was your thought first. Whatever I dreamed...he loved you. And we came here and I thought you would be, that you would be...but you weren’t. And still he loved you, and never saw me at all.” 
 
    She was silent, looking at his angry face.  
 
    “I know,” she said at last. “But he chose you. I was...I was thrust at him, whether he wanted me or not. But he chose you.” She paused. “And I loved him too.” 
 
    “Not enough,” Lapsi insisted.  
 
    She didn’t know what she could say to that. She started to rise. 
 
    “He died because of you.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “He did. He came to Dalmorat because of you, he left his room because of you. He died while you were fornicating, while you were too busy to care about him. He’s dead because of you.” 
 
    Anger came so quickly that she couldn’t speak, then she said, “How much could he have loved me? He sent me here.” He raised his arms to shelter his face. She blew out her breath and stood up.  
 
    The other adults looked away. Gaura made vedsuppe on the woodstove. Puwan stood beside her, chopping hunks of dried meat with his belt knife, attentive to the food. Glyn sat by the door. Kieve stared at them all. Only Glyn met her glance. The soldier shrugged, one shoulder lifting and falling, and half-closed her eyes again. 
 
    Kieve unlocked the map cabinet and stopped for a moment, her hands on the scroll map Jenci had made for her. Sitting in the Mapmakers’ Hall in sunlight flooding from the tall windows, thinking of her as he lettered in, with his careful hand, the names of the brooks feeding into the Morat between the capitol and the sea. Jenci decorated the borders of his maps with fantastical or whimsical figures, two-headed animals, pious drawings of the Cheran trinity with their feet on the necks of imaginary beasts. His own peculiar compass rose, in its center the feathered serpent of time, forever consuming its own tail. She had a few of Jenci’s maps among her personal ones, in addition to this new one.  
 
    She put the new scroll aside and lifted out Hovath’s Compendium. Her hands shook. She stroked the book’s leather cover, the ridges of the incised lettering, the smooth gold leaf, while she pushed and shoved her anger into a little room and forced the door closed on it. The shaking stopped. Within the book were all the places she sent her dreams, the borders always more enticing than their known centers. She lifted the Compendium onto a lambskin, wrapping it and tying the bundle, refusing to be tempted to look through it one last time.  
 
    Opening her money pouch, she shook out the coins and counted through them. She had been mistaken: she had twelve capits, one quarter, three stivers and a quent. She wrapped eleven capits in a twist of cloth and tucked it into the lambskin. She made some ink and penned a quick note to Taryn, asking him to hold the eleven capits and those for the Compendium for Unig Innkeeper of Minst, telling him that more money would be coming from Cairun Marubin. She blew the ink dry, folded the note, and slipped it under the cords. The scent of meat broth crept through the room, warming it. Gaura stirred grains into the pot, covered it, and moved it to a corner of the stove. Puwan inspected the inside of the teapot. Lapsi had come off his pallet and hunkered beside the stove, wrapped in the blankets, staring at Kieve. She turned so as not to see him. 
 
    Jenci had to come to Dalmorat of his own will. He had sent her to Dalmorat of his own will, eager to give her prestige of being a Lord’s Rider. He had known what he did.  
 
     She put a small trunk on her worktable. She kept Dalmorat’s maps separate from those for the Guild, and both separate from her private ones. Three years ago Cadoc had suggested that she provide him with a map of Cherek. It was almost finished, with only some details of the islands off Teneleh to ink in. She rolled and wrapped it and put it atop the province maps in the map cabinet. She rested her fingers for a moment on the map of Stormbringer, then put it, with the Guild’s maps and her own, into the small trunk, leaving out the map that showed the route down the Morat to Koerstadt, the one she would need to ride Cadoc’s death to the capitol. She’d have to take Lapsi with her. She rolled the map into a tight scroll and slid it into the pocket in her breeches. 
 
    Bredda would be wise to apprentice Pyrs into the Shadeen Guild. Perhaps Ilach or Braith could vouch for the boy—Bredda would think to ask. They would do well by him. Perhaps he might write to her. It wouldn’t be difficult, he could write in care of the Guildhouse in Koerstadt, the letter would reach her. Wherever she was. 
 
    She put the chest atop the boxes that would go down-river with her. There would be few of them, especially now that Cairun had bought the porcelains and crystal. No hurry for those, Gaura could pack them later.  
 
    The vedsuppe was ready. Gaura had found some dried fruits and added them to the porridge. Kieve took the cup she was offered and raised it to her lips, and Puwan scooped it away from her. 
 
    “Apologies, Rider,” he said. “Ilach’s orders.” 
 
    She frowned. “To starve me?” 
 
    Puwan shook his head and sipped from Kieve’s cup. He held the sip in his mouth for a moment, frowning, then swallowed it and thought about that for a moment, too. 
 
    “You think Gaura would poison me? You helped her make it.” 
 
    “He doesn’t have a choice,” Glyn said, grinning, as Puwan handed the cup back. “Ilach’ll flay him if he doesn’t. And our Puwan is a picky eater, he is.” 
 
    Puwan glowered at her. “Woof,” she said to him, then looked quickly at Kieve. “Pardon, Rider.” 
 
    Kieve shrugged, remembering Isbael’s poisoned dog. She sipped and watched them over the lip of the cup. They ate the vedsuppe from cups and pots and bowls, letting it warm their hands before putting it to their lips. Steam wreathed their faces. 
 
    “What else are you to do for me?” she said. 
 
    “The standard,” Glyn said, looking up from her bowl. “Dog your footsteps, wake while you sleep, taste your food, check your boots for assassins, inspect the chamber pot—” 
 
    “The chamber pot...” 
 
    “It’s why one of us is a woman,” Glyn said. “In case you’re shy about that.” 
 
    Lapsi snorted. 
 
    Kieve took another sip. “How do I end this?” she said. 
 
    “You don’t, Rider,” Puwan said. “Well, you can talk to Ilach of course. But not otherwise.”  
 
    A gust pushed at the heavy wooden door, rattling the hinges. For a moment it felt as though the world was crowding in on her, faces and bodies and no solitude to be had at all.  
 
    “Then I suppose we’ll have to visit the commander, won’t we?” she said, trying to keep her voice light. 
 
    Glyn raised her eyebrows, red above the pale green of her eyes. “In this storm, Rider?” 
 
    “Yes. The boy and Gaura can stay here.” She pulled on her cloak. 
 
    Puwan and Glyn exchanged glances before layering on their cloaks. Gaura shook her head and collected the cups and bowls and piled them into the pot. 
 
    “Boy, help me with the door,” she said. Lapsi unwound himself from his cocoon of blankets and went to the door. He turned the latch. The wind grabbed the door from his hands and slammed it into the room and against the wall. Gaura dropped the pots and screamed. Kieve whipped around. 
 
    A large knife pinned a black, doll-like figure to the door. Lapsi backed away from it as the soldiers came around him. Glyn peered down the corridor while Puwan jerked the knife free and pulled the figure from the door. They pushed the door closed. Puwan tossed the figure on the table. 
 
    It was a puppet, a Maccus like the one the puppeteers used save that someone had broken off its nose, painted its hair brown, and wrapped it in black fur. The Riders’ guildmark had been crudely painted on the puppet’s chest, just above where the knife, driven through the figure, had pinned it to the door. 
 
    “No one out there and snow blown over any tracks,” Glyn said. “Recently done, though, after Puwan and your woman went to get the food.” 
 
    Gaura started gasping. Puwan pushed a chair behind her and helped her sit. 
 
    “Are you having a baby?” he demanded. 
 
    She shook her head. Glyn called him a name and pushed him aside and knelt by the servant. 
 
    “You’re just upset,” she said. “Hold your breath.” 
 
    Gaura clutched at the soldier’s hand and shook her head again. 
 
    “Fine. It’s all right. Here.” Glyn pulled Gaura’s apron up over her head. “Now just breathe. You’ll be okay. Just breathe.” 
 
    “The dagger?” Kieve said. 
 
    Puwan frowned. “Common kitchen knife. It won’t help identify anyone.” 
 
    Gradually Gaura’s breathing eased. She pushed the apron from her face and turned to find Kieve. 
 
    “You can’t leave me here, mistress,” she said. “It was that man, I know it, the one who brought the packets, the one who said, who said that he’d, that he would—” She wrapped her arms across her belly. “I can’t stay here alone, mistress, you mustn’t make me.” She looked terrified. The soldiers and Lapsi all looked at Kieve, once again waiting for her direction. She looked at the Maccus, her lips tight. 
 
    “No, you can’t stay here,” she said at last. “You can come with us through the storm. You can stay in the barracks.” 
 
    Gaura nodded, her lower lip caught between her teeth. Kieve looked at Lapsi until he nodded, too. She dug through her trunk and found four snow-masks. Gaura said she didn’t need one and bundled herself in woolen mufflers until only a slit remained for her eyes.  
 
    They made a strange parade, roped together, anchoring each other down the steps through blasts of sleet and wind. At the base of the staircase Kieve found the first of the tethering rings set into the wall. She led them from one ring to the next. Glyn brought up the rear while Lapsi and Puwan bracketed Gaura. They staggered to the small utility door let into the bigger stable door. Kieve dragged the door open and they stumbled inside. 
 
    Lud had moved the horses as far into the stable as he could, away from the storm’s cold. They moved restively, uneasy with the noise and wind. Stable hands walked between the stalls, soothing them. They turned to watch as Kieve’s band passed. Traveler whickered. Kieve stopped beside Lud and pushed her snow-mask up her forehead. 
 
    “You’re headed for the barracks?” Lud said. “If Ilach’s sending to the kitchens, we could use more food. Grains, some meat. We can cook it here.” His eyebrows rose. “Cadoc?” 
 
    “Nothing new last night,” she said. 
 
    “My news is fresher, but no change.” He hesitated. “Rider? I am grieved for your guildmaster.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she said, and walked on. 
 
    Hay was stacked against the far wall. A gap between the bundles led to the passageway. Children popped out of the hay to giggle or stare at them as they went by. None of them had bright golden hair. Kieve turned her face, impatient with herself.  
 
    She led the way through the gap and into the passageway. Over the years parts of the outer wall had been removed to other uses in the castle. Wind howled through the breaches; cold crept into her cloak and burned at her nose and cheeks. The light faded. They pushed on, linked each to the other by hands on shoulders and by rope. She trailed her fingers over the stone walls and counted paces. Perhaps Bredda and Pyrs were telling stories, or sleeping. Playing games. The storm would keep them hidden and safe. He still had her Riders Token. Perhaps he wore it around his neck, as he had worn his necklet earlier. 
 
    The darkness lifted and greyed as the passage fell apart at the lee corner of the barracks. They stopped so that Kieve and Puwan could check the ropes. Kieve reached Gaura, who stood very still. 
 
    “Gaura?” 
 
    She took a deep breath. “I think it’s started,” she said. It took Kieve a moment to realize that she meant the baby. 
 
    “Do you want to go back to the stables?”  
 
    Gaura shook her head. “No! No child of mine will be born in a stable.”  
 
    They rested for a moment, pulled on their snow-masks, stayed a minute longer waiting for Gaura, then came out of the passageway and into the ward. Lines had been strung along the building. They followed them around the corner and into the face of the wind. Sleet drove at them. Kieve clung to the lines, forcing herself to squint, trying not to remember the pain of ice in her eyes. A gust caught Lapsi and he lost his footing. For a moment it seemed that the storm would take them all, but Glyn grabbed him and pulled him to her. They all strained for a moment, catching their balance, and shoved through the last few feet. They fell through the barracks door. Gaura leaned back against the wall of cloaks, panting, her hands cradling her belly. Kieve pulled her cloak off, shaking ice from its folds. 
 
    “Ah, gifts of the storm.” Kieve put her snow-mask in her cloak’s pocket and turned to find Daenet standing at the door to the great room. He held a cup and looked tired and sardonic and drunk. “Come to add to the festivities?” 
 
    “Not now,” she said. She hung the cloak on the wall. “I need Braith, is she here?” 
 
    “She was here, and being flung about like a sack of cats,” Daenet said. “The commander decided that there’s nothing like a bit of physical mayhem to keep the troops in line, and there they are to the very least of them, busy doing damage to each other. Not to mention the furnishings.” He sipped at the cup. “Another quaint Northern custom you didn’t tell me about. The commander and his second hammered the troops and saw fit to disappear.” Kieve pushed him aside and ushered Gaura into the room. 
 
    The tables and benches had been stacked against the walls, the floor covered with straw. The castle troops were at practice, swords in one corner, staves in another, and in the middle of the floor the supple weave of wrestling and throwing. The practice master, in the midst of it, kept the storm of bodies moving to the beat and rhythm of his voice. Kieve turned aside to search for Braith. Puwan spoke to a cadet and nodded. 
 
    “They’re in quarters. Come.” 
 
    “And Cadoc?” 
 
    Puwan shrugged. They followed the cadet around the edges of the room. Daenet came with them, picking his way among the furniture. Kieve saw Pren and detoured to convey Lud’s request for food. Pren nodded and went back to belaboring someone with a stave. Three separate soldiers barked at Puwan, who made his back straight and would not look toward them. 
 
    “The noise is amazing, isn’t it?” Daenet said when they had reached the relative quiet by the stairs.  
 
    “I thought you’d be back in Kyst’s quarters,” Kieve said. 
 
    “It appears I was inconveniently unseen during certain times yesterday that Commander Ilach assures me are of vital importance. Perhaps your servant Gaura will vouch for me, when she is done doubling. And it was known that Master Jenci intended to sack me.” He stared at Kieve. 
 
    “It is a small island,” she said. “There are no secrets on it.” 
 
    He grunted, unconvinced. “Also, he says, he will not lose another Rider and wants me safely under his wing. Or foot. Or ass.” He snorted. “And so,” he said, following her up the narrow stairs, “I spend my time contemplating the flower of Northern warriorhood, and an amazing and enlightening time it has been.” 
 
    Kieve put her hand to the wall. Perhaps Ilach was investigating despite Cadoc’s orders. The cadet scurried up the stairs ahead of them, her braids bouncing against her shoulders. Gaura leaned on Lapsi’s shoulder and had to stop again when they reached the top of the stairs. 
 
    “I haven’t bought prayers,” she said to Kieve. “All the seminarians were busy with Cadoc. There’s no one to pray for the baby, or me.” 
 
    Kieve cursed. “Give me your money. I’ll find someone.” 
 
    Gaura put her hand in her pocket and brought out a twist of cloth. Kieve transferred it to her own pocket. 
 
    “You won’t forget?” Gaura said, pleading. 
 
    Braith came into the hallway just as Gaura’s water broke. 
 
    “You need a midwife?” she said. “Yes, I see that you do.”  
 
    Within a few moments Gaura had been led into another room. The cadet took Lapsi back down the stairs, under orders to find the boy something to eat and something to drink and something to do. Lapsi looked at Kieve for a moment before he turned his back on her and followed the girl down the stairs. 
 
    She stared after him, then looked at Braith, who was no longer her friend because she believed a rumor. Braith stepped aside to let her into the room she shared with Ilach, who had set a guard on her for reasons that, Kieve knew, were only a little bit about herself. And behind her came Daenet, whose position in their guild had been at risk because Jenci wanted his place for Kieve. Whom Jenci loved and who, according to Lapsi, had been insufficiently loved in return. For a moment the world froze. Ilach, unsmiling, handed her a cup of warm spiced wine.  
 
    Despite his protests, Braith pushed Daenet out and closed the door. A man turned from the fireplace, his presence so unexpected that it took Kieve a moment to recognized him as Endres. He looked at her without smiling.  
 
    “Captain,” she said, nodding at him. His head jerked in return. 
 
    “Why aren’t you in your rooms?” Ilach demanded. “It’s safer there.” 
 
    In answer, Kieve took the Maccus from her pocket and dropped it on his table. “A gift,” she said. “Delivered during the storm and pinned to my door with a kitchen knife.” Ilach stared at it. “Whoever killed my guildmaster has not given up. What are you going to do about it?” 
 
    The commander gestured at Endres. “I am paralyzed in this,” he said to her. “And the captain refuses to help.” Kieve realized she had come into an argument already hot. 
 
    “I did not refuse,” Endres said. “I am forbidden.” 
 
    “I think not,” Ilach said. “I am forbidden from pursuing this matter. No such injunction was laid against you.” 
 
    “It doesn’t need to be.” Endres raked his hand through his curls, which sprang up behind his fingers. “He doesn’t need to forbid me anything, he simply needs not to allow it. Can’t you understand the difference?” 
 
    “All I understand,” Ilach said, “is that a murder has been committed during my watch, in my castle, and I am forbidden by politics from doing my duty. And you, who of anybody should be close to this crime, refuse to help. Great Father, Endres, this is the murder of a guildmaster we face, not the death of minor lordling or petty shopkeeper.” 
 
    “So you have said,” the captain responded. “And I say again, what matter is it to me? The guilds do nothing for the Guards, they make no room for us and hinder us at every turn.” He swept his hand before him. “We are the ones who take the jobs the guilds are too delicate to undertake, we fill the niches the guilds leave empty or do not care to acknowledge. So tell me, Commander Ilach of the Shadeen Guild, why I should give a rat’s ass, even were it not forbidden to me, to help your precious guilds?” 
 
    Ilach’s temples throbbed. Kieve said, “Because Gadyn is a stinking amateur, as you once said. We all know that he is behind this death. If it goes unsolved before Cadoc dies, Gadyn will take the sword. He arranged the death of a guildmaster. Think what will he do to those who do not support his claim.” She put her wine cup down. “You told me you did not want to work for Gadyn. Your oath is to the sword, not to Cadoc. If you will not help the guilds, you should at least help yourself.” 
 
    A moment of silence followed before Endres said, “I cannot. I too am under an oath, as much as any of you. I cannot act in this business unless specifically set to it by my lord. Unless Cadoc tells me to undertake this task, I—can—not—do—it.” 
 
    Ilach cursed and turned his back to them. 
 
    “You gave me my boy back,” Kieve said. “You were not told to do that.” 
 
    “Not the same, and you know it,” Endres said.  
 
    “Why not?” Kieve demanded. 
 
    “Because Cadoc’s hand was not in it,” Endres said. “Not clearly in it.”  
 
    “And you believe it is in this?” 
 
    Endres put his cup down hard. “Commander, I cannot investigate this for you. I want to, perhaps even more than you do. But I cannot do it.” 
 
    As the door closed behind him Ilach flung his winecup across the room. It shattered against the door, spraying shards of porcelain and red wine. 
 
    “Ilach,” Braith said. 
 
    “What?” he demanded. “Am I to keep my temper? That bastard forces me to break my oath, my prime oath. He throws himself and his odious succession between myself and my duty, as though—as though he supersedes all of it, as though he has the right to control everything, everything, everything.” 
 
    Braith spread her hands. Kieve laughed. Ilach glared at her.  
 
    “Am I to sympathize, Commander? When I was skewered between oath and oath, you chose to believe rumor and turned your back to me. And here you are, skewered as I was.” 
 
    “It is different,” he said with fury. 
 
    “It is not. We each made a prime oath to our guilds and a second one to this lord, and in both cases he subverts the first by exercising the second. Am I to dredge up a pity rag and wring it for you, over this?” 
 
    “You know nothing,” Ilach said. “You have spent four years here feeling sorry for yourself.” 
 
    “As you will spend the next four?” The last of her temper broke. “Gadyn will take the sword, Commander, unless he is stopped. Gadyn will be your Lord, to order as he pleases, unless he dispenses with you entirely. What of your precious prime oath then? How will you keep the peace in Cherek, if you cannot even keep it on Sterk?” 
 
    “You charge me with self-pity? You have just one more year of your oath, even if Cadoc lives. One year only, and you have spent every moment since Cadoc’s illness swearing how quickly you will leave. And well you should, Kieve Rider. If the network falters, even by a little, the people of this province will pull you from your big black horse and rip you apart.” 
 
    “It was not my choice!” 
 
    “You still Took,” he shouted back at her. “You still Took. And if you are Gadyn’s—” 
 
    “I am not,” she yelled. “I am not anyone’s!” She put her hand to the door latch and pushed it open and slammed it closed behind her. 
 
    Her hand stung. She looked down, cursed, and pulled out the bright shard of porcelain that must have clung to the door latch, and been pushed into her palm. She put her hand to her mouth and sucked away the blood. 
 
    “Very exciting in there,” Daenet said. He slumped against the wall nearby. “Screaming and yelling and marchings in and out, and the sound of shattering. A waste of good wine too, I’d imagine.” 
 
    “Get up,” she said. “You disgrace the guild.” 
 
    “Ah, I disgrace the guild,” he said. Puwan and Glyn, who had waited opposite him, grabbed him by the armpits and brought him to his feet. “Mother forbid it, that I should disgrace this guild. Mother forbid.” 
 
    Kieve cursed. “Find yourself a bed, Daenet. Sleep.” 
 
    “But I can’t,” he said. “I am to be made guilty for the death of the guildmaster. I intend to enjoy as much of life as I can before then.” 
 
    “Horse shit.” She started down the narrow staircase. He followed, hands braced on either wall.  
 
    “It’s not a pretty death,” he said, “when they kill you for killing a guildmaster. It last happened, what, over one hundred and fifty years ago? They used iron and fire and rope, I think. Yes, rope too. It took quite a long time.” 
 
    “You will not be punished for anything,” she said. “Unless I do it, for being drunk and stupid.” 
 
    “Yes? The commander can’t spit between being sworn and being sworn, and everyone knows it. So he will keep me close to hand, just in case he needs to prove his devotion to duty by producing a villain in jig time.” Daenet giggled. “A jigging villain. Fit for this jigging, damned province.” 
 
    She cursed again and speeded up. Daenet’s footsteps stumbled behind her, followed and overtaken by the hard knock of boot heels. 
 
    “Rider.” 
 
    She turned at the base of the stairs to look up at Ilach. Puwan and Glyn stood pressed against the stairwell walls behind him. He carried the gong in his hand and, as she watched, he hit it with his sword hilt. The sound boomed into and across the hall. He met its echoes with another great bang. 
 
    He waited until its last reverberations shuddered away, taking all the noise within the hall. Into the silence, he said, “The Lord Cadoc has ordered me, and all under my command, to do nothing to investigate the murder of Jenci, Rider Guildmaster, until Lord Cadoc is well, or until the sword has passed. So it shall be.” 
 
    A low murmur filled the hall. It wasn’t news to them. Ilach waited it out, staring down the stairs at Kieve. She folded her arms and stared back. 
 
    “The Lord Cadoc has not ordered me, or any under my command, to hinder another’s investigation of the Guildmaster’s death.” He came down the steps and pressed something into her hand. She looked down to see Jenci’s guild token and the box that held his finger. Ilach stared at her until she acknowledged his continuing anger, before he turned and went back up the stairs. 
 
    “And what, by the Father’s armpit, is that supposed to mean?” Puwan said, coming around Daenet. Daenet had his hands pressed tight against his ears. His eyes looked wild. 
 
    Kieve didn’t answer. The two soldiers and Daenet trailed her along the margins of the room toward the largest fireplace. As she passed groups of soldiers they stood straight, arms crossed against their chests and hands on shoulders in a sign of respect. For Jenci, she realized. The practice master had called a break and the hall filled with a murmur of voices, calls for water or beer, the scrape of benches dragged away from the walls. 
 
    She came to the fireplace and stood with her back to it, warming herself. Her hand curled around the box and token. After a moment she put them in her pocket. As she did so, her fingers touched the twist with Gaura’s money. She had promised, and this business could not wait. The soldiers had their own seminarian. She wondered where he was. 
 
    Despite the feeling of crowded, moving bodies, less than half the castle’s complement were present. The rest would be in the bulk of the castle, keeping order amid the boredom of the storm. Daenet fell into a pile of clothing beside the hearth and, moments later, passed out. Kieve pulled him upright and set his back against the wall, propping him up. If he threw up, at least he wouldn’t die of it.  
 
    She left him there and went around the hall to the small closet kept aside for worship. The seminarian lay wrapped in blankets, asleep in front of the altar. The little room was dim and chilly and undecorated save for the alter itself, a block of stone incised to look like wood. Above it, the symbol of the Father leaned out from the wall and up, a giant phallus. Kieve kept her face smooth, as she had learned to do in Cherek with all their god-things. The Inguruki believed in no such divine farrago, seeing only spirits within the world and a vast, comforting nothingness after it. Kieve came into the tiny room; Glyn and Puwan hung back, unwilling to enter.  
 
    Kieve put her hand to the seminarian’s shoulder. “Wake up,” she said, shaking him a little. “Wake up.” 
 
    He pushed her away without opening his eyes. She rocked back on her heels. 
 
    “He’s been with Cadoc,” Glyn hissed from the doorway. “All the seminarians—” 
 
    She brought Gaura’s money out of her pocket, emptied it into her hand, and shook it by the seminarian’s ear. This time his eyes opened. 
 
    “What do you want?” he demanded, yawning. 
 
    “There’s a woman upstairs in childbirth. She hasn’t been able to buy prayers. I want you to pray for her.” Kieve rattled the money again. 
 
    The man cursed and sat up. His robes had twisted sideways. “How much?” 
 
    “Twelve stivers.” He sighed and stood, shaking his clothing into place. Kieve dug into her pocket, cursing Cheran superstition. She added another stiver to the pile and put them into his hand. “See that you do it right,” she said. 
 
    He nodded and took up his box and left the room. She stood alone for a moment, looking at the thorny upright nailed to the wall. Behind it, like a shadow, painted texts crowded together into one dark blur. She walked back into the Great Hall and around to the fireplace. 
 
    Dunun stood nearby, a group of soldiers behind him. 
 
    “Rider,” he said. “We grieve with you, for the death of your guildmaster.” 
 
    She nodded. “I thank you. Shared grief is more easily borne,” she said. The words, his and hers, were ritual. 
 
    “Rider,” Pren said from behind him. “We hear rumors, nothing more.” 
 
    “Right,” Dunun said. “Ilach’s not talking.” 
 
    “With respect, Rider, what happened?” 
 
    They looked at her, curious, attentive, some frowning a little, more crowding together. The narrow stairwell was empty. She took a deep breath and let it out. 
 
    “Will you hear the news?” she said. The ring of quiet spread as the soldiers sat around her, until the hall was silent. She pitched her voice to fill it and told them what she knew of Jenci’s last day. She held Jenci’s guild token before them and opened the box and showed them his severed finger. 
 
    “Who?” one of them said. 
 
    “Who took him to Lord’s Walk, and blinded him, and let him go?” Kieve shrugged. “I don’t know whose hands did this.” 
 
    “The servant,” Pren said. “She would know who sent her with the message.” 
 
    “If I can find her,” Kieve said. “Only Jenci and his apprentice Lapsi saw her, and they do not know the castle’s folk.” She frowned. “But the apothecary may have seen something, she may remember something more.” 
 
    Dunun crossed his arms. “If she does, she won’t tell,” he said. “She died last night.” 
 
    “She died...” Kieve echoed 
 
    “Of what?” Braith said. She had come to listen to Kieve and now stood across the hearth from her. Kieve raised an eyebrow. Braith shrugged. “This is a question of the apothecary’s death,” she said. “I can speak about that.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Dunun said. “I haven’t seen her. Her son found her dead and called the night guard. They moved her into the cold rooms. They said there were no marks on her, and her son said she was not sick. She did not look or smell of poison.” 
 
    “I want to see her,” Kieve said, and Braith said, “Of course.” 
 
    The sleet had stopped but wind still boomed through the ward; it scoured the ground and exposed the ridged ice below. A stout rope, bowed by the wind, stretched from the barracks to the castle. They clung to it, Braith and Kieve and her bodyguards, boots sliding on the ice. Within the shelter of the Scholars Garden the wind lightened. Braith grabbed the jamb of an inset door. It opened easily enough, but it took three of them to pull it closed again. Braith used her tinderbox to light a torch. It sputtered and caught.  
 
    She led the way down a narrow staircase into a maze of corridors and cellars, then down another flight into rougher tunnels. Stains grew and passed in the torch light. Some stains became branching hallways slick with ice; Kieve heard the far-away sound of dripping water. They descended a short flight of stairs so little used that after centuries the marks of the mason’s chisel were clear and sharp. Even sound was muted here. People found bones in rock, Kieve thought. Old bones turned to rock themselves. She hunched further into her cloak.  
 
    They climbed a set of stairs that twisted upon itself time after time, interrupted by landings and stubby halls ending at blank rock walls. At the top they forced open a door and stepped into yet another tunnel. Glyn reached forward and brushed spiderwebs from Kieve’s cloak. They took a moment to clean each other before proceeding. Puwan, finding a spider in Glyn’s hood, shuddered. Glyn’s hand moved as she made the furca. Under Hueil’s Garden tree roots netted over the entrance to one branching hallway. The air grew warmer. Something hissed. A scent of sulphur increased until Kieve’s throat ached and her eyes stung. The torch flickered. Braith led them to the right, in a great arc around the springs that fed the Crescent Bathhouse overhead.  
 
    “Mouths of darkness,” Glyn muttered. 
 
    The smell lessened, the air cooled, then chilled, then bit at them again. Braith turned them down a branch hallway and put her hand to a plain door at its end. 
 
    “I don’t know this tunnel,” Kieve said. 
 
    “It’s good to know we keep some secrets from you.” She pushed the door open. They went down another flight of stairs, broad ones worn with age and footsteps, and entered the cold rooms where the castle’s dead were kept until proper obsequies could take place. Torch light flickered and steadied on the walls. 
 
    Three bodies lay in one of the middle rooms, each clad in brown death robes. Braith found a bracket and slid her torch into it.  
 
    “Takimi Baker,” she said, flicking back the head covering on one of them. “She died last week—the wasting sickness, I think. Something with her lungs. It happens to bakers.” She opened the robe on the second corpse. “Oh. Damn, I knew him. He worked in the armory. I didn’t know he was already dead. A mercy.” She pulled the robe open further to reveal the wreckage of an arm. Lines of gangrene crawled toward the shoulder. She covered both corpses. Kieve walked to the third slab and opened the robe, disclosing the apothecary’s lined face and grey hair. She took off her overgloves and tucked them under her belt, and untied the cloth that held the apothecary’s jaw closed. 
 
    Cold had kept the blood from settling. The woman’s backside looked as clean as her front, her skin unmarked by anything save age and old scars from pruning hooks and shears, small burns and scrapes, and child-belly lines along her stomach and thighs. Her neck felt solid, straight. 
 
    “Dunun said she wasn’t sick,” Kieve said. Braith nodded. 
 
    Kieve pressed her lips together, thinking. The woman looked as though she slept, save for her pallid skin. Her hair lay loose around her shoulders, dark grey streaked with a lighter grey, still thick. Kieve reached for a strand of it and tucked it behind her ear. Something caught her eye.  
 
    “I need more light.” 
 
    Braith brought the torch closer. Kieve pushed the apothecary onto her side. Puwan held her there while the Rider lifted the woman’s hair aside and touched the skin at the base of the jaw, under the ear. There, the tiny mark left by a shayka. Dunun could be forgiven for not knowing to look for it; the shayka was an Inguruki weapon, and a rare one. She stood away. Puwan rolled the body onto its back again. 
 
    “Rider?” Braith said. 
 
    Kieve shook her head. She tied the apothecary’s jaw closed. Her anger rose and she paused to deal with it before smoothing the brown robe closed over the apothecary’s body. 
 
    “Rider?” Braith said again. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said as she pulled on her gloves. “I’m not sure. Can you let me be unsure, for a while longer?” 
 
    Braith frowned. “Does it threaten order?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said again. “Give me one day. If I have to leave before then, I will tell you everything I’ve learned.” 
 
    They stood for a moment, staring at each other, until Braith grimaced. “We shall have to trust you, won’t we?” she said. “Cadoc gives us no choice.” 
 
    “Is it that hard, to trust me?” Kieve said. 
 
    “It is hard to be helpless,” Braith said. It wasn’t an answer. 
 
    The cold rooms opened into the ossuary’s lobby so they came out under the four-faced mask of Death: solemn, smiling, sleeping, screaming. Instead of entering the Garden of the Lady, they climbed another set of stairs into the base of the White Tower. Braith left them in the wide, curved corridor at the Tower’s base. Kieve watched her go, listening to the small sounds that Puwan and Glyn made as they waited for her to move. She cursed herself for not remembering, in the heat of her argument with Ilach, to ask him to call off the bodyguard. She thought about the mark on the apothecary’s neck. She needed to see Esylk. 
 
    The best disguise, Cadoc had confided once, in his cups, is no disguise at all. This from a man whose every movement was observed and discussed, and who needed disguise as much as a duck needed a saddle. Kieve pressed her lips together and turned up the stairs. Puwan and Glyn clattered after. 
 
    Esylk was not in her rooms, according to her Chancellor. He looked beyond Kieve’s shoulder at the soldiers and blanched. Kieve frowned, realizing what it must look like even to someone from out-province, a Rider flanked by two others.  
 
    “They are my bodyguard,” she said. He nodded, polite and disbelieving, and she turned away. 
 
    They passed the stairs leading to Taryn’s rooms and along the flight of the arched bridge above Hueil’s Garden. Someone had thought to stretch ropes. The ice underfoot seemed to move, tilting them first to one side then to another, but the sleet had not returned and the wind had lessened a little. Below, two servants spread gritty ash along the slick ice in the Snake, pressing it down behind them. Where bits escaped, the wind lifted them and pushed them into snow banks beside the walls, leaving a pattern that was no pattern at all. She hesitated at the end of the bridge, where she could turn right and up toward Cairun’s chambers or left and down toward the Great Hall. Puwan and Glyn stopped too. Her body remembered the feel of his fingers, the smooth skin along his hips and the weight of him. She shook it away. The bodyguards wouldn’t even let her use a chamber pot in privacy. She turned away from the right-hand passage and stopped, remembering Leyek in the passageway the morning before. She turned back. 
 
    Mazus opened the door, looked beyond her at the soldiers, and paled. 
 
    “They are a bodyguard,” Kieve said. He turned his wide gaze to her and chewed his lip. “Only a bodyguard. From Commander Ilach. Because of the guildmaster’s death,” she said, impatient with herself for needing to put him at his ease. “Lord Cairun?” 
 
    “Oh! Oh, he is here, he is...come in. Come in.” Mazus swung the door open wider and ushered them into the crooked hallway, past the door to Cairun’s bedchamber and into his small reception room. 
 
    Heavy drapes and tapestries covered the walls. A fire burned above grotesquely worked firedogs. Cairun sat before it, a book on his lap. He closed it as Kieve and the soldiers came into the room and knelt. 
 
    “Rider,” he said, rising and giving his hand to her. “You have come to Take me?” 
 
    “No, my lord,” she replied, standing. The room was warm. Her stomach unclenched a little, but he didn’t return her smile. She thought of Daenet’s question in the watch niche. “In truth, no. They are a bodyguard, set by Commander Ilach to keep me from being stabbed or poisoned.” He arched an eyebrow. She nodded. “That is all, my lord.” 
 
    “Ah. Then welcome, Rider. Sit, please. Mazus, some wine.” 
 
    The Chancellor scurried out. After a moment of hesitation her bodyguards took seats at the far side of the room. Kieve glanced down, realizing that Cairun still held her hand. He smiled and she rolled her eyes at him, repossessing her hand. He returned to his seat and, at his gesture, she opened her cloak, draped it over a chair, and sat beside him, separated by the table that bore his book. Still Calton’s Cosmology. She removed her gloves and touched it with her fingertips. The fire spoke, in small cracklings and hisses. 
 
    “I grieve with you,” he said at last, “for the death of your guildmaster.” 
 
    “I thank you. Shared grief is more easily...” After a moment she said, “I can barely comprehend it.” She put her hands into her lap and rubbed them together, cold despite the warmth of the little room. “He was—he was a second father. I was his apprentice, did you know?” Cairun nodded. “Of course you would know. I should not be surprised at what you know.” 
 
    Mazus came in with the wine. He set the flask on the table and, receiving his master’s nod, took two cups to the soldiers. They refused them but Puwan came to stand at Kieve’s shoulder, eyes on the winecup at her elbow. 
 
    “You will have to let him taste it,” she said to Cairun. “Or he will not be satisfied.” 
 
    Cairun’s lips tilted. He poured wine into his cup and Kieve’s, and leaned away so that Puwan could take, and sip, and wait, and nod, and hand the wine to the Rider. 
 
    “They will not leave the room?” Cairun murmured as Puwan returned to his seat. She met his deep brown gaze and felt heat move up from her core. She shook her head. 
 
    “Pity,” he murmured. “It must be hard, to be without your solitude.” 
 
    She sipped a little at the wine. “I haven’t apologized for intruding on your own solitude. I am sorry. I come with no excuse.” 
 
    “You no longer need one,” he said. He caught her gaze again. “I have spent these two days,” he said quietly, “with the print of you on my skin.” 
 
    “And I yours,” she murmured back. 
 
    His hand lay on the table, palm up. Her fingers itched to touch it. Instead she curled them around the wine cup again. The fire leaped up the pyramid of logs, sending tongues of light lapping across the room. 
 
    “I am told that my uncle weakened during the night,” he said.  
 
    “It is like Calton’s proof of infinity,” Kieve said, tapping her fingers against the book’s cover. “He loses half his strength, then half his strength again, then half again, then half, and never dies at all.” 
 
    Cairun laughed, surprised. “You have read Calton?” 
 
    “Years since, my lord. In Koerstadt.” 
 
    “At the university?” 
 
    She shook her head. “The Guild provides us with a thorough education. You schooled at Koerstadt?”  
 
    “In the university at TanaRive. I was fostered there,” he said. “When my fostering was done I convinced my father to let me stay at the university, at Lords College.” He sipped at his wine. “I miss it, Koerstadt.” 
 
    She remembered the university, housed in buildings that sprawled along the banks of the Morat across the river from the docks and markets of Koerstadt. Each structure was made of stone from a separate province, one yellow, another rose, a third cream, a fourth the pale green of the serpentine rock from Teneleh Province by the sea. Along one side a meadow swept up the hill to meet the outriders of the forests of Brodveld Province; along the other side, thick stone walls kept either the students or the townsfolk out, depending on whom you asked. The students were fond of oratory and pranks; the members of Lords College had a reputation for music and prided themselves on their close harmonies, often used to celebrate, in mighty chorus, sex and drink. 
 
    “Isbael was at Koerstadt,” Kieve said. 
 
    “Not as a student, when I was there. She was Dalmorat’s steward then.” He had opened the collar of his shirt. She looked away from the hollow of his throat, where she had set her lips. “I saw her once during my years there—my father asked her to command my return.” Kieve raised her eyebrows. “I didn’t go. I was lucky she only asked and did not advocate. Marub Castle may be the family’s ancestral home, but it holds no allure for me. You have not been there.” 
 
    “No,” she said, but she saw it clearly on the map in her mind. A small holding in the cliffs above the Morat, far to the north with mountains shouldering close on either side. 
 
    “Count yourself lucky. Koerstadt in comparison seemed like—seemed like riding into the Cloud Palace, and Marub Castle a frigid rock.”  
 
    “Why did you return?” she said. 
 
    He shrugged. “My father died. Do you miss it? Koerstadt?” 
 
    She cradled the winecup in her palm. “No, my lord. I hated it.” 
 
    “Hated it!” He shook his head, dark curls catching amber gleams in the firelight. “Hated warmth, and music, and decent food?” 
 
    “Oppressive heat, and buildings always between myself and the horizon.” She sipped at the wine. 
 
    “Everything there is shaped with a sense of the beautiful, whether the making of sculpture or the piling of fruit in a stall.” 
 
    “The stench, constantly, of people everywhere, and a million things sweating or rotting or cooking.” 
 
    “Shops and parks and the street of booksellers,” he said. The corner of his mouth tilted. 
 
    “Through which one can’t move for the crowds of people and horses and wagons and the piles of garbage.” 
 
    “At least it is cleared away every night, not thrown into a great stinking midden below Lord’s Walk,” he said. “Surely you can’t admire that?” 
 
    “No, my lord. But that is not the choice.” 
 
    “Ah,” he said. “The Outlands.” 
 
    She nodded and put the cup down. “Yes, my lord. Mountains clean and sharp as teeth, and air so fresh it seems new made, and snow blowing from the peaks like locks of hair.” 
 
    “And not a human being in sight.” 
 
    “Yes. Oh, yes.” 
 
    He spread his hands. “There is a world between Koerstadt and some forsaken mountain north of the border. So how will we manage this, Rider?” 
 
    Her breath stalled. “My lord,” she said, her voice low. “Is there a future to discuss?” 
 
    The smile left his face and he looked suddenly young. “I didn’t think so,” he said. “I don’t know. Kieve.” 
 
    “My lord?” 
 
    “Not ‘my lord’,” he said. “Say my name.” 
 
    She moistened her lips. “Cairun,” she said. His name tasted like cream in her mouth and she said it again. “Cairun.” 
 
    A small silence came then, into which the fire crackled. She thought that she could feel every curve and plane of his body, for all that table and chairs and clothes divided them. 
 
    “Lord Taryn,” he said. 
 
    She shook her head. “Taryn was a friend. It was lonely here. That is all.” 
 
    His expression did not change but he sat back a little. She looked at him, her world gone quiet.  
 
    “I no longer know my own mind,” he said. 
 
    “Dalmorat is famous for that,” she said, and thought about Lords College, and the guild hall, and Uruk, and his skin against and within her own, and the wind pouring off Stormbringer’s flanks. And of lying under the stars in a circle of stone, telling Inguruki tales to Pyrs. It brought her back to the small, warm room. She touched her wine cup again. 
 
    “My lord, yesterday morning, a young shadi from Myned...” 
 
    “Ah? Oh, the boy Leyek. The fool. Lost a trinket to me at the bones and came begging for its return.” 
 
    “And did you give it to him?” 
 
    “No, I no longer had it.” He leaned back a little. “I had already given it to Gadyn, since he likes such curiosities. I sent the boy along to him.” He raised an eyebrow. “Do you know what it was?” 
 
    “Do you?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Some bit of frippery. I’ve seen such items before, border-goods, probably carved by some odorous Trapper and sold for a sack of grain, or an apple. Is it important?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I have not seen him since, and I was curious.” She pushed the wine cup a little bit away. “My lord, I must go. There are people I must find, and talk to.” 
 
    He frowned, then the frown cleared. “About the guildmaster’s death.” He stood, releasing her to stand also. “I had forgotten for the moment. Forgive me.” 
 
    “Of course.” She pulled the cloak around her shoulders. Behind her Puwan and Glyn came to their feet, settling their cloaks and swords. “I thank you for your hospitality, my lord.” 
 
    “My lord?” he echoed, and touched his fingers to her hand. She stopped in the act of drawing on her gloves. His touch felt like the bar the huckster held out at the fair, while his assistant cranked and folk paid their stivers to be shocked. “Say my name.” 
 
    “Cairun,” she said. He moved his fingers. She bowed and turned and left, the soldiers at her heels.  
 
    * * * * 
 
    They came down the last flight of stairs and into the heat and warmth and light and noise and smell of the Great Hall. Balor’s minions had piled the boards high with food: baked goods, some cheeses, few meats. Castle shadeen stood along the walls. Puwan nodded to one as they passed and tilted his head toward the tower stairs. The shadi shook his head a little. The land-barons had separated into groups; one around the chair where Gadyn sat, another centered by Taryn Steward. She wondered if his betrothal was common knowledge yet. She wondered if Cairun knew about it, and caught herself. Of course he knew. 
 
    She looked again toward Gadyn. He had replaced his usual robes with a warrior’s garb, the surcoat gorgeously embroidered with the Marubin arms, slit at the sides to reveal padded, quilted body armor that gleamed in the light like velvet. He wore heavy woolen leggings and long brown boots that looked cobbled for elegance rather than utility. Tight black braids framed his face. 
 
    Drysi sat before the niche that held her Circles of Infinity. Her minstrel sat at her feet, hand rising and falling against the strings of her instrument. Her mouth opened and stretched and closed again, all of it a dumb show under the roar of the hall. Two castle shadeen flanked Drysi’s chair. Humka stood behind her, hands deep in his sleeves, glowering at the floor. Kieve wondered if, as with Taryn and Isbael, Humka had envisioned a consort’s place on Sterk. Drysi’s other courtiers formed a knot around her, eyes flickering from side to side. Two of them held their hands at their belts, as though grasping absent sword hilts. Expecting Trappers to emerge from the floors, Kieve thought. Fercos was, for a mercy, silent. She came down the last steps and made her way through the vacant aisle between the factions, toward the tables of food. 
 
    One of Esylk’s blue-clad men leaned over the boards, loading a plate. He said that his lord sat before the most distant fireplace. Kieve filled a plate under Puwan’s watchful eye. At her nod, Glyn took food for herself and Puwan. They followed the Myned shadi back to Esylk’s side. Beyond her, the lords of Bergdahl, Moel, and Kyst bent over their plates in talk. Kyst straightened to look at Kieve. A small man, as neatly put together as a sword, wide eyes and clear skin. Kieve had expected someone older and dissolute. She bowed to him. He turned back to his companions and she looked away. 
 
    “Sit with me, Rider,” Esylk said, patting the bench beside her. 
 
    Kieve bent her knee. As she sat, Puwan held out his hand for her plate. Kieve gave it to him. 
 
    “And what is this?” Esylk said. 
 
    “This is Puwan and Glyn—they are Commander Ilach’s idea. To keep me from being poisoned,” Kieve said. Puwan sat cross-legged at her feet, her plate in his lap. He picked up a spiced bun, frowned at it, and bit it. 
 
    “There is some danger of that?” 
 
    “I doubt it. You must apologize to your Chancellor for me. I appeared at your door with two soldiers behind me. I think he thought I had come to Take him.” 
 
    Esylk nodded. Puwan took a bite of something else and rolled his eyes. Esylk’s lips twitched. “Were I a woman of crass tastes and no refinement,” she murmured, “I would make a comment about a dog.” 
 
    “Lady. I appreciate your restraint.” 
 
    Puwan swallowed. “You eat horrible stuff,” he said. “I won’t know if I’m poisoned or if it’s supposed to taste like that.” 
 
    “With luck, you will not have the time to come to like it,” she said. “May I eat, please?” 
 
    He handed her the plate, sipped at her ale, and handed that to her too. Kieve balanced the plate on her knees. Beside her, the Lady Esylk picked through her own food, wiping her fingers on the cloth she had tucked into her belt. The two soldiers leaned together, fingers busy in their plate. 
 
    “I didn’t see Leyek in your rooms,” Kieve said.  
 
    Esylk’s lips tightened. “No. I have not seen that idiot in two days and my patience is ended. When he returns, I shall lock him up until I can deliver him to his father –who will not deal lightly with him, I can promise.” 
 
    Kieve paused with the spiced bun partway to her mouth. “Where is he, do you think?” 
 
    “Who can tell?” Esylk said. “In someone’s bed, no doubt. Or gaming privately. They are his two passions and from what I hear he is equally bad at both, and for the same reasons.” She took up a chicken wing. “I am well tired of acting the nursemaid with that boy,” she said. “You have been to the barracks? Is he there?” 
 
    Kieve shook her head. “You are not concerned that he may be in the storm?” 
 
    “Would you be?” Esylk retorted.  
 
    Kieve thought about the Inguruki and bad weather. She shook her head. The memory of the apothecary’s neck came back to her. 
 
    “No, lady. But I am concerned, remembering what the lady Drysi said yesterday, about Trappers.” 
 
    Esylk pressed her lips tight. “The hall is full of these rumors, thanks to Gadyn Marubin. See how they stand away from the tapestries, and cluster in groups where they can watch each other’s backs? And Gadyn...you have seen his clothing? His followers say that because of his holdings in the North, he is far more able to deal with the ‘Trapper threat’ than is Lady Isbael, with all her years in the softness of Koerstadt.” She put a chicken bone on her plate. “Nothing will come of it. As Commander Ilach said, there are no Trappers on Sterk. Are there, Rider?” 
 
    “No, lady. There are no Trappers on Sterk. Perhaps this might be shown before Gadyn takes the sword.” 
 
    “Gadyn takes the ... a preposterous idea.” Esylk handed her plate to one of her shadeen and brushed crumbs from her skirt. “It would be unfortunate if he did so. For his province and for all the border provinces.” She straightened her shoulders, dismissing the subject. “I’m glad you came to me, Rider. We have matters to discuss.” 
 
    Kieve handed her plate to Glyn, who put it under the bench and turned sideways to face the fire.  
 
    “To discuss, lady?” 
 
    Esylk nodded. “I made you an offer two days ago, when we met in Isbael’s chambers. You must have had a chance to consider it.” 
 
    “I have been distracted, Lady,” Kieve said. “You may perhaps have been distracted yourself.” 
 
    She moved her head, dismissing this. “Circumstances have changed. Among them is this: I believe that should you petition to join the Explorers, your request may now be granted. Further, it is possible that if I petition the Guild to have you seconded to me that petition will also be granted.” Esylk raised her pale brows and looked at the Rider. 
 
    Kieve had not thought about that. She returned Esylk’s look. Jenci had kept her in Cherek, but a new guildmaster would have no reason to do so.  
 
    “And if the Guild refuses, lady?” Kieve said. 
 
    Esylk brought a small, ornately-worked silver cylinder from a pocket in her skirt. “Look,” she said. She shook a scroll onto her lap and rested her fingers on it. 
 
    “It is only a scrap,” she said. “I believe no other like it exists.” She pressed it open. 
 
    It was a map, inked onto a piece of linen ragged at its edges. Kieve bent her head to it. Crude triangles framed mountains along the bottom and sides of the map; along the top she saw wavy lines that must mean water. Another spine of mountains moved through the emptiness between the water and the mountains toward the bottom, and where these fell into smaller deltas, someone had inked a circle and, beside it, a word smudged into illegibility. 
 
    “I think it is a map of the Ice Fair,” Esylk said. “Leyek’s father told me about it. Trappers gather once a year at the Ice Fair for trade. Just before winter ends, he said. What we see in Cherek comes from there, second or third or fifteenth hand.” She touched the circle with one slender fingertip.  
 
    “My lady?” 
 
    “I want you to go there for me, and make a map, and bring it back. I want to send my own traders to the Ice Fair.” 
 
    For a moment her breath caught. She laid a fingertip on the map. “Is this all we know of its location?” Esylk nodded. Kieve let her finger run along the spine of the inland mountains. “And if the Guild will not let me go?” she said. 
 
    “Then my offer stands, despite the Guild. I would be pleased to accept you into my court upon an oath of fealty. And I would be pleased to grant you such lands as you need to maintain yourself. In return, I require only that you ride the outlands for me. It is, after all, what you wish to do.” Esylk let her hands frame the ragged map. “What say you, Kieve?” 
 
    It was a staggering offer. It would change her world, change everything. Kieve paused, stilling herself, before shaking her head a little. “Lady, I don’t know. My master is newly dead, murdered. You are generous, but...I can make no decision until his murderer is found.” She met Esylk’s pale eyes. “Can you ask me again, lady, when that is done?” 
 
    “If you insist,” Esylk said, not pleased. She rolled the map and slid it into the silver case. She held the case in her lap. “If Cadoc dies before Jenci’s murderer is found, will you ride Cadoc’s death to Koerstadt and return here?” 
 
    The possibility had not occurred to her. She frowned, watching the case between Esylk’s fingers. “I don’t know, Lady. When Cadoc dies, Commander Ilach will be free to investigate. But I don’t know that I would come back. I don’t want to.” 
 
    “Perhaps, then, you should devote some time to thought.” Esylk put the case in her pocket and started to rise. 
 
    “Lady, a moment.” Kieve shifted on the bench. “The apothecary is dead,” she said. “She saw Jenci on Lord’s Walk. I was just at the cold rooms, where the castle keeps its newly dead.” 
 
    Esylk sat back, her hands in her lap. “Dead,” she repeated. 
 
    “I believe she was killed,” Kieve said. 
 
    Esylk frowned a little. Firelight gleamed along the arcs of her pale eyebrows. “And do you know at whose behest...but of course we know.” She looked down at her hands, then put them apart and rose. “You will be careful,” she said.  
 
    Kieve rose too, and went to one knee. Esylk stood for a moment, as though she would say more, before joining the Lords of Bergdahl and Moel and Kyst who sat with their cups in their hands and heads together.  
 
    Glyn took their plates away. Puwan had found a piece of wood by the hearth to carve. Kieve stretched her legs toward the fire. She wondered if it was only a coincidence that both Esylk and Cairun were willing to help her out of Cherek, then pushed the thought aside. Their motives, for whatever cause, were different. She could see the ragged map printed on the darkness behind her eyelids. At the autumn solstice, when the ground had frozen and travel was easy, the tribe’s hunters gathered their furs and went north, to barter with the coastal tribes in the middle of a glacier, in the heart of the ice. 
 
    If she mapped the way there, others would follow. Cherans would follow. Maps open doors.  
 
    She opened her eyes, forcing the thoughts away. There would be time, later. 
 
    Beyond the Ice Fair, the Inguruki said, glaciers fell in thundering islands into a cold northern sea. 
 
    Across the hall, Gadyn’s land-barons lounged about his chair while he talked, his hands and arms moving. Adwyr’s servant Anfri stood among them. Baron Rive stood behind Gadyn’s shoulder, hands in his sleeves, nodding and watching the other lords. Kieve wondered if Gadyn had used Jenci’s murder as an excuse to petition for the return of his locked weapons. Surely not Cadoc, not even Adwyr would grant it. 
 
    The guild representatives clustered together some distance away, bright and solemn in their robes of office. She glanced at Taryn as he looked up from talk to look at her. They gazed at each other before he broke away to respond to one of Isbael’s adherents. There were more land-barons clustered around Taryn than there were around Gadyn. Kieve wondered if Drysi’s Circles of Infinity had anything to say about that. He was a good manager, a careful steward. Isbael undoubtedly appreciated that. She turned her face away. The Hall smelled old and stale and close and ugly. 
 
    She put her hands in her pockets. She touched the small wooden box, the twist of paper with his guild token and, under these, the necklet Pyrs had made and given her. Something poked her finger. She pulled out the sliver of bone she had found in Jenci’s cloak and turned it over, looking at it. 
 
    It was perhaps three inches long and a quarter inch thick at one end, tapering to a blunt point. The tip was blackened and left dark smudges on her fingers. The rest of the bone was uniformly dark yellow, the color of age. It must have splintered from a larger bone long, long ago. 
 
    Sometimes the Inguruki carried pieces of bone with them, to keep the dead fresh in memory. Once the scavengers were done, if anything was left a small bone might be taken; to take anything more was to steal what belonged to Bear. Kieve pulled a length of moss from one of the logs beside the hearth and wrapped the splinter, wondering why Jenci would carry such a thing, and who he had loved enough to so remember. 
 
    Puwan was carving an image of the Mother, moon-faced and heavy-bellied. Kieve put the bone splinter in her pocket and sent him for a mug of beer, and braced her boot heels against the hearth. 
 
    The wound in the apothecary’s neck had been made with a shayka. Only three people on Sterk were likely to have one: Isbael, who collected Trapper baubles, and Esylk, who traded with the Inguruki, and Leyek, who was one. Of the three, only two might know how to use it; of those two, only one was stupid enough to do so.  
 
    Puwan brought back her mug and wiped the foam of his tasting from his moustache. 
 
    She had sent Leyek to Cairun. Cairun had sent the boy to Gadyn Marubin, who had put him to use. He would be where Gadyn Marubin wanted him to be. She had no idea where. 
 
    Glyn had gone to use a garderobe and now came around the sides of the hall to them. Kieve caught her eye as she approached and she lengthened her stride. 
 
    “It’s news,” she said. 
 
    “Cadoc?” 
 
    She shook her head and crouched before Kieve. Puwan dropped down beside her. “It’s Aedin,” she said, “who was Baron Kelyn’s son. He is dead.” The level of noise in the hall dropped as the word spread. Glyn said, under her breath, “There, you see, the guard goes to tell Gadyn.” 
 
    It was Frog who made his way across the room, looking both nervous and important, his face bright red behind his scraggle of whiskers. The hall had fallen to silence. Frog knelt to Gadyn and spoke to him. Gadyn nodded and rose.  
 
    Kieve saw Aedin in her mind, hands bound, calming his horse as they came through Penitence. She slammed doors on the image as Gadyn nodded and rose.  
 
    “Glyn,” Kieve said. “How did it happen?” 
 
    She shrugged. “It was in the warrens—how does it ever happen, there?”  
 
    Gadyn took his time crossing the hall, walking past groups of land-barons, looking about him to the right and left and leaving behind him bent knees and uncertain faces. He paused to stare at the barons surrounding Taryn before he mounted the dais. 
 
    “So ever to traitors,” he said. In the quiet that followed he sat not in his father’s chair, but in the one beside it. He had a modicum of sense left, Kieve thought. The crowd in the hall broke into speech. Gadyn’s gaze sought her out across the room. She stared back until one of his sycophants said something to him and he could, without losing face, turn to address the man. Kieve gestured to her bodyguards and slipped out of the hall.  
 
    * * * * 
 
    They had come to the promenade at the very top of the castle, its roof composed of the overhanging rock itself. Kieve leaned against the balusters; the wind lifted a little and settled itself again. 
 
    They had stopped in Jenci’s room on the way up. The honor guard clustered around the woodstove, having abandoned the inner room to the cold. A seminarian stood with them, making noise with his rattle. When Kieve entered he shook it harder and picked up the pace of his chant. Esylk had paid for his prayers, he told her. Jenci’s body lay frosted in the other room, undisturbed. A soldier asked whether Kieve would not prefer the body taken to the cold rooms but she brushed the question aside, unwilling to consign Jenci to the depths of Sterk. The soldier reported that the body had received visitors throughout the morning, folk come to goggle in the guise of paying their respects. As Kieve turned to go, the seminarian held out his free hand. It was traditional to show respect for the dead by buying a prayer, and Jenci had been nothing if not traditional. Kieve hesitated, then gave him a quarter-stiver. It disappeared into his robes. 
 
    A distant light outlined the horizon, the boundary of the storm. As she watched the light widened. 
 
    Gadyn had killed Jenci. If not with his own hands, then at his directive. The person he used, the tool, had wounded the guildmaster and blinded him and dumped him on Lord’s Walk to be eaten by the storm.  
 
    Below the promenade, servants moved along the walks that ran from roof to roof, spreading ash behind them as though they built a dark spider web. The ash would work its way through the castle, staining the floors, rasping underfoot, smearing into the white snow to turn it grey, but for now the dark lines were neat and unbroken. She pulled the cloak’s hood closer around her cheeks. 
 
    Only the most talented of Inguruki hunters used shaykas. Far easier and safer to kill an animal at a distance than to risk the closeness they required.  
 
    “Rider,” Glyn called. “It’s cold here.” She and Puwan had taken shelter in a doorway. Kieve ignored her. 
 
    Leyek must have had a shayka. Unlikely to be his, since he said he had lost something of his father’s, gaming with Cairun; Kieve doubted that the boy himself had the patience or the knowledge to have earned the weapon on his own. Kieve had sent him to Cairun. Cairun had sent him to Gadyn. Gadyn had used him to kill the apothecary. It was a clear, coherent train of thought. Master Quarren, who taught logic along with concentration, would be proud of her. Save that this clear, logical train of thought led nowhere: it did not tell her where Leyek was. 
 
    She paced away from the balusters. The shadeen came forward but retreated when she turned at the end of the promenade and paced back. 
 
    Gadyn would hide Leyek. He needed a Trapper on Sterk, to blame for Jenci’s murder. Of course, the Trapper need not be alive. Better if he were not. Much better. But Gadyn did not kill with his own hands. So he would have turned to the hands that murdered Jenci. 
 
    Stupid people, Master Quarren had said, lack the ability to change their patterns. A solution successful once is successful for all time. 
 
    The world entered a moment of silence, into which the answer appeared as clearly as if spoken. 
 
    Kieve ran from the promenade. The shadeen ran after her, boots ringing on the stairs and echoing through stone corridors. 
 
    She pounded on Esylk’s door until the Chancellor jerked it open, saw her and her companions, and paled again. She pushed him aside and said to the shadi behind him, “I know where Leyek is. On Lord’s Walk. Puwan will take you there.” 
 
    Before Puwan could protest Kieve and Glyn were gone, sprinting down the stone corridor toward the stairs. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Trickles of wind still moved along the stones but the storm had passed. Her boots crashed through the thin ice coating snow along the promenade above the Garden of the Lady. The broken stones of Lord’s Walk seemed like a froth of river water, caught in a jumbled moment of time. Once she stopped moving the world was silent except for the sound of Glyn’s breathing and, soon, the sound of Puwan and the Myned shadeen crashing in their turn through the ice. When they arrived she turned away from the snarl of stone and snow to face them. 
 
    “The wind came from the north. We need to look in the lee of stones. Look for steam, a thread of steam rising from a hole. I think he will be closer to the walk here, not by the cliff. If we cannot find him that way—” she shrugged. “Then we will probe with staffs. But first look for the steam.” 
 
    They fanned out across the Walk, Kieve, her two shadeen and two in Myned blue.  
 
    It was the most basic of Inguruki tactics to survive storms—to shelter in the lee of a rock or tree, dig into the snow, create a small cave that the body’s own heat could warm, and maintain a breathing hole to the surface. He would have been there for all of the day, and perhaps much of the previous night. She had heard stories of hunters lasting as long as a week, melting snow in their mouths to drink. If he had not been injured too severely before being brought here, if he had been conscious enough to obey his training, if he had not been too great an idiot, he might still be alive. She moved from stone to stone, clearing her mind of everything save what she saw. The wind died further. The sun would set in a few hours. She closed her eyes, resting them for a moment in darkness, and searched again. 
 
    Glyn shouted. Kieve scrambled over rocks to her. A wisp of steam rose beside a stick protruding from the ice. Together they dug, following the stick until they broke through into a small snow cave two feet down. Leyek curled within, cocooned in his cloak, his arms tucked against his torso and his knees touching his chin. Kieve snatched off her overglove and laid her hand along his neck. His pulse was faint but regular.  
 
    “The bathhouse,” Kieve said, pulling her glove on again. 
 
    She had forgotten what a slender boy he was. After they brought him off the uncertain footing of the Walk, Glyn cradled him in her arms and carried him along the walk above the Garden of the Lady. Leafless trees glittered in sheathes of ice, their branches and limbs like black bones through transparent flesh. The few evergreens bent their branches to the ground with the weight of frozen snow, showing dead brown needles within. Aside from crunching footsteps, silence filled the world. When Kieve pulled open the bathhouse door, a blast of steam shot out to freeze and fall as splinters of ice at their feet. 
 
    One of the men at arms had already left to find Esylk. The other followed as Glyn carried the boy to the pools. Birds rose shrieking. The lamps were out save for the one the bathkeeper carried. Glyn put the boy down at the first pool, the tepid one, and Kieve stripped him. The bathkeeper lit the hanging lamps above the pool. Kieve stripped to her shirt and breeches and turned her sleeves up. She lowered the boy into the warm water, cupping her hand under his neck to keep his face clear. The bathkeeper picked up his clothes. 
 
    “No,” Kieve said. “Leave them.”  
 
    The woman shook her head and went away. Leyek’s body floated from her hand, white in the water, pale hair darkening as it grew wet, almost green in the light reflected from the leaves. Water poured from the soldiers’ clothes as the ice melted, lifting small tails of fog. 
 
    “Glyn, you or Puwan had best tell Ilach about this.”  
 
    “I’ll do it,” Puwan said. He left before Glyn could object. 
 
    Kieve transferred the boy’s head to Glyn’s keeping and went through his clothes. She found the shayka in a slender bag sewn into the breeches and slid it into her own pocket. Otherwise his clothes were innocent of weapons, and steamed in the warmth as ice melted from the hems and seams. She put them aside to let them drip. 
 
    “Rider?” Glyn said. “He’s awake.” 
 
    Kieve turned.  
 
    “Bear did not take me,” Leyek said in Akeguruk.  
 
    Glyn dropped his head into the water. “He talked in Trapper,” she said, alarmed. 
 
    Kieve grabbed at Leyek’s head. “And if he did?” She tangled her fingers in the boy’s fine, fair hair and brought him, sputtering, to the surface. “He belongs to Lady Esylk. Will you explain to her how you drowned her shadi?” 
 
    “But Rider—” 
 
    “If you spread rumors about a Trapper on Sterk, Ilach may kill you before Esylk does.” Leyek looked from one to the other, his eyes half open. One hand grazed his own bare hip. His eyes widened and he thrust both hands down to cover his genitals. It turned him onto his stomach, plunging his head under the warm waters. Kieve flipped him onto his back again. 
 
    “Rider!” he protested. Water brimmed over the side of the pool. 
 
    Kieve nodded at him. “Come, Glyn, you fear this?” 
 
    The Myned shadi snorted and stood up. “It is too hot in here,” he said. “I will wait outside.” 
 
    “You can go too,” Kieve said.  
 
    “Ilach will flay me if I leave you,” Glyn said, watching the Myned shadi recede through ranks of green leaves and bright jeweled flowers. 
 
    “And I will flay you if you stay,” Kieve said. “You may guard the door. There is only one.” 
 
    After a moment’s hesitation Glyn picked up her cloak and left. The bathhouse quieted save for the lap of water against the pool’s sides. She looked down at Leyek, who had one hand on the pool’s lip and the other one covering himself. 
 
    “If I let you go, can you keep your head up?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    She wiped her fingers on her breeches, feeling the bone splinter wrapped in moss at the bottom of her pocket. 
 
    “I thought I would die,” Leyek said. “Is there something to drink?” 
 
    Kieve went to the door and called for two mugs of tea, one laced with plenty of honey. She came back to the pool and sat beside it. 
 
    “Tea is coming,” she said.  
 
    “Rider?” Leyek yawned again. “Perhaps some clothing?” 
 
    “I don’t think so, snow brother,” she said in quiet Akeguruk. “I think you are more likely to stay where you are if you are naked as a baby. Have you been naked, since you were a baby? You are polluting the bathkeeper’s fine hot water.” 
 
    “It is not healthy, to sit in water. A sweat room is better, to sweat and then to roll in the snow.” He said it without fire. “Is it you who saved me?” 
 
    “In part,” she said in Cheran, hearing the bathkeeper pad into the room. She thanked the woman and took the two mugs. The bathkeeper reported, with mild outrage, that Glyn had already sipped from both. Kieve too sipped at both to find the sweetened one, and put it down at the side of the pool for Leyek. She sent the bathkeeper away with a stiver. The door closed behind her. 
 
    The boy frowned at the mug. He could free a hand for it either by releasing the side of the pool and risk turning over, or by uncovering himself. After an agony of indecision, he tucked as much of himself as he could between his thighs and crossed his legs. Kieve smiled. 
 
    “It is not funny,” he said, taking the mug. “It is wrong for someone to look at all of a warrior. It damages his ukame-agku.” The term meant courage and, more, the spirit of the hunter. 
 
    “Then you have little to worry about, since you don’t have very much to begin with,” she said, sitting on a low stone bench. “Soon Lady Esylk will be here, and Commander Ilach of the castle brigade. When they come, you will tell them about what a great gambler you are, that you lost your father’s shayka in a bet. And you will tell them what you did to get it back.” 
 
    “Nothing! I did nothing!” 
 
    “You killed a woman,” Kieve said. 
 
    He looked sullen and sipped at the tea. She watched him over the rim of her cup.  
 
    Silence fell amid the vines and leaves of the bathhouse.  
 
    Where was the boundary between pride and grace? Could she even recognize it? She took pride in her honor but she had broken her oath once, in anger; she took pride in her honor and it had led to Aedin’s death. If Cadoc sent you to take that child, your bondslave... She turned from the pool, thinking of the young man sitting his skittish horse amid the gallows and posts of Penitence, of the boy’s upturned face listening to the Voices of the Dead, of Jenci with his blunt, blued fingers tracing Stormbringer’s outline on a map. 
 
    Ilach and Braith came in together, bringing Glyn and Puwan with them. Leyek moaned and drew up his knees, trying to hide inside his own limbs. Kieve found his shirt and dropped it into the water. He wrapped it around his hips. 
 
    “This is Myned’s missing soldier?” Ilach said, staring down at the boy. “Where did you find him?” 
 
    “Lord’s Walk.” The commander looked at her. She said, “Perhaps we should wait for Lady Esylk, so as not to repeat the story.” 
 
    Braith took off her cloak and draped it over a bench behind her. Ilach had brought a lantern and now he walked along the path toward the other pools, pulling aside the foliage, glancing at the water. Steam rose in the lantern’s light, wispy clouds reaching for the ceiling high overhead. The azure bird scolded him. 
 
    Taryn had once played his flute and talked with the bird, melody to melody, until the bird perched on a bough just above his head. The bird hopped from side to side, distressed at hearing but not seeing its fellow. When Taryn stopped playing the bird rushed away in a brief flutter of wings. She pushed the memory away. 
 
    Ilach returned, his cloak over his arm. He set the lantern on a nearby bench and crossed his arms and looked at Leyek until the boy, already nervous, turned away. Water crept from the pool again. 
 
    “Are you warm?” Braith asked him, moving to avoid the wet. Her scar began to pale in the warmth. 
 
    “Yes,” he mumbled. He made a show of drinking his sweetened tea.  
 
    Esylk arrived, accompanied by Endres. She strode into the light, handing her cloak behind her to the captain. He took it and put it across the bench. The others started to kneel but she waved them to their feet again. She came to the edge of the pool and stared past her boots at her soldier, her lips tight. He cringed.  
 
    Ilach glared at Endres, who paused with his cloak open and spread his hands a little. His hair started to curl more tightly in the damp air.  
 
    “I met the Lady in the Great Hall,” he said. “She invited me. I asked and she invited me.” He paused. “I believe this may be Lord Cadoc’s last day. He is much weakened.” 
 
    Ilach didn’t respond. 
 
    Endres said, “I have thought about our conversation this morning, Commander. I apologize. Perhaps I put too great a reliance on the spirit of my oath, and not enough on its words.” 
 
    “Which can be twisted to allow this?” Ilach demanded. 
 
    “This is the disappearance of one of Lady Esylk’s soldiers. It is not, I think, covered by my oath, or by yours,” the captain said. 
 
    Esylk grimaced. “Can you make a truce between you, for a little time at least?” 
 
    For a moment Ilach and Endres stared at each other, separated by the gentle steam from the pool. Then Ilach frowned and nodded. “Truce,” he said.  
 
    Endres gestured as if to reach his hand across the pool. “Truce,” he echoed. 
 
    Leyek had crabbed his way closer to Kieve and away from his lord. Esylk scowled at him, her pale eyebrows drawn together. “Rider, would this not be better kept private, between a shadi and his Lord?” 
 
    “With respect, lady, it is beyond that, I think.” 
 
    They looked at each other for a long moment. 
 
    “Then before my shadi speaks,” Esylk said, “I require a promise.” They turned to her. “That regardless of what he says, or what he has done, he be given over to me untouched. I will deal with him as I see fit.” She looked at them, one by one. “Without this promise, he may not speak.” 
 
    “He is a shadi,” Ilach said. “It is for the guild to decide.” 
 
    Esylk shook her head. “He is my man, not the guild’s.” 
 
    Ilach’s mouth tightened. Before he could speak, Braith said, “Is what he says so important?” 
 
    Kieve said, “It has to do with the apothecary’s death, I think. And other events.” 
 
    “Other events,” Ilach repeated. “Lady, you may ask more than I can give.” 
 
    “I believe this will be a fair trade, Commander,” Kieve said. 
 
    He frowned at her. She frowned back, made impatient by his scruples. Water dripped from the broad leaf by her shoulder, sounding tiny, distinct notes as it hit the stones by the pool. 
 
    Endres said, “I can undertake the promise, Lady. I am not in Commander Ilach’s position. I give my word.” 
 
    Ilach shrugged. “This cannot be worse than what we have now,” he said. “Very well, Lady, you have my promise.” Braith nodded. 
 
    Kieve squatted beside the pool. Leyek chewed at his lip, looking up at her. His green-pale hair clung to his scalp like a tight cap. 
 
    “Leyek, it starts with a gaming debt to Lord Cairun. Tell us.” 
 
    He did. He said that although he was the best gambler in Myned, renowned for his prowess with the bones, he had nonetheless lost when he played against Lord Cairun, who may have used some unfair advantage, a fetish perhaps, something unknown to the honest players of Myned Province. When Cairun had taken all his money, Leyek insisted on a chance to win it back. The lord agreed to let the boy wager an item of little importance, something his father had given him. A token only, of no great value except the sentimental. 
 
    He fell silent when Kieve brought the shayka from her pocket. It looked like two slender, cream-colored tubes of ivory, one inside the other, the outer one incised with lines which, to Kieve’s eyes, resolved into the story of a valros hunt. One end angled to a sharp point. The soldiers and the guard captain passed it hand to hand, turning it over. 
 
    “What is this?” Ilach said. 
 
    Kieve shook her head. Endros gave the shayka to Lady Esylk, who slid it into her robes. 
 
    “You lost again, didn’t you?” Kieve said to Leyek. 
 
    “He had strong magic, to counter my skill,” the boy insisted. “He had strong magic and made me lose, and then he would not give it back, or let me buy it back. I didn’t ask it as a gift of him, a gaming debt is a debt of honor. When I tried to speak to him he would not see me, and then he would. He told me that he had given it to Lord Gadyn. He said that someone would take me to see the lord and that I was to wait and I did, in his rooms.” 
 
    The boy glanced around. 
 
    “Go on, puppy,” Esylk said.  
 
    “Soon a man came, a thick, greasy little man with white teeth. He took me into a stairway and then he covered my face. I was insulted! No man of honor is treated like this,” Leyek said with anger. Water lapped around his narrow chest. “But he said I must and so I had to hold onto his cloak and follow him. And when it was done and he took the covering from my face I was in a house built of bones, of men’s bones. It was horrible. It was horrible.” He shivered and wrapped one arm around his shoulders. 
 
    A room in the ossuary. Kieve met Braith’s eyes across the pool. 
 
    “Go on,” Endres said. “So far, you have been taken for a walk. I see no startling news in that.” 
 
    Leyek looked up at his lord and wet his lips. 
 
    “Lord Gadyn was there, and the man who brought me, and no one else. He had my father’s shayka. He told me that he would give it back to me, as soon as I—as soon as I did a thing for him. And I agreed, because it is my father’s shayka and I cannot go home without it.” He licked his lips. “And I did the thing because, because he made me, and when I went back to Gadyn—” 
 
    “Stop,” Braith said. “Lady Esylk, may I see it again?” 
 
    Esylk handed her the shayka. Leyek watched, his lower lip tucked between his teeth. Braith turned it over in her hands for a moment, then her forehead cleared and she held it up. 
 
    “So,” she said, and mimed thrusting the shayka into flesh. She pushed up on the inner shaft. As it emerged, blades sprouted from the top. She twirled the shaft, sending the blades spinning, then pulled the shaft down. The blades disappeared into the outer tube, and she mimed removing the entire thing. “It is a thorough weapon,” she said, “and would leave only a small wound.” She looked at Kieve. “Like the one you found on the apothecary’s neck.” 
 
    Kieve nodded. “Leyek. You killed a woman for Lord Gadyn.” 
 
    He stared at the water and didn’t respond.  
 
    “Leyek,” Esylk said.  
 
    He flinched. “Yes,” he whispered. “I had to. Without the shayka, I cannot go home.” 
 
    Ilach said to Esylk, “You knew he had this with him?” 
 
    “Of course not,” Esylk said. No one challenged her. 
 
    “He’s a Trapper,” Ilach said. 
 
    The Lord of Myned raised her chin. “He is in my retinue, Commander.” 
 
    After a moment of silence, Ilach said, “Why did you go back to Gadyn, if you had your shayka back?” 
 
    “He took my bones,” the boy said, with some heat. “He took my gambling bones and said I could not have them back until—” 
 
    “You killed a woman and risked your life, for gambling bones?” Braith said, incredulous. 
 
    Leyek stared at the mug of tea. Kieve said, “Tell us what happened afterwards.” 
 
    The boy took a deep breath. “I went to where Lord Gadyn told me to wait. The greasy man found me and took me again to the room of bones. And then—and then somebody came behind me and hit me and I fell and then I was hit again.” He touched his scalp. “Here, there is the bump. When I woke I was in the mouth of the storm, and I found a place to hide and I hid there, and when I woke again I was here.” He looked from face to face. They stared down at him. 
 
    “It is, I think, what was done to Jenci,” Kieve said. “Save that Jenci was more gravely injured, and may have been dying already. And they blinded him, but not the boy. If it was only one man, or two, they could not have carried the guildmaster. I think they forced him to walk through the ossuary and the Garden and to the Walk, and that they finished hurting him there, and let him go.” 
 
    “Jenci?” Leyek said. “The Rider Guildmaster?” 
 
    “Murdered,” Kieve said. 
 
    “I did not kill him,” Leyek said, alarmed. “Only one, only the woman. I did not even know he was dead.” 
 
    Ilach frowned. Esylk said, “He is an idiot, but I think he is innocent of Jenci’s death. Torture is not a Trapper’s style.” 
 
    “I agree,” Endres said. “And it is too easy. It is what we are meant to believe.” 
 
    “By the man who ordered Jenci dead,” Kieve said. “And who ordered the death of the apothecary, because of what she may have seen on Lord’s Walk. And who will turn the Shadeen Guild from Dalmorat, to protect himself from the truth.” 
 
    One by one they sought each other’s eyes around the pool. The bird called from the far reaches of the bathhouse.  
 
    Ilach shook his head. “This is supposition. It is not proof.” 
 
    Kieve didn’t respond. Endres said, “Why didn’t they pitch the boy over the edge? Why leave him on Lord’s Walk?” 
 
    “Gadyn needs his body,” Kieve said. “If a Trapper is found then the rumor is proven, isn’t it? Best if the Trapper is dead, but even alive the scheme would work. No one will believe the word of a Trapper.” 
 
    Braith cleared her throat. “Do we believe the word of a Trapper?” 
 
    “If there is other evidence, then yes, we do,” Ilach said. “But it is best if we do not have to rely upon it.” 
 
    “Commander,” Esylk said. “You swore that Leyek would be given to me once we are finished here, into my keeping. If you force him to say this in public...” She made a graphic gesture. At their feet, Leyek moved abruptly and was still. Ilach frowned at her for a moment. The bird called again. 
 
    “Jenci must have been held and tortured in the ossuary. There may be marks of this,” Ilach said at last. “Braith, could you find this room?” 
 
    Braith shook her head. “The ossuary is a labyrinth. The rooms I know are the newer ones, those in current use.” She shook her head again. “It would take weeks to explore them all, I think. We don’t have the time.” 
 
    “There is another way,” Endres said. They turned to him. “Gadyn still cannot be sure of the sword. Aedin’s death brought some to his banner and others away—there is talk that Baron Kelyn will challenge him, once he hears the news.” He tucked his hands under his belt. “He still has need of Kieve’s pledge, I think. If the rumors about Kelyn are true, then without the lordship Gadyn stands to lose more than Dalmorat.” 
 
    “And so?” Braith said. 
 
    “And so, if she will agree to it, I believe the Rider is our bait,” Endres said. “He will call her, and likely to the same place he used before. If you go, Kieve, and if you are followed, Gadyn himself will lead us to the evidence we need.” 
 
    Ilach chewed at his lip. “He won’t call her if her bodyguard is present.” 
 
    Esylk said, “He has twice tried to kill the people he brought to that room, and once he succeeded. It puts the Rider at grave risk.” 
 
    “But he needs her,” Endres said. “He needs her pledge, done in public. If we cannot follow her, we can wait until he brings her to the Great Hall.” 
 
    Ilach rocked back. “We have declared a truce, you and I, but how can I trust you in this? If Gadyn takes the sword, then your Guards—” 
 
    “No. He came to me and asked and I said no.” 
 
    Ilach grimaced. “You said no? You, who hate the Guild, who says the Guild has been your enemy?” 
 
    “The Guild doesn’t confer honesty or truth, Commander,” Endres retorted. “You hold no monopoly on virtue.” 
 
    “Your plan puts the Rider’s life at risk.” 
 
    “Stop this,” Esylk said with some impatience. “We speak of the Rider’s life against the future of an entire province. It seems an uneven balance.” 
 
    They all looked at Kieve then. She took a deep breath, smelling the fragrance of the bathhouse. 
 
    “There seems to be little choice,” she said. “I’ll do it.” She looked down at Esylk. “And if we fail, there are other Riders. You will find someone to explore the Outlands for you. It need not be me.” 
 
    Into the small, bleak silence that followed, Endres said, “Nonsense. You will be watched. As soon as you are in the room, we’ll be there. Or in the Great Hall. He will not harm you in public and we can take you back. There will be no danger. There will be no chance of danger.” 
 
    “Yes?” Kieve looked at him. “How did Aedin die, Captain Endres?” 
 
    Endres put his shoulders back. “I had him killed, Rider. As I was ordered to do, by my master and yours. If it is consolation, I gave him a quick death, and as honorable as I could make it. He left messages, for his wife and father and Chancellor.” 
 
    “But still you killed him.” 
 
    “And still you brought him to me,” Endres said. 
 
    She turned away from him. “Can we do this thing? Now?” 
 
    “Yes,” Ilach said. “The sooner, I think, the better.”  
 
    * * * * 
 
    An hour later she was alone in her rooms, sipping a cup of wine and staring out the window by her worktable. She had saved out one pen, some ink, and a small stack of paper. At her request, Braith had sent one of the cadets to take the Compendium to Taryn Steward. She had packed up the crystal and porcelain herself, and labeled the box for Cairun. When the cadet returned he could deliver that one, too. 
 
    She had come to her rooms alone and as publicly as she could through the ash-covered walks, through the Great Hall, and through the yards, her hood thrown back so that no one could mistake her. Aside from sending a messenger to Gadyn, she did not know what else she could do to make her isolation known. 
 
    What else? The clutter from that morning, which in their sudden leaving had remained scattered over the larger table. Kieve took it down the hall to Gaura’s closet and came back. The cadet had told her that Gaura had borne twins, a boy and a girl, tiny but healthy as was Gaura herself. Perhaps the bought prayers had helped. Two new lives, who would grow up knowing of Cadoc and his Rider only as bogeymen used to frighten children into good behavior.  
 
    Thinking of that, Kieve reached up to touch her crystal lamp, the one she forbade Gaura to clean for fear of breakage. On impulse she picked up her pen and wrote a note leaving the lamp to the servant. She could sell it, Kieve thought. The capits and quents and stivers would make a portion for the children, perhaps enough to buy them apprenticeships with a guild and away from menial service. 
 
    She wrote this in the note, sealed it with a drop of wax, and wrote Gaura’s name on the outside. Someone would deliver the note and read it to her. Kieve put the note aside. She pulled another piece of paper from the stack, and hesitated. 
 
    What could she say to him? She had pulled him out of his home and abandoned him to the care of a stranger. She had nourished in him a dissatisfaction for his life and made his future vanish like smoke from Raven’s back. She had left him landless and guildless and alone. She had set him free, with no place to go. 
 
    She took up her pen and again put it down, and picked it up. She tapped it against the paper. Un-inked, it left small pocks in the paper, invisible but, when she touched them, apparent to the pads on her fingertips. 
 
    She lifted the wine cup and drank. The best thing she could say to him, she thought, was nothing at all. Let him make a future free of her. She left the paper blank. 
 
    Jenci’s guild token clicked against its chain. She took it from her pocket, and the necklet Pyrs had given her, and fastened both around her neck. Opening the collar of her shirt, she let them drop against her skin. For a moment they felt sharp with cold, then they warmed and she could not feel them at all. 
 
    Braith said that Kyst had come to the barracks, his own men at arms behind him, and demanded the return of his Rider, blowing and blustering and shouting until Daenet appeared, well hung-over. His lord had put the Rider’s arm over his shoulders and taken him, slipping on the ice, back toward the Great Hall, Daenet draped over him like a cloak. 
 
    If need be, Daenet could ride the Deathnote to Koerstadt. He and his master would have to take the Water Road back to Kyst in any event. She took her map of the Water Road from the pocket of her breeches and put it on the table. She tapped the pen against the paper and laid it down again. Daenet would figure it out. He didn’t need a note. At least he could stay now with his love in Kyst, until they tired of each other. If they did. She thought of Daenet, younger, his body taut and strong from the training yards at Koerstadt, kneeling before his new master in a garden, struck blind and breathless with love. When she searched within herself for an echo of longing, of recognition, even of jealousy, it seemed that all her hidden doors and rooms had disappeared. She felt cool and hollowed and distant from the world. 
 
    The sun hovered above the horizon. Cadoc still lived. They said that it could not go on much longer, that he might die by full nightfall, by midnight, by morning at the latest. She thought of Calton’s proof of infinity and of Cairun’s lips, and paused for a moment before turning her face from the memory. They had not talked of a future between them, and indeed there could be none. She touched the items in her pockets again: the map of the Morat, Jenci’s finger in its box, the sliver of bone. Her fingers told them over again, like the prayer beads the seminarians used, as though if she touched them the right way, in the right sequence, they would speak, yield up meaning, give her an answer to questions that she knew had no answer at all. People were born and lived and died. Oaths rested on running water. Things happened. Time moved, and cared nothing for those it altered. It made no difference. She made no difference. Time moved, whether she was there to see it or not.  
 
    She stood at the center of her room and repeated the gestures that Leyek had made before the forfeits game, murmuring the words that brought her soul into harmony with the world so that when she died her soul could die with her, clean and at peace. It was difficult at first, touching the memories of sunlight, anger, wine, disappointment, food, love, sex, fear, laughter, a register what she had and what she had missed. She sang them into silence, the Inguruki melody riding just under her breath, the Akeguruk words simple and harsh and comforting. 
 
    When the peremptory knock came she was not startled, and not surprised when she opened the door and saw a greasy, grinning little man. 
 
    “Dav,” she said, as though naming a disease. 
 
    His smirk widened. “I have something for you,” he said. “Perhaps you misplaced it.” He thrust his fist out, turned it over, and opened his fingers. In his palm lay her own Rider’s token. 
 
    She reached for it. He closed his fingers on it, moving his fist away. He almost giggled. 
 
    “Will you come?” he said, “or do we need to send a finger, too?”  
 
    * * * * 
 
    The journey in darkness was dizzying. He bound her eyes and pushed her along corridors (twenty-nine running paces, then forty, nine, eighteen), forcing her down steps slick with ice (twelve, thirty, then five), a few times holding her against the wall while they listened to distant footsteps. They left the stench of sulphur behind. Her boots rang on the stones. Ilach’s watchers sounded ever fainter, until she could not hear them at all. Dav had the token she had given Pyrs. She tried not to think about what that meant. 
 
    They descended another flight of stairs, walked along another corridor. Dav pushed her sideways and she stumbled into a room where a voice said to remove the cloth around her eyes. He unclasped her cloak and kicked it away, then twisted her sleeves together at the wrists and used them to hold her arms behind her with one hand while he pulled the cloth away from her face. She blinked and saw Bredda leaning against a wall, her mouth pinched down. Pyrs lay against her, his face purple with bruises. A lantern hung from one wall. Across from it a torch smoked.  
 
    “Yours, I believe,” Gadyn Marubin said. Dav jerked her around to face him. 
 
    He sat in a broad, backless chair, dressed in his battle costume, brilliant with embroidery across the surcoat. He had added a sword in a jeweled scabbard, which hung from a broad leather belt and stuck out behind the chair. Beyond the chair a frieze of dark old bones covered the wall up to a ceiling clothed in scapulae. A pile of naked swords lay against the wall to his right. Bright colors flashed from their hilts. The room smelled of lantern smoke and soot and of cold, damp stones. Her skin heated. She made herself wait until the flush of anger faded a little. 
 
    “What do you want for them?” she said. 
 
    “Rider, don’t be stupid,” he said. “We will go up to the Great Hall and you will bend the knee to me, and steeple your hands, and make your oath.” 
 
    She frowned at him. “Until your father dies, no oath I make is legal. You know that.” 
 
    Dav jerked her wrists up. The sudden pain made her gasp. 
 
    “Be respectful,” Dav said. He smelled, incongruously, of rose water. 
 
    “Indeed.” Gadyn’s scabbard knocked against the side of the chair. Perhaps Ilach’s watchers had not lost her, perhaps they were even now closing in. From the corner of her eye she caught a glimpse of Bredda’s cloak. “We do not need to hurt the Rider,” Gadyn said. “We have the boy.” 
 
    “Leave him alone,” Kieve said. “Leave them both alone. They are no part of this.” 
 
    “No?” Gadyn scowled. “It would have been much simpler if he had not been found, that first time. If not for that, none of this would have happened. You would have knelt to me in an instant, but someone stole him from me. If you wish to cast blame, Kieve Rider, look no further than that.” 
 
    The anger rose again but she refused to hold it. “I will do what you require,” she said after a moment.  
 
    Gadyn grinned. “‘My Guild requires that I not swear falsely,’” he said, mimicking her. 
 
    She would not look away. “I will do whatever you want. But release the boy and the woman first.” 
 
    His eyebrows rose. “I am not an idiot,” he said. “Hit her.” 
 
    Dav did, a blow to the stomach that drove the wind from her.  
 
    “First you will do what is required, then I will release the boy and the woman.” 
 
    Kieve shook her head. “Wait,” she gasped. “Wait. You can’t. Bring me. Injured.” 
 
    “She is right,” Gadyn said. The pressure on her arms relaxed a little. He shifted in the chair again. “But the boy and the woman stay here, until you are done.” 
 
    Kieve forced air into her lungs. “No,” she said. “How can. I trust you? I will do as. You require and you. Will kill them. Release them. First. Or bring them. With us.” 
 
    Gadyn frowned at her. “I will not bargain with you, Rider. Come.” He rose. “We will do this now, before it grows later. The old bastard may die at any moment, and I don’t want the bitch my sister there if I am not.” 
 
    Kieve straightened. “You killed. My guildmaster. I won’t speak. If you leave them here.” 
 
    “Your guildmaster died,” Gadyn said, furious, “because you weren’t on Sterk and could not be found. All you had to do was come when I summoned you, but you didn’t, no matter what I sent. The guildmaster died because of you, not me. I am not to blame.” 
 
    “Cousin!” 
 
    Dav jerked her around as Cairun came into the room. Kieve filled her lungs. Cairun glanced at Bredda and Pyrs, nodded at Kieve, and came to stand between her and Gadyn. “You have reached an agreement with the Rider, then?” 
 
    “Yes,” Gadyn said, as Kieve said “No.”  
 
    Cairun shrugged. “It no longer matters, Gadyn, it is too late. The Myned boy is found, and alive and talking, or so I hear.” 
 
    Gadyn waved this away as he sat again. “He is a Trapper. He may talk until the moon falls and he won’t be believed.” 
 
    “You stake your life on that? I would not. Release these people, Gadyn. The storm is finished. If you leave now you may save your neck.” 
 
    Gadyn sniggered. “You think to rescue your leman, but it won’t work. My future is more important than your lust.” 
 
    “Gadyn.” Cairun’s voice was easy, amused. “Have you ever known me to put my pleasure above my fortune?” Kieve stared at his brown curls. 
 
    “I’ve never known you to have pleasure.” Gadyn tilted in his seat to look at Kieve. “Did he have pleasure of you, Rider? Or did he strip you to find thorns and brambles? It matters not. You will come with me to the Great Hall, and bend the knee, and say the words, which will be believed because,” he grinned again, “your Guild requires it. And when you are believed, I will release these two. Not before.” 
 
    “Don’t be foolish,” Cairun said. “Already a message has been sent by the semaphore telegraph to Aedin’s father. There is talk of holding you to justice, regardless of Cadoc’s orders. Your only hope is to flee, Gadyn, now. I have arranged a boat for you and have put money in it and your clothes. You can take your man, you will need a traveling companion. But you must leave, it is the only way.” 
 
    Gadyn came to his feet. “This is treason,” he said.  
 
    “Treason?” Cairun echoed. “Against whom? You are not yet the Lord of Dalmorat.” 
 
    “I never touched the guildmaster,” Gadyn said. “You will testify to that.” 
 
    “You did not touch him but you had him maimed, and to hide it you had him killed. Run, Gadyn. They’ll string you up in a slave’s cage at Penitence if they catch you.” 
 
    “Yes,” said a new voice, from behind Kieve. “Run, Gadyn.” 
 
    Gadyn stared at the doorway. Dav lowered her arms a little. Kieve risked turning enough to look at Bredda and Pyrs. The boy sat against the old woman’s body. Kieve had time to exchange a long, undecipherable look with Bredda before Dav jerked her forward again. In that moment Isbael came into the room and stood with her hands in her sleeves, smiling at her brother. 
 
    “How touching that you remembered our old play room,” she said. “Remember how you brought skulls here and named each one? One for every person on Sterk you hated.” She laughed. “There were quite a number of those. By now you need must more than one room.” 
 
    “Did he bring you here?” Gadyn demanded, jerking his chin toward Cairun. 
 
    “No.” She rocked back a little. “It wasn’t difficult to figure out where you were, brother. You were never very difficult to figure out, and age has not deepened you.” She smiled. “Torturing a guildmaster, and to murder him after...because he could identify you? Neither subtle nor intelligent.” 
 
    “You assume,” Gadyn said, “you assume that I murdered the guildmaster. You have no proof. There is no proof.” 
 
    “But there is,” Cairun said. He leaned toward the arm of Gadyn’s chair and lifted a small grey rope tipped in blue. It took a moment for Kieve to identify it as one of Jenci’s braids. “This, and bits of cloak, and the words of the Myned boy.” 
 
    Gadyn spat. “A Trapper.” 
 
    “And here is the man who was your hands,” Isbael said, her voice serene. Dav jerked at this, almost pulling Kieve off balance. Isbael looked him over. “He won’t withstand the question, will he? Nor is physical courage one of your strengths, little brother. Rider, has he admitted killing your guildmaster?” 
 
    “Cairun knows,” she said, and cried out as Dav jerked her arms up, wrenching her shoulders. Through her involuntary tears she saw Cairun move to the pile of weapons and lift one. 
 
    “So we have the evidence of your bone room, and your tongue, and your accomplice, and the testimony of the Myned boy.” 
 
    “And this,” Bredda said behind them. They turned. She had pulled herself away from the wall. Her hand rested on a pelvis on which someone had drawn the feathered serpent of time, swallowing its own tail. Jenci’s seal. All around Bredda the floor was covered with splinters of ancient bones. 
 
    “And I have the guildmaster’s stylus,” Kieve said. “Tipped in soot.” 
 
    Isbael laughed. “Run indeed, little brother,” she said. “And be grateful I leave you with your balls.” 
 
    “It was your idea,” Gadyn said to Cairun, with fury. 
 
    “It was not,” Cairun said.  
 
    “No,” Isbael said, her smile even broader. “It was not.” 
 
    Kieve’s breath caught. Gadyn cursed and drew his sword and lunged toward his sister. Cairun lifted his blade and came between them. “Gadyn, don’t be a fool,” he said, beating Gadyn’s sword aside. Gadyn leaped back, both hands grasping his sword’s hilt, intent on Cairun. 
 
    “Traitor,” he said. 
 
    Dav pushed Kieve aside and drew his sword and started toward the fight. She rolled with the push toward the pile of swords and grabbed one up and ran back to crouch in front of Bredda and Pyrs, the sword in her fist. Gadyn and Cairun engaged with flat, heavy strokes that moved like liquid in the torchlight and sounded like harsh bells, echoing from the walls of bones. Isbael had retreated to stand behind Gadyn’s abandoned chair. She watched the fight with wide black eyes. Dav stalked Cairun. Cairun spared a moment to lunge at him. Dav jumped back into the doorway and into the arms of Endres, who grabbed him by his elbows. It distracted Cairun for a moment. Gadyn leaped forward and slashed at his arm, nicking the forearm before Cairun danced away. First blood. Dav cursed and writhed, until Endres hissed something at him and he froze.  
 
    “You’ve improved,” Cairun said, the full of his attention on Gadyn again. He forced him across the ossuary room. Their faces gleamed with sweat. Gadyn circled and engaged again, trying to push the fight toward his sister. Cairun saw it and beat at Gadyn’s left, forcing him away from the chair and back across the room toward Bredda and the boy. Kieve braced herself. The sound of the strokes pulsed against her ears. They came together, straining, and broke apart and stalked each other, breathing heavily. Their feet shuffled in the litter of dirt and bones. Gadyn moved in and the swords clanged again until the room was a pestilence of noise. Gadyn feinted and Cairun half-engaged and drew back, and in the moment that Gadyn’s extension overcame his balance Cairun drove in and spitted him. Gadyn looked down at the sword in his chest and turned his stretched eyes to Cairun. When Cairun jerked his sword free, Gadyn collapsed. For a moment his breath bubbled in the silence, then stopped. 
 
    Kieve dragged air into her lungs, beginning to straighten. Cairun stood panting in the room’s center, hands braced against his thighs, a bright line of blood trailing down his forearm. Isbael looked beyond her brother’s body and beyond Cairun to Endres and, after a moment, widened her eyes. Dav twisted free of the captain’s grasp. 
 
    “Cairun!” Kieve shouted, but before he could turn Dav was upon him. The warning gave him time to move only enough so that the sword missed his belly and pierced his side. Cairun shouted and fell. Kieve leaped forward as Dav raised his sword again. 
 
    Something crashed. Dav turned, staring, as Kieve plunged her sword up through his belly. They froze for a moment, joined by the steel. 
 
    Kieve wrenched her sword free. Dav grunted and fell across Gadyn’s body. As he did, Kieve saw behind him to Isbael and the toppled chair and Isbael’s bright smile.  
 
    “Well done, Rider,” she said. 
 
    Kieve flung the sword away and dropped to her knees beside Cairun. He lay with his hands pressed to his side. Blood welled between his fingers. 
 
    “My lord?” Kieve said. 
 
    “It is the Marubin gift,” he said, his teeth together. “Never extravagant, but sufficient. Sufficient.” She replaced his hands with her own, leaning to provide pressure over the wound. He glanced at Isbael. “Well contrived, cousin.” 
 
    She shook her head. “I contrived nothing. I am the beneficiary of my brother’s intemperance and your greed. And Baron Rive’s inept suggestions, and Adwyr’s desire to please. At the most, I just touched things to set them in motion, like one of Drysi’s toys, then stood back and let it happen.” She sat in Gadyn’s chair. She had taken one of the swords and now she laid it across her lap. “Captain, it is time for litters, I think, and for Commander Ilach. Will you find them?” 
 
    Endres glanced around the room, nodded, and left. She smoothed the material of her dress around the sword and said to Cairun, “Are you dying?” 
 
    “As you see.”  
 
    “It is as well,” she said. “Someday you would have caused someone a great deal of trouble.” She looked away from him toward Bredda and Pyrs. Kieve’s back stiffened but Isbael merely said, “You are Bredda Innkeeper, I think.” 
 
    Bredda had come upright, leaning on Pyrs’ shoulder. Her wooden leg was gone. Pyrs stared at the floor. 
 
    “Who brought you here?” Isbael said. 
 
    “A ferret, a man in a blue hat,” Bredda said. Her voice sounded rough and dry. She looked at Kieve. “He came back to the inn and followed me. I should have thought of that.” 
 
    Kieve shook her head. “Not your failure,” she said. “Mine.” 
 
    Cairun coughed. “No Rider, not your failure. Isbael’s success. Admirable.” 
 
    “But she killed you,” Kieve said. “She signaled Endres, she looked at him and he released Dav.” 
 
    “Rider,” Isbael said, still with amusement. “You imagine things.” She shook her head a little. “Besides, who is to believe you? The man is dead. Captain Endres is mine, and I will protect him.” Footsteps sounded in the distance. She rose. “Will you last, cousin, until we reach the Great Hall?” 
 
    “And for a while after that,” Cairun said. “Indeed, between your little man and the Rider’s warning, I may have as long a dying as Cadoc’s. And as ugly.” 
 
    “He, at least, was not my little man,” Isbael said, as the door filled with soldiers.  
 
    * * * * 
 
    The stairway narrowed and turned a little before they reached the Great Hall. Isbael put her hand on Endres’ arm and they stood back to let the litters pass, so that when they came into the Great Hall the litter with Gadyn’s body entered first. Kieve, walking just behind Cairun’s litter, looked into the abrupt silence and saw Taryn stand from the chair beneath Isbael’s banner. He looked from Gadyn to Cairun and then beyond Kieve to the door, mouth tight and eyebrows drawn together. His expression altered as Isbael came into the room; his eyebrows rose just a little, then straightened as his mouth relaxed. Kieve’s hands curled into fists. Pyrs put his hand over hers, light and dry. 
 
    “It appears the succession is settled,” Kyst said. Daenet, behind him, stared at Kieve. She looked away. Taryn came across the hall.  
 
    Ilach had detailed two soldiers to take Bredda back to the barracks. Pyrs, without speaking, had refused to go with her. He sank his fists into Kieve’s cloak and would not be parted from her until they neared the Hall and she touched his hands. He let her go then but followed at her heels. As they walked into the Great Hall she resisted the urge to reach back to touch him. 
 
    The soldiers slid the litter with Gadyn’s body onto the dais to one side of Cadoc’s chair, and Cairun to the other. Braith had dressed his wound, wrapping his torso in linen through which the blood still crept. Kieve stopped beside him. She had removed her blood-soaked gloves but her hands felt stiff. They had left Dav in the ossuary room, pushed out of the way against a wall, eyes open. 
 
    The bone with Jenci’s feathered serpent on it nestled against Gadyn’s side. One of the soldiers lifted it away. Isbael walked around the litter and, after waiting a moment to gather all eyes, sat in her father’s chair. The soldier gave the bone to her and she put it in her lap. A murmur grew.  
 
    Baron Rive pushed his way to the dais and stood for a moment staring at Gadyn’s body and chewing on his beard. Cairun raised himself on his elbow, face pale, and said something to him. Rive listened, shook his head, listened more, then straightened. 
 
    “Lord Cairun renounces his claim to the sword,” the baron said. “His wound is mortal.” He turned to Isbael, still frowning. She stared at him until he looked down. She nodded to the soldiers at Cairun’s litter. Kieve watched them carry him through jostling crowds more intent on the dais than on the dying man. She turned back. Isbael looked around the room, calmly, the pale bone cradled in her lap, Cairun already forgotten as the land-barons came close. Taryn stood behind his lady, his head bent to listen to her. Esylk stood at her other side. Rive pushed through the crowd, toward the staircase leading to Cadoc’s tower. She remembered Isbael’s expression as she looked beyond Kieve to Endres at the door, and the movement of her eyes that summoned Cairun’s death. Kieve took Pyrs under her cloak and followed Cairun’s litter from the room. 
 
    Mazus wept, ushering them into Cairun’s rooms. Cairun’s face was white with pain and stiff with his refusal to show it, but once in his room he gasped, hands clutching the edges of his narrow bed, and turned his head from side to side. Kieve sent one of the soldiers for Asgaut, Cadoc’s physician. 
 
    She put Pyrs in a chair beside the fire and wrapped him in a blanket. Mazus brought a posset and put a pitcher of wine to warm at the hearth. As he set it down Asgaut came in, followed by a servant. The servant put Asgaut’s box on a table. 
 
    “Leave it,” Cairun said, gasping. “You cannot physic this away.” 
 
    Asgaut ignored him, peeling away the layers of linen. Blood welled in the wound. When Asgaut probed it, Cairun screamed and fainted. Kieve put her hand on Pyrs’ shoulder as the physician cleaned the wound and bound it up.  
 
    “He is right,” he said to Kieve. “This is beyond my power to heal.” He pulled flagons and bottles from his box and lay them across the table. “Are you injured?” 
 
    “No. Cadoc?” 
 
    “Thank the Mother, he is in his final agony,” Asgaut said. He poured some wine into a flask. “By midnight, I think, he will be gone.” He inspected the label on a small jar and tapped powder from it into the wine. “Baron Rive came to shout into his face, although Cadoc cannot hear him. There is talk of the succession?” 
 
    She closed her eyes, resting her hands on the back of Pyrs’ chair. “Gadyn Marubin is dead, killed by Cairun, who is dying in turn by Gadyn’s man, who was killed by me. Drysi withdrew her claim when Jenci Guildmaster was killed.” She opened her eyes. “After Cadoc’s death you can steeple your hands to the lady Isbael, who will be the new Lord in Dalmorat.” 
 
    Asgaut didn’t respond. He opened a small flagon and added a few drops to the wine. He stoppered the wine and shook it, then un-stoppered it and wet his finger in it and touched it to his tongue. Kieve found a second blanket and wrapped it around Pyrs, who stirred under her hands and was still again. 
 
    Asgaut opened the flagon and put another few drops into the wine. “I cannot cure him,” he said. “But I can leave this.” He closed the flask and gave it to Kieve. “Mix it in a cup of wine. If he takes a sip it will quell most of the pain, but not all. If he drinks it all it will kill him. It is an easy death. Many prefer it.” 
 
    “Cadoc didn’t, did he?” 
 
    Asgaut shook his head. “No. He fought every step of the way. Not all men are so foolish, when their pain is upon them.”  
 
    Kieve cleared her throat. “Will you look at my boy? Please.” 
 
    The physician looked at her from under his brows before nodding and turning to the chair.  
 
    At Asgaut’s command, the boy opened his clothing. Bruises ran down his sides. He flinched when Asgaut touched them. 
 
    “Tell me how this happened,” the physician said.  
 
    “The man in the blue cap,” Pyrs said to Kieve, around Asgaut’s arm. “He caught us outside the city and he brought us back in the storm, back to Sterk. But the road was too slick, we couldn’t go up and we had to stay below, in a hut by the docks. When the storm stopped the other man came and brought us up. I tried to get away. He caught me. When he finished hitting me, he took Bredda’s leg.” 
 
    “The other man?” Kieve said. 
 
    “The one you killed.” 
 
    Asgaut’s hands hesitated, then resumed feeling along the boy’s chest. He finished and pulled the boy’s tunic down.  
 
    “He is bruised, but there is nothing broken. Feed him and keep him warm.” 
 
    His servant finished packing up the box. Asgaut tucked his hands back in his sleeves. 
 
    “You will not wait on Cadoc?” he said. 
 
    Kieve shook her head. “I will come for the Deathnote, after,” she said. The physician glanced at Cairun, who had not wakened, and nodded, and left. 
 
    Pyrs fastened his clothes. He hadn’t touched the posset. Kieve came around the chair and squatted beside it. 
 
    “Pyrs? Has it been long since you last ate? You should drink this.” 
 
    He turned then and grabbed her hands. 
 
    “Swear to me,” he said, but his voice clogged up and he coughed.  
 
    “Pyrs?” 
 
    He shook his head at her and caught his breath. “Swear to me. That you won’t leave me again, ever. Swear it.” 
 
    She filled her lungs. “I can’t. I don’t know what my future is, I don’t know yet if I have one. I can’t hold you hostage to—”  
 
    He shook his head. “Swear to me,” he said again. 
 
    “Pyrs, if I swear to you, you will have to come with me. You will be my apprentice. You will become a Rider.” She rocked back. “Do you understand what you are asking of me? What you are asking of yourself? In a year I could be in the Outlands, chewing on valros blubber. Living with Trappers. It is not farfetched. Do you want to be a part of that?” 
 
    “Swear to me,” he said. “That you will never leave me again.” 
 
    “You could do better,” she said. 
 
    “Swear it!” he shouted. 
 
    She turned her hand in his until she could steeple her hands together, within the warmth of his small, dry palms. 
 
    “I swear to you, Pyrs Freechild, that I will never willingly leave you.” 
 
    He stared. “At all. Ever.” 
 
    “Pyrs, I can’t do that. I don’t know what time will do to me, to us. But I will never leave you when I could have you with me. I have sworn it. As an oath.” 
 
    He thought about that, then nodded and released her hands. From his ripped shirt he took the paper she had written above the wineshop in the city, the paper that gave him his freedom. Without opening it, he leaned forward and threw it into the fire.  
 
    * * * * 
 
    Cadoc died just before midnight. Mazus came into the room where Kieve sat beside Cairun, her hands tucked into her sleeves. Pyrs had fallen asleep on the rug before the fire. She looked up from the boy at Mazus’ step and realized that Cairun was awake and staring at her. Together they heard the Chancellor’s news. 
 
    “Isbael wins,” Cairun said when Mazus left. She had given him a little of the drugged wine earlier. He said it made the world seem built of fog. 
 
    “Do you care, even now?” she said.  
 
    “Yes, a little. I worked for that.” 
 
    Kieve sat back. “For Isbael? Not for Gadyn?” 
 
    “No. How could I support an idiot? But he had his father’s backing, which counted for something. And Baron Rive, and Adwyr. He would be little better than a puppet, and I thought I might pull a string or two. Then Isbael came. I like money and promises. She offered more of them.” 
 
    He turned his head a little to look at Pyrs. “It was Rive’s idea to steal the child. Gadyn would have killed the boy, that first time, out of ignorance, leaving him in the bone rooms.” 
 
    “So you took him to the Guards’ warrens, where he would be found.” 
 
    “Just so.” He smiled, tilting the pale, perfect lips. “Endres was a surprise, wasn’t he? She’s clever, my cousin Isbael. Give me your hand.” 
 
    She did so. His fingers were cold. 
 
    “You too are a surprise.” He paused for a moment, lips tight, then sighed as the spasm passed. “I don’t understand why you are here.” 
 
    She turned her hand a little, tilting his back and forwards again. “She played with all of us. With you. I could not leave you to die alone.” 
 
    “I have done you no favors, Kieve Rider.” 
 
    “You saved my boy. I am sorry that I could not save you.” 
 
    He grimaced. “You carry no blame. Isbael would have found a way, eventually.” 
 
    After a moment, she said, “You forgive her?” 
 
    “Oh no, Rider,” he said. “No. I do not want to die.” 
 
    He called Mazus to him and recited his last act of will, bequeathing money and goods to his servants and, to Kieve’s surprise, to a mother still living. He left five capits to buy prayers to ease his way through the Mountain, and he had Mazus open his box and pay out to Kieve the eight capits he had promised, in return for her porcelains and crystal. 
 
    “You do not need to do this,” she said, looking across the room. Pyrs still slept, wrapped in blankets, a scrap of hair bright in the firelight. 
 
    “I do not need to do anything anymore, except to die.” He tugged at one finger, and grimaced. “I am too weak to pull this off. Do it.” 
 
    She pulled the ring from his finger, a band of gold incised with symbols that she could not decipher, set with a single blue stone. 
 
    “Remember me by this,” he said. He curled her fingers over her palm. 
 
    “My lord, I can’t—” 
 
    “It is a tradition,” he said. “Say my name.” 
 
    “Cairun,” she whispered, and slid the ring into a pocket. 
 
    He moved his fingers to lace them through hers. “It hurts again. Would it please you to give me the wine, or shall I drink it by myself? I want it all.”  
 
    She shook her head. “I do not want to see you dead.” 
 
    “No?” He smiled again, lips tight against the pain. “I have endangered you, and played with you and those you love, and despite the pleasure we had of each other there is little else beyond that pleasure, and the danger, and the pain. I did you no favors, Kieve Rider. I too carry blame for your guildmaster’s death.” He paused. “Does that make it easier to kill me?” 
 
    “No,” she said. She sat on his bed and slid her arm under him until his head rested on her shoulder, and bent, and kissed him. Like his hands, his lips were cold. She held the cup and tilted it as he drank, careful not to spill a drop. 
 
    When she put the cup down he sighed a little. 
 
    “Don’t go,” he said, so she braced her back against the headboard. Mazus had piled extra wood on the fire in an attempt to warm his lord. Firelight gilded the old tapestries, layered one over the other against the stones, and pinked the stones themselves.  
 
    “It’s warmer in Koerstadt,” Cairun said. “Remember the street of fruit trees? I would walk down it in the late summer, stealing peaches.” 
 
    Despite herself, she smiled. “So did I. And apples later, in the fall.” 
 
    “Bright green ones. The sound of the Great Mill.” 
 
    “Grinding and grinding, the big five-wheel grinds heard throughout the city, all during the summer and the fall.” 
 
    “Until we barely heard it, so common was it.” She paused. “Remember how the river lies along the stone quays,” she said, “and it’s cooler there in the summer? There is a place just beyond the markets, where the hills come down, that place where the stonework ends and trees lean over the water.” His eyes had closed. His lashes were thick, dark crescents against his pale cheeks. “On summer evenings you can lie there and listen to the chorus from Lords College. I wonder if I listened to you?”  
 
    He moved his hand a little. She took it.  
 
    “In the late summer the greengrocers’ stalls are so full of color they glow,” she said. “Melons and berries, grapes with the bloom still on them. There was a man who sold them along the bookseller’s street, and the bookmen chased him away for fear people would dribble fruit in the poetry.” 
 
    “But he always came back,” he said, whispering. 
 
    “Yes, my lord. He did.” 
 
    He turned his head against her shoulder. “Am I still bleeding?” 
 
    “Very little, my lord.” 
 
    “Say my name,” he whispered. 
 
    She did so. He sighed a little. “It doesn’t feel like me anymore,” he said.  
 
    A while later he murmured, “In Koerstadt.” 
 
    When he stopped breathing she slid away from him and laid his hand across his chest, and picked up Pyrs, and walked out. Mazus, seeing her go, wrapped his arms around himself and wailed.  
 
    * * * * 
 
    She left Pyrs sleeping beside Bredda in Kieve’s bed. In the front room, Gaura and two small bundles lay curled up on the pallet behind the woodstove. A heavy-set man in a brown tunic sat beside her, holding her hand. When Kieve came over he scrambled to his feet and backed into a corner, eyes wide. Kieve squatted beside the pallet and Gaura pulled the bundles open to reveal small red faces, bald as loaves. First one, then the other mewled. Gaura put them to her breasts. Kieve touched the warm skin of the little girl’s head. 
 
    “Mistress, thank you for the lamp,” Gaura said. 
 
    About to gesture this away, Kieve paused, then put her other hand on the servant’s shoulder. “You are welcome, Gaura. You have been good to me, and it could not always have been easy. Thank you.” 
 
    She rose, nodded to the man, and crossed the yard again. The Great Hall was dark, the land-barons and lords and guild representatives gone to their chambers, their retinues asleep against the walls. Fercos’ place by the fire was empty.  
 
    The corridor leading to Cadoc’s room, and the anteroom at its end, were both deserted. Kieve put her hand to the door and entered. Asgaut dozed in a chair by the fire. Two attendants from the ossuary waited with him. A seminarian leaned against the wall, eyes closed but finger cymbals clashing periodically. He opened his eyes as Kieve came in and clashed with a bit more alacrity. Asgaut blinked and rubbed his eyes and rose. 
 
    “Lord Cairun?” 
 
    “Dead,” Kieve said. “I am come to confirm Cadoc’s death.” 
 
    Asgaut gestured at the bed. 
 
    She pulled the blankets away from the body, trying not to breathe in the stench of him. She untied his jaw, which dropped, and put her hand flat against the cold skin of his chest and felt for breath, and found none. She slapped at his hand, his foot, his belly, and his face. She took her belt knife and cut him along the arm. The body neither moved nor bled. Lastly she turned him to confirm that the corpse had voided at death, and let the body roll back into its own filth. She stared down at him, thinking of Jenci, and Aedin, and Cairun, and Pyrs’ parents, and the countless, faceless others. 
 
    Asgaut gave her the Deathnote, written out in his own fussy hand. The physician had already signed it. She entered her confirmation and blew on it to dry the ink, then rolled it and held it in her hand for a moment. It felt as she had imagined it would. As she turned to leave, an ossuary attendant stripped away the remaining bedclothes and the other came forward with rags and a pot of water. The seminarian held out his hand, but Kieve ignored him. 
 
    She stopped, frowning, turned back, and looked around the room. The cabinet was gone.  
 
    * * * * 
 
    Isbael was still awake. She had already moved into the large, airy rooms above the Great Hall where Cadoc had spent his days, and had begun the process of transforming them. Taryn escorted Kieve toward the inner room, past attendants carrying out Cadoc’s dark, ponderous furniture and carrying in Isbael’s lighter pieces. Kieve wasn’t surprised that the lady had brought them all from Koerstadt. Isbael must have always known that she would win. 
 
    “I have the Compendium, and the capits,” Taryn said. She stopped at that, remembering, and took the last eight capits from her pocket. 
 
    “For my boy,” she said, giving them to him. “I have freed him.” 
 
    His long, musician’s fingers closed around them, but he didn’t move. 
 
    “Kieve, I did not mean to deceive you,” he said. “About Isbael. It was something that we never discussed.” 
 
    She looked at him, at the broad mouth and blue eyes. “No, we never discussed that,” she said. 
 
    “I meant—” 
 
    “I know what you meant. I need to see your mistress.” 
 
    For a moment it looked as though he would argue, then he turned and pushed open the door to the inner chamber. Isbael sat by the fire, a ledger spread open across her lap. She looked up at Kieve, who knelt. 
 
    “You have the Deathnote?” she said. 
 
    But Kieve was looking beyond her. Cadoc’s cabinet was in its place against the wall, the only old piece in a room that Isbael had already made her own. 
 
    “The note,” Isbael repeated. 
 
    Kieve took it from her pocket and, at Isbael’s gesture, rose. Isbael read through the note, nodding, then put out her hand. Taryn handed her a pen already dipped. She signed her name below Kieve’s, and held out note and pen for Taryn.  
 
    “Lord Taryn signs as my chancellor,” she said.  
 
    The corners of his mouth were white. He lettered in his name below his lady’s, blew the ink dry, and handed it back. Kieve looked again at the cabinet. 
 
    “It’s an ugly piece,” Isbael said. “I thought to replace it, but I changed my mind. It will be my memorial to my father.” 
 
    “A memorial,” Kieve said. 
 
    “Yes, a useful one.” 
 
    When Kieve looked at Isbael, the lady moved the ledger a little. Kieve recognized the key hanging from her belt and remembered Isbael’s words in the ossuary: Endres is mine, and I will protect him.  
 
    “My cousin is dead?” Isbael said. 
 
    Kieve nodded. 
 
    “Alas,” the lady said. “Was sex good with him, Rider? I’ve wondered about that.” 
 
    “Is it required of me to give you that, too? I think not, Lady.” 
 
    Isbael laughed. “I begin to see,” she said, “why my father liked you. Perhaps you should stay with me, Rider. You might find it entertaining. You wouldn’t have to deliver warrants, you know.” 
 
    Captain Endres is mine. She breathed deeply and put it aside. In a few hours Dalmorat would be behind her. She glanced at the Deathnote, then read it again. 
 
    “Lady, you do not include a request for a new Rider,” Kieve said.  
 
    “No. No, I have not yet decided whether I need one,” Isbael said. She smiled. “I will send word if I change my mind, Rider.” Her smile widened. “By the semaphore.”  
 
    * * * * 
 
    They left at dawn, in the ice-boat that had brought the Lord of Kyst and his retinue to Sterk and was now taking them away. Jenci in his deathrobes lay packed in ice in the hold. In a cabin on the deck above him, Lapsi huddled shivering under cloaks and blankets. Kieve stood in the stern, looking up the dark face of Sterk to the castle. The Deathnote rested in the pocket in her breeches. Traveler stamped in the corral amidships. 
 
    “Set, Lord?” the captain called. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Daenet and Kyst stood together, the Lord leaning back a little to rest against his tall Rider. Before them on the quay, Bredda sat on a horse and raised her arm as the dockhands slid the gangplank onto the boat and pushed away. Wind slapped into the sails. Above them the semaphore tower caught the first of the light. Flags moved through their silent alphabet, spelling out Cadoc’s death. 
 
    Pyrs’ shoulders shifted under her hands. He pulled her cloak around him, leaving only his face free. She swayed a little with the movement of the boat and he swayed with her. Sterk rushed away from them, black and white and grey in the pale light. She touched the slender coldness of the silver map case that Esylk had sent to her rooms last night. 
 
    “It is called ket, snow,” she said to Pyrs. “When it falls, the Inguruki call it a’aket. And we are sailing on a’keq tokey, because e’tokey, the river, is of ice, a’keq.” He shifted under her hands again. “You will need these words, and more. Lady Esylk has work for me, north of Myned. We will go there in the summer, I think. And by next autumn we will travel farther, to find the Ice Fair and a cold northern sea at the top of the world.” 
 
    “And make a map of it,” the boy said. 
 
    “And make a map of it,” she agreed. 
 
    The iceboat moved between walls of snow along the cleared path down the river. She raised her head to look north, over the top of Sterk to the snow peaks dark against the lightening sky. They disappeared as the boat tacked and bore her south down the frozen Morat toward the sea. 
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