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      Prologue

      
      The Apostate

      
      The apostate pressed himself into the shadows of the rock and prayed to nothing in particular that the things riding mules
         in the pass below him would not look up. His hands ached, the muscles of his legs and back shuddered with exhaustion. The
         thin cloth of his ceremonial robes fluttered against him in the cold, dust-scented wind. He took the risk of looking down
         toward the trail.
      

      
      The five mules had stopped, but the priests hadn’t dismounted. Their robes were heavier, warmer. The ancient swords strapped
         across their backs caught the morning light and glittered a venomous green. Dragon-forged, those blades. They meant death
         to anyone whose skin they broke. In time, the poison would kill even the men who wielded them. All the more reason, the apostate
         thought, that his former brothers would kill him quickly and go home. No one wanted to carry those blades for long; they came
         out only in dire emergency or deadly anger.
      

      
      Well. At least it was flattering to be taken seriously.

      
      The priest leading the hunting party rose up in his saddle, squinting into the light. The apostate recognized the voice.

      
      “Come out, my son,” the high priest shouted. “There is no escape.”

      
      The apostate’s belly sank. He shifted his weight, preparing to walk down. He stopped himself.

      
      Probably, he told himself. There is probably no escape. But perhaps there is.

      
      On the trail, the dark-robed figures shifted, turned, consulted among themselves. He couldn’t hear their words. He waited,
         his body growing stiffer and colder. Like a corpse that hadn’t had the grace to die. Half a day seemed to pass while the hunters
         below him conferred, though the sun barely changed its angle in the bare blue sky. And then, between one breath and the next,
         the mules moved forward again.
      

      
      He didn’t dare move for fear of setting a pebble rolling down the steep cliffs. He tried not to grin. Slowly, the things that
         had once been men rode their mules down the trail to the end of the valley, and then followed the wide bend to the south.
         When the last of them slipped out of sight, he stood, hands on his hips, and marveled. He still lived. They had not known
         where to find him after all.
      

      
      Despite everything he’d been taught, everything he had until recently believed, the gifts of the spider goddess did not show
         the truth. It gave her servants something, yes, but not truth. More and more, it seemed his whole life had sprung from a webwork of plausible lies. He should have felt lost. Devastated.
         Instead, it was like he’d walked from a tomb into the free air. He found himself grinning.
      

      
      The climb up the remaining western slope bruised him. His sandals slipped. He struggled for finger- and toeholds. But as the
         sun reached its height, he reached the ridge. To the west, mountain followed mountain, and great billowing clouds towered
         above them, thunderstorms a soft veil of grey. But in the farthest passes, he saw the land level. Flatten. Distance made the
         plains grey-blue, and the wind on the mountain’s peak cut at his skin like claws. Lightning flashed on the horizon. As if
         in answer, a hawk shrieked.
      

      
      It would take weeks alone and on foot. He had no food, and worse, no water. He’d slept the last five nights in caves and under
         bushes. His former brothers and friends—the men he had known and loved his whole life—were combing the trails and villages,
         intent on his death. Mountain lions and dire wolves hunted in the heights.
      

      
      He ran a hand through his thick, wiry hair, sighed, and began the downward climb. He would probably die before he reached
         the Keshet and a city large enough to lose himself in.
      

      
      But only probably.

      
      In the last light of the falling sun, he found a stony overhang near a thin, muddy stream. He sacrificed a length of the strap
         from his right sandal to fashion a crude fire bow, and as the cruel chill came down from the sky, he squatted next to the
         high ring of stones that hid his small fire. The dry scrub burned hot and with little smoke, but quickly. He fell into a rhythm
         of feeding small twig after small twig into the flame, never letting it grow large enough to illuminate his shelter to those
         hunting and never letting it die. The warmth didn’t seem to reach past his elbows.
      

      
      Far off, something shrieked. He tried to ignore it. His body ached with exhaustion and spent effort, but his mind, freed now
         from the constant distraction of his journey, gained a dangerous speed. In the darkness, his memory sharpened. The sense of
         freedom and possibility gave way to loss, loneliness, and dislocation. Those, he believed, were more likely to kill him than
         a hunting cat.
      

      
      He had been born in hills much like these. Passed his youth playing games of sword and whip using branches and woven bark.
         Had he ever felt the ambition to join the ranks of the monks in their great hidden temple? He must have, though from the biting cold of his poor stone shelter, it was hard to imagine it. He could remember looking up with awe at
         the high wall of stone. At the rock-carved sentries from all the thirteen races of humanity worn by wind and rain until all
         of them—Cinnae and Tralgu, Southling and Firstblood, Timzinae and Yemmu and Drowned—wore the same blank faces and clubbed
         fists. Indistinguishable. Only the wide wings and dagger teeth of the dragon arching above them all were still clear. And
         worked into the huge iron gate, black letters spelled out words in a language no one in the village knew.
      

      
      When he became a novice, he learned what it said. BOUND IS NOT BROKEN. He had believed once that he knew what it meant.
      

      
      The breeze shifted, raising the embers like fireflies. A bit of ash stung his eye, and he rubbed at it with the back of his
         hand. His blood shifted, currents in his body responding to something that was not him. The goddess, he’d thought. He had
         gone to the great gate with the other boys of his village. He had offered himself up—life and body—and in return…
      

      
      In return the mysteries had been revealed. First, it had only been knowledge: letters enough to read the holy books, numbers
         enough to keep the temple’s records. He had read the stories of the Dragon Empire and its fall. Of the spider goddess coming
         to bring justice to the world.
      

      
      Deception, they said, had no power over her.

      
      He’d tested it, of course. He believed them, and still he had tested. He would lie to the priests, just to see whether it
         could be done. He’d chosen things that only he could know: his father’s clan name, his sister’s favorite meals, his own dreams.
         The priests had whipped him when he spoke false, they had spared him when he was truthful, and they were never, never wrong. His certainty had grown. His faith. When the high priest had chosen him to rise to novice, he’d been certain that great things awaited him, because the priests
         had told him that they did.
      

      
      After the nightmare of his initiation was over, he’d felt the power of the spider goddess in his own blood. The first time
         he’d felt someone lie, it had been like discovering a new sense. The first time he had spoken with the voice of the goddess,
         he’d felt his words commanding belief as if they had been made from fire.
      

      
      And now he had fallen from grace, and none of it might be true. There might be no such place as the Keshet. He believed there
         was, so much so that he had risked his life on flight to it. But he had never been there. The marks on the maps could be lies.
         For that matter, there might have been no dragons, no empire, no great war. He had never seen the ocean; there might be no
         such thing. He knew only what he himself had seen and heard and felt.
      

      
      He knew nothing.

      
      On violent impulse, he sank his teeth into the flesh of his palm. His blood welled up, and he cupped it. In the faint firelight,
         it looked nearly black. Black, with small, darker knots. One of the knots unfurled tiny legs. The spider crawled mindlessly
         around the cup of his hand. Another one joined it. He watched them: the agents of the goddess in whom he no longer believed.
         Carefully, slowly, he tipped his hand over the small flame. One of the spiders fell into it, hair-thin legs shriveling instantly.
      

      
      “Well,” he said. “You can die. I know that.”
      

      
      The mountains seemed to go on forever, each crest a new threat, each valley thick with danger. He skirted the small villages,
         venturing close only to steal a drink from the stone cisterns. He ate lizards and the tiny flesh-colored nuts of scrub pine. He avoided the places where wide, clawed paws marked paths in the dirt. One night, he found a circle of standing
         pillars with a small chamber beneath them that seemed to offer shelter and a place to recover his strength, but his sleep
         there had been troubled by dreams so violent and alien that he pushed on instead.
      

      
      He lost weight, the woven leather of his belt hanging low around his waist. His sandals’ soles thinned, and his fire bow wore
         out quickly. Time lost its meaning. Day followed day followed day. Every morning he thought, This will probably be the last day of my life. Only probably.

      
      The probably was always enough. And then, late one morning, he pulled himself to the top of a boulder-strewn hill, and there wasn’t another
         to follow it. The wide western plains spread out before him, a river shining in its cloak of green grass and trees. The view
         was deceptive. He guessed it would still be two days on foot before he reached it. Still, he sat on a wide, rough stone, looked
         out over the world, and let himself weep until almost midday.
      

      
      As he came nearer to the river, he felt a new anxiety start to gnaw at his belly. On the day, weeks ago, when he had slipped
         over the temple’s wall and fled, the idea of disappearing into a city had been a distant concern. Now he saw the smoke of
         a hundred cookfires rising from the trees. The marks of wild animals were scarce. Twice, he saw men riding huge horses in
         the distance. The dusty rags of his robe, the ruins of his sandals, and the reek of his own unwashed skin reminded him that
         this was as difficult and as dangerous as anything he’d done to now. How would the men and women of the Keshet greet a wild
         man from the mountains? Would they cut him down out of hand?
      

      
      He circled the city by the river, astounded at the sheer size of the place. He had never seen anything so large. The long
         wooden buildings with their thatched roofs could have held a thousand people. The roads were paved in stone. He kept to the
         underbrush like a thief, watching.
      

      
      It was the sight of a Yemmu woman that gave him courage. That and his hunger. At the fringe of the city, where the last of
         the houses sat between road and river, she labored in her garden. She was half again as tall as he was, and broad as a bull
         across the shoulders. Her tusks rose from her jaw until she seemed in danger of piercing her own cheeks if she laughed. Her
         breasts hung high above a peasant girdle not so different from the ones his own mother and sister had worn, only with three
         times the cloth and leather.
      

      
      She was the first person he had ever seen who wasn’t a Firstblood. The first real evidence that the thirteen races of humanity
         truly existed. Hiding behind the bushes, peeking at her as she leaned in the soft earth and plucked weeds between gigantic
         fingers, he felt something like wonder.
      

      
      He stepped forward before he could talk himself back into cowardice. Her wide head rose sharply, her nostrils flaring. He
         raised a hand, almost in apology.
      

      
      “Forgive me,” he said. “I’m… I’m in trouble. And I was hoping you might help me.”

      
      The woman’s eyes narrowed to slits. She lowered her stance like a hunting cat preparing for battle. It occurred to him that
         it might have been wiser to discover if she spoke his language before he’d approached her.
      

      
      “I’ve come from the mountains,” he said, hearing the desperation in his own voice. And hearing something else besides. The
         inaudible thrumming of his blood. The gift of the spider goddess commanding the woman to believe him.
      

      
      “We don’t trade with Firstbloods,” the Yemmu woman growled. “Not from those twice-shat mountains anyway. Get away from here,
         and take your men with you.”
      

      
      “I don’t have any men,” he said. The things in his blood roused themselves, excited to be used. The woman shifted her head
         as his stolen magic convinced her. “I’m alone. And unarmed. I’ve been walking for… weeks. I can work if you’d like. For a
         little food and a warm place to sleep. Just for the night.”
      

      
      “Alone and unarmed. Through the mountains?”

      
      “Yes.”

      
      She snorted, and he had the sense he was being evaluated. Judged.

      
      “You’re an idiot,” she said.

      
      “Yes,” he said. “I am. Friendly, though. Harmless.”

      
      It was a very long moment before she laughed.

      
      She set him to hauling river water to her cistern while she finished her gardening. The bucket was fashioned for Yemmu hands,
         and he could only fill it half full before it became too heavy to lift. But he struggled manfully from the little house to
         the rough wooden platform and then back again. He was careful not to scrape himself, or at least not so badly as to draw blood.
         His welcome was uncertain enough without the spiders to explain.
      

      
      At sunset, she made a place for him at her table. The fire in the pit seemed extravagant, and he had to remind himself that
         the things that had been his brothers weren’t here, scanning for signs of him. She scooped a bowl of stew from the pot above
         the fire. It had the rich, deep, complex flavor of a constant pot; the stewpot never leaving the fire, and new hanks of meat
         and vegetables thrown in as they came to hand. Some of the bits of dark flesh swimming in the greasy broth might have been
         cooking since before he’d left the temple. It was the best meal he’d ever had.
      

      
      “My man’s at the caravanserai,” she said. “One of the princes s’posed to be coming in, and they’ll be hungry. Took all the pigs with. Sell ’em all if we’re lucky. Get enough silver to see us through storm season.”
      

      
      He listened to her voice and also the stirring in his blood. The last part had been a lie. She didn’t believe that the silver would last. He wondered if it worried her, and if there was some way he could see she had what she
         needed. He would try, at least. Before he left.
      

      
      “What about you, you poor shit?” she asked, her voice soft and warm. “Whose sheep did you fuck that you’re begging work from
         me?”
      

      
      The apostate chuckled. The warm food in his belly, the fire at his side, and the knowledge that a pallet of straw and a thin
         wool blanket were waiting for him outside conspired to relax his shoulders and his belly. The Yemmu woman’s huge gold-flecked
         eyes stayed on him. He shrugged.
      

      
      “I discovered that believing something doesn’t make it true,” he said carefully. “There were things I’d accepted, that I believed
         to my bones, and I was… wrong.”
      

      
      “Misled?” she asked.

      
      “Misled,” he agreed, and then paused. “Or perhaps not. Not intentionally. No matter how wrong you are, it’s not a lie if you
         believe it.”
      

      
      The Yemmu woman whistled—an impressive feat, considering her tusks—and flapped her hands in mock admiration.

      
      “High philosophy from the water grunt,” she said. “Next you’ll be preaching and asking tithes.”

      
      “Not me,” he said, laughing with her.

      
      She took a long slurp from her own bowl. The fire crackled. Something—rats, perhaps, or insects—rattled in the thatch overhead.

      
      “Fell out with a woman, did you?” she asked.

      
      “A goddess,” he said.

      
      “Yeah. Always seems like that, dunit?” she said, staring into the fire. “Some new love comes on like there’s something different
         about ’em. Like God himself talks whenever their lips flap. And then…”
      

      
      She snorted again, part amusement, part bitterness.

      
      “And what all went wrong with your goddess?” she asked.

      
      The apostate lifted a scrap of something that might have been a potato to his mouth, chewed the soft flesh, the gritty skin.
         He struggled to put words to thoughts that had never been spoken aloud. His voice trembled.
      

      
      “She is going to eat the world.”

      
   
      Captain Marcus Wester

      
      Marcus rubbed his chin with a callused palm.

      
      “Yardem?”

      
      “Sir?” rumbled the Tralgu looming at his side.

      
      “The day you throw me in a ditch and take command of the company?”

      
      “Yes, sir.”

      
      “It wouldn’t be today, would it?”

      
      The Tralgu crossed his thick arms and flicked a jingling ear.

      
      “No, sir,” he said at last. “Not today.”

      
      “Pity.”

      
      The public gaol of Vanai had once been a menagerie. In ancient days, the dragons themselves had stalked the wide square and
         bathed in the great fountain at its center. At the perimeter, a deep pit, and then great cages rising three stories high.
         The dragon’s jade façades were carved with figures of the beasts that had once paced behind the iron bars: lions, gryphons,
         great six-headed serpents, wolves, bears, great birds with breasts like women.
      

      
      Between them, pillars in the shapes of the thirteen races of mankind: tall-eared Tralgu, chitinous Timzinae, tusked Yemmu,
         and on and on. The Dartinae even had small braziers hidden in its eyeholes to mimic the glow of their gaze, though no one
         lit them anymore. The figures were unworn by time and rain, marred only by the black, weeping streaks where the bars had rusted away—nothing eroded dragon’s jade and
         nothing broke it. But the animals themselves were gone, and in their place, people.
      

      
      Sullen or angry or bored, the guests of Vanai’s justice were displayed in their shame for ridicule and identification while
         they waited for the sentence of the appointed magistrate. Good, upstanding citizens could parade through the square where
         few bronze pennies would buy offal from a stand, usually wrapped in a sling of rags. Boys would make a show of showering loose
         shit, dead rats, and rotting vegetables over the prisoners. A few tearful wives and husbands would bring cheese and butter
         to throw across the void, but even if the gift reached the intended hand, there was no peace in prison. As they watched from
         the low wall at the pit’s edge, Marcus saw one such lucky man—a Kurtadam with clicking beads in his close, otter-smooth pelt—being
         beaten for his round of white bread while a pack of Firstblood boys laughed and pointed at him and called out, Clicker, clicker, ass-licker and other racial insults.
      

      
      In the lowest row of cells, seven men sat. Most had the build and scars of soldiers, but one kept himself apart, thin legs
         stuck between the bars, heels swinging over the pit. The six soldiers had been Marcus’s men. The other, the company cunning
         man. They belonged to the prince now.
      

      
      “We’re being watched,” the Tralgu said.

      
      “I know.”

      
      The cunning man raised an arm in a rueful wave. Marcus responded with a false smile and a less polite gesture. His former
         cunning man looked away.
      

      
      “Not him, sir. The other one.”

      
      Marcus shifted his attention away from the cages. It only took a moment to see the man Yardem meant. Not far from the wide space where the street spilled into the square, a young man
         in the gilt armor of the prince’s guard slouched at ease. A tug at his memory brought Marcus the man’s name.
      

      
      “Well, God smiles,” Marcus said sourly.

      
      The guard, seeing himself noticed, gave a rough salute and walked toward them. He was thick-faced and soft about the shoulders.
         The smell of bathhouse cedar oil came off him like he’d been dipped in it. Marcus shrugged the way he did before a fight.
      

      
      “Captain Wester,” the guard said with a nod. And then, “And Yardem Hane. Still following the captain, are you?”

      
      “Sergeant Dossen, isn’t it?” Marcus said.

      
      “Tertian Dossen now. The prince keeps to the old titles. Those your men?”

      
      “Who, those?” Marcus asked with feigned innocence. “Worked with lots of men, one time and another. Shouldn’t be surprised
         if I knew men in every gaol in the Free Cities.”
      

      
      “That bunch there. We herded them up last night for being drunk and causing trouble.”

      
      “Men will do that.”

      
      “You don’t know anything about it?”

      
      “I wouldn’t want to say anything that might get back to the magistrate,” Marcus said. “He might not take it the way I meant.”

      
      Dossen spat into the wide air of the ditch.

      
      “I can respect you wanting to keep them out of trouble, Captain. But it wouldn’t make a difference. War’s coming, and the
         prince needs men. That lot has training. Experience. They’ll be impressed into the army. Might even get ranks.”
      

      
      Marcus felt the anger growing, the warmth in his chest and belly, the sense he had grown an inch taller. Like all things that felt good, he distrusted it.
      

      
      “You sound like there’s something you want to say.”

      
      Dossen smiled like a river snake.

      
      “You’ve still got a reputation. Captain Wester, hero of Gradis and Wodford. The prince would notice that. You could take a
         fair commission.”
      

      
      “Princes, barons, dukes. They’re all just little kings,” Marcus said, a degree more hotly than he’d intended. “I don’t work
         for kings.”
      

      
      “You will for this one,” Dossen said.

      
      Yardem scratched his belly and yawned. It was a signal that reminded Marcus to keep his temper. Marcus took his hand off the
         pommel of his blade.
      

      
      “Dossen, old friend,” Marcus said, “a good half of this city’s defense is hired men. I’ve seen Karol Dannian and his boys.
         Merrisan Koke. Your prince will lose all of them if the word gets out that he’s impressing professional soldiers who are under
         contract—”
      

      
      Dossen’s jaw actually dropped in astonishment.

      
      “You aren’t under contract,” he said.

      
      “I am,” Marcus said. “We’re guard on a caravan for Carse up in Northcoast. Already paid.”

      
      The guard looked across the gap at the incarcerated men, the dejected cunning man, and the rust-streaked jade. A pigeon landed
         on the carved foot of a gryphon, shook its pearl-grey tailfeathers, and shat on the cunning man’s knee. An old man behind
         them brayed out a laugh.
      

      
      “You don’t have any men,” Dossen said. “Those are your caravan guards right there. You and the dog-boy can’t guard a ’van
         by yourselves. The papers call for eight sword-and-bows and a company cunning man.”
      

      
      “Didn’t know you’d read our contract,” Yardem said. “And don’t call me dog-boy.”
      

      
      Dossen pressed his lips together, eyes narrow and annoyed. His armor clinked when he shrugged, too thin a sound for the metal
         to be much more than show.
      

      
      “Yes, I saw it.”

      
      “But I’m sure it had nothing to do with those particular men getting rounded up,” Marcus said.

      
      “You’d best come along, Captain. The city of Vanai needs you.”

      
      “The caravan leaves in three days,” Marcus said. “And I leave with it. Under contract.”

      
      Dossen didn’t move, but his face flushed red. Marcus suspected that a member of the prince’s guard wasn’t used to being refused.

      
      “You think you’re above men like me?” Dossen said. “You think you can dictate terms and the world’s going to listen? Wake
         up, Wester. You’re a long way from the fields of Ellis.”
      

      
      Yardem grunted like he’d taken a body blow and shook his massive head.

      
      “I wouldn’t have mentioned Ellis,” he said, his voice a low rumble.

      
      Dossen looked up at the Tralgu with contempt, then at Marcus, and then, nervously, away.

      
      “Didn’t mean disrespect to your family, Captain,” he said.

      
      “Walk away,” Marcus said. “Do it now.”

      
      Dossen stepped back. Just out of thrusting range, he paused.

      
      “Three days until the ’van leaves,” he said.

      
      The rest was clear. Fail to meet the terms of the contract, and answer to the prince. Like it or no. Marcus didn’t answer. Dossen turned and strode into the square.
      

      
      “That’s a problem,” Yardem said.

      
      “It is.”

      
      “We need men, sir.”

      
      “We do.”

      
      “Any thoughts on where we find them?”

      
      “No.”

      
      Marcus took one more despairing look at the men who had once been his, shook his head, and left the menagerie behind.

      
      The city of Vanai had once been a seaport at the mouth of the river Taneish, but centuries of silt had slowly pressed the
         river mouth away until now it lay a full morning’s ride to the south. Canals and waterways laced the city, and flatboats still
         came there on the way to and from the smaller, younger city of Newport carrying grain and wool, silver and timber from the
         countries to the north.
      

      
      Like all the Free Cities, Vanai had a history of conflict. It had been a republic led by a lottery-chosen council, the private
         holding of a monarch, the ally or enemy of Birancour or the Severed Throne depending on which way the wind blew. It had been
         a center of religion, and of revolt against religion. Every incarnation had left its mark upon the white wood buildings, the
         greasy canals, the narrow streets and open squares.
      

      
      Here, ancient gates still hung at rest, prepared to protect the halls of the Common Council though the last councilmen were
         all generations dead. There, a noble bronze statue showed the wise and solemn countenance of a robed and mitred bishop streaked
         with verdigris and pigeon shit. The streets had signs in wood and stone from a thousand years of history, so that a single
         alley might be called by a dozen names. Iron gates marked the twenty tiny political districts, allowing the prince to remake the pathways through the
         city at his whim, protection against riots and conspiracy.
      

      
      But even more than the architecture, Vanai wore its past in the character of its people.

      
      Timzinae and Firstblood were most common, but glow-eyed, hairless Dartinae, the reed-thin, snow-pale Cinnae, and bronze-scaled
         Jasuru all had districts within the city’s wide white walls. Time and experience had given them all a sophisticated, cynical
         edge. Walking through the narrow streets beside rich green canals, Marcus could see all the small signs of it. Firstblood
         merchants, loyalists to the prince, offered the soldiers discounts on goods that had been marked higher for the purpose. The
         beer houses and physicians, tanners and cobblers and professionals of every sort prepared fresh signs in Imperial Antean script
         so that business could go on unabated after the war was lost. Old Timzinae men, their dark scales greying and cracked, sat
         cross-legged at quayside tables talking about the last revolution when the prince’s father had taken power from the republic.
         Their granddaughters walked in groups wearing thin white skirts of an almost imperial cut, black-scaled legs showing through
         the cloth like shadows.
      

      
      Yes, some soldiers would die. Yes, some buildings would burn. Some women would be raped. Some fortunes would be lost. It was
         an evil that the city would weather, as it had before, and no one expected the disaster would come to them in particular.
         The soul of the city could be summarized with a shrug.
      

      
      In a green-grass common, a weathered theatrical cart had dropped its side, the shallow stage hanging with dirty yellow ribbons.
         The small crowd standing before it looked curious and skeptical in equal measure. As Marcus walked past, an old man stepped out from behind the ribbons. His hair stood high
         on his head, and his beard jutted.
      

      
      “Stop!” the man cried in a deep and resonant voice. “Stop now, and come near! Hear the tale of Aleren Mankiller and the Sword
         of the Dragons! Or if you are faint of heart, move on. For our tale is one of grand adventure. Love, war, betrayal, and vengeance
         shall spill out now, upon these poor boards, and I warn you…”
      

      
      The actor’s voice seemed to drop to a whisper, though it still carried as clearly as the shouting.

      
      “… not all that are good end well. Not all that are evil are punished. Come close, my friends, and know that in our tale as
         in the world, anything may happen.”
      

      
      Marcus didn’t realize he’d stopped walking until Yardem spoke.

      
      “He’s good.”

      
      “Is, isn’t he?”

      
      “Watch for a bit, sir?”

      
      Marcus didn’t answer, but like the rest of the small crowd stepped closer. The play was a standard enough tale. An ancient
         prophecy, an evil rising from the depths of hell, and a relic of the Dragon Empire destined for the hand of the hero. The
         woman who played the maiden fair was perhaps a bit too old, and the man who spoke the hero’s part a little too soft. But the
         lines were well delivered, and the troupe was professionally rehearsed. Marcus picked out a long-haired woman and a stick-thin
         youth in the crowd who laughed at all the right times and put down hecklers: spare players planted in the audience. But each
         time the actor who had called the introduction came onstage, Marcus lost his train of thought.
      

      
      The old man played Orcus the Demon King with such a sense of evil and pathos that it was easy to forget it was all for show.
         When Aleren Mankiller swung the Dragon Sword and blood gouted down the Demon King’s chest, Marcus had to stop himself from
         reaching for his blade.
      

      
      In the end, and despite the actor’s warnings, the good triumphed, the evil were vanquished, and the players took their bows.
         Marcus was startled by the applause; the crowd had doubled without his noticing. Even Yardem was thumping his plate-wide palms
         together and grinning. Marcus dug a silver coin out of the pouch hung under his shirt and tossed it onto the boards. It landed
         with a hard tap, and a moment later Orcus the Demon King was smiling and bowing in a small rain shower of money. He thanked
         them for their generosity and their kindness with such warmth that even walking away, Marcus found himself thinking of people
         as generous and kind.
      

      
      The early autumn sun was lowering, the pale city glowing gold. The audience unwound itself from around the stage, breaking
         off in groups of two and three to walk across the sward. Marcus sat on a stone bench under a yellow-leafed oak and watched
         as the actors reassembled their cart. A pack of Firstblood children descended upon the players, laughing, and were chased
         away with grins. Marcus leaned back and considered the darkening sky through the tree’s boughs.
      

      
      “You have a plan,” Yardem said.

      
      “Do I?”

      
      “Yes, sir.”

      
      It had been a fine little play. Not a huge cast. Alaren Mankiller and his companion. The maiden fair. Orcus the Demon King.
         The one man who’d taken all the small business as villager or demon or nobleman, depending on his hat. Five people for a full play’s work. And the two leading the crowd…
      

      
      Seven people.

      
      “Ah,” Marcus said. “So I do.”

      
      Seven people sat at the wide round table drinking beer and eating cheese and sausage paid from Marcus’s diminishing funds.
         The two from the crowd were the thin boy Mikel and the long-haired woman Cary. The youth who’d played the hero was Sandr,
         the elderly maiden fair was Opal, the hero’s companion was Hornet, and the jack-of-all-roles was Smit. Yardem sat with them,
         a wide, gentle smile on his face, like a mother hound surrounded by puppies.
      

      
      Marcus sat apart at a smaller table with Orcus the Demon King.

      
      “And I,” Orcus said, “am called Kitap rol Keshmet, among other things. Most often, Master Kit.”

      
      “I’m not going to remember all those names,” Marcus said.

      
      “We’ll remind you. I don’t think anyone is likely to take offense,” Master Kit said, “especially if you keep buying the drinks.”

      
      “Fair point.”

      
      “Which brings us to the question, doesn’t it, Captain? I can’t think you’ve brought us all here out of your overflowing love
         of the stage?”
      

      
      “No.”

      
      Master Kit raised his eyebrows in an unspoken question. Off the stage and out of makeup, he was an interesting-looking man.
         He had a long face and steel-grey hair. The deep olive tone of his skin reminded Marcus of the Firstblood men who lived in
         the deserts across the Inner Sea, and his eyes were so dark, Marcus suspected there might be Southling blood in his heritage somewhere not too far back.
      

      
      “The prince wants to press me into his army,” Marcus said.

      
      “I understand that,” Master Kit said. “We lost two of our company that way. Sandr’s our understudy. He’s been getting up before
         the sun reciting lines.”
      

      
      “I’d rather not work for the prince,” Marcus said. “And as long as I have a legitimate contract, the issue won’t arise.”

      
      “The issue?”

      
      “Refusing a press gang ends you up on the field or in a grave. And I’m not going in the field for Vanai.”

      
      Master Kit frowned, great brows curving in like caterpillars.

      
      “I hope you’ll forgive me, Captain. Did you just tell me this is a matter of life and death for you?”

      
      “Yes.”

      
      “You seem very calm about that.”

      
      “It’s not the first time.”

      
      The actor leaned back in his chair, fingers laced over his flat belly. He looked thoughtful and sober, but also interested.
         Marcus took a swig of the beer. It tasted of yeast and molasses.
      

      
      “I don’t think I can hide both of you,” Master Kit said. “You, perhaps. We have ways of making a man not seem himself, but
         a Tralgu this far west? If the prince knows to look for you, I’m afraid keeping with your friend is like hanging a flag on
         you. We’d be caught.”
      

      
      “I don’t want to join your troupe,” Marcus said.

      
      “No?” Master Kit said. “Then what are we talking about?”

      
      At the other table, the long-haired woman stood on her chair, struck a noble pose, and began declaiming the Rite of St. Ancian in a comic lisp. The others all laughed, except Yardem, who smiled amusedly and flicked his ears. Cary. Her name
         was Cary.
      

      
      “I want your troupe to join me. There’s a caravan to Carse.”

      
      “We call ourselves a traveling company,” Master Kit said. “I think Carse is a good venue, and we haven’t been there in years.
         But I don’t see how putting us in your ’van helps you.”
      

      
      “The prince took my men. I need you to replace them. I want you to act as guards.”

      
      “You’re serious.”

      
      “I am.”

      
      Master Kit laughed and shook his head.

      
      “We aren’t fighters,” he said. “All that onstage is dance and show. Faced with a real soldier, I doubt we would acquit ourselves
         very well.”
      

      
      “I don’t need you to be guards,” Marcus said. “I need you to act as them. Raiders aren’t stupid. They calculate their chances just the way anyone would. Caravans fall because they don’t
         have enough bodies in armor or they’re carrying something that makes it worth the risk. If we put your people in leather and
         bows, no one is going know whether they can use them. And the cargo we’re hauling isn’t worth a fight.”
      

      
      “No?”

      
      “Tin and iron. Undyed wool. Some leatherwork,” Marcus said. “A man in the Old Quarter called Master Will put together an association
         of merchants to send out their goods as near the battle as they can and hope the fighting’s over before payment comes. It’s
         small and low-risk. If I were a raider, I wouldn’t look at it twice.”
      

      
      “And the pay is good?”
      

      
      “Very good,” Marcus said.

      
      Master Kit crossed his arms, frowning.

      
      “Well, it’s decent,” Marcus said. “For what it is. And it will get your people out of harm’s way. Even soft little gentlemen’s
         wars like this spill some blood, and you have women in your troupe.”
      

      
      “I think Cary and Opal can look after themselves,” Master Kit said.

      
      “Not if the city’s sacked. Princes and empires don’t care if a few actors get raped and killed. People like you are beneath
         their notice, and the foot soldiers know that.”
      

      
      The actor looked at the larger table. Several conversations seemed to be going on simultaneously, some of the actors taking
         part in all of them. The older man’s gaze softened.
      

      
      “I believe you, Captain.”

      
      They sat in silence for a moment, only the roar of the fire in the grate, other voices raised in conversation, and the chill
         evening wind rattling the doors and windows. The chimney draw was poor, and it belched occasional puffs of smoke into the
         rooms. The actor shook his head.
      

      
      “May I ask you something?” Master Kit said.

      
      “Go ahead.”

      
      “I know your reputation. And I have the sense that you are a man with experience. Well bruised by the world. Guarding small
         caravans in the Free Cities seems to me an odd place to find you.”
      

      
      “That’s not a question,” Marcus said.

      
      “Why are you doing this?”

      
      Marcus shrugged.

      
      “Too stubborn to die,” he said, trying to make it sound like a joke.

      
      Master Kit’s smile would have been pitying if it hadn’t carried some hidden suffering of its own.
      

      
      “I believe that too, Captain. Well. You need nine soldiers to protect the last caravan from free Vanai?”

      
      “Eight,” Marcus said. “Eight soldiers and a cunning man.”

      
      Master Kit looked up at the soot-darkened ceiling.

      
      “I have always wanted to play a cunning man,” he said.

      
   
      
      Sir Geder Palliako Heir of the Viscount of Rivenhalm

      
      If Geder Palliako hadn’t been thinking about his translation, he would have saved himself. The book in question was a speculative
         essay on the Drowned by a semi-discredited philosopher from Princip C’Annaldé. Geder had found it in a scriptorum in Camnipol,
         and, preparing for the long march south to the Free Cities, he had left out a spare pair of boots to make room for it. The
         dialect was ancient and obscure. The leather binding wasn’t original. Its pages were almost brown with age, and the ink was
         faint.
      

      
      He loved it.

      
      The waxed cloth of his tent was cheaper than good field leathers, but it kept the worst of the cold at bay. His legs and back
         ached from riding. His inner thighs were chafed, and he had untied his vest to give his belly some room. His father had the
         same build. The family curse, he called it. Geder had an hour, perhaps, before he had to sleep, and he was spending it on
         a folding stool, hunched close over his book, piecing out each word and phrase.
      

      
      
         Unlike the animals of the field, humanity need not resort to an abstract, mythological God to discover its reason for being.
            With the exception of the unmodified, bestial Firstblood, each race of humanity is the artifact of some purpose. The eastern
            races—Yemmu, Tralgu, Jasuru—were clearly fashioned as beasts of war; the Raushadam as objects of amusement and entertainment, the Timzinae—youngest of the
            races—as a race of beekeepers or some such light use, the Cinnae, myself included, as the conscious lens of wisdom and philosophy,
            and so on.
         

         But what of the Drowned? Alone of the races of humanity, the Drowned show design without purpose. Common opinion places these,
            our lesser siblings, as akin to plants or the slow-moving beasts of the western continents. Their occasional gatherings in
            tidepools indicate more about the ocean’s currents than anything of human will. Some romantics suggest that the Drowned are
            themselves working on some deep, dragon-inspired plan that continues to unfold even after the death of its planners. A romantic
            thought, and one which must be forgiven.
         

         Instead, I think it is clear, the Drowned are the clearest example of humanity as artistic expression, and as such—

      

      
      Or would aesthetic intention be more accurate than artistic expression? Geder rubbed his eyes. It was late. Too late. Tomorrow was another long ride to the south with another day of the same following
         it. If God was kind, they’d reach the border in a week, spend a day or at worst two choosing the field of battle, a day to
         crush the local forces, and he could be in a real bed, eating real food, and drinking wine that didn’t taste of the skin it
         had been carried in. If he could only make it that far.
      

      
      Geder put the book aside. He combed his hair, pleased by the absence of lice. He washed his face and hands, then laced up
         his vest for the short trek to the latrines as a last stop before bed. Outside his tent, his squire—another gift from his
         father—slept curled in a ball after the Dartinae fashion, eyes glowing a dull red behind their lids. Beyond him, the army lay on the countryside like a moving city.
      

      
      Cookfires dotted the nearby hills and filled the air with the smell of lentils. The carts were gathered in the center of the
         camp, and the mules, horses, and slaves were all in separate corrals beside them. A cold wind blew from the north. It was
         a good sign. No rain. The moon had crawled halfway up the sky, its crescent offering the idea of light more than actual illumination,
         so Geder made his way to the latrine carefully.
      

      
      The essay kept turning itself in his mind. He wished there was someone on the march with whom he could discuss the matter,
         but speculative essay wasn’t considered a manly art. Poetry. Riding. Archery. Swordplay. Even history, if it was done with
         sufficiently apt turns of phrase. But speculative essay was a guilty pleasure, best hidden from his companions. They laughed
         at him enough for the size of his belly. No need to give them more stones for their slings. But if not aesthetic intention… was the Cinnae author really saying that the Drowned were only brought into existence because they made the shoreline pretty?
      

      
      The latrine was empty, a small cloth tent with two rough planks spanning a pit. Geder took down his hose, his mind still turning
         on the fine points of the book. He noticed the sweet smell under the reek of shit, but didn’t put importance on it. He sat
         his bare ass on the planks, sighed, and wondered a moment too late why the latrine smelled of sawdust.
      

      
      The planks gave way, and Geder shrieked as he tipped backwards and down into the foul-smelling swamp of turds and piss. One
         of the planks bounced against the side of the pit and gouged his arm. The force of his landing blew the breath out of him. He lay stunned in the stinking darkness, his jacket and hose soaking up the sewer wetness and the cold.
      

      
      Laughter came from above him. And then light.

      
      Four lanterns shed their hoods, glowing in the sky above him. The light hid the faces of the men who held them, but the voices
         were clear enough. His so-called friends and companions of the sword. Jorey Kalliam, son of the Baron of Osterling Fells.
         Sir Gospey Allintot. Sodai Carvenallin, secretary to the High Marshal. And, worst of all, Sir Alan Klin, captain of the company,
         Geder’s immediate superior, and the man to whom he would have reported the poor behavior of his fellows. Geder stood up, his
         head and shoulders peeking above the pit while the other men howled their mirth.
      

      
      “Very funny,” Geder said, holding shit-stained hands up to them. “Now help me out of this.”

      
      Jorey took him by the arm and hauled him up. He had to give the man some credit for not shying away from the mess they’d tipped
         him into. Geder’s hose hung at his knees, soaked and filthy. He stood in the lantern light considering whether to put them
         back on or go naked from the waist down. With a sigh, he pulled up the hose.
      

      
      “You were our last hope,” Klin said, pounding Geder’s shoulder. There were tears of hilarity running down his cheeks. “Everyone
         else noticed something wrong. Well, except Sodai, but he was too skinny to break the boards.”
      

      
      “Well, it was an excellent joke,” Geder said sourly. “Now I’m going to go find something clean to—”

      
      “Ah, no,” Sodai said in his nasal, high-town accent. “Please, my friend. Don’t spoil the night. It was a jest! Take it as
         it was meant.”
      

      
      “It’s truth,” Klin said, putting an arm around Geder’s shoulder. “You must let us apologize. Come, my friends! To the tents!”
      

      
      The four men stumbled off through the darkness, hauling Geder along with them. Of the four, only Jorey seemed genuinely sympathetic,
         and then only in his silence.
      

      
      All through his childhood, Geder had imagined what it would be to serve the king, to ride on campaign, to prove his cleverness
         and his strength in arms. He read stories of the great warriors of old, heard his father’s wine-soaked anecdotes about the
         friendship and camaraderie of the sword.
      

      
      Reality disappointed.

      
      The captain’s tent was heavy leather strung on iron frames. Inside, it was more luxurious than Geder’s home. Silk hung from
         the ceiling, and a great fire roared in the pit, smoke channeled up and out by a hanging chimney of finely wrought chain and
         blackened leather. The heat was like walking into the worst of summer, but at least there was a bath drawn, and Geder didn’t
         shiver as he pulled off his soiled clothes. The others shed the gloves and jackets that had been contaminated by touching
         Geder, and a Timzinae slave boy took it all away.
      

      
      “We, my friends, are the pride and hope of Antea,” Klin said as he filled a deep flagon with wine.

      
      “To King Simeon!” Gospey said.

      
      Klin pressed the flagon into Geder’s hand and stood with the wineskin in his own.

      
      “To Kingdom and Empire,” he said. “And confusion to the upstart in Vanai!”

      
      The others rose. Geder stood in his bath, water running down him, because to stay seated would have been a petty treason.
         It was the first toast of many. Sir Alan Klin was many things, but stingy with his wine wasn’t one. And if Geder had the sense
         that his flagon was always a little more filled than the other men’s, it was surely only a sign of the captain’s contrition, an apology for the evening’s prank.
      

      
      Sodai declaimed his latest sonnet, a bawdy tribute to one of the more popular road whores who followed the campaign. Klin
         topped the performance by extemporizing a speech on the manly virtues of strength at arms, cultured arts, and sexual prowess.
         Jorey and Gospey pounded out a merry song on drum and reed organ, their voices harmonizing beautifully. When the turn came
         to Geder, he rose from the tepid bath, recited an explicit rhyme, and did the little jig that went with it. It was something
         his father had taught him once when they were deep in their cups, and Geder had never shared it outside the family. It wasn’t
         until he finished, the other men helpless in their laughter, that it occurred to him how very drunk he must be to have repeated
         it here. He smiled to hide the sudden stab of anxiety. Had he just become complicit in his own humiliation? The smile goaded
         them on to new hilarity, until Klin, breathless, pounded the floor and gestured that Geder should sit.
      

      
      There was cheese and sausage, more wine, flatbread and pickles, more wine. They talked about things that Geder could hardly
         follow at the time, much less recall later. At some point, he found himself going on with a drowsy gravity about the Drowned
         as artistic expression, or possibly aesthetic intention.
      

      
      He woke in his own waxed-cloth tent, cold and aching and without memory of coming back to it. The thin, unkind light of the
         coming dawn pressed in through the cloth. A breeze whistled. Geder pulled his blanket up around his head like a fishwife’s
         kerchief and willed himself back to sleep for just a few minutes more. The lingering tendrils of dream teased his mind, but
         the blare of the assembly call ended all hope of rest. Geder struggled up, put on a fresh uniform, and pulled back his hair. His guts were in riot. His head was in a debate between pain and illness. If he vomited
         inside the tent, no one would see it, but his squire would have to clean it up before they struck down for the day’s ride.
         If he went outside, he’d almost certainly be seen. He wondered how much he’d drunk the night before. The second assembly call
         came. No time for it now. He gritted his teeth and set out once again for the captain’s tent.
      

      
      The company stood in order, Kalliam, Allintot, and two dozen other knights, many of them already in chain and show plate.
         Behind each, their sergeants and men-at-arms arranged in five ranks deep. Geder Palliako tried to stand straight and true,
         knowing that the men behind him were judging their chances of glory and survival by his competence. Just as his depended on
         the captain, and above him Lord Ternigan, the High Marshal who commanded the whole of the army.
      

      
      Sir Alan Klin stepped out of his tent. In the cool light of morning, he looked like the perfect warrior. His pale hair was
         drawn back. His uniform was a black so deep it seemed like a sheet cut from midnight. His broad shoulders and jutting chin
         were a memorial statue brought to life. Two camp slaves brought a speaking dais and set it at the man’s feet. The captain
         stepped up.
      

      
      “Men,” he said. “Yesterday, Lord Ternigan sent new orders. Vanai has entered into alliance with Maccia. Our reports are that
         six hundred sword-and-bows are on the march to reinforce Vanai even as we speak.”
      

      
      The captain paused to let that sink in, and Geder frowned. Maccia was an odd sort of ally for Vanai. The two cities had been
         at each other’s throats over the spice and tobacco trades for more than a generation. Vanai was built of wood, he’d read,
         mostly because Maccia controlled the quarries while timber floated down the river from the north. But perhaps there was something more going on than he knew.
      

      
      “These reinforcements will not save Vanai,” Alan said. “Especially because when they arrive, they shall find us in control
         of the city.”
      

      
      Geder felt his frown deepen, and a sense of sick foreboding rise in his gut. It was perhaps five days by water from Maccia
         to Vanai, and they were at least a week from the border. To reach Vanai before the reinforcements meant…
      

      
      “Today, we begin a hard march,” Alan said. “We will sleep in our saddles. We will eat while we walk. And in four days’ time,
         we will take Vanai by surprise and show her what the power of the Severed Throne means! To the King!”
      

      
      “To the King!” Geder said in chorus with the others, raising his hand in salute even as he tried not to weep.

      
      They had known. Last night, they had known. Already, Geder could feel the ache growing in his spine and his thighs. The throbbing
         in his head redoubled. As the formation broke, Jorey Kalliam met his eyes and then looked away.
      

      
      Here was the prank. Being tipped into the sludge of the latrine had only been the start. After that, insist on the buffoon
         accepting apology. Get him in warm water. Fill him full of wine. Make him dance. The memory of reciting his father’s dirty
         rhymes and dancing the little jig came back like a knife in his back. And all so that they could announce the forced march
         while fat idiot Palliako tried not to puke himself at formation. They’d taken his last night of sleep, and for days they would
         have the pleasure of watching him suffer.
      

      
      The camaraderie of the sword. The brotherhood of the campaign. Warm, meaningless words. It was no different here than back
         home. The strong mocked the weak. The handsome pitied the plain. Everywhere and aways, the powerful chose who was in favor and who could be made light of. Geder turned and stalked back to his tent. His squire had the slaves
         ready to strike it. He ignored them and walked into his last moment’s privacy before the battle that was still days away.
         He reached for his book.
      

      
      It wasn’t where he’d left it.

      
      A chill that had nothing to do with autumn ran down his spine.

      
      He’d been drunk when he came back. He might have moved it. He might have tried to read it before he slept. Geder searched
         his cot, then under his cot. He looked through his uniforms and the wood and leather chest that held all his other things.
         The book wasn’t there. He found himself breathing faster. His face felt hot, but whether it was shame or anger, he couldn’t
         let himself think. He stepped out of his tent, and the slaves jumped to attention. The rest of the camp was already being
         loaded onto wagons and mules. There wasn’t time. Geder nodded to his Dartinae squire, and the slaves got to work putting his
         things in order. Geder walked across the camp again, his steps slowed by fear. But he had to have his book back.
      

      
      The captain’s tent was already struck, the leather unfastened from the frames, the frames broken down and stowed. The bare
         patch of earth where Geder had capered last night was like a thing from a children’s story, a fairy castle that vanished with
         the dawn. Except that Sir Alan Klin was there, his leather riding cloak hanging from his shoulders and his sword of office
         at his hip. The master of provender, a half-Yemmu mountain of a man, was taking orders from the captain. Geder’s rank technically
         gave him the right to interrupt, but he didn’t. He waited.
      

      
      “Palliako,” Klin said. The warmth of the previous night was gone.

      
      “My lord,” Geder said. “I’m sorry to bother you, but when I woke up this morning… after last night…”
      

      
      “Spit it out, man.”

      
      “I had a book, sir.”

      
      Sir Alan Klin closed his noble, long-lashed eyes.

      
      “I thought we’d finished with that.”

      
      “We did, sir? So you know the book? I showed it to you?”

      
      The captain opened his eyes, glancing about at the ordered chaos of the breaking camp. Geder felt like a boy bothering a harried
         tutor.
      

      
      “Speculative essay,” Klin said. “Palliako, really? Speculative essay?”

      
      “More for the exercise in translation,” Geder lied, suddenly ashamed of his true enthusiasm.

      
      “It was… courageous of you to admit the vice,” Klin said. “And I think you made the right decision in destroying it.”

      
      Geder’s heart knocked against his ribs.

      
      “Destroying it, sir?”

      
      Alan looked at him, surprise on his face. Or possibly mock surprise.

      
      “We burned it last night,” the captain said. “The two of us together, just after I took you back to your tent. Don’t you remember?”

      
      Geder didn’t know whether the man was lying or not. The night was a blur. He remembered so little. Was it possible that, lost
         in his cups, he had forsworn his little failure of sophistication and permitted it to be set to fire? Or was Sir Alan Klin,
         his captain and commander, lying to his face? Neither seemed plausible, but one or the other had to be true. And to admit
         not knowing was to confess that he couldn’t hold his wine and prove again that he was the joke of the company.
      

      
      “I’m sorry, sir,” Geder said. “I must have been a little muddled. I understand now.”
      

      
      “Be careful with that.”

      
      “It won’t happen again.”

      
      Geder saluted, and then, before Klin could respond, stalked off to his mount. It was a gelding grey, the best his family could
         afford. He lifted himself to the saddle and yanked the reins. The horse turned sharply, surprised by his violence, and Geder
         felt a stab of regret through his rage. It wasn’t the animal’s fault. He promised himself to give the beast a length of sugarcane
         when they stopped. If they stopped. If this twice-damned campaign didn’t drag on to the end of all days and the return of
         the dragons.
      

      
      They took to the road, the army moving at the deliberate pace of men who knew the walk wouldn’t end. The hard march began,
         rank following rank down the wide, dragon’s jade road. Geder sat high in his saddle, holding his spine straight and proud
         out of sheer will and anger. He had been humiliated before. Likely he would be humiliated again. But Sir Alan Klin had burned
         his book. As the morning sun rose, the heat drawing cloaks from shoulders, the glorious leaves of autumn glowing around them,
         Geder realized that he had already sworn his oath of vengeance. And he’d done it standing before his new and mortal enemy.
      

      
      It won’t happen again, he’d said.
      

      
      And it wouldn’t.

      
   
      
      Cithrin Bel Sarcour Ward of the Medean Bank

      
      Cithrin’s only vivid memory of her parents was being told of their deaths. Before that, there were only wisps, less than ghosts,
         of the people themselves. Her father was a warm embrace in the rain and the smell of tobacco. Her mother was the taste of
         honey on bread and the thin, graceful hand of a Cinnae woman stroking Cithrin’s leg. She didn’t know their faces or the sounds
         of their voices, but she remembered losing them.
      

      
      She had been four years old. Her nursery had been painted in white and plum. She’d been sitting by the window, drinking tea
         with a stuffed Tralgu made of brown sacking and stuffed with dried beans. She’d been straightening its ears when her Nanné
         came in, face even paler than usual, and announced that the plague had taken master and mistress, and Cithrin was to prepare
         herself to leave. She would be living somewhere else now.
      

      
      She hadn’t understood. Death was something negotiable to her then, like whether or not to wear a particular ribbon in her
         hair, or how much sweet oats to eat in the morning. Cithrin hadn’t cried so much as felt annoyance with the change of plan.
      

      
      It was only later, in her new, darker rooms above the banking house, that she realized it didn’t matter how loud she screamed
         or how violently she wept. Her parents would never come to her because, being dead, they didn’t care anymore.
      

      
      You worry too much,” Besel said.
      

      
      He reclined, splayed out, looking utterly comfortable on the worn wooden steps. He looked comfortable anywhere. His twenty-one
         summers made him four years older than Cithrin, and he had dark, curly hair and a broad face that seemed designed for smiling.
         His shoulders were as thick as a laborer’s, but his hands were soft. His tunic, like her own dress, was dyed the red and brown
         of the bank. It looked better on him. Cithrin knew he had half a dozen lovers, and she was secretly jealous of every one of
         them.
      

      
      They were sitting on a wooden bench above the Arched Square, looking down at the bustle and clutter of the weekly fresh market,
         hundreds of tightly packed stalls of bright cloth and thin sticks growing out from the buildings at the square’s edge like
         new growth on an old tree. The grand canal of Vanai lapped at the quay on their right, the green water busy with narrow boats
         and pole barges. The market buzzed with the voices of the fishmongers and butchers, farmers and herbmen, all hawking their
         late summer harvest.
      

      
      Most were Firstblood and black-chitined Timzinae, but here and there Cithrin caught sight of the pale, slight body of a full-blooded
         Cinnae, the wide head and mobile, houndlike ears of a Tralgu, the thick, waddling gait of a Yemmu. Growing up in Vanai, Cithrin
         had seen at least one example of nearly every race of mankind. Once, she had even seen one of the Drowned in a canal, staring
         up at her with sorrowful black eyes.
      

      
      “I don’t understand how the bank can side with Imperial Antea,” she said.

      
      “We’re not siding with them,” Besel said.

      
      “We’re not siding with the prince. This is a war.”
      

      
      Besel laughed. He had a good laugh. Cithrin felt a moment’s anger, and then immediately forgave him when he touched her hand.

      
      “This is a theater piece,” he said. “A bunch of men are going to meet on a field outside the city, wave sticks and swords
         at each other, tumble about enough to satisfy honor, and then we’ll open the gates to the Antean army and let them run things
         for a few years.”
      

      
      “But the prince—”

      
      “Exiled. Or imprisoned, but probably exiled. This goes on all the time. A baroness in Gilea marries a prince in Asterilhold,
         and King Simeon decides Antea needs a counterbalance in the Free Cities. So he finds a reason to declare war on Vanai.”
      

      
      Cithrin frowned. Besel seemed so amused, so unconcerned. By his light, her fear seemed naïve. Foolish. She dug in her heels.

      
      “I’ve read about wars. The history tutor doesn’t make it sound like that at all.”

      
      “Maybe real wars are different,” Besel said with a shrug. “If Antea ever marches on Birancour or the Keshet, I’ll pull all
         wagers. But this? It’s less than a spring storm, little bird.”
      

      
      A woman’s voice called Besel’s name. A merchant’s daughter wearing a deep brown bodice and full skirts of undyed linen. Besel
         rose from Cithrin’s side.
      

      
      “My work’s before me,” he said with a glimmer in his eye. “You should get back to the house before old Cam starts getting
         anxious. But seriously, trust Magister Imaniel. He’s been doing this longer than any of us, and he knows what he’s about.”
      

      
      Cithrin nodded, then watched as Besel took the steps two at a time, down to the dark-haired girl. He bowed before her, and she curtseyed, but it all looked false to Cithrin. Formality
         used as foreplay. Likely Besel didn’t think Cithrin knew what foreplay was. She watched sourly as he took the woman by the
         elbow and led her away into the pale streets and bridges of the city. Cithrin plucked at her sleeves, wishing—not for the
         first time—that the Medean bank had adopted colors that flattered her more. Something green, for instance.
      

      
      If her parents had both been Firstblood or Cinnae, she might have had family to take her in. Instead, her father’s titles
         in Birancour had been reclaimed by the queen and awarded to someone else. Her mother’s clan in Princip C’Annaldé had politely
         declined to take a half-blood child.
      

      
      If not for the bank, she would have been turned into the streets and alleys of Vanai. But her father had placed a part of
         his gold with Magister Imaniel, and as inheritor, Cithrin became the bank’s ward until she was old enough to press her bloodied
         thumb to contracts of her own. Two more summers, it would be. She would see her nineteenth solstice, become a woman of property,
         and move, she supposed, out of the little apartments near the Grand Square where the Vanai branch of the Medean bank did its
         business.
      

      
      Assuming, of course, that the invading army left the city standing.

      
      Walking through the fresh market, she saw no other particular signs of fear on the faces around her. So perhaps Besel was
         right. God knew the man seemed sure of himself. But then, he always did.
      

      
      She let herself wonder whether Besel would see her differently when she wasn’t the bank’s little girl any longer. She paused
         at a stall where a Firstblood woman sold perfumes, oils, and colored hair-cloths. A mirror hung on a rough wood post, inviting the customers to admire themselves. Cithrin considered herself for a moment, lifting her chin the way
         women with real families might.
      

      
      “Oh, you poor thing,” the woman said. “You’ve been sick, haven’t you? Need something for your lips?”

      
      Cithrin shook her head, stepping back. The woman snatched her by the sleeve.

      
      “Don’t run off. I’m not afraid. Half my clients are here because they’ve been unwell. We can wash that pale right off you,
         dear.”
      

      
      “I haven’t,” Cithrin said, finding her voice.

      
      “Haven’t?” the woman said, steering her toward a stool at the stall’s inner corner. The scent of roses and turned earth made
         the air almost too thick to breathe.
      

      
      “I’m not sick,” she said. “My mother’s Cinnae. It’s… it’s normal.”

      
      The woman cast a pitying look at her. It was true. Cithrin had neither the delicate, spun-glass beauty of her mother’s people
         nor the solid, warm, earthy charms of a Firstblood girl. She was in between. The white mule, the other children had called
         her. Neither one thing nor the other.
      

      
      “Well, all the more, then,” the woman said consolingly. “Just sit you down, and we’ll see what we can do.”

      
      In the end, Cithrin bought a jar of lip rouge just so she could leave the stall.

      
      You could just let him have a bit,” Cam said. “He is the prince. It isn’t as if you won’t know where to find him.”
      

      
      Magister Imaniel looked up from his plate, his expression pleasant and unreadable. The candlelight reflected in his eyes.
         He was a small man with leathery skin and thin hair who could seem meek as a kitten when he wished, or become a demon of cold
         and rage. In all her years, Cithrin had never decided which was the mask. His voice now was mild as his eyes.
      

      
      “Cithrin?” he said. “Why won’t I lend money to the prince?”

      
      “Because if he doesn’t want to pay you back, you can’t make him.”

      
      Magister Imaniel shrugged at Cam. “You see? The girl knows. It’s bank policy never to lend to people who consider it beneath
         their dignity to repay. Besides which, who’s to say we have the coin to spare?”
      

      
      Cam shook her head in feigned despair and reached across the table for the salt cellar. Magister Imaniel took another bite
         of his lamb.
      

      
      “Why doesn’t he go to his barons and dukes, borrow from them?” Magister Imaniel asked.

      
      “He can’t,” Cithrin said.

      
      “Why not?

      
      “Oh, leave the poor girl alone for once,” Cam said. “Can’t we have a single conversation without it turning into a test?”

      
      “We have all their gold,” Cithrin said. “It’s all here.”

      
      “Oh dear,” Magister Imaniel said, his eyes widening in false shock. “Is that so?”

      
      “They’ve been coming for months. We’ve sold letters of exchange to half the high families in the city. For gold at first,
         but jewels or silk or tobacco… anything worth the trade.”
      

      
      “You’re sure of that?”

      
      Cithrin rolled her eyes.

      
      “Everyone’s sure of that,” she said. “It’s all anyone talks about at the yard. The nobles are all swimming away like rats
         off a burning barge, and the banks are robbing them blind while they do it. When the letters of credit get to Carse or Kiaria or Stollbourne, they aren’t going to get back half of what they paid for them.”
      

      
      “It is a buyer’s market, that’s true,” Magister Imaniel said with an air of satisfaction. “But inventory becomes an issue.”

      
      After dinner, Cithrin went up to her room and opened her windows to watch the mist rise from the canals. The air stank of
         the autumn linseed oil painted onto the wood buildings and bridges against the coming snow and rain. And beneath that, the
         rich green bloom of algae in the canals. She imagined sometimes that all the great houses were ships floating down a great
         river, the canals all connected in a single vast flow too deep for her to see.
      

      
      At the end of the street, one of the iron gates had come loose from its stays, creaking back and forth in the breeze. Cithrin
         shivered, closed the shutters, changed for bed, and blew out her candle.
      

      
      Shouts woke her. And then a lead-tipped club banging on the door.

      
      She threw open the shutters and leaned out. The mist had cleared enough that the street was plain before her. A dozen men
         in the livery of the prince, five of them holding pitch-reeking torches, crowded the door. Their voices were loud and merry
         and cruel. One looked up, his dark eyes catching hers. The soldier broke into a grin. Cithrin, not knowing what was happening,
         smiled back uneasily and retreated. Her blood felt cold even before she heard the voices—Magister Imaniel sounding wary, the
         guard captain laughing, and then Cam’s heartbroken cry.
      

      
      Cithrin ran down the stairway, the dim light of a distant lantern making the corridors a paler shade of black. Part of her
         knew that running toward the front door was lunacy, that she should be running the other direction. But she’d heard Cam’s voice, and she had to know.
      

      
      The guards were already gone when she reached the door. Magister Imaniel stood perfectly still, a lantern of tin and glass
         glowing in his hand. His face was expressionless. Cam knelt beside him, her wide fist pressed against her mouth. And Besel—perfect
         Besel, beautiful Besel—lay on the stone floor, bloody but no longer bleeding. Cithrin felt a shriek growing in the back of
         her throat, but she couldn’t make a sound.
      

      
      “Get me a cunning man,” Magister Imaniel said.

      
      “It’s too late,” Cam said, her throat thick with tears.

      
      “I didn’t ask. Get me a cunning man. Cithrin, come here. Help me carry him in.”

      
      There was no hope, but they did as they were told. Cam pulled on a wool cloak and hurried off into the gloom. Cithrin took
         Besel’s heels, Magister Imaniel his shoulders. Together, they hauled the body into the dining room and laid him on the wide
         wooden table. There were cuts on Besel’s face and hands. A deep gouge ran from his wrist almost to his elbow, the sleeve torn
         by the blade’s passage. He didn’t breathe. He didn’t bleed. He looked as peaceful as a man asleep.
      

      
      The cunning man came, rubbed powders into Besel’s empty eyes, pressed palms to his silent chest, called the spirits and the
         angels. Besel took one long, ragged breath, but the magic wasn’t enough. Magister Imaniel paid the cunning man three thick
         silver coins and sent him on his way. Cam lit a fire in the grate, the flames giving Besel the eerie illusion of motion.
      

      
      Magister Imaniel stood at the head of the table, looking down. Cithrin stepped forward and took Besel’s cold and stiffening hand. She wanted badly to cry, but she couldn’t. Fear and pain and terrible disbelief raged in her and found no
         escape. When she looked up, Magister Imaniel’s gaze was on her.
      

      
      Cam spoke. “We should have given it over. Let the prince take what he wants. It’s only money.”

      
      “Bring me his clothes,” Magister Imaniel said. “A clean shirt. And that red jacket he disliked.”

      
      His eyes were moving now, darting as if reading words written in the air. Cam and Cithrin exchanged a glance. Cithrin’s first,
         mad thought was that he wanted to wash and dress the body for burial.
      

      
      “Cam?” Magister Imaniel said. “Did you hear me? Go!”

      
      The old woman heaved herself up from the hearth and trundled quickly into the depths of house. Magister Imaniel turned to
         Cithrin. His cheeks were flushed, but she couldn’t say if it was rage or shame or something deeper.
      

      
      “Can you steer a cart?” he asked. “Drive a small team? Two mules.”

      
      “I don’t know,” Cithrin said. “Maybe.”

      
      “Strip,” he said.

      
      She blinked.

      
      “Strip,” he said. “Your night clothes. Take them off. I need to see what were working with.”

      
      Uncertainly, Cithrin lifted her hands to the stays at her shoulders, undid the knots, and let the cloth fall to the floor.
         The cold air raised gooseflesh on her skin. Magister Imaniel made small noises in the back of his throat as he walked around
         her, making some evaluation she couldn’t fathom. The corpse of Besel made no move. She felt the echo of shame. It occurred
         to her that she had never been naked in front of a man before.
      

      
      Cam’s eyes went wide when she returned, her mouth making a little O of surprise. And then, less than a heartbeat later, her expression went hard as stone.
      

      
      “No,” Cam said.

      
      “Give me the shirt,” Magister Imaniel said.

      
      Cam did nothing. He walked over and lifted Besel’s shirt and jacket from her. She didn’t stop him. Without speaking, he dropped
         the shirt over Cithrin’s head. The cloth was soft and warm, and smelled of the dead man’s skin. The hem dropped down low enough
         to restore some measure of modesty. Magister Imaniel stood back, and a bleak pleasure appeared at the corners of his eyes.
         He tossed Cithrin the jacket and nodded that she should put it on.
      

      
      “We’ll need some needlework done,” he said, “but it’s possible.”

      
      “You mustn’t do this, sir,” Cam said. “She’s just a girl.”

      
      Magister Imaniel ignored her, stepping close again to pull Cithrin’s hair back from her face. He tapped his fingers together
         as if trying to remember something, bent to the fire grate, and rubbed his thumb through the soot. He smudged Cithrin’s cheeks
         and chin. She smelled old smoke.
      

      
      “We’ll need something better, but…” he said, clearly speaking only to himself. “Now… what is your name?”

      
      “Cithrin?” she said.

      
      Magister Imaniel barked out a laugh.

      
      “What kind of name is that for a fine strapping boy like yourself? Tag. Your name is Tag. Say that.”

      
      “My name is Tag,” she said.

      
      Magister Imaniel’s face twisted in scorn. “You talk like a girl, Tag.”

      
      “My name is Tag,” Cithrin said, roughening her voice and mumbling.

      
      “Fair,” he said. “Only fair. But we’ll work on it.”
      

      
      “You can’t do this,” Cam said.

      
      Magister Imaniel smiled. It didn’t reach his eyes.

      
      “The prince has crossed a line,” he said. “The policy of the bank is clear. He gets nothing.”

      
      “You are the policy of the bank,” Cam said.
      

      
      “And I am clear. Tag, my boy? A week from now, you are going to go to Master Will, down in the Old Quarter. He’s going to hire you to drive
         a cart in a caravan bound for Northcoast. Undyed wool cloth he’s moving to keep from losing it in the war.”
      

      
      Cithrin didn’t nod or shake her head. The world was spinning a little, and everything had the sense of being part of a terrible
         dream.
      

      
      “When you reach Carse,” Magister Imaniel continued, “you take the cart to the holding company. I’ll give you a map and directions.
         And a letter that will explain everything.”
      

      
      “It’s weeks on the road!” Cam shouted. “Months, if there’s snow in the pass.”

      
      Magister Imaniel turned, rage lighting his eyes. His voice was low and cold.

      
      “What would you have me do? Keep her here? She’s no safer in our beds than passing for a carter in a caravan. And I will not simply accept the loss.”
      

      
      “I don’t understand,” Cithrin said. Her voice sounded distant in her ears, as if she were shouting over surf.

      
      “The prince’s men are watching us,” Magister Imaniel said. “I must assume they’re watching anyone in the bank’s employ. And,
         I expect, the bank’s ward, Cithrin the half-Cinnae. Tag the Carter, on the other hand…”
      

      
      “The carter?” Cithrin said, echoing him more than thinking thoughts of her own.

      
      “The cart’s false,” Cam said, her voice thick with despair. “Besel was set to take it. Smuggle out all the money we can.”
      

      
      “The gold?” Cithrin said. “You want me to take the gold to Carse?”
      

      
      “Some, yes,” Magister Imaniel said. “But gold’s heavy. We’re better sending gems and jewelry. They’re worth more. Spices.
         Tobacco leaf. Silk. Things light enough they’ll pack tight and won’t break the axles. And the account books. The real ones.
         As for the coins and ingots… well, I’ll think of something.”
      

      
      He smiled like the mask of a smile. Besel’s corpse seemed to shift its shoulders in the flickering light. A draught of cold
         air rubbed against her bare thighs, and the knot in her belly tightened until she tasted vomit in the back of her mouth.
      

      
      “You can do this thing, my dear,” Magister Imaniel said. “I have faith in you.”

      
      “Thank you,” she said, swallowing.

      
      Cithrin walked through the streets of Vanai, her stomach in knots. The false mustache was the sort of thin, weedy thing a callow
         boy might cultivate and be proud of. Her clothes were a mix of Besel’s shirts and jackets resewn in the privacy of the bank
         and whatever cheap, mended rags could be scrounged. They hadn’t dared to buy anything new. Her hair was tea-stained to an
         almost colorless brown and combed forward to obscure her face. She walked with the wider gait Magister Imaniel had taught
         her, a knot of uncomfortable cloth held tight against her sex to remind her that she was supposed to have a cock.
      

      
      She felt worse than foolish. She felt like a mummer in clown face and comic shoes. She felt like the most obvious fraud in
         the city, or the world. And every time she closed her eyes, Besel’s corpse waited for her. Every voice that called out started her heart skipping faster. She waited for the knife,
         the arrow, the lead-tipped cudgel. But the streets of Vanai didn’t notice her.
      

      
      Everywhere, the final preparations for the war were being made. Merchants nailed their windows closed. Wagons clogged the
         streets as families who had chosen not to flee to the countryside changed their minds and left and others that had gone changed
         their minds and returned. Criers in the service of the prince announced the improbable thousand men on the march now from
         their new allies, and the old Timzinae men by the quayside laughed and said they’d all be better off Antean than married to
         Maccia. Press gangs scattered people before them like wolves snapping at hens. And in the Old Quarter, the tall, dark, richly
         carved doors of Master Will’s shop were flung wide. The street was jammed with carts and wagons, mules and horses and oxen.
         The caravan was forming in the square, and Cithrin made her way through the press of the crowd toward the wide, leather-capped
         form of Master Will.
      

      
      “Sir,” she said in a soft, low voice. Master Will didn’t answer, and so uncertainly she tugged at his sleeve.

      
      “What?” the old man said.

      
      “My name’s Tag, sir. I’ve come to drive Magister Imaniel’s cart.”

      
      Master Will’s eyes went wide for a moment and he glanced around to see if they’d been heard. Cithrin cursed silently. Not
         Magister Imaniel’s cart. The bank didn’t have a cart. She was driving the wool cart. It was her first mistake. Master Will
         coughed and took her by the shoulder.
      

      
      “You’re late, boy. I thought you might not come.”

      
      “Sorry, sir.”

      
      “For God’s sake, child, try not to talk.”

      
      He led her quickly through the press to a deep, narrow cart. The weathered wood planks looked sturdy enough, and a canvas
         tarp over the top would keep the rain off the bolts of tight-packed grey cloth. The axles were thick iron, and the wheels
         bound with steel. It looked to Cithrin like obviously more of a wagon than mere cloth would need. The two mules in harness
         hardly seemed enough to pull a thing that big. Surely, surely they could all see through the sham. The prince’s guards hardly needed to glance at her to understand everything. Her gut
         tightened harder, and she thanked the angels she hadn’t been able to eat that morning. She didn’t know how well her false
         whiskers would survive vomiting. Master Will leaned close to her, his lips brushing against her ear.
      

      
      “The first two layers are wool,” he said. “Everything beneath that’s in sealed boxes and casks. If the tarp fails and things
         get wet, just let them stew.”
      

      
      “The books—” she muttered.

      
      “The books are in enough sheepskin and wax you could drive this bastard into the sea. Don’t worry about them. Don’t think
         about what you’re hauling. And do not under any circumstances dig down and have a look.”
      

      
      She felt a passing annoyance. Did he think she was stupid?

      
      “You can sleep on top,” Master Will continued. “No one will think it odd. Do what the caravan master says, keep the mules
         healthy and fed, and keep to yourself as much as you can.”
      

      
      “Yes, sir,” she said.

      
      “Right, then,” the old man said. He stood back and clapped her on the shoulder. His smile was forced and mirthless. “Good
         luck.”
      

      
      He turned and walked back toward his shop. Cithrin had the powerful urge to call after him. This couldn’t be all there was. There must be something else she was supposed to do,
         some preparation or advice she should have. She swallowed, hunched forward, then walked around the cart. The mules met her
         eyes incuriously. They, at least, weren’t frightened.
      

      
      “I’m Tag,” she said into their long, soft ears. And then, whispering, “I’m really Cithrin.” She wished she knew their names.

      
      She didn’t catch sight of the soldiers until she’d climbed up to the driver’s bench. Men and women in hard leather, swords
         at their sides. They were Firstblood, apart from one Tralgu with rings in his ears and a huge bow slung on his shoulder. The
         captain of the troop, the Tralgu, and an older man in long robes and tightly knotted hair were talking animatedly with the
         Timzinae caravan master. Cithrin gripped the reins, her knuckles aching and bloodless. The captain nodded toward her, and
         the caravan master shrugged. She watched in horror as the three soldiers came toward her. She had to run. She was going to
         be killed.
      

      
      “Boy!” the captain said, his pale eyes on her. He was a hard-faced man younger than Magister Imaniel and older than Besel.
         He wore his sandy hair too short for Antean style, too long for the Free Cities. He leaned forward, his eyebrows rising. “Boy?
         You hear me?”
      

      
      Cithrin nodded.

      
      “You aren’t dim, are you? I didn’t sign on to guard boys who are likely to wander off on their own.”

      
      “No,” Cithrin croaked. She coughed, careful to keep her voice husky and low. “No, sir.”

      
      “Right, then,” the captain said. “You’re driving this cart?”

      
      Cithrin nodded.

      
      “Well. Good. You’re the last to come, so you missed the introductions before. I’ll keep it brief. I’m Captain Wester. This is Yardem. He’s my second. And that’s our cunning man,
         Master Kit. We’re guard on this ’van, and I’d be obliged if you did whatever we said, whenever we said it. We’ll get you through
         safe to Carse.”
      

      
      Cithrin nodded again. The captain mirrored her, clearly not yet convinced she wasn’t dim.

      
      “Right,” he said, turning away. “Let’s get going.”

      
      “Anything you say, sir,” the Tralgu said in a deep, gravelly voice.

      
      The captain and the Tralgu turned and walked back toward the caravan master, their voices quickly lost in the cacophony of
         the street. The cunning man, Master Kit, stepped closer. He was older, his hair more grey than black. His face was long and
         olive-complected. His smile was surprisingly warm.
      

      
      “Are you all right, son?” he asked.

      
      “Nervous,” Cithrin said.

      
      “First time driving on a ’van?”

      
      Cithrin nodded. She felt like an idiot, nodding all the time like a mute in the streets. The cunning man’s smile was reassuring
         and gentle as a priest’s.
      

      
      “I suspect you’ll find the boredom’s the worst thing. After the third day seeing just the cart in front of you, the view may
         get a bit dull.”
      

      
      Cithrin smiled and almost meant it.

      
      “What’s your name?” the cunning man asked.

      
      “Tag,” she said.

      
      He blinked, and she thought his smile lost a degree of warmth. She bent her head forward, her hair almost covering her eyes,
         and her heart began to race. Master Kit only sneezed and shook his head. When he spoke, his voice was still comforting as
         soft flannel.
      

      
      “Welcome to the ’van, Tag.”
      

      
      She nodded again, and the cunning man walked away. Her heart slowed to a more human pace. She swallowed, shut her eyes, and
         willed her shoulders and neck to relax. She hadn’t been found out. It would be fine.
      

      
      The wagons started out within the hour, a great wide feed wagon lumbering along at the head, then a covered wagon that clanked
         loud enough Cithrin could hear it from her perch three back. The Timzinae caravan master rode back and forth on a huge white
         mare, tapping wagons and drivers and beasts with a long, flexible rod, half stick and half whip. When he came to her, she
         shook the reins and called out to the mules the way Besel had taught her back when he’d been alive and smiling and flirting
         with the poor ward of the bank. The mules started forward, and the caravan master shouted at her angrily.
      

      
      “Not so fast, boy! You’re not in a damned race here!”

      
      “Sorry,” Cithrin said, pulling back. One of the mules snorted and looked back at her. She had a hard time not imagining annoyance
         in the slant of its ears. She moved them forward again more slowly. The caravan master shook his head and cantered back to
         the next wagon. Cithrin held the reins in a fierce grip, but there was nothing she had to do. The mules knew their work, following
         the cart before them. Slowly, with many shouts and imprecations, the caravan took form. They moved from the wide streets of
         the Old Quarter, past the canals that led down to the river, across the Patron’s Bridge, the prince’s palace high above them.
      

      
      Vanai, the city of her childhood, slipped past her. There was the road that led to the market where Cam had bought her honey
         bread for her birthday. Here, the stall where an apprentice cobbler had stolen a kiss from her and been whipped by Magister Imaniel for his trouble. She’d forgotten that until now. They passed the tutor’s house where she’d gone
         to study numbers and letters when she was just a girl. Somewhere in the city were the graves of her mother and father. She
         had never visited the corpses, and she regretted it now.
      

      
      When she came back, she told herself. When the war was over and the world safe, she’d come back and see where her family was
         buried.
      

      
      Too soon, the city wall loomed up before them, pale stone as high as two men standing. The gate was open, but the traffic
         on the road slowed them. The mules seemed to expect it and stood patiently as the caravan master rode to the front to clear
         the way, whipping at whatever was in the ’van’s path. High on the tower gate, a man stood in the bright armor of the prince’s
         guard. For a sickening moment, Cithrin thought it was the same grinning face that had looked up at her the night Besel died.
         When the guard called out, it was to the captain.
      

      
      “You’re a coward, Wester!”

      
      Cithrin caught her breath, shocked by the casual insult.

      
      “Die of the pox, Dossen,” the captain sang back, grinning, so perhaps the two were friends. The idea made her like Captain
         Wester less. The prince’s guard didn’t stop them, at least. The carts rolled and bumped and creaked their way out of the city
         and onto the road where they left the stone cobbles for the wide green of dragon’s jade. Carse lay far to the north and west,
         but the road here tracked south, echoing the distant curve of the sea. A few other carts passed, traveling in toward the city.
         The low hills were covered with trees in the glory of their autumn leaves; red and yellow and gold. When the sun struck them
         at the proper angle, it looked like fire. Cithrin hunched on her bench, her legs growing colder, her hands stiff.
      

      
      Over the long, slow miles her anxiety faded, lulled by the rumble and rocking of the cart. She could almost forget who she
         was, what was behind her, and what was in the cart with her. As long as the world was her, the mules, the cart before and
         the trees beside, it was almost like being alone. The sun tracked lower, shining into her eyes until she was as good as blind.
         The caravan master’s call slowed the carts, then stopped them. The Timzinae rode down the line of carts as he had in Vanai,
         pointing each of them to a place in a low, open field. The camp. Cithrin’s place, thankfully, was near the road where she
         didn’t need to do anything fancy. She turned the mules, brought the cart where she’d been told, and then climbed down to the
         earth. She unhitched the mules and led them to a creek where they stuck their heads down to the water and kept them there
         so long she started to grow nervous. Would a mule drink enough to make itself sick? Should she try to stop them? But the other
         animals were doing the same. She watched what the other carters did and tried not to stand out.
      

      
      Night came quickly and cold. By the time she’d fed her animals, scrubbed them, and set them in the ’van’s makeshift corral,
         a mist had risen. The caravan master had set up a fire, and the smell of smoke and grilling fish brought Cithrin’s stomach
         suddenly and painfully to life. She joined the carters laughing and talking in the line for food. She kept her head bowed,
         her eyes downcast. When anyone tried to bring her into the conversation, she grunted or spoke in monosyllables. The ’van’s
         cook was a short Timzinae woman so fat the chitin of her scales seemed ready to pop free of her sausage-shaped arms. When
         Cithrin reached the front of the line, the cook handed her a tin plate with a thin strip of pale trout-flesh, a heaping spoonful of beans, and a crust of brown bread. Cithrin nodded in a mime of gratitude and went to sit
         at the fire. The damp soaked her leggings and jacket, but she didn’t dare move in nearer to the warmth. Better to keep to
         the back.
      

      
      As they ate, the caravan master pulled a low stool out from his own cart and stood on it, reading from a holy book by the
         light of the fire. Cithrin listened with only half her attention. Magister Imaniel was a religious too, or else thought it
         wise to appear so. Cithrin had heard the scriptures many times without ever finding God and angels particularly moving.
      

      
      Quietly, she put down plate and knife and went out to the creek. How to visit the latrine without giving herself away had
         been a haunting fear, and Magister Imaniel’s dismissive answers—All men squat to shit—hadn’t reassured her. Alone in the mist and darkness, leggings around her ankles and codpiece stuffing in hand, she felt
         relief not only in her flesh. Once. She’d gotten away with it once. Now if she could only keep the charade up for the weeks
         to Carse.
      

      
      Coming back to the fire, she saw a man sitting beside her plate. One of the guards, but thankfully not the captain or his
         Tralgu second. Cithrin took her seat again and the guard nodded to her and smiled. She hoped he wouldn’t talk.
      

      
      “Quite the talker, our ’van master,” the guard said. “He projects well. Would have made a good actor, except there aren’t
         many good Timzinae roles. Orman in the Fire Cycle, but that’s about it.”
      

      
      Cithrin nodded and took a bite of cold beans.

      
      “Sandr,” the guard said. “That’s me. My name’s Sandr.”

      
      “Tag,” Cithrin said, hoping that between mumbling and her full mouth, she’d sound enough like a man.

      
      “Good meetin’ you, Tag,” Sandr said. He shifted in the darkness, hauling out a leather skin. “Drink?”
      

      
      Cithrin shrugged the way she imagined a carter might, and Sandr grinned and popped the stopper free. Cithrin had drunk wine
         in temple and during festival meals, but always with water, and never very much. The liquid that poured into her mouth now
         was a different thing. It bit at the softest parts of her lips and tongue, slid down her throat, and left her feeling as if
         she’d been cleaned. The warmth that spread through her chest was like a blush.
      

      
      “Good, isn’t it?” Sandr said. “I borrowed it from Master Kit. He won’t mind.”

      
      Cithrin took another drink then reluctantly handed it back. Sandr drank as the caravan master reached the end of his reading,
         and half a dozen voices rose up in the closing rite. The moon seemed soft, the mist scattering its light. To her surprise,
         the wine was untying the knot in her stomach. Not much, but enough that she could feel it. The warmth in her chest was in
         her belly now too. She wondered how much of the skin she’d have to down to bring the feeling to her shoulders and neck.
      

      
      She couldn’t be stupid, though. She couldn’t get herself drunk. Someone shouted out Sandr’s name and the guard leapt to his
         feet. He didn’t pick up the skin.
      

      
      “Over here, sir,” Sandr said, walking in toward the fire. Wester and his Tralgu were gathering up their soldiers. Cithrin
         looked out into the grey and shifting darkness, in toward the fire, and then carefully, casually scooped up the wineskin,
         tucking it into her jacket.
      

      
      She walked back to her cart, avoiding the others as she went. Someone was singing, and another voice lifted to join the song.
         A night bird called out. Cithrin clambered up. Dew was forming on the wool cloth, tiny droplets catching the glow of the moon. She wondered whether she ought to lower the tarp, but it was dark, and she didn’t particularly want to.
         Instead, she snuggled into among the bolts, snuck the wineskin out of her jacket, and had just one more drink. A small one
         and only one.
      

      
      She had to be careful.

      
   
      
      Dawson Kalliam Baron of Osterling Fells

      
      The sword’s arc changed at the last second, the steel blade angling up toward his face. Had Dawson been as young as his opponent,
         the move would have had its intended effect: he would have flinched back from it, turned, and left himself open. But he had
         been dueling for too many years. He shifted his own blade an inch to the side and pushed the unexpected thrust a hair’s breadth
         wide of its mark.
      

      
      Feldin Maas, Baron of Ebbinbaugh and Dawson’s opponent in this little battle as in everything, spat on the ground and grinned.

      
      The original slight had been a small one. Despite Dawson having a greater landholding, Maas had demanded to be served before
         him at the king’s court three days before on the strength of having been named Warden the Southern Reach. Dawson had explained
         Maas’s mistake. Maas had made an insult of his concession. The pair of them had come near blows there in the great hall. And
         so the question was to be resolved here, in the fashion of old.
      

      
      The dueling yard was a dry, dusty ground long enough for jousting and narrow enough for a meeting like this one: short blades
         and dueling leathers. To one side, the great walls and towers of the Kingspire rose up, taller than trees. To the other, the
         Division a thousand feet deep that split the city and gave the Severed Throne its name.
      

      
      They disengaged and resumed the slow, tense circling. Dawson’s right arm was so tired it felt as if it was burning, but the
         tip of his sword didn’t waver. It was a point of pride that after thirty years on the field of honor, he was still as strong
         as the first day he’d stepped in. The younger man’s blade was slightly less steady, his form apparently more careless. It
         was a physical lie, and Dawson knew better than to believe it.
      

      
      Their leather-soled boots hushed against the earth. Feldin thrust. Dawson parried, counterthrust, and now Feldin stepped back.
         The grin was less certain, but Dawson didn’t let himself feel pleasure. Not until the bastard wore a Kalliam scar. Feldin
         Maas swung low and hard, twisting the blade fast from the wrist. Dawson parried, feinted to the right and attacked to the
         left. His form was perfect, but his enemy had already shifted away. They were both too experienced on the battlefield for
         the old tricks to carry much effect.
      

      
      Something unexpected was called for.

      
      In a true battle, Dawson’s thrust would have been suicidal. It left him open, off balance, overextended. It was artless, and
         so it had the effect he’d intended. Feldin leaped back, but too slowly. The resistance of metal cutting skin translated through
         Dawson’s blade.
      

      
      “Blood!” Dawson called.

      
      In the space of a heartbeat, Dawson saw Feldin’s expression go from surprise to rage, from rage to calculation, and from calculation
         to a cool, ironic mask. For an instant, he still prepared a counterattack. There would be no parrying it. Young Feldin was
         tempted, Dawson realized. Honor, witnesses, and rule of law aside, Feldin Maas had been tempted to kill him. It made the victory
         taste all that much better. Feldin stepped back, put his hand to his ribs, and lifted bloodied fingers. The physicians ran forward to assess the damage. Dawson sheathed his sword.
      

      
      “Well played, old man,” Feldin said as they stripped off his shirt. “Using my honor as your armor? That was almost a compliment.
         You wagered your life on my gentle instincts.”
      

      
      “More your fear of breaking form.”

      
      A dangerous glint came to the younger man’s eyes.

      
      “Here, we’ve just finished one duel,” the chief physician said. “Let’s not have another.”

      
      Dawson drew his dagger in salute. Feldin pushed the servants aside and drew his own. The blood pouring down his side was a
         good sign. This newest scar would be deep. Dawson sheathed his dagger, turned, and left the dueling ground behind him, his
         honor intact.
      

      
      Camnipol. The divided city, and seat of the Severed Throne.
      

      
      From the time of dragons, it had been the seat of Firstblood power in the world. In the dim, burned ages after the great war
         had brought the former lords of the world low and freed the slave races, Camnipol had been the beacon of light. Black and
         gold and proud upon her hill, the city had called home the scattered Firstblood. Fortunes might have waxed and waned through
         the centuries, but the city stood eternal, split by the Division and held by the might of the Kingspire, now the home of King
         Simeon and the boy prince Aster.
      

      
      The Silver Bridge spanned the Division from the Kingspire to the noble quarter that topped the western face. The ancient stone
         rested on a span of dragon’s jade no thicker than a hand’s width, and permanent as the sun or the sea. Dawson rode in a small
         horse-drawn carriage, eschewing the newer tradition of being pulled by slaves. The wheels rattled and flocks of pigeons flogged the air below him. He leaned out his window, looking down through the strata of ruins
         and stone that made the Division’s walls. He’d heard it said that the lowest of the ancient buildings, down in the huge midden
         at the great canyon’s base, were older than the dragons themselves. Camnipol, the eternal city. His city, at the heart of
         his nation and his race. Apart from his family, Dawson loved nothing better.
      

      
      And then he had crossed the great span of air, and the driver turned into his narrow private square. His mansion rose up,
         its clean, sweeping lines elegant free of the gaudy filigree with which upstarts like Feldin Maas, Alan Klin, and Curtin Issandrian
         tarted up their homes. His home was classic and elegant, and it looked out over the void to the Kingspire and the wide plain
         beyond it, the noblest house in the city, barring perhaps Lord Bannien of Estinford’s estate.
      

      
      His servants brought out the steps, and Dawson waved away the offered hands as he always did. It was their duty to offer,
         and his dignity required that he refuse. The ritual was the important thing. The door slave, an old Tralgu with light brown
         skin and silver hair at the tips of his ears, stood by the entryway. A silver chain bound him to the black marble column.
      

      
      “Welcome home, my lord,” the slave said. “A letter has come from your son.”

      
      “Which son?”

      
      “Jorey, my lord.”

      
      Dawson felt a twist in his gut. Had it been from one of his other children, he could have read the news with unalloyed pleasure,
         but a letter from Jorey was a letter from the loathed Vanai campaign. With trepidation, he held out his hand. The door slave
         turned his head toward the door.
      

      
      “Your lady wife has it, my lord.”

      
      The interior of the mansion was dark tapestry and bright crystal. His dogs bounded down the stairway yipping with excitement;
         five wolfhounds with shining grey fur and teeth of ivory. Dawson scratched their ears, patted their sides, and walked back
         to the solarium and his wife.
      

      
      The glass room was a consolation he gave his Clara. It spoiled the lines of the building on the north side, but she could
         cultivate the pansies and violets that grew in the hills of Osterling. The reminder of home made her more nearly content during
         the seasons in Camnipol, and she kept the house smelling of violets all through the winter. She sat now in a deep chair, a
         small desk at her side, the tables of dark blooms arrayed around her like soldiers on parade. She looked up at the sound of
         his steps and smiled.
      

      
      Clara had always been perfect. If the years had taken some of the rose from her cheeks, if her black hair was shot with white,
         he could still see the girl she had been. There had been rarer beauties and sharper poets when Dawson’s father had chosen
         the womb that would carry his grandchildren. But instead he had picked Clara, and it had taken Dawson no time at all to appreciate
         the wisdom of that choice. She was good at heart. She might have been a paragon in all other things, but if she had not been
         good, those other virtues would have turned to ash. Dawson leaned down, kissing her lips as he always did. It was a ritual
         like refusing the footman’s help and scratching the hounds’ ears. It gave life meaning.
      

      
      “We’ve heard from Jorey?” he said.

      
      “Yes,” she said. “He’s fine. He’s having a wonderful time in the field. His captain is Adria Klin’s boy Alan. He says they’re
         getting along quite nicely.”
      

      
      Dawson leaned against a flower table, arms crossed. The twinge in his belly grew worse. Klin. Another of Feldin Maas’s cabal. It had been like a bone in the throat when the king had placed Jorey under the man, and it still brought a little
         taste of anger thinking of it.
      

      
      “Oh, and he says he’s serving with Geder Palliako, but that can’t be right, can it? Isn’t that the strange little pudgy man
         with the enthusiasm for maps and comic rhyme?”
      

      
      “You’re thinking of Lerer Palliako. Geder’s his son.”

      
      “Oh,” Clara said with a wave of her hand. “That makes much more sense, because I couldn’t see him going out in the field again
         at his age. I think we’re all well beyond that. And then Jorey also wrote a long passage about horses and plums that’s clearly
         some sort of coded message for you that I couldn’t make head or tail of.”
      

      
      After a moment’s rooting through the folds of her dress, she held out the folded paper.

      
      “Did you win your little fight?” she asked.

      
      “I did.”

      
      “And did that awful man apologize?”

      
      “Better than that, dear. He lost.”

      
      Jorey’s script dotted the pages like well-regulated bird scratches, neat and sloppy at the same time. Dawson skimmed through
         the opening paragraphs. A few bluff comments about the rigors of the march, an arch comment about Alan Klin that Clara had
         either not seen or chosen to misunderstand, a brief passage about the Palliako boy who was apparently something of the company
         joke. And then the important part. He read it carefully, parsing each phrase, picking out the words he and his son had chosen
         to represent certain key players and strategems. There aren’t any windfall plums this year. Meaning Sir Klin was not the client of Lord Ternigan. Klin took his orders because Lord Ternigan was marshal of the army
         and not through any particular political alliance. That was useful information to know. My own horse is in real danger of developing a limp on his right side. Horse, not mount. Limp, not lameness. Right side, not left. So Klin’s company was favored to remain in conquered Vanai, and
         Klin himself the likely temporary governor. Ternigan wasn’t planning to take rule of the city on himself. All the more important,
         then, that the army stall.
      

      
      Only stall, of course. Not fail. Never fail. Everything would be in place, if Ternigan’s forces could just withhold victory for a season. That difference
         between postponement and failure kept his private negotiations with Maccia from crossing the line into treason. As long as
         the conquest of Vanai was delayed until the spring season, there would be time to get Klin recalled to the court and Jorey
         put in his place. Governing Vanai would be Jorey’s first step up within the court, and it would take some prestige away from
         Maas and Klin and their type.
      

      
      Dawson had worked through the most obscure channels he could, had sent letters to agents in Stollbourne who sent letters to
         merchants in Birancour who had business in Maccia. Discretion was critical, but he had managed it. Six hundred soldiers would
         reinforce the free city of Vanai until such time as it was convenient that they not. In spring, they would retreat, Vanai
         would fall, and by summer Dawson would be drinking with King Simeon and laughing together at his cleverness.
      

      
      “My lord?”

      
      The servant stood in the solarium’s doorway, bowing his apology. Dawson folded the letter and handed it back to Clara.

      
      “What is it?”

      
      “A visitor, sir. Baron Maas and his wife.”

      
      Dawson snorted, but Clara stood and adjusted her sleeves. Her face took on an almost serene calm, and she smiled at him.
      

      
      “Now love,” she said. “You’ve had your play at war. Don’t begrudge us our play at peace.”

      
      Objections sprang to mind like dogs after a fox: dueling wasn’t a game, it was honor; Maas had earned the scar and the humiliation
         that went with it; receiving him now was empty etiquette, and on and on. Clara hoisted an eyebrow and canted her head to the
         side. All his bluster drained away. He laughed.
      

      
      “My love,” he said, “you civilize me.”

      
      “Oh not that, surely,” she said. “Now come along and say something pleasant.”

      
      The receiving room swam in tapestry. Clothwork images of the Last Battle with the dragon’s wings worked in silver thread and
         Drakis Stormcrow in gold. Sunlight spilled through a wide window of colored glass worked in the heraldic gryphon-and-axe of
         Kalliam. The furnishings were among the most elegant in the house. Feldin Maas stood by the door as if at attention. His dark-haired,
         sharp-faced wife flowed forward as Dawson and Clara entered the room.
      

      
      “Cousin!” she said, taking Clara’s hands. “I am so happy to see you.”

      
      “Yes, Phelia,” Clara said. “I’m sorry that we only ever seem to visit one another when our boys have been misbehaving.”

      
      “Osterling,” Feldin Maas said, using Dawson’s more formal title.

      
      “Ebbinbaugh,” Dawson replied, bowing. Feldin retuned the bow with a stiffness that said the pain of his new cut still bothered
         him.
      

      
      “Oh stop it, both of you,” Clara said at the same moment Feldin’s wife said, “Sit down and have some wine.”

      
      The men did as they were told. After a few minutes of chatter, Feldin leaned over, speaking low.
      

      
      “I hadn’t heard whether you were joining the king’s tourney.”

      
      “Of course I am. Why wouldn’t I?”

      
      “I thought you might be leaving some glory for your sons, old friend,” Feldin said. “That’s all. No offense intended. I don’t
         think I can afford much more of your offense. At least not until I’ve healed.”
      

      
      “Perhaps next time we should duel with words. Insulting couplets at ten paces.”

      
      “Oh, blades will be fine. Your couplets do permanent damage. People still call Sir Lauren the Rabbit Knight because of you.”

      
      “Me? No. I could never have done it without his teeth and that ridiculous helmet of his. I know they were supposed to be wings,
         but by God they looked like ears to me,” Dawson said and took a drink. “You acquitted yourself well today, my boy. Not as
         well as I did, but you’re a fighter and no doubt.”
      

      
      Clara rewarded him with a smile. She was right; it wasn’t so hard being magnanimous. There was even a kind of warmth in it.
         The wine was rich, and the servants brought in a plate of dry cheese and pickled sausages. Clara and her cousin gossiped and
         touched each other’s arms and hands at every chance, like children flirting. It was much the same thing, he supposed. First
         insult, then violence, and reassurance afterward. It was women like theirs who kept the kingdom from bursting apart in a war
         of ego and manliness.
      

      
      “We are lucky men,” Dawson said, “to have wives like these.”

      
      Feldin Maas startled, considered the two women deep in conversation about the difficulty of maintaining households in Camnipol and their family holdings both, and gave a rough half-smile.
      

      
      “I suppose we are,” he said. “How long are you staying in Camnipol?”

      
      “Until the tourney, and then another week or two. I want to get home again before the snows.”

      
      “Yes. Nothing like the Kingspire in winter for catching every breath of wind off the plain. It’s like his majesty had a sailmaker
         for an architect. I’ve heard the king’s thinking of touring the reaches just so he can spend some time in a warm house.”
      

      
      “It’s the hunting,” Dawson said. “Ever since we were boys, he’s loved the winter hunts in the reaches.”

      
      “Still, he’s getting old for it, don’t you think?”

      
      “No. I don’t.”

      
      “I bow to your opinion,” Feldin said, but his smile was thin and smug. Dawson felt a tug of anger, and Clara must have seen
         it. Part of peacekeeping, it appeared, was to know how to stop playing at friends before the illusion faded. She called for
         the servants, gathered a gift of violets for her cousin, and they walked together to the entry hall to say their farewells.
         Just before he turned away, Feldin Maas frowned and raised a finger.
      

      
      “I forget, my lord. Do you have family in the Free Cities?”

      
      “No,” Dawson said. “Well, I think Clara has some obscure relations in Gilea.”

      
      “Through marriage,” Clara said. “Not blood.”

      
      “Nothing in Maccia, then. That’s good,” Feldin Maas said.

      
      Dawson’s spine stiffened.

      
      “Maccia? No,” he said. “Why? What’s in Maccia.”

      
      “Apparently the Grand Doge there has decided to throw in with Vanai against his majesty. ‘Unity in the face of aggression’
         or some such.”
      

      
      Feldin knew about Vanai’s reinforcements. And if he knew, so did Sir Alan Klin. Did they know whose influence had brought
         Vanai its new allies, or did they only suspect? They must at least suspect, or Feldin wouldn’t have brought it up. Dawson
         smiled the way he hoped he would have if he’d had no stake in the matter.
      

      
      “Unity among the Free Cities? That seems unlikely,” he said. “Probably just rumor.”

      
      “Yes,” Feldin Maas said. “Yes, I’m sure you’re right.”

      
      The dog-faced, small-cocked, hypocrite bastard son of a weasel and a whore bowed and escorted his wife from the house. When
         Dawson didn’t move, Clara took his hand.
      

      
      “Are you well, dear? You look pained.”

      
      “Excuse me,” he said.

      
      Once in his library, he locked the doors, lit the candles, and pulled his maps from their shelves. He’d marked the paths from
         Maccia to Vanai and the roads the army was sure to take. He measured and made his calculations, fury rising like waves whipped
         by a storm. He’d been betrayed. Somewhere along the chain of communications, somebody had said something, and his plans had
         been tipped to the ground. He had overreached, and it left him exposed. He’d been outplayed. By Feldin Maas. One of the dogs
         whined and scratched at the door until Dawson unlocked it and let it in.
      

      
      The dog climbed onto the couch, wrapping its haunches in close and looking up at Dawson with anxious eyes. The Baron of Osterling
         Fells sank down beside the beast and scratched its ears. The dog whined again, pressing its head up into Dawson’s palm. A
         moment later, Clara appeared in the doorway, her arms folded, her eyes as anxious as the hound’s.
      

      
      “Something’s gone wrong?”

      
      “A bit, yes.”
      

      
      “Does it put Jorey in danger?” she asked.

      
      “I don’t know.”

      
      “Does it put us in danger?”

      
      Dawson didn’t reply because the answer was yes, and he couldn’t bring himself to lie.
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