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“Murderer.”


He woke in a sweat, sat bolt upright in the darkness, and reached for his sister’s hand.

She wasn’t there.

He felt around; her cot was gone. She was gone. This place smelled wrong; it stank of heat and stone and sand, not the fresh sea breeze and herb-soaked scents of the comfortable kitchen where his mother cooked and younger brother meticulously prepared plants for medicinal use.

The voice continued, someone speaking not in a dream but nearby. “No need for Lord Agalar to examine this one. Send the prisoner directly to shaft five with the other murderers.”

The mention of Lord Agalar jolted him into action. He swung his legs over the edge of the cot on which he’d been sleeping. He expected to touch worn floorboards or dusty stone but instead his feet sank into a soft carpet. The touch of luxury cleared his muzzy thoughts. He remembered in vivid, taste-soaked detail: a slice of lemon stings on his tongue to distract himself as he applies the exact amount of pressure it takes to cut open a larynx with a scalpel.


His limbs went clammy, his chest constricted, and a wave of dizziness caught him by surprise because he was sitting still, not cutting a man open, not fleeing with his sister on that blood-drenched day over a year ago. For several breaths he sat with face cradled in his hands as he had trained himself: slow inhalation, hold, slow exhalation.

When his pounding heart calmed and his hands were no longer shaking, he groped along the table placed beside the cot and found a basin, his shaving kit, and finally the oil lamp he was searching for. After lighting the lamp and getting dressed, he ventured past the folding screen that concealed the cot.

The large chamber beyond the screen was also hot and dark. It stank of blood, although the floor had been mopped last night and all the basins scrubbed with sand before being replaced beside the surgery table. A mirror caught the lamp flame and showed him a ghost of himself, like a reminder of who he once had been, years ago, his earliest memory: a young child standing terrified in the dark.

“Lord Agalar?” A man spoke from the other side of an outer wall concealed by floor-to-ceiling curtains.

The face that looked at him from the mirror had no voice, so he set down the lamp and thus banished the ghost. To save his sister and mother and younger brother, he had to shed the murky past. In diction, tone, mannerism, and conceit he had to become Lord Agalar of Nerash, a man utterly sure of his exalted place in the world, of his expertise, of how cumbersome it was to be surrounded by people less important than himself.

“Who has interrupted my morning routine? Where is my tea? Why are the curtains not open?”

The curtains were drawn aside by an armed guard. The space opened directly onto a covered porch supported by stone pillars. Agalar shaded his face as sunlight assaulted his night-adapted eyes.

Beyond the porch lay the mining settlement, a village nestled beneath the rocky slopes where the mining shafts cut into the ground. The mudbrick houses for the supervisor and visiting notables clustered off to the right. There was also a stable, a barracks for guards and free laborers, and a cookhouse built of quarried stone. Judging by the angle and length of shadows, he had slept to midmorning. Usually he rose at dawn, the only time of day to enjoy this blighted landscape. By now it was already uncomfortable.

Pearl entered bearing a tray with a pot of tea and a platter of freshly baked bread, peeled figs, and slices of melon. She examined him with a frown that reminded him of his mother.

“I can see you didn’t sleep well.” She set down the tray and without asking, straightened his clothes so he would look less like he’d tossed them on the carpet before going to sleep, which he had in fact done. Only after she tidied him up to her satisfaction did she gesture to the armed men who waited on the porch outside. He called the two guards Sunny and Flint because it irritated them, and they had to put up with it to keep up the pretense that he was really the esteemed Lord Agalar of Nerash, a rich and highborn physician traveling the world in pursuit of medical knowledge.

“Lord Eorgas requests an audience, my lord.” Sunny had the most cheerful of voices but in fact was a nasty man with not the tiniest gleam of light in his foul spirit. “A new lot of prisoners needs inspection for the mines because they may be ill.”

Lord Eorgas peered nervously into the chamber from the edge of the porch. The mine supervisor was a man whose skin was baked brown and leathery by a lifetime living under the unforgiving sun of the desert. Like most of the other upper-class Saroese men in the land called Efea, Eorgas kept his black hair shaved close against his head to keep it lice-free and his scalp clean.

Agalar stiffened his back and gave that confident twist to his voice that so impressed people who bent over backward to please any man titled “Lord.”

“Ah! Eorgas. Do join me. Pearl, do hurry up Ash with my wash water. I can’t eat before I’ve washed.”

She went out as Eorgas ventured in. Dust darkened the mining supervisor’s clothing but at least his face was clean.

“Blessings of the morning to you, Lord Agalar. I’m sorry to wake you so soon after all the work you did last night, and for nothing.”

“It’s never for nothing to make the attempt to save a life. I regret that my efforts were not enough to save the man. But perhaps the next patient will benefit from his death because your shift supervisors have learned how to properly tie off an injured limb with a tourniquet. Ah, Ash.”

Unlike Sunny and Flint, who had been hired separately to keep Agalar under observation, Ash and the rest of Pearl’s crew of thieves were the sort of people you could trust as long as they weren’t trying to steal from you. So Agalar felt safe enough to sit down and close his eyes without fearing he’d get spit on or hit. He wasn’t sure he would ever get used to the opulence of sitting passively as another person soothed the dry skin of his face with a hot, moist towel scented with rose water, then thoroughly washed his hands for him in lemon-scented coconut oil.

“This astounding heat sucks vitality as well as water from the body,” remarked Agalar to Eorgas. “And the ever-present film of dust is quite astonishing. I fear my surgery tools will never be properly clean while I am in residence here.”

“You waste a great deal of water. Your demands are taxing our well.”

“Clean wounds and clean surroundings lead to much improved chances for healing. Now, Eorgas, what brings you so urgently to my office this early in the morning?”

As the man began to ponderously explain about a newly arrived group of prisoners needing examination, Agalar’s attention drifted to two ragged figures standing in the full glare of the morning sun. One was a boy of perhaps twelve; he had the brown-black complexion common among the Efeans whose people had always lived in this region. Men like Eorgas called themselves Efean too, but their black hair was straight instead of tightly curled, and their skin was lighter, marking them as descendants of the Saroese who had sailed to Efea five generations ago.

The exhausted slump of the boy’s thin shoulders triggered a twinge of clotted memory.


A young child standing terrified in the dark in a field overrun with fighting.


He forcibly suppressed the memory by shifting his gaze to the creature standing beside the boy. It was a frightful thing draped in a baggy shift that had been enthusiastically smeared with a dried substance he hoped was not feces, but considering its matted hair and dust-blotched skin, he wouldn’t have been surprised. Still, a kind of feral intelligence shone in its dark eyes. It noticed him looking and, after a glare as staggering as a knife stabbed into his face, looked angrily at the ground.

“Bring those two in under the shade,” he said, interrupting Eorgas without compunction. “I wouldn’t leave a rabid dog out in this sun.”

“They might be carrying the fire curse. It will infest the whole mine if we’re not careful.”

“The fire curse! I don’t know this disease.”

“It’s a burning rash that eats into your skin until it weeps blood. Men in particular dread it because it often infests their tender areas in a most unpleasant way. They call it a curse because it’s said only magic can heal it.”

“Magic! We shall see about that.” Agalar walked out to the porch only to be stopped dead by the astounding stink. “Whew! I would recommend a bath for this beauty
 , Eorgas, but dare not risk your complaining about the waste of water. So which will it be? Endure the stench when I bring them into my surgery to examine the rash, or wash them first?”

“We do not need a wash. We are fine as we are.” The voice was low, scarcely more than a whisper. It startled him in its intensity and in the precise, educated diction of its Saroese, since he’d discovered most of the native Efeans either did not speak Saroese at all or spoke it badly.

At first he thought it must be the boy speaking but it was the other one whose chin was raised defiantly. That’s when he realized what was staring him in the face. The creature was young and, by the suggestion of shape beneath the loose garment, female.

He sat on the edge of the porch. “Boy, come here. Show me your arm.”

People betray a great deal if you watch carefully, as he had been obliged to do his entire life. The boy looked at the older girl for permission. She gave Agalar a threatening look, brows lowering like a storm.

“I am a physician,” he said. “No one is going to touch any of you while you are under my care.”

She nudged the boy with a foot and he took a shuffling step forward, arm held out.

It was a rash, all right, red, swollen, bumpy, and blistering.

“Does it itch?” he asked.

Again the boy looked at the girl.

“Yes, it itches.” She indicated a group of undernourished and dehydrated women and children huddled together a stone’s throw away. “Our whole group has the fire curse.”

He couldn’t help himself. He smiled. “I see.”

“There is nothing funny about the fire curse.” Her anger blazed as if the sun had shot a tendril of its fury into her eyes.

He was surprised to feel a rush of elation at her audacity in scolding him, not that he could show it. She was disgusting and she stank and she was utterly vulnerable but yet too stubborn and proud to submit. She finally dropped her chin grudgingly as if she had just remembered that men like him held the power of life and death over people like her.

He knew exactly what happened to vulnerable prisoners.

Just as he knew what the rash was, and how this group of women and children had contracted it.








2


If only her anger could cause people to burst into flame, Bettany thought. Her imaginings were the last pleasure left to her. What if the foreign physician and his fastidiously clean hands literally ignited? That straw-colored hair would burn as easily as dry wheat stubble. He could flame away, spewing his lemon balm scent as he burned, until he was nothing but a charred lump twisted in agony, like her heart.

But he was incidental, merely the latest shackle in a long chain. What galled was the way he sat as if he was remembering an amusing joke that no one but him could possibly be intelligent enough to comprehend. The fresh whip marks on her back had taught her where defiance led. His smile goaded her into intemperate words regardless.

“When you are done laughing at us, my lord, I beg you, at least allow my innocent companions to sit in the shade and have a drink of water and perhaps a mouthful of millet porridge before we are all sent into the mines to die.”

His eyes opened wide, as if her capacity for speech astonished him. “What makes you think I am laughing at you
 ?”

“My mention of the fire curse brought a smile to your lips. As if suffering is a jest.”

“Suffering is never to be taken in jest.” A wind spiked up, blowing into his face, and he pressed a hand over his nose and mouth. “I am going to have to insist you all be thoroughly washed before I examine you. I’ll send Pearl to escort you to the stables. You can trust her.”

“Trust her with what?”

“Trust that she obeys my directives and not those of the mine supervisor.”

Leaving this mysterious promise like a sack of ill omen festering on the dirt, he went back into the building. He and the mine supervisor returned to their morning meal, eating from a tray of delicious-looking foods that she and her companions would never enjoy.

Maybe death would come quickly. A rockfall inside the mines crushing their chests with a ghastly pressure; a sandstorm swallowing them up in clouds of choking dust that clogged their lungs; throats cut and blood soaking the dead desert soil. But she doubted the gods would be so merciful.

“What’s going to happen to us now?” whispered poor frightened Montu-en.

The boy leaned against her as if she
 could protect him when she was as helpless as he was. Yet she put a hand on his shoulder for the false comfort her touch would provide. Once a stout, healthy lad, he was nothing but skin and bone now. He wouldn’t last a month in the mines. Their ten companions watched her with the same wary hope that had kept their group together and alive on the cruel journey. They had trudged halfway across Efea, ripped from the welcoming streets of their home in the city of Saryenia and banished to this blasted stone desert. Now all would suffer a painful, humiliating death through overwork and worse abuses. The guards on the journey had taunted them with all the things their group would be subjected to once they reached the pitiless shafts of the mines, even as they never touched them for all those weeks because they feared the rash.

She wanted to force her captors to kill her outright. It would be simple enough to do. Grab a knife and lunge at the immaculate doctor, or at the foul-faced mine supervisor, or even at the ugliest and most belligerent of the guards. They would cut her down, a blade stabbing into her entrails for a messy, stinking, and relatively quick death rather than the months of slow misery and torment that awaited her.

But she couldn’t kill herself. Her mother had made her promise to take care of the others, a responsibility she could not shirk even if a part of her resented its burden.

A stocky, middle-aged woman strode up. She had the callused hands of a laborer and a blunt face: flat nose and broad cheeks. She offered Bettany the courtesy of looking her in the eye. “I am Pearl. You come with me.”

“Where are we going?”

“You stink worse than a stable. I suppose you dirtied yourself to keep the guards away. For your sake, I hope it worked.” Her Saroese was sufficient, if simple, and spoken with an accent that differed from the doctor’s way of speaking.

Pearl lined them up single file and walked toward the stables at a pace even the most exhausted could manage without stumbling.

Beyond the stable yard’s fence the land sloped down into a ravine. All along the rocky slope stood a patchwork of huts and hovels made of slabs of stone, shelters for slaves that were not much more than windbreaks. Sounds floated like dreams: the incessant pounding of sledgehammers, the creak of rope pulleys, and the grinding of stone against stone. In this toil people’s souls were wrung until they were empty, and all their sweat and blood went to enrich the highborn Saroese rulers of Efea who presided as far above it all as the stars above the cruel earth.

“This way, Beauty.” Pearl tapped Bettany’s back with the tip of her driver’s whip.

“My name isn’t Beauty.”

“You are no beauty, for sure. But Lord Agalar told me to bring Beauty and her pack. Unless you want to tell me your real name?”

Refusing to share her name was the only revolt she had. “Call me what you want.”

Inside the stable yard the oxen that had pulled their supply wagons on the journey from Saryenia were being fed and watered under the shade of a canvas awning, a greater courtesy than would have been shown their group if the doctor had not intervened. Pearl led them into a chamber with a trough, a slab floor, hooks for hanging meat, and basins smeared with dried blood.

“This is a slaughterhouse.” Bettany stuck out an arm to prevent the others from entering.

“It is out of the sun, and private. Do you want to strip in front of everyone, all eyes on you?”

“No.”

Pearl’s pleasant expression did not waver. “Lord Agalar is showing you more respect than you will get from anyone else here.”


Respect!
 Bettany wanted to scream the word until her throat was raw, but she managed to scrape out a hoarse whisper. “What difference does his respect make to us?”

“I expect you already know the answer to that. A lord’s protection offers many advantages in this world.”

Two people came into the chamber carrying a dented copper tub and several buckets. Like Pearl, they wore their hair in the elaborate braids that marked them as Shipwrights, a seagoing people known to hire themselves out as mercenaries and thieves to the highest bidder. Like Pearl, they carried themselves with easy confidence rather than servile submission.

Pearl said, “Beauty, I am putting you in charge. I will stand guard at the door so no one bothers you. Everyone strips, washes their body, then washes their clothes and puts them back on. Do you understand?”

“Yes.”

“Will any of you give me trouble?”

Bettany considered Montu-en and the other two boys, the two laundresses and three cleaning women, the cook’s assistant and the water and scullery girls. Over the years her mother had taken each in, giving them shelter and food in exchange for work. But then she’d been abandoned and betrayed by the man she trusted and loved—Bettany’s father. She and Bettany’s three sisters had been taken away to serve their new masters, the lords of Garon Palace. This portion of the household had been condemned to the mines, from which there was no escape, no future, nothing but anguish and the final release of death.

Yet she could not get that mocking “Beauty” out of her head. Because as much as it annoyed her, it had also given her a repugnant idea.

“We won’t give you any trouble. Will we be taken to see the doctor again?” She thought of how clean his face had been, the unexpected lapis lazuli color of his eyes. He seemed terribly young for a doctor, not much older than she was.

“Yes. After you are clean I will take you all back to be examined by him.”

Pearl was right. He was the only chance remaining to them.

“All right. We’ll do as you ask.”

* * *

They returned to the doctor’s house at midday. It was so hot that walking such a short distance under the sun dried their wet clothes by the time they reached the shelter of his porch. Montu-en and the others were allowed to sit in the porch’s shade. Nobody bothered to guard them. They had nowhere to run.

Pearl entered the doctor’s office with Bettany beside her. The chamber was furnished with a high table laced with straps, a lacquered red cupboard, two chests, a side table with medical instruments laid out neatly on a tray, and several chairs.

The doctor was alone in the chamber, writing at a desk. He glanced up. His eyes went wide, and he set down his brush and said, “Who is this?”

Pearl had a surprisingly mischievous grin. “Beauty.”

“No!”

“You chose better than you meant,” Pearl added with a chuckle. “It surprised me too.”

He picked up a dry brush and twirled it through his fingers. He had such an agile, coordinated grip that Bettany could not take her gaze off the play of his hand.

Finally the brush halted, and he set it down decisively. “I am Lord Agalar. What is your name?”

She wanted to keep her voice calm but the anger exploded. “Why should I share my name with you?”

“Why would you, a prisoner and a slave, speak so brashly to me? I can easily have you punished.” He tapped the desk as if his fingers were thinking for him. The frown on his lips suggested she’d gone too far. Her sisters’ gifts—Maraya’s calm rationality, Jes’s sullen but effective scheming, and Amaya’s beguiling pleas—were not hers. She always charged too far too fast and got caught over the line. For herself she didn’t care but she had to remember for whom she was responsible and what she owed to her mother.

“My apologies, my lord,” she began, trying desperately for a more composed and diffident demeanor.

He raised a hand, lifting the forefinger and then the middle finger to join it like a doubled warning. “That tone doesn’t suit you.”

She stiffened, wanting to shout that her tone wasn’t any of his business, but she managed to clamp her lips shut over the words before they erupted.

With a sharp sigh, he pulled a hand through his short hair, mussing it, then noticed he was doing it and immediately settled the hand on the desk. He gave Pearl a nod and she considered it a moment, then left.

He glanced around to assure himself they were alone. “Let me tell you something, Beauty. Unlike most people I meet, I am not a fool. And neither are you.”

“What do you mean?” She kept her tone flat, careful to make no assumptions.

“On such a long journey the guards who are escorting slaves, especially slaves who are helpless women and children, will act as they wish. So besides making yourself stink so badly by smearing feces over your skin, you also rubbed yourself and all your companions with the leaf of a plant or an oil that causes a rash and blistering. Did you use nettle? Leaves from the varnish tree? Perhaps the shrub that pharmacological textbooks call red poison?”

He knew. The doctor knew
 . And he had to pretentiously parade his knowledge before her just to gloat before giving them up. A sick dread crawled up her throat as she tried to bluff anyway.

“It’s the fire curse.”

“Perhaps a disease called the fire curse exists. But this isn’t it. Did you smuggle along a supply of leaves or oil and reapply it to your skin at intervals? Or is the plant commonly found along the paths and roads you walked? It was a dangerous gamble. I’ve seen people die from blisters turned to suppurating boils.”

Without the rash to protect them, they were doomed. Maybe the earth itself would open into a great cleft to swallow them all. Wouldn’t it be better to tumble for eternity into a bottomless abyss? You could relax into your endless fall, sure that all that awaited you was more of the same.

Despite her yearning, no extraordinary cataclysm erupted.

No one was going to save them. She had only one last gamble, however distasteful.

As if she had spoken—maybe a shift in her posture betrayed her—he sat straighter, expectantly. His brows raised as if he was already surprised.

Through gritted teeth she said, “I have a proposition to make to you.”
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Lord Agalar—the real Lord Agalar—would have been offended by the clumsy proposal, but he was so ashamed to witness her desperation that he had nothing to say.

She went on in her harsh voice. “You have grooms, drivers, and guards among your entourage. Also Pearl, who seems to be your cook and administrator. But I see no clerk’s table.”

“Clerk’s table?” Where was she going with this?

Her scan of the room was impressively comprehensive, even a little dismissive. “In Saryenia physicians are accompanied by apprentices and assistants, not just by servants. So if you want people to realize you are an experienced and skilled physician, then you should take me on as your assistant.”

He grabbed one of his many handkerchiefs and pretended to cough into it, hoping to hide the blush that flamed up his cheeks. Her unexpected beauty and furious gaze had thrown him into so much confusion that he had horribly misinterpreted her use of the word “proposition.”

She went on, pressing her case just as if he had objected. “Maybe it’s because you are so young, but I should warn you that here in Efea the Saroese lords only respect people who come accompanied by a large entourage.”

With as much nonchalance as he could muster, trying to restore his control of the situation, he lowered the handkerchief. “If that is so, why have I been welcomed in all the mining settlements?”

“No one cares if a charlatan administers medicine to criminals as long as his services come cheap.”


Does she suspect? How could she possibly know?


She was still talking, oblivious to his erratic pulse. “It’s clear you’re no charlatan, but that doesn’t mean you know everything about medicine in Efea. A local assistant can benefit you in many ways.”

Now he wanted to smile at her boldness. “Can she, indeed?”

“Yes, she can.” She did not simper or plead, just sliced right through to the muscle. “The plant that caused the rash is none of the three you mentioned. The plants available here in Efea may not be the same as the ones in your distant home. Where did you say you came from?”

“The port of Nerash, on the Fire Sea.”

She studied the papyrus on which he was notating an account of yesterday’s operation, starting with the details of the crushed limb and ending with the death of the injured man. She seemed to hesitate, then went on.

“Seven of your nine servants are Shipwrights, but you and the two guards don’t wear Shipwright braids. By looks you clearly aren’t Saroese yet your account of the operation is written in the Saroese language. Meanwhile the notations you’re making in the margins are in a language I don’t recognize. It stands to reason that you are from somewhere far away and would not have extensive knowledge of Efea.”

Her astute observations struck too close to home. He pushed back his chair, set his feet up on the desk, and crossed his arms. “You’ve changed the subject, Beauty. You were propositioning me, I believe.”

She closed her hands into fists.

“Well?” The way she unsettled him made him push back.

“All I’m saying is you could use an assistant who is knowledgeable about the medicinal plants available here in Efea.”

“Are you such a person?”

“I am.”

“What would you use to treat a cough?”

“Hibiscus in hot water, inhaled by the patient. Or licorice root.”

“A headache?”

“Coriander seeds. Its oil can be rubbed on the skin to alleviate aching muscles.”

“Stomach and intestinal discomfort?”

“Cardamom, or caraway. Gum of acacia.”

“Heal a contaminated wound?”

“Honey soothes tainted cuts and gashes. Henna also works to scab over wounds.”

“To treat a blistering rash from a poisonous plant?”

She paused, seeking the trick in his question, then answered, “Heaven’s wand, which the Saroese call aloe. If the skin becomes swollen and red, then treat in the same way as a contaminated wound.”

“Can you read and write?”

“Yes, in both Saroese and Efean.”

Her confident replies impressed him, not that he was going to let her know that. “Where did you learn this valuable knowledge?”

“From my mother.”

He slapped his feet onto the floor to ground himself. My mother.


Robbed of voice, he touched the bone ring on his little finger, the one carved with intertwining snakes.

She glared at him as if daring him to deride her mother.

When he said nothing she tugged nervously at the simple linen dress she wore. She must have been wearing it beneath the loose cloth he’d first seen her in, because this garment was woven to fit in a style common among the Efean locals, like a sheath to a knife and definitely flattering to her tall, curvy frame. Although she had the pinch of hunger in her cheeks, a look he recognized all too well from his own early life.

Abruptly a gush of breathless words poured from her.

“My mother taught me a great deal about herbs and medical care. I can act as your assistant and take care of household tasks for you, like washing clothes and tidying your chamber. And… and…”

Here, at last, came the offer she didn’t want to make. Her hesitation made his skin crawl with disgust. He hated himself for being witness to her misery. He struggled for an interruption, anything to stop her from saying what he knew was coming next. Of course he knew. His mother had lived this story when he was growing up. But he couldn’t get words out. His voice had vanished.

She braced herself, tone thick with a revulsion she couldn’t disguise. “I will do whatever you want or need or wish, my lord, if only you will spare my companions from… from…”

“Enough!” The words came out sharper than he intended but entirely in keeping with Lord Agalar’s manner. “You will accompany me on my afternoon rounds. If you prove your worth, then I will employ you. You will receive a place to sleep and two meals a day. If
 you prove your worth.”

“What about my companions?”

Her courage and loyalty made him want to praise her, but she had to believe he was Lord Agalar in truth. The three most precious lives in the world depended on his performance.

“Your well-being and that of your companions hangs by the thread of my favor. If I approve of your skills, I will tell Lord Eorgas that your companions all have the fire curse and must remain under my care until such time as I pronounce them cured.”

He paused, leaving her an opening to ask what would happen if she wasn’t skilled enough to pass his test.

She merely nodded to accept the challenge.

He had Pearl bring porridge, bread, and barley beer which Beauty took to her companions who were sitting in the shade of the porch. He pretended to write but he couldn’t help watching. She had a precise way of dividing up portions and handing them out, accustomed to such mundane work. She wasn’t a smiler—she and other women merely exchanged resigned looks—but she offered a pat on the head to the four children and spoke to them with words that made them relax.

Pearl hadn’t left. Standing by his desk, she said in a low voice, “Are you sure you know what you’re doing?”

“Of course I know,” he snapped.

She snorted, gathered up his breakfast tray, and went out.

Sunny strolled up to loom over the desk. “Taking on a concubine wasn’t part of your instructions, murderer
 .”

“Keep your voice down. My instructions are to facilitate the capture of a gold shipment. Yours are to aid me—”

“Mine are to make sure the gold—and you—are delivered to my employer. And when that’s done I plan to kick that arrogant sneer right off your face.”

“If we don’t succeed, I’ll be dead, and if I do succeed, your employer will pay me what I’m due and release me from our contract. So spare me your tiresome and predictable threats.” He raised his voice to make sure it attracted the attention of people passing outside. “Go at once to Lord Eorgas’s steward. Tell him I will arrive at the hospital for my rounds soon. I expect everything to be ready, just as I like it.”

With people looking, Sunny had to leave on the errand just as if he was really Lord Agalar’s loyal guardsman.

When Pearl returned, Beauty followed her from the porch back into the office. The small meal had already lifted some of the ashy grayness from her dark complexion.

“I’m ready, my lord.”

“You may assist Pearl in assembling my medical bag.”

As Pearl began arranging vials of oil and tiny pots with tinctures and bags of herbs into the bottom tray of his leather bag, Bettany leaned closer to study where Pearl put each item and in what order the medical tools were arranged on the upper tray. But a shift of weight from one foot to another precipitated a clearing of the throat, and she set hands on hips and sighed.

“Have you no red slipper, my lord? It’s useful for the stubborn coughs people get when they’ve breathed too much dust or sand. There isn’t any lady crown, which soothes skin that is cracked and bleeding. I saw it growing beside the road on the way here.”

“Is this meant to impress me?” he retorted, still annoyed by the confrontation with Sunny.

Her sidelong glance was almost hidden by the way she swiftly turned her face away from him when she realized he was looking at her. “I merely remark on local plants that might be of use to you, my lord.”

Pearl met his gaze with a pointed one of her own, and returned to her work. She fitted the upper tray onto the lower one and covered the upper with a leather flap. Without being asked, Beauty picked it up by the handle.

“Pearl will carry the bag,” he said. “You will carry my scribe’s box. I expect you to record my observations and treatments in the logbook I keep.”

“Of course.”

He couldn’t help but approve that she checked each of the rectangular tray’s drawers to make sure the proper writing tools were available. He had once done the same for the real Lord Agalar, and he found that her presence as his clerk and assistant did make him feel more official. More lordly.

Their first stop was a stone barracks with twenty beds but only five patients—skilled laborers who worked for pay. He observed Beauty’s reactions as he examined a healing gash, two stubborn scaly skin rashes, a cough that kept bringing up blood, and a man recovering from jaundice. She didn’t hesitate to wipe blood from the chin of the coughing man with a scrap of linen cloth. Her writing as he dictated a description of each patient’s condition was briskly notated and easily readable.

Just as he finished dictating, the pompous fraud of a man who was the official mine doctor hurried in. Dotas had a self-important swagger, a petulant whine, and a blotchy red nose.

“I heard you were come, Lord Agalar. I thought we had an agreement you do not examine my patients if I am not present.”

“I did not want to disturb you, Lord Dotas. It takes some time for the effects of repeated heavy drinking to wear off the next day. I am sensitive to your complaints of headaches and enduring nausea.”

The other man huffed and puffed but could not defend himself. His gaze fell on Beauty. “What do you mean by having this Commoner in your retinue, Lord Agalar?”

“A Commoner?”

“Yes, that’s what we call them. Since you are a foreigner you may not understand that we keep Commoners separate from proper Patrons like ourselves.”

“Patrons being what you call people of Saroese ancestry, you mean.”

The man grabbed at Beauty’s arm. She jerked away from his fingers, and he made a clumsy attempt to slap her. He was obviously still drunk. “A cursed mule too!”

Agalar had years of practice in suppressing his temper but it blazed now. “Keep your hands off my servant!”

“She’s not yours. She belongs to the mine. To Garon Palace!”

Shaking with emotion, Agalar grabbed his surgical saw. “Get out of my way, you incompetent oaf. After I leave Akheres, be sure everyone will notice how poorly the injured fare under your supervision.”

Of course there was a form of satisfaction in observing Dotas’s fish-mouthed shock at being threatened in such a manner. But the great benefit of wearing a lord’s mantle was that as long as others believed you outranked those you abused, you could get away with it.

“Come along,” he said to Pearl and Beauty.

As they left the barracks and made their way past storehouses to the back of the compound, he kept glancing at Beauty but she wasn’t looking at him. The rigidity of her jaw gave her a mulishly stubborn appearance, but while mules were, in his opinion, generally stronger, smarter, and hardier than horses, he was sure a man like Lord Dotas believed that horses were noble and mules tainted half-breeds.

Behind the storehouses lay the fenced-in yard where ill and injured slaves had dragged themselves in the hope they might get any scrap of medical attention. The fortunate ones rested on mats or blankets beneath a dirty canvas awning, but some simply suffered on the hard ground in the hot sun. None had any attendants because the able-bodied had to work. Ash and several of the other Shipwrights had already arrived with buckets of water and were ladling it out to the parched slaves. Pearl went over to help.

“Here is where the real work begins,” Agalar said to Beauty.

“This looks nothing like hospitals in Saryenia.”

“Did you often visit hospitals?” He set his bag on a shaded table—recently scrubbed, he was glad to note—and rinsed his hands from a pitcher of vinegar.

“Sometimes I went with my mother. She would gather plants and herbs outside the walls and trade with the physicians in exchange for medicines she could not obtain elsewhere.”

“You speak warmly of your mother. Is she as beautiful as you?”

“Am I required to answer that question, my lord?” she asked in the tight tone he was coming to guess meant she was choking down an angry shout.

“Oh!” He dried his hands on clean linen. “Now I understand Lord Dotas’s comment about mules. One of your parents is Saroese and one is Efean. Given that the Saroese look down upon the Efeans, it stands to reason that to them you would seem a figure of contempt and ridicule.…”

Her gaze flashed up, searing him.

He closed his mouth, stricken by shame.

After an awkward pause he said, “Rinse your hands.”

Ash returned to carry the bag as they began their rounds. Agalar knelt beside each patient, took a pulse, and recited symptoms, which Beauty dutifully recorded. Where needed, she translated between Efean and Saroese, a skill that proved useful when they reached a prisoner whose thigh had taken a deep cut and who did not understand Saroese. When Agalar handed her a pair of tweezers to pick fragments of rock and sand out of the gash, she did not flinch. Her hand remained steady as he held the skin back with retractors. The gash had cut almost to the bone, a common enough injury when heated rock exploded and sprayed shards. The patient did not moan; few did, out here. He merely wheezed faster, eyes shut.

“What do you think, Beauty? See how wasted his muscle has become. Undernourished people eat their own bodies to survive. Most of his nails have fallen off, and his wheeze will worsen until he can no longer breathe. He will likely start coughing up blood before then. Should we heal him to return to the mines for weeks or months of agonizing misery, or would it be more merciful to let him die now?”

She did not reply, gaze intent as she sought any last grain or fragment left behind. When she finished, he dabbed a concoction of honey along the edges of the wound and gave her a needle and thread to sew it up. Her stitches were neat and her hand steady, and he only had to correct her twice. When she finally sat back on her heels and held out the bloody needle, he did not take it. As if his refusal was a prod, she answered in a low voice.

“No one knows what will happen in a week or a month. A family might be living quite contentedly with no fears for the future and suddenly in the course of one afternoon find their entire lives upended and torn apart.”

She looked away. A bead of water slid down her cheek to tremble at her jawline.

He raised a hand but caught himself before he touched her face to wipe away the moisture.

“Shall we go on, my lord? There are others waiting to be treated.” Her voice had recovered its harsh quality, and the heat had already evaporated the telltale tear.

By now the afternoon shadows gave some comfort to the last patients, the ones lying on the ground because there was no room under the awning. Pearl had fetched porridge and patiently spooned nourishment into their mouths. He used it as a test: people too apathetic to attempt to eat had passed beyond the point where he could help them.

Beauty’s gaze lingered on the weak stirring of one of the slaves, who made an exhausted attempt to brush flies off cracked lips. “I suppose Lord Eorgas sees no profit in taking better care of his sick and injured slaves. Yet with food and drink and shelter surely some of them might recover and live decent lives.”

“Not in this world, Beauty.”

“Then this world ought to burn until it is nothing but ashes!”

“Even the innocent?”

“They burn anyway, don’t they? So we might as well also rid ourselves of the hateful, grasping, selfish lords who drag us all into the mines to die.” She looked at him. “Why does that make you smile?”

“That you speak such words to me, who bears the title of a lord. I could have you whipped.”

She leaned closer, and if ever the air charged as prelude to the crash of a storm, he felt it now. “Do it, then. I’m not afraid.”

He held her gaze, and she glared, not giving way.

“My lord,” Ash called from the gate. “Lord Eorgas’s steward is here. He says there has been a fight in the guards’ barracks and a broken arm for you to set.”

With an effort, he pulled his gaze away from her challenge. “Surely Dotas can set a broken arm, an elementary procedure!”

“Eorgas wants you,” replied Ash with that crinkling of the eyes that meant he was trying not to laugh. He was a man who found humor in awkward situations.

Agalar dipped his medical tools in vinegar. “Beauty, Pearl will take you back to your companions.”

“Don’t you want me to come with you?”

“No.”

She fastened a remarkably forceful grip over his wrist, fingers like a vise trapping him. “My companions have been strong to make it this far, but they rely on me. Please don’t condemn them to the mines because I haven’t measured up to your standards. I’ll do anything—”

“You misunderstand me.” He twisted his arm out of her grasp even though he was already caught by her bold manner and her fierce heart. “The guards’ barracks is exactly the wrong place for a person with your striking appearance to visit.”

Did she blush at his compliment? Probably it was just the heat.

“You will be working for me henceforth, and your companions will be under my protection. Now do as I command and go with Pearl!”

Her chin trembled but she managed to say, “Yes, my lord. I will do as you command.”

He wanted to say, I hope you never become meek and obedient.
 Instead he cleared his throat in that irritating way Lord Agalar had always done when he was tired of being surrounded by people who annoyed him, which was everyone. He grabbed his bag and, with a nod to Pearl, left with Ash.

“You’re courting trouble with that one,” said Ash to him as they passed under the gate.

“She speaks Efean. That’s useful to us.”

“Don’t think we don’t have sympathy for these slaves, but we’re here to steal gold, not to give succor to people already condemned to death. Do I need to remind you of what’s at stake for you personally?”

“Of course you don’t need to remind me!”

“Don’t bite me. I’m on your side.”

“We’re not friends, Ash. I mean no offense, but you and your crew are mercenaries.”

Ash had a sly smile, a man who could knife you in the belly while he was patting you comfortingly on the shoulder. “What does that make you, then?”

What did that make him? It made him a desperate man. That was why he was going to help the girl. She reminded him of himself.

Yes, that was why. Not anything else.
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After over a month at the mines, Bettany had come to look forward to dusk as the best part of the day. One of Agalar’s Shipwright attendants would escort what they called “Beauty’s family” from their work hauling rocks at the mines back to the building where the doctor resided. Her people had been allowed to build a lean-to against the north-facing wall, and here they would gather for a meal of porridge. If there was leftover bread, they would be allowed to share that as well. Then they would sing softly and pray. After they were settled for sleep on mats on the ground, Bettany would go back into the office, light a lamp, and work.

On the first day, after Lord Agalar had seen her excellent calligraphy, he had set her to making a clean copy of his copious notes from a year of travel across the Three Seas. His Saroese letters were sloppy and imprecise, and his grammar was often wrong, especially if he was writing in haste. She smoothed out the errors and corrected the verbiage.

“You make it sing,” he’d said, reading over a detailed passage describing how to tie off blood vessels to prevent an amputee from bleeding to death, and it still annoyed her how much she had brightened at that scrap of praise. Needing his protection and being beholden to him was bad enough; she wasn’t going to fall into the trap of seeking his approval. He was a lord, and lords couldn’t be trusted, even one with brilliant eyes.

She sat down cross-legged on the floor and set out her tools—brush, inkstone, ruler—on the scribe’s desk. At home she had often made clean copies of her father’s duty reports—his writing was rigidly serviceable but not elegant enough to be filed in the Royal Archives—and written out her mother’s correspondence and contracts on various trade dealings. It was the one thing she was better at than any of her sisters: Maraya was too busy studying, Jes was too restless to write neatly, and Amaya got bored if the words weren’t about her. Writing calmed her because brushstrokes needed concentration and yet were also active, a constant flow of movement. She could drift into a place where her anger would not threaten to eat her alive.

Because Lord Eorgas always invited Agalar to take supper with him at the supervisor’s house, Bettany had become accustomed to having the small office to herself for the entire evening. The solitude had become an unexpected balm, an interlude during which she could imagine that beyond the walls of this chamber spread a landscape filled with justice and mercy, and that she was a warrior-scribe working diligently to keep that world in balance one healed patient at a time.

The sound of male voices impinging on her space much earlier than usual enraged her.

“I was unable to sleep again last night because of indigestion,” Lord Eorgas was saying in a peevish tone as he and Agalar stepped up onto the porch. Eorgas always walked the doctor home to extend their supper conversation. “Have you no cure for this ailment that plagues me?”

Bettany tried to remain calm. Her companions’ faces flashed through her mind. Their lives depended on her staying in Agalar’s graces, but the mine supervisor’s obliviousness was just too much. She could not restrain herself. “You complain of eating too much while people starve around you?”

Eorgas stared at her where she was seated in the pool of lamplight. His mouth worked, but no words came out.

Her flood had just started. “You preside over a charnel house, a factory of death. A man with no conscience would sleep well, but your soul isn’t dead yet so it burns at your insides.”

Agalar laughed a little wildly. Bettany suspected he was drunk, an indulgence he rarely allowed himself.

Eorgas finally stumbled over his voice. “You… you… you can’t speak to me like that.”

He groped for the whip all Saroese lords carried in Efea, the symbol of their power. Tugging it from his belt, he strode across the chamber toward her. She lifted her chin. His anger didn’t frighten her. Pain didn’t frighten her.

Agalar placed himself directly between Eorgas and Bettany, and the other man halted. “Do you know what astounds me, Eorgas?”

“Of course I do!” He was shaking with offended dignity. “That this Commoner—this mule!—speaks to me with such disrespect, a lord and in every way her superior—”

“That you cannot see how your callous cruelty serves you ill.” Of course Agalar could say what he wanted and not be punished for it. “Healthy workers can work harder than exhausted, undernourished ones. Whip and starve them if you will. It’s no concern of mine. But if you offer incentives to the prisoners, like better rations and medical care, they will strive on their own behalf. In Nerash, where I come from, people captured into slavery are given the chance to buy themselves free. It’s a powerful goad.”

“Impossible. Prisoners at the mines can’t be freed. They’re criminals!”

“Who do you consider the criminal?” Bettany broke in, exhilarated by the way Eorgas didn’t have enough nerve to push past Agalar. By the way Agalar wouldn’t let him. “The man who eats another man’s flesh, or the man whose flesh is eaten?”

“You’d have more luck training a dog not to bark than a woman not to spew nonsense,” Eorgas sputtered.

“She’s pointing out that it is, for example, hypocritical to condemn cannibalism as a crime but blame its victims rather than its perpetrators.” Agalar grasped him by the elbow and steered him toward the porch. “I know you’re an intelligent man, Eorgas. Think about it. You’ve told me you get to keep a small share of the gold that is mined here.”

“Healthier workers would mean better production, which would mean I could skim off a bigger profit quite legally. Have I understood you?”

Men like Eorgas would crawl to win a scrap of praise from a man like Agalar.

“Exactly. I’ll explain as I walk back with you. We’re both a bit drunk and need each other to lean on in this gods-forsaken wilderness, don’t we?” He glanced over his shoulder with a curt nod to remind Bettany to stay where she was and keep her mouth shut.

She blotted a line. Of course he still ordered her around. His defense of her was nothing more than asserting his right to discipline her rather than allowing another man to do so. He wasn’t any different from the others. With sheer force of will, she returned her gaze to the papyrus, scraped off the smeared ink, and applied herself to the false peace of writing.

“You have ink on your hand,” said Agalar from so close that she fudged a stroke.

She looked up to find him staring at her from a body’s length away, having crossed the room without a sound. He looked away at once, chin coming up.

“I didn’t hear you come back in.” She often stood close to him during medical rounds without thinking anything of it, but tonight his nearness made her uncomfortable.

“The thick carpets muffle the sound of footsteps,” he said, then muttered to himself, “Yes, yes, she already knows that, you fool.”

Flushed, she turned her attention to cleaning her brush so she didn’t have to look at him not looking at her. He did not move. After a bit, an intangible sense shifted in the air, a tightening of tension. She glanced up again and met his gaze.

He winced as if the sight of her pained him but he did not look away. “He’ll forget about the incident by morning.”

“I hope foul dreams twist up through his gut and choke him.”

A smile flickered. “A tempting thought, isn’t it? But the man who replaces him would probably be worse. You aren’t wrong about Eorgas. He at least has a sliver of conscience, enough to make excuses for why things are as they are. A different man would simply not notice how many suffer here.”

The lamp’s light softened the perpetual frown lines on his forehead, making her realize he was always worried. What could a wealthy, educated, confident, and supremely competent lord like him possibly have to be anxious about? She stared into those exotic blue eyes as if they might reveal what vexations tugged at his heart.

His lips parted.

She leaned forward, thinking he was about to confide in her. Wishing he would so she might come to understand the contrast between his dismissive treatment of Eorgas and the other Saroese men and his meticulous care of the sick and injured.

He said, “People who take advantage of their power, even with soft affection, are no better than those who use their power for cruelty.” He looked down, breaking their gaze. “Maybe they are worse.”

The words fell so painfully that she pressed a hand to her heart.

“That is no lie, my lord,” she replied, because it wasn’t. It was the story of her own parents even if they would have strenuously denied it. Her very existence was the product of a sentimental falsehood, the pretense that love could build a bridge across what was really an unbridgeable chasm.

Horribly, a tear escaped, and she saw him track its slide down her cheek.

“Oh, Beauty, don’t cry. I would never—I mean—” He threw up a hand, palm out, like a barrier, and took a step back. By his unsteadiness she knew he really was drunk, that he’d said more than he meant to say. He wasn’t talking about her parents. How could he be? She’d never told him anything about their relationship.

Tonight, in the glamour of lamplight, emboldened by alcohol, he found her attractive. And she didn’t hate the idea as much as she ought to hate it.

Hoarsely he said, “Your work both as a scribe and as a healer is superlative. That is more than enough; I hope you understand that.”

Without waiting for an answer, he grabbed a lamp off his desk and retreated to the screened-off space at the back of the chamber where everyone, even Pearl, was forbidden to follow.

Her whole body felt taut. Each slightest scrape and thump as he made ready for bed resonated like thunder in her ears, imagining him slipping off his jacket, pouring water into a basin to wash his face.…

And yet it was genuinely odd that he performed such mundane tasks for himself, as only the poorest, unmarried Saroese men did. Lords and captains had servants or wives to make their home lives comfortable.

He didn’t treat the Shipwrights as servants, and when they were out of earshot of the locals, they didn’t speak to him like he was their master. And really, now that she thought about it, why were they lingering here in this dusty desert settlement, living in unforgiving conditions, while he made his daily rounds in this and other nearby mining villages as if he was a humble mine doctor?

The gleam of lamplight went out behind the screen. By the light of her own lamp she finished the surgical episode she was recopying. She didn’t mind working late because his observations fascinated her; the way he described the choices he made in his treatments was a glimpse of his mind at work. He was always looking for a better way, and that was what made him different from everyone else she knew. They all dealt in false coin, and they lied to themselves about the way they lived. But he didn’t lie. He saw that the world was injured with the same wounds and gashes that carved the flesh of hapless prisoners. He sewed up what he could, frowned at what he could not save, and told the truth about the appalling conditions straight to the faces of the people who luxuriated atop the flesh and blood of the dying. Just as he had tonight.

With angry, impatient movements, she tucked away her writing implements and, with them, her wandering, preposterous thoughts. Whatever admiration she had for him was a stupid dream born of desolation. He had saved her and the others. It was nothing more than that. Nothing at all.

* * *

The first clang of the dawn bell woke her where she slept on a mat in the surgery. She listened for Lord Agalar to see if he was awake yet. From behind the screens came only silence, not even the rustling of a person shifting on their bed.

She wrapped cloth over the fresh growth of hair on her scalp; shaving the heads of prisoners was standard practice at the mine. Then she joined her companions for their daily trek to work.

The trudge to shaft five was the same every day. It was situated in a ravine that dropped in stair-step terraces, surrounded by crumbling cliffs. The main shaft leading down into the gallery where the veins were located was a wide cleft. Many of the prisoners were already at work pounding rock that had been hauled to the surface yesterday. The rock had to be broken down into smaller pieces and then ground until it could be sifted for gold nuggets and gold dust.

Bettany led her companions to a second narrower opening. There had been a rockfall deep in the gallery a month ago, before she and the others had arrived. Because they had just hit a strong vein of gold, Lord Eorgas had ordered that a secondary tunnel be cut to reach the vein through more stable rock. Deep in the ground, men were already at work: a hint of smoke, the faint clatter of distant pickaxes and thump of sledgehammers.

As she did every morning, she kissed each of the household on the cheek before they entered the darkness to haul rock. Montu-en went last. She had told him it was his duty to keep an eye on the rest when she’d realized acting as their “guard” gave him the strength to go on each day.

Only when the darkness had swallowed all sight of the boy did she turn away. The guards posted at the shaft were staring at her as they always did, but none spoke. They feared Agalar, called him a wizard; no one wanted to come under the care of an angry man with a scalpel. Also they feared the fire curse more than ever because Agalar had lectured the barracks that it took months for the disease to wear off and that it was dreadfully contagious until then.

“Beauty!”

Agalar was hurrying down toward her, accompanied by Ash, who had a hand resting along his twin swords, looking ominously like a person waiting for a fight to break out.

The expression on Agalar’s face caught a hook in Bettany’s heart. A tremor of foreboding.

“What is it?”

“Come with me.”

They started walking back toward the settlement. The sun hadn’t cleared the high cliffs yet so it was still cool. He didn’t speak as they climbed out of the ravine.

“What is it?” she repeated.

The familiar crease of worry wrinkled his forehead. Ash’s lips were pressed together in an uncharacteristic frown, and he, normally so friendly, wouldn’t look Bettany in the eye.

“Go on ahead,” Agalar said to Ash, and the man exhaled sharply and lengthened his stride as if grateful to be released.

“It’s something I won’t like, isn’t it?”

His footsteps thudded along. His jaw was tight, his glare directed not at her but at the mine watchtower rising in the distance, marking the southern edge of the settlement and the road that led south through desert hills to Akheres Oasis.

“You’re leaving, all of you, aren’t you?”

He halted so abruptly that she took three steps before she realized he had stopped. Sunlight shining into his face made him narrow his eyes as he glared at her.

“What makes you say so?”

“I’ve never understood why you came to this forsaken place. With a group of Shipwrights who act more like adventurers than a doctor’s entourage and two guards who act more like thuggish jailors. I know you say you are touring the Three Seas to gain experience in treating different categories of disease and injury. But why stay so long here? Haven’t you already proven you can amputate a limb and nurse a worker through a crushed foot? Are the mines really of so much interest to you?”

“You have to make a choice, Beauty.” His tone was bleak, severe. “Remain here without my protection, or come with me.”

“You can take us with you?”

“No. Just you.”

It was as if the earth dropped out from under her: a rumble in her ears, her heart pounding, her knees giving way as the full impact of his words hit her. Her vision blurred with tears, and she swayed.

He steadied her but released her just as quickly. “Beauty…”

“No! You can’t abandon them here. I can’t. Take us all with you, I beg you.”

“It’s not my choice to make.”

The frail hope unfurling in her chest was torn to pieces. His admiration had never been real, just a mirage seen in the heat haze of the desert. She should never have allowed her dreams of catastrophe and furious death to be replaced by a hazy mist through which she glimpsed a smile and a pair of deft hands.

In the distance a drum pounded once, twice, then sped up as if it were following the shaking of her whole body, the racing of her heart.

“There’s been an accident.” He listened to the story pounded on the drum. “One of the tunnels has collapsed!”

She took off back the way they’d come.

“Beauty!” he called after her but she ignored him.

Dread numbed her heart as she ran. Nothing mattered but that it not be shaft five. Yet the thread of dust rose into the air down by where she had left the others. It mustn’t be. It couldn’t be.

The guards were missing from the main shaft entrance amid a swirling haze of dust and grit. Were those frantic shouts and screams sounding from deep within the earth? She plunged down the ravine to the rescue shaft and almost tripped over a small person lying prone on the ground, body shuddering with racking coughs. Dropping to her knees, she rolled him onto his side to see what she feared: Montu-en with a streak of blood down his cheek and his face and front coated with the dust.

“How badly are you hurt?” she cried.

Then Agalar was there, kneeling beside the boy. “Are you injured?”

“I’m all right.” The words triggered another spasm of coughing.

Bettany jumped to her feet. “Where are the others? Did they get out?”

The boy cringed. “I don’t know. I was at the end of the line when the dust hit us.”

She scrambled for the tunnel’s mouth.

“Beauty! Don’t go in—”

She ignored his order and kept going. He was just like all the other people who walked atop the earth thinking the ground was solid because for them it was rock. He was like her father, kind enough when it suited him but in the end caring only about his own ambition.

Dust and grit choked the air, stinging her eyes, coating her lips and nostrils. Weird sounds chased down the tunnel: a shout, a wail, a crack
 of rock splintering and the crash and thud of it falling. The noise blurred as she plunged forward, slumped so her head wouldn’t hit the ceiling. How far had her people gotten? There was a little turnout ahead, a carved-out cleft supported by brick pillars, where the rock-hauling baskets were stowed every night. When she reached the cleft she patted around and found nothing; they’d already taken the baskets and gone in.

She shut her eyes as a sick wave of fury engulfed her. Let the whole world burn. Let it burn. Let it burn.
 She had failed them. She hated herself for her ridiculous daydreams when she could have been with them, shepherding them, protecting them, dying with them.

The crushing weight of rock above terrified her. It could all fall in with no warning. Weeping with fear, she forged forward into the darkness. The ceiling sloped lower and lower until she bent almost double; it wasn’t worth cutting a rescue tunnel to be spacious when all it needed was to be clear. A pair of planks were set across a narrow vertical shaft that plunged down to a level below and up to a faint glimpse of sky far above. Air stirred around her. Just past this ventilation shaft the tunnel cut to the right. Snatches of words spoken in Efean drifted like grit to her ears.

“I can’t move.”

“Don’t shift the rock or more will fall.”

“I feel sick.”

“Who’s there?” she called as softly as she could.

“Doma?” The voice belonged to the head laundress, Efsu.

“Yes. Yes!” She crawled forward. When her hand touched an arm, fingers grasped her immediately.

“Thank the Mother,” whispered Efsu. “I feared no one would come.”

“What happened?” To think of any of her companions dead beneath the rubble made her nauseated.

“Some kind of collapse up ahead. I’ve not heard a single sound of life from beyond the rubble.” Efsu broke off into a fit of coughing. It was hard to breathe this far in; the deeper ventilation shafts must have collapsed as well. “I always have one of the children go at each end of the line because their ears are sharper. Amisi warned us to retreat, and we had started moving back. But her leg got caught in the rubble.”

“I feel so dizzy,” said Siditi, the other laundress.

“All of the rest of you get out,” ordered Bettany.

Rock cracked so close by that she could taste the change in the air pressure. Fear made her light-headed. She pressed against the wall as the others crawled past her. Down this deep, the entrance seemed to lie an impossible lifetime away. One of the women was retching and another talking nonsense about a bird marrying the sun.

When they were all past, she crawled forward and found Amisi, breathing hard, seated upright with her legs out in front of her.

“It pinches, Doma,” she said in a voice made thin with pain. “I’m going to throw up.”

Bettany felt around, careful not to put weight on any of the rubble. Often she had to pause to balance herself as more waves of dizziness swept through her. The girl’s lower left leg and foot were buried under a pile of smaller rocks weighted down by a heavier slab. The cave-in had happened somewhere farther on but its force had spilled debris forward. The rocks that trapped Amisi were the end point of the collapse’s momentum.

A new voice floated out of the darkness. “Don’t any of you go all the way out. Hide in the cleft until I return. Don’t move from there or speak. Just lie as quietly as if you were dead.”

The next thing she knew, Agalar pressed up beside her. She couldn’t see him but she knew it was him by the lingering scent of the lemon balm he washed in. His sun-heated hand grasped hers. The pressure of his fingers on her skin distracted her so much she forgot to be afraid.

She whispered, “You’re crushing my hand.”

He muttered words under his breath in a language she didn’t know but released her hand. At once the terrible darkness and fear settled more heavily than before, until he nudged her with a shoulder and handed her a strip of wet linen.

“Tie this around your mouth and nose. Are you dizzy? Nauseated?”

“Yes.”

“The collapse must have released a pocket of poison air. We have to get out—”

“I’m not leaving without Amisi.”

“Of course we aren’t.” As she tied the damp cloth around her face she heard rocks scraping against each other as he pulled apart the pile atop Amisi’s leg. The moisture soothed her face and made her feel a little less dizzy.

“Beauty, when I say ‘pull,’ yank her out even if she cries.”

She wrapped her arms around the girl’s torso. Amisi’s head lolled to one side; she had passed out, and Bettany too felt herself sliding as the dizziness spread from behind her eyes to numb her cheeks and nose.

“Pull!”

She dragged the girl back and back and back with no thought except escape. This was all of life: that they not be crushed, mangled, suffocated. She was feeling more and more woozy but as long as she kept moving she wasn’t dead.

She hauled Amisi around the corner. Efsu was waiting by the plank bridge over the shaft.

“Where is the doctor?” asked Efsu. “I’ll take the girl.”

“Go quickly. The air is bad.”

He wasn’t behind her. He hadn’t come. She crawled frantically back to where she’d left him. From deeper into the tunnel came the grind of rocks sliding as fragile piles of debris began to give way.


Agalar.


She knew better than to shout; in such closed spaces, loud noises could trigger more spasms in the unstable rock. Scrambling around the corner, she slammed into him. He lay utterly still.

“Please don’t be dead,” she whispered, pressing a hand against his cheek.

She hooked her arms under his armpits and dragged him backward, no longer thinking, just hauling with all the strength that was left to her. Back around the corner she pulled him. Just as she reached the planks and the vertical shaft, he jolted, eyes flying open.

“Hurry!” she scolded, finding relief in anger.

Without replying, he followed her over the planks.

Once safe on the other side, he pulled down his linen mask and took in gulps of air.

“I have an idea.” His voice had a ragged edge to it, like he’d been inhaling smoke. “What if I say your companions died in the collapse? Killed by the poisoned air? They can play dead and their bodies be taken to Akheres Oasis and the burial ground. Then they’ll be free and no one will look for them.”

His words stunned her. How could such a deliverance even be possible?

From outside rose shouting. “Lord Agalar! We have to go in after him!”

“He said not to follow him! Wait for him to return! Wait!” That was Ash, pitching his voice so it would carry into the tunnel as a warning that they needed to move fast.

“Such a chance will not come again,” he added. “No one will know. That’s why I told your people to stay in the cleft.”

Her sister Jes would have said to take the leap when there is an opening. If Bettany did not take it, they would die slowly and miserably and horribly day by day in the mines, as their bodies wasted away and their courage was trampled and their hearts bled dry of all that sustained them.

“Why would you risk this for us? What would you demand in return?”

He spoke in a voice softened by a hesitancy she’d never before heard from him. “Tell me your name. Your real name.”

She had no one but her eleven companions to whom she was beholden, not since the day her father had abandoned her family and her mother and sisters had been taken away, leaving her to be hauled away into slavery. No one else who would help. A parched desert and an agonizing death was all the future that awaited her if she could not believe in this one man’s integrity.

But he answered himself. “No, don’t tell me. I’ll help you because your companions deserve freedom and here’s a chance to take it. You need give me nothing.”

Without waiting for a reply, he began walking toward the entrance, but she got hold of his arm and tugged him to a stop. It was still too dark to see much but she felt how rigidly he held himself, as if he was expecting to be struck and wasn’t sure he didn’t deserve it.

“Bettany,” she said. “My name is Bettany.”
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Guards had gathered as Agalar emerged from the tunnel. He spoke on a tide of adrenaline that made him giddy with his own audacity.

“The major collapse isn’t the worst of it. There’s been an influx of poison air. People not caught under the rubble could be dead. All workers must be pulled out of shaft five immediately. My people will handle this tunnel while the rest of you go help at the main shaft. Use wet linen as masks. Take rope so anyone who faints can be dragged out. Bring carts down the road. There will be many dead.”

Everyone was staring at him as if his excitement was unseemly. Let them think he was merely agitated. He had to pull this off. Nothing was more important, not even the mission that he had actually come here for—to steal gold.

She’d told him her name. She trusted him.

“Move! Be quick about it!” His shout was broken by a spasm of coughing from the dust that had gotten into his lungs.

The next while passed in a whirl of frantic activity: Beauty’s companions lay in the cleft in silence and stillness as search parties ventured into the collapsed areas once, twice, and a third time before they gave up. They pulled out four barely living men with bad injuries from falling rock and seven dead ones, five without a mark on them.

“The poison air may recede in time,” he told Lord Eorgas, who arrived in a welter of vexation. “For now the bodies must be taken away to your burial grounds in Akheres Oasis.”

“Can’t we just leave them?”

“They’ll rot and attract tomb spiders, snakes, rats, and vermin. Do you want venomous animals in gallery five? Didn’t you tell me it’s your most productive vein of gold right now? You must do everything you can to close off this contaminating air and keep the vein going.”

Confidence made it easy to influence men like Eorgas who weren’t sure of themselves. And because the seven Shipwrights were experienced adventurers, they had the skills necessary to pull off a ruse of this magnitude. They didn’t panic at blood. They could fend off suspicion with bald lies. They could handle mules and wagons.

But Sunny and Flint argued with him.

“Why should we risk ourselves for useless people?” demanded Sunny. “I didn’t even get a kiss from our Beauty but I’ll take a favor from her now.”

“Shut up, Sunny,” said Pearl unexpectedly as Ash and the other five Shipwrights nodded, closing ranks around him. “You and Flint aren’t part of our crew, just hired hands for the duration of this mission.”

“Just like this impersonator
 you all love for his handsome face,” snarled Sunny.

Agalar looked quickly toward Bettany, fearful she might have overheard. But she was hovering about the wagon in which all her companions now rested, fussing with the canvas that covered their bodies, more nervous than he’d ever seen her. He had to concentrate.

“Ash, you and Lark drive the wagons to the hospital in town. Stow them in the basement where it’s cooler. Say the corpses have to be stored in the most isolated corner lest there is…” He considered options for a good story. “Say there might be poison air in their lungs that could kill others. Wear a mask the entire time so people won’t doubt you.”

“What happens once they reach the hospital?” Pearl asked. She wasn’t upset or angry, just sorting out options.

“I’ll make an excuse to ride into town and see what I can figure out. I am only acquainted with Saroese lords but surely there are locals who might be willing to help. This is a fluid plan.”

Sunny smirked. “This will go into our report. Our employer will withhold part of your payment as a fine for taking a pointless additional risk.”

“I’ll absorb the loss,” Agalar said at once.

“That’s fair,” said Pearl. “Are we all onboard with the plan?”

When all the Shipwrights nodded, she gave the go-ahead because in the end it was her crew. “Ash, Lark, get moving.”

That left Beauty.


Bettany
 .

Agalar beckoned. She left the wagons with the greatest hesitation, pausing twice and looking back four times before she reached him.

“Come along, Beauty!” he said in a loud voice meant for the guards to hear. “We must treat the living, not waste our time loitering over the dead, who are beyond helping.”

Tears had cut glistening trails through the dust coating her face. They trudged in silence up to the hospital compound, where they washed their faces and hands in silence, and in silence examined the injured men who had escaped the collapse. Five times she made a mistake as she wrote to his dictation, but all he could think about was the fear that twisted her face. The hope.

As they bent over the basin to wash again she muttered, “How will we get them out of Akheres Town? They’ll be executed if they’re caught. I will be too.”

“I don’t yet know.”

“Lord Agalar!”

Eorgas hurried up to them. “We have a visitor. I told you this morning that my patron, Lord Gargaron, had arrived in Akheres Town. He’ll be very angered by this accident at the mine and any delay it brings. He’ll blame it on me. He’s a frightening man, but I know you won’t be intimidated. I beg you, will you accompany me to attend him?”

Bettany had been washing her hands but she stopped now, all motion frozen.

“Tell me again who Lord Gargaron is?” he asked, watching the way she struggled to keep her gaze lowered and her mouth closed.

“He is the head of Garon Palace. He’s the nephew of Princess Berenise, the royal lady who controls the gold mines here. Her Exalted Highness is too elderly and frail to make the journey herself, so he comes in her place.”

“Comes in her place to do what?”

“To make an accounting. As you can imagine, it is a great responsibility to oversee the gold mines. All the gold in Efea belongs to the royal family. I have been given the honor of controlling the excavations, as you know.”

“Ah. I see. And then after he counts it, then what?”

Months of intimacy had softened Eorgas’s suspicion and loosened his tongue. “Then he will accompany the gold shipment to the coast and thence to the royal treasury in Saryenia.”


The gold shipment.


They had traveled to this gods-forsaken outpost and waited months for this moment. Now their original plan must be catapulted into action.

“Of course I will accompany you, Eorgas. You can be sure I will not allow Lord Gargaron to intimidate you. Just allow me to finish up here and I will come over to your chambers.”

Once Eorgas had left, Agalar leaned close enough to whisper, shoulder brushing hers. “What is wrong?”

She was braced like a quivering animal ready to bolt from a predator’s leap. “Lord Gargaron is the man who destroyed my family. My father is a military genius who owed his patronage to a different lord. Gargaron murdered this rival lord and took my father to serve him. One of my sisters was taken to train in his Fives stable but I don’t know what happened to my mother and my other two sisters. As for me and my companions, we were just trash to be thrown out.”

“Will Lord Gargaron recognize you?”

“He’s never seen me, but he’s seen my sisters Jessamy and Amaya at least once.”

“Best not to take the chance, then. We shall depart—” He glanced at the sky and was surprised to find it only midmorning. Everything had happened so early, and so fast. “As soon as we can.”

At last her eyes lifted to his. Her gaze was an accusation. He would have given her the world if he knew how, but all he could do was this. Wasn’t each life saved a world of its own?

“There are things about my life I can’t tell you,” he said, wanting to soften that fierce glare. “I am not so different from you, Bettany. Please trust me.”

He watched her lips, thinking of the words he wished she might say: My world changed the day you walked into it.
 I think I love you.


Then she spoke in her harsh voice. “You’ve given me no choice but to trust you now.”

* * *

Inside Eorgas’s compound, silk hangings, silk couches, and silk pillows did their best to disguise the truth of what lay outside. The hangings depicted green fields threaded by channels of water. The couches were embroidered with flowers and brightly plumaged birds. Like his decorations, Eorgas was speaking with overwrought enthusiasm to a slender man of medium height fastidiously turned out in expensive clothing despite the heat.

“Who is this dusty, unkempt man?” Lord Gargaron asked Eorgas. He had the sour look of a man accustomed to bossing people around who weren’t moving fast enough for his liking.

“I am Agalar of Nerash. Of course you know who I am, as all educated men have heard of my revolutionary medical practices and brilliant treatises.”

As expected, the combined compliment and boast had the effect of making Lord Gargaron believe him. Eorgas’s steward brought water while Agalar launched into a monologue about his groundbreaking dissection studies.

“Carving open corpses is a crime,” Gargaron said when he could get a word in.

“Not in Nerash, where knowledge is considered valuable rather than threatening. I only operate on executed criminals, so where is the harm?”

As drink and food was brought in, Agalar went into such excruciating detail about the difference between a healthily healing wound and a pus-infested one that Eorgas could not take a single bite. But Gargaron ate and drank without pause, listening with interest.

“You must accompany me back to Akheres,” he said at last. “Have you seen the Fives?”

“What is that?”

“It is the national game of Efea. It pits adversaries against each other on a court of obstacles. I am sure you will be interested in studying their strength, agility, and stamina. I have several promising adversaries ready to perform.”

Agalar wondered if one of them might be Bettany’s sister. More easily than he had hoped, it was arranged that he and Gargaron would return together that very afternoon to Akheres Town to observe a trial, as a round of Fives was called.

When Gargaron announced himself ready to tour the mines and went outside to gather his retinue, Agalar nudged Eorgas aside.

“My friend, can you do me a favor? I will spend a few days at the hospital in Akheres Town. I find myself quite unable to imagine a night without my assistant nearby.”

“By all means. I will happily hand her over to you. In a way, I already have.”

Eorgas laughed like they were sharing a joke, but it was his lewd smile that made Agalar want to punch him. Yet he had a lifetime of practice keeping his emotions under control.

“Your generosity is unbounded. But given the legal niceties of the situation, I would prefer to pay you a fair price, and you could dash off a transfer of ownership so I need not get into any trouble with the local magistrates.”

“Your recipe to cure my indigestion is payment enough. But if you insist, you may pay me a few coins as well.”

Eorgas instructed his clerk to find the correct manifest. There were the names of the twelve prisoners, including one “Bettany, daughter of Kiya, seventeen years of age according to her own testimony.” He wrote out a transfer of ownership in his own hand, sanded and sealed it, and presented it to Agalar together with a jovial slap on the shoulder.

Just like that, she was no longer subject to her Saroese masters.
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As they came down out of the desert hills, the green bowl of land called Akheres Oasis dazzled Bettany. She had forgotten how alive the world could be. Air scented by the perfume of growing plants suffused her lungs with hope. Agalar had insisted she ride in the carriage with him instead of accompanying his supply wagons, as would have been appropriate. He had barely stopped talking the entire time, going on about his experiments with different forms of antiseptic wound dressings as if a mania had taken hold of his tongue. Her elder sister, Maraya, got like this sometimes, when she couldn’t stop talking about an obscure detail of philosophy or history that excited her imagination. The sound of his voice running at a galloping pace was soothing given how nervous she was. Eventually she forgot herself and interrupted him as he was talking about the difficulty of cleaning out wounds inflamed with pus.

“My mother used a tool called a syringe to clean out my father’s wounds when he would come home from war with stubborn inflammations.”

“A syringe?”

“It’s an Efean invention. It applies pressure, either out or in, so it can be used to suck pus out of a wound or to irrigate a wound with a cleansing agent. That’s how my mother used it, anyway.”

He stared at her in astonished indignation for so long she became self-conscious and busied herself by adjusting her scarf.

“Why did you not tell me this before?” he demanded.

All her life she had been constantly reminded not to question the powerful. “You are a lord physician. I am just my mother’s daughter.”

“I am not so different from you.”

She pressed on her eyes, suppressing a burst of anger that he could speak with such blithe ignorance, then managed to say with commendable calm, “Please, my lord, do not say so.”

“That was a rebuke, wasn’t it?” He looked out the window, face in profile, but the way he was tilting his head made her think he was repressing amusement and didn’t want her to guess because he knew it would irritate her.

“Why do you think so?” she said in as even-tempered a tone as she could dredge up.

His gaze flashed to her. “Because you’re trying to speak calmly instead of shouting angrily. I can always tell. Your chin quivers when you do it.”

She bit down on her lower lip.

“Ah!” His gaze lit up in a way that was stunningly sweet. “Was that a smile?”

“No!”

But she laughed.

And he laughed.

And that was worst of all.

She clasped her fingers tightly together and sat rigidly. Her face burned. He was a lord. Though both her parents were freeborn, she was now legally a slave belonging to Garon Palace. No matter what feelings a person might have, the gulf between their situations prevented any relationship except that of coercion, however soft its touch.

As gardens gave way to two-story mudbrick houses lining the road, he turned away from the view and met her gaze with a troubling intensity.

“I had the opportunity to be educated in medicine. You have the same skills I do: steady hands, sharp eyes, a strong memory, and a desire to see people healed rather than harmed. That’s all I meant when I said we are not so different.”

Retorts came easily to her but she had no answer for praise except a blush she hoped he would not misconstrue. This feeling of warmth and admiration toward him was nothing but gratitude on her part. The highborn cared only for their own comfort and power, even ones with such beautiful eyes. Her mother had fallen for a handsome face, and look where that had gotten her.

“My apologies. I did not mean to offend you.” He paused, then added pointlessly, “We are almost to the Fives court.”

“Aren’t we going to the hospital?”

“It will look suspicious if I do not attend Lord Gargaron first. Ash and Lark will find an isolated place for your companions to remain until we can figure out what to do.”

“We’ll need help from the locals to get them out of here. But why should people here risk arrest and execution for people they don’t know?”

“Treat the wound that reveals itself, not the one you fear you will find. We’ll take each part of the operation as it comes. For the moment, they should be safe in the basement of the hospital. Here we are.”

They disembarked, leaving two of their number to attend to the mules while the rest processed up stairs to the viewing terrace reserved for highborn Saroese.

Bettany did not love the Fives as her sisters did, but she hadn’t minded attending trials when they were younger. Those family outings had been one of the few times her Saroese father seemed at ease. With his Efean wife and mixed daughters around him, he could pretend to be just another man among everyday people, even if households like theirs were rare in Saryenia. But as soon as he put on his captain’s uniform his entire demeanor changed. She had hated him for the way she could never be sure if he cared more for his family or his ambition. Now, of course, they all knew the truth.

But as much as she despised the highborn Saroese and their heavy-handed rule, she was still curious to follow at the back of Agalar’s retinue onto a balcony. Never in her life had she walked among the highborn, much less seen their silk-pillowed chairs and cooling fans and trays of delicacies up close.

Never in her life had she sustained the shock she did when—hiding at the back of the group as Lord Gargaron made elaborate greetings to the brilliant young physician Lord Agalar—she saw a familiar face among Gargaron’s servants: her little sister Amaya.

Unlike Bettany, who resembled their mother most among the girls, Amaya looked far more like their father. With a carefully applied light paste of chalk and with hair pressed straight, she could pass for Saroese. At sixteen Amaya was very pretty indeed. She had mastered the acquiescent smiles and simpering blushes that the Saroese believed were the best expression of a womanly manner. At this moment Amaya was dressed as a favored servingwoman in the kind of silks the sisters could never have afforded even on their father’s captain’s salary. She was arranging figs on a tray together with a Saroese girl named Denya.

What were they doing here?

Agalar strode back from the balcony and said to Pearl, “Make sure everyone receives food and drink. It’s been a hot, thirsty journey.”

Bettany grasped his arm. His surprised gaze darted to her, and then he gently turned his wrist out of her hand and tipped his head toward the balcony to remind her that they had to play their parts. But the gesture heartened her, because it made them conspirators.

“My sister is sitting right there. I have no idea how she came to be here but she is also a prisoner of Lord Gargaron,” she murmured. “Can you free her?”

His chin came up. “Do you think I can?”

“If anyone can, you can.”

A reckless grin brightened his face. “Then I shall.”

“Lord Agalar,” said Pearl, her tone heavy with warning and disapproval.

“Let me try,” he said. “They’re just girls. You know it’s wrong, Pearl.”

She sighed. “If you can manage it without suspicion. But Beauty will stay in the back where no one sees her.”

He strode back to the cushioned chairs where the highborn sat in comfort and luxury. Amaya handed the completed tray to Denya, who took it forward to offer to the men. Amaya’s tender gaze on her friend caught Bettany’s attention. Of course Amaya, always chasing respectability, would delight in the attention of a highborn Saroese girl, thinking it made her special.

Love was an ugly gash cut through her angry heart. It would be easier to weep blood than to see her sister go along with the horrible injustice of the world they lived in because she was grateful for the scraps tossed to her. Why did she refuse to see the truth?

So it came as a more sudden and staggering blow when her own twin, Jessamy, showed up not long after, streaked with dust and wearing her usual cockily triumphant smile. Bettany hadn’t been able to see the Fives court from the back, so she’d missed the action. Her own twin was traveling in the company of the lord who had destroyed their family, just so she could run the Fives!


How could she?



How could she!


Had Jes no self-respect? No care for all the Efeans who suffered under Saroese rule? For their mother’s pain? Did she think of anything except her ambition to become an Illustrious, a champion of the Fives?

Obviously not. She was just like their father.

Because he was brilliant, Agalar figured out that Jes, too, was one of her sisters. They did look much more alike than she and Amaya. As Bettany watched from her place in the shadows, he tried to buy both Jessamy and Amaya from Lord Gargaron with the excuse that he wanted to study them as “mules.” He moved so differently amid the highborn from how he walked among the sick and dying. Beside Lord Gargaron he was all edges, eyes perpetually narrowed. Among his patients the arrogance fell away to reveal, beneath it, a compassionate anger that reminded her of her own. If anger could heal, then all the world would be a glorious flower garden. But instead it was this pit of misery, and she hated it.

Clearly Lord Gargaron enjoyed the company of a man as supercilious as himself.

“Would you consider joining me for a midday feast in the much cooler and more pleasant garden of my house?” he asked Agalar.

All this time she had not taken her gaze from Agalar, so the moment he glanced at Pearl and Pearl gave a tiny nod, truly startled Bettany. For all that he threw around orders in a high-handed lordly fashion, Lord Agalar did exactly as he pleased up to the point Pearl put a stop to it. Strange she hadn’t realized before this that Pearl was in charge.

In charge of what?

Frustrated at the information she lacked and enraged that her sisters seemed perfectly content as part of Gargaron’s retinue, she made her way down the stairs of the Fives court and hurried to get into the carriage with Agalar. Once the door was shut and they were alone in the darkness she turned to him without considering her tone.

“Jes was rude, and Amaya as coyly impertinent as ever!”

“Is that what you think?” The smell of sweet wine wafting from him made her lick her lips. “I thought Amaya was brilliantly cunning. She was shocked to be called a mule in public in such a way, yet she brazened it out without the slightest sign of fear and convinced Gargaron that I was mistaken. As for Jessamy, her performance on the Fives court was astonishing. I do not fault her for throwing my own rudeness back into my face. Are you not proud of your sisters?”

“I don’t understand why they work so hard to be acceptable to people who will never accept them for what they are. Do they really think they won’t be thrown back into the gutter once a lord like Gargaron is done with them?”

“Not everyone has a choice. Would you blame a drowning person for clinging to a spar in the storm-tossed ocean when there is no raft in view?”

“You’re too kind!”

“Am I?” His tone suddenly had the acid of poison. “I don’t think so.”

His anger shocked her, succeeded at once by exasperation that he was quarreling with her. She kept pushing, forcing a different subject. “It’s like Pearl gave you permission to accept Gargaron’s invitation. But you are the lord, aren’t you?”

He crossed his arms and said nothing.

“Why are you here
 ? Why have you remained at the mines for so many months only to suddenly abandon all that work with the arrival of Lord Gargaron? You aren’t here to study diseases and injuries. That’s just your excuse, isn’t it?” She paused, knowing she should stop. But she had to learn the truth. “You’re here for the gold. You’re thieves!”

“The correct term is mercenaries for hire.” His breathing was like her own pulse: quivering as on the edge of a cliff. “Are you going to turn us in?”

“To Gargaron? In exchange for what? The reward of being sent back to the mines?” She laughed curtly. “I hope you steal all his gold. The only thing that concerns me is saving my companions and my sisters.”

He grabbed her hands. His grip was strong and yet he was a man with such delicate control—needed for surgery—that he did not squeeze too hard.

“Beauty,” he breathed. “Bettany.
 You must make a choice. Stay here in Akheres with your people, or ask Pearl and the crew to admit you as a member.”

The words made her sit back in surprise. He released her at once, and at once she wished he had not. Years of living with a father who had drummed into his daughters that they must avoid the company of men who would make rude and insulting propositions to girls like them had left her hesitant to reach out, for that would be deemed bold. She wanted Agalar to respect her, not to think her an opportunist ready to jump at the chance to win him over because he was a lord.

“What does ‘admit me as a member’ mean?”

“It means you could leave Efea with them, when they go.”

“Don’t you understand that I’m now legally a slave? I can’t leave Efea without Garon Palace’s permission. I would become a fugitive, condemned to death should I be caught. Maybe I should have pretended to be dead with the others.…”

She trailed off as he dug into his doctor’s bag, withdrew a folded sheet of papyrus, and thrust it into her hands.

“What is this?”

He gestured as if he could not trust himself to speak.

She unfolded it and read. The words made her as dizzied as the poison air of the mine. She no longer belonged to Garon Palace.

“Lord Gargaron can’t touch you.”

Her gaze lifted to meet his. A flush darkened his pale skin, and he snatched the deed of transfer out of her hands and tucked it back into the bag.

“No one will touch you.”

She didn’t want his protection and yet she was flattered by it. She’d never grovel for his attention and yet the way he looked at her made her heart swell as with light.

He drew back sharply. “No one. Not me. Not anyone. Beauty…”

Whatever he meant to say went unsaid as the carriage rumbled to a halt. They had arrived at the Garon Villa.

Agalar was escorted away while Bettany went with the others to the kitchen pavilion. She could not concentrate, could not sit still, wanted to pace but knew it would draw scrutiny. Amaya glided into the dining shelter where the servants congregated and looked right at her as if they had never met before, as if they hadn’t fought and laughed their entire lives up to now. But there were too many listening ears—all the Garon servants would carry tales—so Bettany sat alone at a table and opened up the scribe’s box, pretending to work. She waited for Amaya to find an excuse to join her. Instead Denya appeared, looking frantic, and Amaya turned her back on Bettany and left.

She had turned herself into a servant for them. It was disgusting.

No longer hungry, Bettany bent over her work and did not notice that her twin had come into the shelter until the most familiar voice in the world said, too loudly, “I’m going outside to eat under the trees.”

Bettany waited just long enough that everyone had gone back to their conversations before slipping out after her twin. The villa was surrounded by a wall. Inside, as in every Efean courtyard, were planted trees, shrubs, herbs, and flowers. Jessamy was hiding behind the trunk of a massive sycamore, part of a row lining one of the decorative paths. Hearing Bettany’s footsteps, she stepped out to greet her.

Bettany hadn’t meant to grab hold of her sister, but her heart had its own volition. She wrapped her arms around Jes, scarcely able to breathe. Her twin was alive. Was healthy. Was strong.

“I thought I’d lost you,” Jes said into her ear, voice thick with emotion.

She wasn’t the one who was lost! Her sisters were the confused and lost ones, but she had so little time to convince Jes of the truth before someone came looking for her.

“I didn’t think I’d find you with Lord Gargaron. And Amaya too! I suppose she couldn’t bear to be separated from Denya.”

“You knew about her and Denya?”

“Everyone but you and Father knew about Denya, Jes. You’re oblivious to anything except the Fives.” Maybe if she shook Jes hard enough she would pay attention for once. “Listen! I convinced Agalar to buy you and Amaya from Gargaron.”

Jes stiffened, like the words were an insult rather than a miraculous rescue. “That’s not going to happen.”

Bettany wanted to scream at her but screaming never worked on Jes. “You have to come with me.”

“I’m an adversary now.”

“It’s always the Fives with you, isn’t it?”

“There’s nothing wrong with me wanting to be an adversary.”

Could she really not see? She might as well be colluding with the enemy. “Except that you are running for a Patron master.”

“I could ask the same of you! Why are you with Lord Agalar? Where are the household servants? Are they condemned to the mines? Did anyone die?”

“We all survived the trip, if that’s what you mean. Do you know what they use women and children for at the mines?”

Bettany recognized that shut-down look on Jes’s face, the kind she got when she didn’t want to hear something she didn’t want to know.

“Hauling rock?”

“Yes, hauling baskets of debris out of places too narrow for men to get into, but also as rewards for the guards.”

Even Fives-obsessed Jes couldn’t claim to not know what that meant. “Oh gods, Bett…”

“We were spared that because of Agalar.” If only she could get Jes to understand, then she would see why staying with the enemy made her an accessory to their cruelty. “He was already at the mining village, studying injuries, as you must have heard. When we arrived the supervisor asked him to inspect all the prisoners. So when I was brought to him and saw he was a foreigner, I begged him to save me and the others. And he agreed.”

“Why would he agree? Did he want you for himself? He called you Beauty. Like a dog.”

“He gives all his people nicknames. It’s just his way.” As a smile tugged up her lips she looked away so Jes wouldn’t see and misinterpret.

“What aren’t you saying?” Jes demanded.

They had gone through so much together: the giggling adventures when they were little; the fights as they grew older, as Jes embraced the Fives and Bettany began to hate the ugly world in which they lived with all its hypocrisy and misery. Yet how badly she wanted Jes to understand her and the choice she had made, and why it was the right choice. The only choice.

“I was desperate, so I tried to impress him. I said he should choose a girl like me to be his assistant, that I knew a great deal about herbs and medical care and also that I could take care of household tasks for him.…” Would Jes judge her? “I said I would do whatever he wanted if he would save the people I came with. It seemed better than the alternative.”

Jes grabbed her hand, her fierce gaze like pure, cleansing water. “It’s not your fault, Bett. It was really courageous of you. What did he say?”

Bettany described all that had happened as quickly as she could. Of course Jes stared at her with a sour, skeptical frown as she tried to convince her of Agalar’s brilliance and empathy. “When he took me on as an assistant, they all thought he meant he was taking me as a lover but it isn’t like that, Jes. It isn’t.”

“Then what is it like?” Jes asked in a flat voice. As if she didn’t believe her!

“Beauty?” Pearl called from the kitchen gate. “Are you out here?”

She grabbed Jes’s shoulder. “When the mine accident happened we took advantage of the disorder and got all of Mother’s people put on the wagons for the injured and dead. They are at the hospital here in town, pretending to have died from poisoned air.”

Her mouth dropped open. “You saved them!”

“Them and myself.” Jes was still staring at her as if she’d grown wings and horns, as if she couldn’t believe her twin could manage any bold action on her own. “Are you angry I stole your chance to rescue us?”

“Of course not! Why would you even say that?”

“Beauty?” Pearl had a tone that sounded pleasant but was actually an order. “We’re leaving.”

There wasn’t time to fight out all their ancient battles. The only thing that mattered was rescuing the household, for the sake of her companions and also because she had to discharge her obligation to her mother. “I was joking! Anyway, I haven’t saved them yet. They could still be discovered at the hospital.”

“Where do they take the dead?”

“There are tombs outside of town, in the desert. But without water and food they’ll die, and this oasis is so isolated they can’t possibly walk anywhere without help. I have no reason to think anyone here would assist us. Agalar only knows the Patrons who run things, the mine supervisor and those sort of people. Of course they’ll just turn them back over to Gargaron.”

Jes nodded briskly. She hadn’t any subtlety, not like Amaya or Maraya. It was easy to see the wheels of thought racing as she considered, discarded, and then grabbed for a possible solution. “I have an idea, but I don’t know if it will work. Will you be going to the hospital later?”

“Yes. He has surgeries to do.”

“I’ll find a way to come to the hospital tonight. Have our people ready to go.” She gave Bettany a kiss on the cheek.

It was so typically Jes: so sure of herself, so oblivious to anything that wasn’t in her field of vision.

“I’ll be impressed if you can actually pull something off.” Yet she had to rescue her sisters too. That would be the hardest rescue of all, because Amaya and Jes still believed there was a chance for them to make a life with their Patron overlords. And she couldn’t tell them the truth of what was going on. “Why won’t you and Amaya run away and come with me, so we can all be together?”

“That’s sweet of you, Bett. But Amaya and I have things to do here.”

“But Jes—” If she said too much, she’d give away Agalar’s plans for the gold, and the Saroese authorities would kill him.

“Beauty,” called Pearl again.

“Never mind.” She gave her twin a kiss and hurried away.

As she climbed into the carriage, Agalar greeted her with an apologetic smile, clearly upset that he hadn’t been able to rescue her stubborn sisters. Only then did she realize she had no intention of going back to her old life and the family she’d grown up with. Not now. Not ever.
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Lord Gargaron, ignorant of all that was transpiring, asked Agalar to accompany him on his journey south across the desert to the coast. Agalar’s entire reason for being on the mission was to ingratiate himself with the Saroese lords who controlled the gold. Now he was to ride south with the very gold shipment their crew had been hired to steal. He felt for the first time that he and his sister might escape the chain that bound them to Lord Agalar of Nerash, who had been their master for so long and whose death mastered them still.

If he could survive the desert crossing and retrieve his sister from her hiding place, then perhaps beyond all expectation and hope they could rescue their mother and younger brother.…

But no. Don’t reach ahead. Take each part of the operation as it comes.

He had no chance to be involved in the final act of the companions’ rescue because the Fives-running sister convinced some of the locals to convey Bettany’s companions to the tomb valley as if they were corpses. From there they would be smuggled away to freedom.

For the first stage of the journey Lord Gargaron also visited the tomb valley in order to pay his respects to his deceased uncle’s tomb. As Gargaron’s guest, Agalar was required to take a meal with him and the highborn priests in the inner temple. The sumptuous feast dragged on and on as he fretted because he could figure out no good excuse to go looking for Bettany that wouldn’t be suspicious. What if she took the opportunity to escape with her companions, the people she knew and trusted? He would never see her again.

Finally the smothering heat of midafternoon broke up the party as the men retired to take a nap. Agalar padded back to the servants’ quarters. The barracks and courtyard to which the Shipwrights had been assigned was as silent as the grave, everyone asleep. He wasn’t sure where she would be napping, and regardless any intrusion to her bedside would be invasive. For years he had watched his mother accept demeaning treatment in exchange for food and shelter for her children and he refused to be like those men.

Maybe Beauty was already gone. A sick dizziness rushed through him.

Then, within the quiet, his ears caught the sound of rustling papyrus.

He found Pearl in the shade of an arbor, going through his scribe’s box. She’d found the transfer of ownership where he’d hidden it beneath the lower drawer.

“Were you going to tell me about this?” She held it up as if it were a mark of shame.

“There wasn’t time. We left so abruptly.”

“What makes you think you’re doing her a favor? If you think a few words written on a piece of paper mean anything to a girl with no family or protector in a violent world, then you fool yourself.”

“I don’t think that!” he cried, ashamed because of course he had thought that.

“Don’t you understand she must now feel obligated to you? That she knows she owes her freedom to your intervention? Obligation binds people in ways as insidious as slavery. She may feel she has no choice but to—”

“No! That’s not what I want.”

“You’re in love with her, even as you pretend to be acting out of noble motives.”

Her words hurt because they were true. “I haven’t touched her. You know that.”

“I do know that. And I know she has made herself liked among our crew. We might well vote to admit her into our ranks if only there wasn’t this legal issue as regards her freedom to accept any offer we made.”

He snatched the document out of her hand, softened the brush, and dabbed ink stick against inkstone. With more haste than proper technique, he wrote:


By the instrument of law I release the slave known as Bettany, daughter of Kiya, from all constraint and debt. She shall be free and unencumbered by obligation to any lord or clan for the whole of her life, and may go wherever she wishes. Guaranteed on this day by Agalar of Nerash, son of Eudes, lord of Nerash.


“There!”

He left the document on the bench to dry. A fountain trickled over to one side, half hidden beneath slats sagging with thick vines and ripening grapes. He stalked over to clean brush and inkstone, glad to get away from Pearl’s heartless scrutiny. Bettany had never belonged to him. He was just a way station as she found her path, whatever that path might be. Let it be what it was. Treat the wound you are faced with, and don’t waste time wishing it had turned out another way.

He shook water off the tip of the brush. “It’s not up to us anyway. She already has a family.”

“All of us have families we’ve left behind, for one reason or another. Sometimes people make new families.”

The slap of footfalls alerted them to another person approaching.

Pearl tucked the papyrus into her sleeve rather than returning it to the box. “I’ll take charge of this on her behalf.”

Bettany barged in under the arbor with her usual impetuous stride. Because the fountain stood in a deeper patch of shadow, she did not notice Agalar as she strode over to Pearl.

“I did as you suggested and talked to my sisters but it makes no difference!” Her anger broke in an onslaught of words. “They go on and on about how I
 need to be freed, but they are the ones who are trapped. They lie to themselves about everything. Father abandoned us the instant we weren’t convenient for him anymore. Mother knew the day would come and yet loyally served him like the cow she is. Maraya thinks of herself as smarter than everyone else but even she drank down the lies, studying for their Patron Archives because her Saroese looks give her the chance, and then falling for the first Saroese man who looked twice at her. Amaya cares only for the attention of her pretty Patron friend. Jes serves the lord who destroyed our family because all she cares about is her own chance for glory in the Fives. I can’t rescue people who refuse to see they are prisoners!”

“You gave them no hint of our plans?” Pearl asked.

“Of course not! Even if I had, neither of them will listen to me because they don’t want to see the truth about their stupid dreams. So I’ve made my choice, if you meant what you said about sailing the Three Seas with your crew. I will see the world they turn their backs on!”

She burst into noisy, furious sobs.

Pearl caught Agalar’s eye and gestured with her chin that he should take himself off before Bettany realized he was there.

He walked in a haze of frustration and self-loathing to the elegant chamber he’d been assigned. There he tossed and turned and sweated on an elegant bed surrounded by elegant silk hangings, the life he’d never been born for. The lie he was living. He had a sister too, one who was waiting for him to return, his partner in crime. They had unshakable obligations and a price on their heads. He had nothing to offer a beautiful, intelligent, passionate person like Bettany. She would be better off with the Shipwrights. But knowing it was true did not make the thought of losing her palatable.

* * *

When their parties left that night—they had to travel at night in the desert—he did the job he’d been assigned. He rode in Lord Gargaron’s luxurious traveling carriage and kept the man occupied with a stream of questions. Men like Gargaron loved to pontificate, and it kept him from noticing the gaps in Agalar’s knowledge that might clue him in that his companion was not the man he claimed to be.

Beauty rode with the Shipwrights, playing the servant that everyone in the Saroese party thought her. Not once did the sisters speak to one another. It was as if they traveled in three different worlds, and maybe in the end that was the truth of their lives.

Night after night they crossed the stony desert. During the day Agalar dozed intermittently under the shade of an awning, with either Flint or Sunny to guard him as if they believed he might run away into bare hills baked under the sun where not a single cloud offered respite. As if they believed he would abandon his sister.

Sleep never comforted him; it only brought nightmares.

So it was with a sense of relief that he saw their rendezvous, Crags Fort, rise before them. The upper fort was built at the edge of a vast escarpment that ran east and west as far as the eye could see. Because of the steepness of the cliffs, the locked chests of gold ore had to be unloaded from the wagons and hauled down to a lower fort by means of a ramp and winch.

The problem for him presented itself as soon as he looked around. Inside the fort’s outer wall were two courtyards: an outer area where wagons were being unloaded to transfer to the ramp, and an inner citadel surrounded by a second, higher wall. He and his people could not afford to get trapped inside the citadel, but Gargaron had already invited him in to take cooling refreshment. It would look suspicious to refuse outright.

Pearl came over from the supply wagons. “Bett says we can play for time by asking to see a Fives trial. There’s a Fives court outside the fort walls that the soldiers built for themselves.”

“Bett?”

“That’s what she goes by. She told us her name.”

He had to suppress a wave of envy that Pearl referred to Beauty with such careless familiarity.

“She’s also hoping to keep her other sister out of the fray,” Pearl added. “The fancy one is safe inside the citadel but her twin is at risk. What do you say? We’d like to help her.”

“You like Bettany enough to do this favor for her?”

“She’s an asset. Smart. Fierce. Strong. Can cook and mend. She has skills as a healer. And she’s willing to learn to fight.”

“Unlike me.”

“You’re not a coward. I don’t mean to say that.”

“I made my pledge to not use violence before I met you. My oath to the gods, if there are gods, is to sustain life. But the idea of a Fives trial is a good one.”

And it was easy, always so easy, to demand favors and receive them when he spoke using Lord Agalar’s voice. Lord Gargaron proclaimed himself too hot and travel-worn to watch adversaries compete with nothing at stake, but for Agalar’s sake a soldier was found to complete a group of four—there had to be four—competitors. Agalar made a great to-do about gathering his entourage about him and processing out to an enclosure surrounded by a mudbrick wall. Inside, an awning shaded a viewing terrace that looked over an assembly of obstacles: tall climbing posts, a maze made of movable canvas walls, ropes, and beams, a lane of off-kilter boards for balancing, and several slowly spinning hoops turned by a man pushing a gear.

Bettany sat beside him. “My thanks.”

“For what?” he asked peevishly, and was immediately ashamed of himself for begrudging her the new life she was planning with the Shipwrights.

She sat close enough that he could shift to brush against her, as a lover might do, but of course he didn’t. Yet his gaze kept sliding sideways to study the curve of her jaw and the tight line of her mouth. Her lips pinched together even more tightly as her sister entered through the gate and ran over to join the other adversaries. The girl called Jessamy had the grace and confidence of a person who knows her body will do whatever she asks of it.

“She wouldn’t listen to me about running away from all this.”

“You did everything you could,” he assured her, wishing he could clasp her hand.

“It should have been enough that I asked her to leave. But it wasn’t.”

She spoke with the harshness he now understood was used to fight back tears. She didn’t weep; she stormed, so filled to the brim with frustration and caring and hope and despair that she was on the edge of spilling over with every breath. If only he could comfort her but he dared not touch her. Lord Agalar of Nerash had never showed the least scrap of compassion; the only speech the young lord had ever heard was his own voice or that of people praising his brilliance. It’s why he never paid attention to the boy assigned to be his servant, the one who was smarter and more skilled at medicine and indeed at every intellectual discipline an entitled young lord was required to study. Lord Agalar of Nerash took those who served him for granted because to him they didn’t count as people.

Bettany’s twin had climbed up one of the poles. Poised at the top, she stared in shock at something going on inside the walls of the fort, then whistled a shrill warning. An alarm trumpet blared from inside the fort’s watchtower. A crow took off flying.

A priest who was also watching the Fives turned to Agalar and said, “Get you and your people to the citadel, my lord. We’ve come under attack.”

The priest leaped down the terraced seats as Agalar stared, for once at a loss what to do.

Bettany said, to Pearl, “My one sister is safe inside the citadel but I have to convince Jes and her companions to hide. Come on!”

She raced after the priest, the others following. As the sound of fighting rang in the air, Agalar trailed after them, feeling disoriented and unsure as he never was when he had a patient in front of him.

“Hey!” Bettany called to the cluster of confused adversaries. “Just stay in the Fives court, don’t get involved, and I promise you it will be all right.”

Her sister stepped into her path. “People are already dead! We have to go!”

“Will you listen to me, Jes? You won’t be in danger if you stay out of sight. They’re only after the gold—”

“That’s what worries me! What will the attackers do when they find out the gold they’re looking for isn’t there because Lord Gargaron—” She broke off, looking from Bettany to Agalar. The shock of realization made her ball her hands into fists.


Isn’t there.


How could the gold not be there?

Gargaron was inside the citadel, out of reach, so Agalar couldn’t question him. But the sister knew something vital.

He stepped forward to confront her. “Where is the gold, if not in the cargo wagons?”

The girl drew in a shocked breath but it wasn’t for him. She was staring at her sister with an expression of utter horror and betrayal.

All of his plans, his sister’s safety, his mother and younger brother’s freedom… he’d learned to suppress his temper but it surged now. So he behaved as mercenaries and soldiers, who used violence to force compliance. He drew the sword he wore while traveling, the one that allowed him to masquerade as a lord. He meant only to scare her, but an older woman bolted between them: Her body the sacrifice to protect the life of a child she was responsible for.

Her body the sacrifice to protect the child.

He went numb. He couldn’t move. From the corner of his eye he saw Sunny moving forward, and the guard then shouted in an accent cruelly like Agalar’s own, “Get after them! Kill the priest and destroy the spiders! Move!”

When the woman did not get out of the way, Sunny’s sword came down on her head and cleaved her.

She collapsed at Agalar’s feet.

Memory struck like a cobra, its venom sinking deep. His breathing grew ragged and shallow. The world grew a thousand shadows, each stained with blood.


He is a young child standing in a field overrun with fighting. A soldier looms above him wearing an expression contorted with fury, yet a woman jumps between him and the soldier. The blade comes down. The tumult rages on, dragging the assailant away from him. For a long while he is afraid to move so there is nothing but the warm blood slowly congealing and growing cold as the bitter night drags on, as the stars watch indifferently. Eventually he shakes the body and calls to her, he begs her to wake up, to get up, but she never moves again.


A hand pushed him so hard he stumbled backward. “You useless coward,” sneered Sunny. “I knew you would freeze when it mattered.”

Finally his gaze cleared. The enclosure’s gate stood wide open and everyone had scattered. Bettany and the others were all gone while he had stood in a stupor. Shouts and trumpet blares rang out. Clouds of dust boiled heavenward as the Shipwrights’ accomplices—a troop of East Saroese soldiers—swarmed the fort amid the clamor of fighting.

Screaming nearer at hand broke his paralysis. He ran out of the Fives court to see Bettany shouting at an armed soldier who was dragging away one of the adversaries. It wasn’t her twin—where her twin had gone he did not know—but regardless Bettany shoved her body between the soldier and the girl, breaking the man’s grip.

“Move off!” The soldier raised his sword.

“Halt! Put down your sword!” He raced into the fray and threw himself in front of Bettany.

Let the sword fall on his head.

But the blade did not come.

Agalar’s lordly clothing, his foreign looks, and his male glare set the soldier back.

“My lord, I’m just following orders. We need laborers to help with the wagons we’ve captured as we return across the desert.”

“Please, my lord.” Bettany tugged on his arm. “Let the girl go. Please, for my sake.”

Wagons began to emerge from the fort. The Garon Palace gold shipment, now taken as a prize of war, headed southeast along a path that ran parallel to the great escarpment that starkly divided the upland desert from the coastal plain.

The sight of all those wagons jogged his memory, pushing it back to the last exchange he’d had before that blacked-out break. The gold they’re looking for isn’t there.


Sunny trotted up. “What’s the trouble here?” he growled.

“No trouble.” The soldier gave an obedient bow to Agalar and moved away after his fellows, who were herding a few male prisoners toward the departing wagons.

Bettany was speaking rapid, urgent Efean to the other girl. With both hands, she shoved her toward the Fives court gate. “Let her go!” she said defiantly to Sunny.

Agalar placed himself between Sunny and the Fives court. “Let her go,” he echoed. “Before our allies head off with those wagons, has anyone checked to see if there is really gold in them?”

“That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard you say!” Sunny laughed. “Why wouldn’t there be gold in them? You think this is all some long con by Lord Gargaron? Maybe he’s flying the gold to the king by messenger pigeon, one nugget at a time! Ha ha ha!”

Bettany stepped on Agalar’s foot.

“Just have them check,” said Agalar, blinking hard as he tried not to react to the pressure. “You and I don’t get paid if no gold is delivered.”

Sunny always responded to being poked by the stick of self-interest. “It can’t hurt to see.”

He trotted away.

“They’ll find gold in the wagons,” said Bettany in a low voice.

“What did your sister mean, then?” he demanded. “Why would she think there was no gold?”

Her gaze measured the Fives enclosure. The adversary she’d saved had vanished into its maze. The corpse of the dead woman lay still, blood congealing around her on the dirt. Grief stung his eyes and he had to look away. Bodies had been left sprawled throughout the outer courtyard of the fort too, men killed in a battle over wealth. Inside the citadel, of course, Lord Gargaron and his inner circle were safe. Wasn’t that how it always went in the world?

“Jes has a habit of jumping to conclusions rather than thinking things through,” Bettany explained. “The king and queen would become suspicious if no gold was delivered from mines they know are being worked. But if Garon Palace controls the account books, then it would be easy for them to deliver less gold than they’d mined, and no one the wiser if they have a good place to hide it. People like Lord Agalar of Nerash would know all about those kind of accounting tricks.”

The heat was making him dizzy. Surely that was why her piercing gaze, like a dilator, seemed to be separating his skin away from the wounded truth that he worked so hard to conceal.

“Which is why I don’t think you’re really Lord Agalar of Nerash,” she added.

For the first time, he felt no barrier between them, no caution on her part, none of the required deference that the powerful men of the world demand from those they rule and those they trample.

She seemed to realize the change in that moment as well. Her loss of deference brought a flood of harsh words.

“I don’t know what happened to you inside the Fives court, why you froze up like that. Why you speak with one voice among the highborn but act so differently away from them. Why you take orders from Pearl but aren’t part of the crew. I don’t know why you’re here except you are a good doctor. But if you aren’t really Lord Agalar of Nerash, then is the document that frees me legally binding? Also, you’ve lost your hat, and your cheeks and nose are turning pink so you’d better get out of the sun.”

Hearing her speak to him with such a lack of restraint was exhilarating. He leaned alarmingly close and with a smile said, “I can’t wait to introduce you to Sorshia.”

“Sorshia?” She rocked onto her heels as if taken aback. “Who is Sorshia?”

She looked so like a girl feeling a stab of jealousy that a giddy urge to laugh welled up. “My sister.”

“You never mentioned her before!”

The shock of the attack, of violent death, of the realization that they were going to succeed: it all stripped away his usual caution. The desire to confide became overwhelming. “She was required to stay behind when I came on this expedition, as a surety that I would return rather than run off. Not that I would ever abandon her…”

Too late he heard his own words. If only he could have bitten off his tongue before he spoke.

She looked toward the Fives enclosure with its open gate, empty obstacles, dead woman, and missing sister. A sister who might be dead because Bettany hadn’t warned her of the attack. Her chin trembled. Her shoulders tensed. Tears leaked, and she angrily wiped them away with the back of a fist. She was a storm front waiting to break, and yet struggling to hold it in.

Hastily he said, “I was speaking of myself, not… You did everything you could.”

“Don’t be condescending. You know what I did as well as I do. If she’s dead it’s because I abandoned
 her. I have a new family now.”

She stalked away to the huddle of Shipwrights, who had kept their distance from the fighting since it wasn’t the job they’d been hired for.

A new family. One that couldn’t include him.

And yet he started after her anyway. He’d find the right words so she didn’t have to suffer this misery alone… only to find his path blocked by Sunny and Flint.

“Murderers like you don’t get rewarded with treasures like that, but I might have a try at her when we get back to the coast,” Sunny said with a sneer meant to goad Agalar into trying to hit him. But Agalar valued his hands too much to bother.

“Let me pass.”

“No. We’re getting too close to the end now. For the last part of the journey you’ll stay under direct guard.” Sunny pointed to a carriage marked with a captain’s badge of the East Saroese army.

A cold sense of foreboding squeezed his chest. “But I fulfilled my part of the bargain!”

“That’s not for you to decide, is it?” Sunny grasped him by the arm and, with a coarse grin, force-marched him toward the carriage. “Think of it as being under arrest for murder.”
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“Stick close to us,” said Pearl as they rolled into the huge army encampment, a noisy, dusty, chaotic sprawl of tents and people and livestock. “Many a youth has come to grief in a place like this. If you get separated from us, go to the army hospital and say you’re ill.”

“They might refuse to treat me because I’m Efean, even if I show them this.” Bettany touched the cloth pouch that hung around her neck in which she’d secured the manumission document.

Pearl shook her head. “I’m glad you understand a bit of writing doesn’t protect you. There are plenty of people in the world who only respect the law if it serves the end they seek. Also, anyone can burn that piece of paper if they wrest it from you—”

“Then they won’t wrest it from me.”

“I do appreciate your resolve.” Pearl cracked a laugh as she guided her team behind the captain’s carriage in which Agalar rode.

They had been eating the dust of that carriage for six days and Bettany was grateful they were almost at the end of their journey. She could finally smell the sea. The sight of its glimmering waters reminded her of all the afternoons she had spent seated on a wall overlooking the harbor in Saryenia, wishing she could sail as far away from her home as possible.

And now here she was, with a chance to actually do it. The ache in her heart had a pressure both of pain and of joy.

They rolled up to a makeshift gate set amid temporary canvas walls that formed a large enclosure within the vast encampment. The royal hawk flag of the kingdom of East Saro flew from the center-post of the central tent. The two supply wagons were guided away to one side with Ash, Lark, and the other four Shipwrights keeping guard over them while Pearl followed Lord Agalar into a tent whose banners displayed stylized owls with gold coins for eyes.

Since no one forbade her, Bettany followed Pearl. She’d long ago learned that because people thought her beautiful, they questioned her less and often gave way without protest. And indeed the guards looked at her curiously, even appreciatively, but did not attempt to block her.

“Why have you tagged along?” Pearl muttered in an undertone as they were shown into a chamber within the tent, empty but for a table and chair at one end.

“Ever since Crags Fort, Sunny and Flint have treated him like a prisoner they think will try to escape.”

“Yes. There’s a lot about his story that doesn’t add up.”

“You don’t know his whole story?” Bettany had assumed Pearl knew all the details of the mission, considering the way Agalar quietly deferred to her.

“I do not. Among the Shipwrights we make it a habit to judge people on how they act now, not on what they may have been in the past.”

Agalar had made an effort to tidy himself. His straw-colored hair was combed; it had grown long enough to be pulled back into a tiny stub of a tail that made her want to laugh because it looked ridiculous. They hadn’t spoken since their last conversation at Crags Fort.

He glanced back just then. Seeing her, his eyes crinkled, but after a moment of some complicated thought tangling in his mind, he frowned and made a shooing gesture with one hand.

She shook her head.

He sighed.

“All kneel for the lord treasurer.”

Bettany had never knelt in her life, nor seen her mother do so. But Pearl tugged on her arm and spoke under her breath. “Play along.”

She wasn’t willing to set knee to ground in submission, so instead she crouched, ready to spring up if need be. The captain of the raiding troop entered beside a lord dressed in such an elaborate drapery of embroidered robes that she wondered he didn’t faint from the heat. Soldiers carrying a small but heavy chest set it on the table. The captain raised the lid. From where she knelt, Bettany could not see inside the chest but she could see the lord treasurer’s satisfied nod.

“There are twenty other chests like this one?”

“Yes, my lord,” said the captain. “Although I confess we expected more gold. The rest of the cargo was dates and natron.”

“Natron is valuable as well. This is more gold than our mines in the Orak Hills produce in five years. Very good. This is Lord Agalar of Nerash, the famous physician?”

Of course Agalar still stood, an act that for another would have signified defiance, but which he managed with a casual stance as if he had never been instructed to kneel at all. “Now that I have done as I said and delivered Efean gold into your hands, I expect my payment as well as safe conduct for myself and my associate to the port of our choosing so we may continue our pursuit of medical knowledge across the Three Seas.”

“We cannot persuade you to stay at our army hospital? Your associate has been doing exceptional work there.”

“Not today.” The edge in his voice she had mistaken for arrogance, but it was an anger similar to her own, one that had steeped for years and simmered on the brink of boiling over.

The lord treasurer picked a document up off the table, perused it with raised eyebrows, then lifted his gaze to examine Agalar. “I hold here in my hand a letter from Lord Rakonis, the justicar of Nerash. He is the one who recommended you to me for this mission.”

Agalar’s tone grew even tighter. “Yes. I met Lord Rakonis quite unexpectedly in a foreign port while on my travels, for I thought he never left Nerash. He sent me to you.”

“Yet while you’ve been gone I have received a second letter informing me that you are not in fact Lord Agalar of Nerash. Rather, you are an impersonator who has been traveling for the last year with the intent to deceive all you meet and improperly accept hospitality and payment under fraudulent circumstances.”

The insolent tilt of Agalar’s head dipped, his chest sagged, and he swayed on his feet. But he caught himself and stiffened, chin up, gaze again capturing the imperious scorn that made everyone fall over themselves to please him. The gap between the shock hitting him and him shoving it aside was like a window swiftly open and shut that offered a glimpse of a different man: a youth not much older than she who had gambled with the desperation of the hopeless, and lost his bet.

“More gravely, Lord Rakonis accuses you of murdering Lord Agalar.” The lord treasurer grimaced as he read an unpleasant detail written on the document. “You must be made an example of. Accordingly you will be shipped to Nerash to answer for your crimes before Lord Rakonis himself, and be executed by the will of the gods and for the good of us all.”

He gestured. Sunny and Flint grabbed Agalar by either arm. He did not resist, not even when Sunny wrenched his arm up behind his back, meaning to cause him pain.

The lord treasurer’s gaze flicked over Bettany with an instant’s puzzlement before he addressed Pearl. “I am given to understand you are chief of the Shipwright mercenaries who were hired to assist in this operation.”

“I am, Your Lordship.”

“Did you know this man is accused as a murderer and imposter?”

“He represented himself to us as Lord Agalar of Nerash, Your Lordship. We worked with him according to the terms of the contract we signed, under your auspices.”

The lord treasurer turned to an aide, seeming not to have noticed that Pearl had not directly answered his question. He turned to one of his aides. “Settle the contract with the Shipwrights. And put the accused in the prison wagon.”

Agalar’s jaw tensed the way it did when he examined a particularly grievous injury that he knew he could not heal. Yet he did not plead his case. “Before I am taken away, let me transfer my earnings from the mission into the hands of my associate.”

“You have forfeited all right to earnings. Frankly, your associate is fortunate he is not named as an accomplice.”

Agalar shut his eyes before slowly inhaling and then slowly exhaling. Only when Sunny and Flint began hauling him away did he open his eyes. He caught Bettany’s gaze and held it with all the urgency of a man who desperately needs help and can’t ask for it out loud.

She dipped her chin, not taking her eyes from his. To the last instant, even turning his head, he kept his gaze fixed on her, and then he was thrust out of the tent and vanished from her sight. Sunny’s mocking laughter hung in the air a few breaths longer before it faded into the distance. The lord treasurer took his leave; no need to acknowledge hired mercenaries.

The instant they were outside, Bettany said, “He told me he was traveling with a sister. Maybe he left her in the care of this associate he speaks of. Do you know the man’s name?”

“I do not, and if you know what’s good for you, you’ll come with us and leave that trouble behind. There’s going to be a battle here any day and we intend to sail out before it starts.”

“I can’t leave him. He saved my companions—and me—when he didn’t need to. Even if I were so callous as to feel no sense of debt, the gods would judge me poorly for such a breach of honor.”

Pearl’s hesitation gave Bettany the opening to plunge on.

“You still have to secure passage on a ship. I’ll find a basket to carry, and Ash can come with me. If people think we’re servants running an errand, then no one will question us while we look for him.”

“Where will you even start looking in an encampment this huge?” Pearl demanded.

“At the army hospital,” Bettany said. “If we can’t find Sorshia, then hopefully we can track down Agalar’s associate.”

* * *

“Out of the way! Out of the way!”

Ash pulled Bettany aside as men rushed past bearing empty stretchers. The hospital area consisted of five large tents, wall flaps raised to allow air in, and a sixth tent set away from the others behind a makeshift barrier of shields. As she passed the wagons with Ash walking mindfully behind, she quickly studied the wounded men: a raw gash to an arm, the stub of an arrow stuck in a man’s shoulder, a bloody abdomen that probably not even Agalar could salvage.

“Has the battle started already?” she asked Ash in a low voice.

“No, not enough commotion and casualties. You’ve never been around a campaign or a battle, have you?”

“Only heard about them from my father. Have you?”

“Yes. That’s why I joined the Shipwrights, to get away from all that.”

Lark had come with them, using her command of five languages to chat with all manner of people. She trotted up. “Nobody knows of a cook or laundress named Sorshia.”

“What about a doctor or orderly of that name?”

“The Saroese don’t allow women to be doctors or orderlies. Do Efeans?”

“There are women healers among the Efeans. And you Shipwrights aren’t like that either.”

“I wasn’t born in Shipwright country and I never fit in in my hometown,” said Lark. “Now perhaps you understand why I joined this crew when I had the chance.”

Maybe the Shipwrights were restful to be around because they had chosen their own place in the world rather than accepting their lot in life, Bettany realized. Death ran at their heels but a life of risk surely meant you knew you were really alive. She was ready to go with them. But how could she leave without knowing what would happen to Agalar? What if it was true he was a murderer?

“I don’t know where else to try,” she admitted. The basket filled with folded clothes that she was carrying to disguise herself seemed to grow suddenly heavier, and she shifted it to her other hip.

“I was told there are foreign doctors working in the isolation tent,” Lark added. “They had just left the tent I was asking around at. Ah! There they are.”

A clot of four men walked past drivers watering horses at a muddy stream and toward the barrier of shields that surrounded the outermost of the hospital tents. They were laughing and talking together: two wore military garb and were obviously of Saroese birth, with long straight black hair twisted up into a bun, golden-brown skin like her father’s, and what everyone in Efea called “Saroese eyes.” The other two were foreign men, neither Saroese nor Efean, and not dressed in uniforms: one was a short, clean-shaven man with wavy black hair and skin almost as dark as her own, and the other a tall, gangly fellow with sand-colored hair and sun-reddened skin as pale as Agalar’s.

Breaking away from Ash and Lark, she ran after them and caught up as they reached the shield-fence.

The soldier on guard saluted the two military doctors and greeted the two foreigners with a more relaxed expression. “Doctor Vayalu, I hope it is not too hot for you today. You’ve got a bit of a burn, I see. Doctor Soras, everyone is talking about how you saved that man with the head injury.”

As the men passed inside the enclosure Bettany called out, “My lords, please, if you will, I am looking for a woman named Sorshia with a message for her of great urgency. I am wondering if you know of her.”

The four men kept walking as if she hadn’t spoken, although the tall, pale one named Vayalu glanced back. Maybe Pearl had been right: it would be impossible to find Agalar’s sister without giving up their plan to try to help him. But as the other three went on into the tent, the short, dark man—Doctor Soras—halted and beckoned. His stare had a disconcerting intensity that made her suspicious, but she had come too far to stop. So she walked forward to meet him.

Being taller than many men wasn’t unusual for her; Efeans were in general taller than the Saroese, who often had stockier, shorter frames. But Soras showed no uneasiness as some men did who could not abide her height.

“What did you say, just then?” he asked in a low, pleasant voice.

“My lord—”

“I’m no lord, just a physician.”

“I’m looking for a woman named Sorshia. She would have pale skin and light hair—”

“There is no woman in the hospital division by that description. Why are you looking for her?”

She saw no point in dancing around the truth. “Her brother has just returned from a journey but he’s been arrested. I thought she should know. Maybe she can help him.”

“What is in it for you?”

“Nothing is in it for me. I owe him for…” Her fingers brushed the outline of the pouch tucked away beneath her tunic. Soras’s gaze traced their journey. Safer not to expose her own situation. “I am in his debt, so it seems fair to return the favor. He has no one else to help him.”

“What crime is he accused of?”

Why lie? The lord treasurer had read out the charge in front of witnesses.

“Murder and impersonation. He was taken away to a prison wagon although I don’t know where.”

By not a flicker did Doctor Soras display surprise. “Come with me.”

He gave the guard a tip of the hand in acknowledgment as he led Bettany past. The man chuckled in a knowing way, but Soras had already shifted his attention to Ash and Lark, now hurrying over.

After studying their braids, he addressed Ash. “Are you part of the Shipwright crew Lord Agalar hired out with?”

“I’m Ash. This is Lark. We are under the command of Chief Pearl.”

“Let’s go.” Soras had a choppy stride that ate ground through sheer speed. “I’m Doctor Soras. What do you know of the business?”

“Nothing more than what happened today, Doctor. Lord Agalar had his… peculiarities, but he was fair and respectful to us, and a fine doctor. We never suspected he might be a murderer.”

“Do you suspect it now, just because of an accusation made by an unnamed source?” Soras had a tone as sharp as a scalpel.

“To be honest, we’re not sure what to think,” admitted Ash, sharing a glance with Lark. “We didn’t even know he had a sister until Bett told us.”

“Do you think the charges might be true, Doctor?” Bettany demanded.

“Why would I think anything?”

“Because you must be the associate Agalar mentioned to the lord treasurer.”

“Why do you think so?”

“I never said his name but you did.”

Soras had a mercurial smile, as at a joke that raised as many sour memories as sweet ones. “I’m well caught out. Yes, we have been associates for some months.”

Bettany studied him as surreptitiously as she could. He had a strong, good-looking face, and while he was almost as dark complexioned as she, he didn’t look at all Efean. Three old raised lesions ran from his right jawline down his neck, as if he’d survived a nasty injury many years ago. His handsome brown eyes were rimmed with thick lashes, and he caught her admiring them and stared back boldly.

“Do you know where they keep prisoners?” she asked, not giving way.

That quicksilver smile flashed again, barbed as with the kiss of poison. “Doctors who come from places where dissection is allowed always know where the criminals are kept. Their crimes may bring some good into the world if they lead to greater medical understanding.”

“Agalar talks like you do,” said Bettany.

“We have similar philosophies, it’s true.”

“No, I mean the way you pronounce your Saroese. It’s not the way I pronounce it, and it’s not the way Lark and Ash speak it, which has that Shipwright lilt. It’s as if you and Agalar learned to speak Saroese in the same place.”

“An interesting theory. What did you say your name was?”

“I didn’t say.”

Ash and Lark laughed. The doctor did not. In silence he led them back within sight of the command compound with its hawk banner and coin-eyed owl. Opposite a back gate into the compound sprawled a horse-line where tethers held the animals that would be ridden and driven by the highborn officers. Amid this busy scene a single large wagon sat unhitched, shaft resting on the ground. There were about ten men inside the barred cage built into its bed. Most were sitting with arms crossed over their heads in a vain attempt to keep the sun at bay. Agalar had been forced into a corner with no scrap of shade, pressed against the bars with the sun blasting right on him.

“I appreciate the company,” Doctor Soras said to Lark and Ash, “but it’s better for you to go back to your crew. You shouldn’t get any more involved with this than you already are.”

“We’re just here to keep an eye on her,” said Ash.

“She can go too.” He caught Bettany’s eye, tipped his chin.

“No.”

He tilted back, head coming up as if he’d just glimpsed a scorpion. “No?”

“I owe him my life and the lives of people I was responsible for. I’m not just walking away. Also he’s lost his hat. His skin will be burned in no time and he could get sunstroke and die from convulsions. Can’t you appeal to the lord treasurer?”

“The lord treasurer has probably known about the charge the entire time. Those men who were guarding Agalar—Sunny and Flint—were hired by Lord Rakonis to keep Agalar in line.”

Ash scratched his chin. “Given the severity of a charge of murdering a lord, why did Agalar believe they’d let him walk free when the mission was over? Do you know?”

“Agalar received a note from Lord Rakonis promising that if the mission succeeded, the threat to reveal his impersonation would vanish and Rakonis wouldn’t tell anyone, especially not the lord treasurer.”

Ash shook his head, tut-tutting. “That’s always the first lie of blackmail.”

Bettany stared at Soras. “Are you suggesting he actually did murder the real Lord Agalar of Nerash?”

“I am not suggesting it, no.”

“You’re not suggesting it… because you know it’s true. Is that what you’re saying?”

Ash tapped her shoulder. “Come on, Bett. You’ve heard what you need to know. Doctor Soras is right. You shouldn’t get any more involved. You have more than fulfilled your obligations.”

“Go if you must. I know you have a ship to catch. I’m not leaving.”

Ash said to Lark, “I told you Pearl sees her youthful self in her,” and Lark nodded, satisfied at the comparison. They did not budge.

She turned back to Soras. “Why did he do it? And why impersonate him after? The doctor I worked with wasn’t greedy. He didn’t take what he wanted and discard the rest. So I don’t believe he’s a murderer and thief out to enrich himself. Nothing about him is like that. Tell me what you know, and then I’ll leave.”

“Oh, I see. You’re in love with him.” Soras shook his head, smiling wryly. “Which almost certainly means he’s in love with you.”

The words surprised Bettany, and yet didn’t surprise her at all. They just gave her a rush of triumph and elation.

“In other words, I’m right about him!” she said with a cocky jut of her chin.

“He killed Lord Agalar of Nerash in self-defense.” Soras spoke in a detached tone like that of a lecturer. For emphasis he raised a hand, lifting the forefinger and then the middle finger to join it like a doubled warning. “Obviously he had to flee Nerash afterward. A man who kills a lord cannot hope for justice, no matter how much of a threat that lord may have posed to him and his family. Afterward he maintained the impersonation by writing up monographs of his discoveries and letters to esteemed colleagues, all to create the fiction that Lord Agalar was still alive. But in reality he did it to protect people left behind in Nerash who would be in danger if they were accused of being accomplices.”

Ash whistled softly, and Lark shook her head.

Bettany set down the basket. “Whose life was he defending? Yours?”

A twist of the lips was all the reply Soras gave.

“You aren’t his associate, met while he traveled, are you?”

Soras said nothing, just watched with the gaze of a person who is accustomed to carefully studying those around them in order to avoid trouble.

“You have the same way of speaking and certain gestures you both use. It confused me at first because you look nothing alike, but I should be the last person to make the assumption that siblings have to look alike. Are you Sorshia? It’s the only possibility that makes sense.”

Soras met Bettany’s examination with a clear gaze. “Sorshia is a name I was given when I was a child. Soras is who I am.”

Ash said, almost mockingly, “What does that even mean?”

For the first time a flash of irritation creased Soras’s brow. “It means exactly what I said.”

“Each individual has five souls,” Bettany broke in. She needed Soras’s help and couldn’t allow Ash to offend him. “Here in Efea we call them spark, shadow, name, self, and heart. It happens sometimes that a person’s self and name don’t fit with the flesh they have. There’s nothing strange about that.”

The tension in the doctor’s shoulders eased. He gave Bettany a nod and, to her relief, opened up a bit more. “Leaving home allowed me to become myself, although I regret the circumstances that forced us to flee. I pray every day that our mother and youngest brother remain safe. We had to leave them behind because she is lame and he has seizures that worsen if he is frightened or tired. They still live in Nerash. We were all servants in Lord Eudes’s household.”

“Who is Lord Eudes?”

“The father of Lord Agalar. We did our best to cover our tracks, to make it seem the young lord had sailed off on a whim with newly met friends, something he was prone to because he was short-tempered and dissatisfied. If my brother hadn’t had the misfortune to be recognized by Lord Rakonis in a foreign port we’d not be here now.”

Bettany had grasped the crucial piece of the puzzle. Not all of it, of course. The why and how remained, but she believed in all her five souls that Agalar had truly acted in self-defense, to save his own and Soras’s life, to save the lives of others. To watch him work was to see that all his five souls nested peaceably together, anchored by the desire to heal.

Acting as his assistant had given her the same fragile peace as when she had assisted her mother. It wasn’t that she wanted to become a healer but that the work gave her a sense of competence and, more than that, the knowledge that she was accomplishing something that at least tried to mend the wounds of the world rather than cut them deeper.

“I have an idea,” she said, thinking about how her father made things happen. That was what she admired most in him: his ability to command not because he desired aggrandizement and praise but because he wanted to get things done. Because he’d had a vision of a life for himself and hadn’t been afraid to take flight toward the horizon, into the unknown, to find the place he knew he belonged.

All these years she had raged when really what she had been spoiling for was to pick up the fight and lead the charge herself.
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The sun was going to kill him, and in a way he welcomed its fierce assault. However unpleasant the dizziness, nausea, and confusion would be, eventually he would pass out. Over the years he’d learned that one of the great mercies of life is when death brings its kiss to the suffering who have found peace in sleep.

None of this would have happened if the real Lord Agalar hadn’t decided that an epileptic slave would make a good object with which to show off to new friends when they were all drinking too much.


“The mark of a good surgeon is if he can open up a pig while it is still alive, identify all its organs and their functions, and sew it back together again without it bleeding to death. If you cut the voice box it doesn’t squeal. Isn’t that right? Since you were the one who complained about the squealing and figured it out.” He kicks the pale youth who has attended him and studied beside him since the day his father, Lord Eudes, came back from campaign with a new housekeeper (and mistress when the need takes him) and her three children: one too dark, one too pale, and the youngest one that has those ugly seizures. Stricken by wine and the mocking laughter of his new friends, Lord Agalar adds recklessly, “I’ve cut open a living man before.”



“No! No! That’s impious.” His companions look appalled and yet delighted at his blaspheming words. “The gods would not approve.”



Their fear emboldens him. Sensing that people are afraid of him is the only time he truly feels alive. “The gods don’t scare me!”


They should scare you, thinks the pale youth, but in company like this he has no voice.



“My father intends me to be the greatest physician in the Three Seas. He denies me nothing. The local magistrate sends criminals to the medical school and lets us do whatever we need to them. I could show you today, couldn’t I, slave?”



Again he kicks the pale youth, who also goes by the name Agalar, because that’s what Lord Eudes calls him, Agalar the More Clever, as a joke meant to needle his arrogantly oblivious son.



When the youth does not obediently reply, Lord Agalar answers himself.



“Wait, there are no criminals in the cages today. How about that brother of yours? Wouldn’t it be interesting to cut open his brain and see if it looks different from a criminal’s? Ha ha!”


“Hey!” An elbow ground into Agalar’s ribs. “Move out of that shade. I want it.”

He hadn’t noticed the sun shifting as he’d leaned against the bars, dazzled by the vivid burst of memory. His lips were dry and his tongue like sandpaper but at least the sun was almost at the horizon. Blessed darkness might bring a reprieve.

Yet as night settled around them, his thirst and the heat of his burned face made the world twist and distort. Lanterns bobbed as messengers and servants made their way through the sleepless camp. Men sang hymns to victory to gird their loins for the coming battle.

He had survived a battle before, long ago, a memory muddied by distance and yet in other ways stark and clear.


He is a young child standing in a field overrun with fighting. A soldier looms above him wearing an expression contorted with fury, yet a woman jumps between him and the soldier. The blade comes down. The tumult rages on, dragging the assailant away from him. For a long while he is afraid to move so there is nothing but the warm blood slowly congealing and growing cold as the stars watch from their bright thrones and do nothing. Eventually he shakes the body and calls to her, he begs her to wake up, to get up, but she never moves again.



The bitter night drags on.



After a long time, an older girl’s face appears with the light of a lantern.



“Don’t cry or people will hear you and come looking.” She scolds him, then calls into the night: “Mama! Come see what I found.”



The woman who is now the only mother he truly remembers appears, dressed as raggedly as any beggar and with an infant bundled against her back.



“This is probably his own mother,” she says as she kneels beside the body and begins to strip the clothing from it. “The dead do not need clothes,” she adds, addressing him, “but we do.”



“What will happen to him, Mama?” asks the girl.



“He looks healthy and well cared for. What a sweet face he would have if he were smiling. Poor little mite.”



“We can’t feed him! And he’s too small to be useful.”



“Small things can grow. Even a little boy can carry a few items, can’t he? I bet you’re strong enough to carry this baby for a short ways, aren’t you? Do you want to take care of him?”



He nods.


It would be two years before he spoke again.

“Hush. Stop moaning or the guards will hear and come looking.”

A hand settled on the torn sleeve of his jacket, a touch both gentle and reassuring.

He startled awake to find himself again slumped against the bars. The other criminals slept, some restlessly, some as deeply sunk as if they were already crossing the threshold into the hall of judgment.

“Agalar?”

His head weighed so heavily, but after a moment he managed to look up.

The lamp she held made Bettany’s face shine like that of a divine messenger. Her gaze was spun of raw emotion, nothing held back. In his eyes she wore the glow of paradise, the unobtainable peace that a murderer like him could never grasp. But as she examined him, he read a different message in her expression, a raging determination compounded of anger layered atop anger until it towered into the heavens.

She thrust a soft bundle through the bars. “The fire curse. Be quick. Share it with the others.”

“Hey! Hey!” A guard came trotting over.

She extended a basket filled with folded clothing so the guard could see, and spoke rapidly in the Efean language, which neither he nor the guard understood.

“What are you saying? Speak Saroese!”

She repeated herself in Efean more loudly and quite slowly, and again displayed the basket as if its presence should answer the question. That they could not communicate frustrated the guard, but Agalar, clutching the bundle against his abdomen, thought it was her unsmiling beauty that made her intimidating. Nothing about her was pliant. She did not give way. Her expression offered scorn rather than sweetness, but he knew it for what it really was: intelligence and an implacable compassion.

“I don’t know where those clothes are meant for,” said the guard in the desperate voice of a man who fears he looks a fool. By this time several of the prisoners were stirring, roused by the exchange. “The laundresses report to the lord chamberlain’s tent. Over there.”

He pointed toward a lantern hanging some ways along the canvas wall.

She walked away, looking back once over her shoulder but not at him. Rather she was making sure the soldier kept his attention on her as Agalar felt inside the bundle. Nettled leaves met his probing fingers. They stung.

“What was that all about?” murmured one of the prisoners, to which a second replied, “Why worry? I’ll be shed of this wretched land tomorrow, one way or the other.”

“Wretched? I’ve never seen so many good-looking women as in this country,” said a third, cracking a laugh. “And her especially. I’d wash her clothes!”

“Shut your barking, you dogs,” said a fourth. “I want to sleep.”

“I’ll sleep when I’m dead, so shut up yourself.”

A heated discussion ensued and soon all nine of the other men in the tight confines of the wagon were awake. Leaf by leaf Agalar moved through the confines of the cage, rubbing the nettle onto the bare skin of the other men as he was jostled around, cursed roundly for bothering people, and punched twice. The pain from the blows was later subsumed by an itching rash and, by morning, blisters and coughing. He had dosed himself most heavily of all, and his throat felt choked.

So it was with an intense if painful satisfaction that, wheezing, he gasped out to a startled officer that he had come from Akheres where, indeed, there had been an outbreak of the fire curse in the mines. Many people had died of suppurating blisters and swollen limbs. It always hit men worse, he confided, especially on their most tender extremity.

As with any storm, the winds hit hard. The lord treasurer’s aide took one look and fled. Doctor Vayalu was called in and pronounced, soberly, that the fire curse could devastate an army more thoroughly than battle. The other prisoners, blaming him for bringing the affliction from Akheres, began to berate him.

Meanwhile, a flood of messengers rode in with urgent reports from the field that the Efean Royal Army was on the move. As trumpets sounded an army-wide alert, an impatient officer gave permission for the prison wagon to be hauled to the army hospital and put within the isolation tent enclosure. The prisoners were let out one by one, ropes around their necks and spears pointed at their bellies. Six were returned to the cage because they bore no particular signs of sickening, while the three most severely afflicted were laid on stretchers. Agalar was carried to a corner of the isolation tent well away from everyone else, with canvas curtains hung to keep the frightful sight of him hidden from the other patients.

He’d recklessly eaten one of the leaves, and each breath seared. But none of that mattered when his sister appeared, dressed as a man and carrying a leather doctor’s bag designed exactly like his own because they’d worked out the most efficient design as they’d traveled.

He reached for her hand, but before he could touch her she wrapped a piece of linen over his reddened skin. Through this barrier she squeezed his fingers.

“Sorshia. Thank the gods.”

“You sound awful. Open your mouth so I can see how inflamed your throat is.”

“Where is—?”

And there she was, sliding into the space with that same basket of folded clothing that allowed her to walk freely around a major army encampment because people only saw her as a servant. There were more people outside—he heard them shifting and murmuring—but it was Beauty whose hand he wanted to grasp.

“The juice of the plant we call heaven’s wand will soothe his throat and skin,” said Bettany to Sorshia, as if he wasn’t there and perfectly capable of speaking.

“Bettany has a plan to get you out of here.”

“What about you, Sorshia?” he croaked.

“If I could manage anything in the world, brother, I would rescue our mother and brother from Lord Eudes and set up a quiet hospital in some distant port where you and I could heal and they could manage the kitchen and pharmacy. Bettany has a plan for that too.”

“She does?”

“I’ll leave her to describe the whole to you.”

Sorshia lifted the isolation flap to go out. Before it fell he glimpsed the Shipwrights clustered beyond, awaiting events.

Then with a slap the canvas slid into place, leaving him alone with her
 .

She handed him a cup and, as he sipped cautiously, remarked, “Soras says he and your mother found you when you were only a little boy. You were standing on a battlefield beside a dead woman. And you didn’t speak for years, not until your mother managed to secure a position as Lord Eudes’s housekeeper. However did she manage that?”

He cleared his throat, wheezed, and finally marshaled enough breath to speak hoarsely. “We followed the armies. There are many folk who do that, living off what they can scavenge or sell. Lord Eudes was a general, as lords are.”

He paused to cough, and breathe, while she began to lightly dab a clear ointment onto his reddened arms. It didn’t hurt as much as he feared. He took another sip of the cooling juice and began again.

“I was too young to know why, but his personal household on campaign wasn’t well run. Our mother had the most necessary skill for survival: she could anticipate what people wanted, or needed, or if they were about to lash out so she could avoid getting hit. She made herself indispensable to Lord Eudes’s comfort. Thus when the campaign was over he took us back to Nerash.”

“And you were about the same age as Eudes’s son.”

“Yes. I was assigned to attend on Lord Agalar at all times, which meant I received the same tutoring and medical training. Only I was a far superior student.”

“Did Lord Agalar hate you for it?”

“Not as long as I flattered him. He believed my successes belonged to him. I wrote and answered all his correspondence under his name, and he would give demonstrations where he praised his own brilliance while I did all the surgical work.”

Her pained expression jolted him.

“Beauty, don’t be offended on my behalf—”

“Don’t call me that. You know what my name is. Which reminds me, that is Soras you were speaking to, not Sorshia. I didn’t want to say anything in front of him. But if his feelings and your relationship with him matter to you, you’ll remember.”

“That’s right. I’ll do better. I wonder what Mama will say.” He took another sip of juice to compose himself before adding, “I never meant offense by the nickname. I was impressed by how you kept your people together and safe. Intelligence is beauty.”

Her lips quirked up. She studied his face with such a look that he forgot about everything, even the stinging and itching. Hope was too precious to burn on the bonfire of longing but he cast it all onto the flames.

“Bettany, now that you know the truth of who I really am…”

A cough interrupted him. From outside Pearl said, in a stern tone, “We need to leave while we still can. I have no intention of my crew getting caught in a battle. Say your piece, Bett. Then we need to go, with him or without him.”

“Go where? What about my arrest warrant?”

She started in on his neck, each dab of ointment like a brief cooling kiss. Her face was so close to his that he scarcely dared breathe.

“The prisoner charged with impersonating Lord Agalar of Nerash will die of the fire curse. That’s the easy part. A name can easily be added to the manifest of the dead. No one will investigate during a war. The hard part would be risking a journey back into the desert, to the Akheres tombs.”

She didn’t explain because she expected him to figure it out. Instead she worked her way around his right ear. Here, where his hair had given him some protection, it hurt less, and each time her fingers brushed along his skin he found it hard to concentrate. But at length he managed to answer.

“The gold.”

She nodded without looking at him as she shifted her attention to the other side of his face, leaning over his body to reach it, so close that the temptation to embrace her would have overwhelmed him if he wasn’t stinging and burning.

“That a part of the gold has been hidden isn’t known except to a few, and those few must now be taken up with fighting this war. I have some ideas about where Lord Gargaron would hide it so no one but he and his most loyal servants would ever guess. I’m betting we can find it, take only what we can carry, which will be enough to make us rich, and leave again without anyone the wiser.”

“The priests and people like Lord Eorgas will have news of what happened at Crags Fort. They’ll recognize the Shipwrights.”

“People see what they expect to see. That’s how you got away with being Lord Agalar for so long, isn’t it? The Shipwrights will cut off their braids, which is what most people remember about them. We can disguise ourselves as a small merchant consortium, with me hired on as a local guide. We’ll say we were headed for Saryenia but had to turn aside because of the war. We’ll say that to salvage our investment we’ve headed for Akheres to purchase natron. No one will think that’s odd.”

“How will we finance this pretended expedition? We need supplies for the desert crossing, and money to buy natron.”

“The Shipwrights got paid, remember? They’ve voted. They’re willing to take the gamble because the reward will be so high if we succeed.”

“Even if the Shipwrights might be overlooked, people will definitely remember me.”

Sitting back, she laughed, and it was the sweetest sound he’d ever heard. “Do you say that everywhere you go?”

“People recall men like Lord Agalar.”

“Especially when they look like you.” She caught his hand, the linen cloth protecting her skin from the poison reddening his, but the pressure of her fingers made him wince so she let go at once. “We can dye your hair. Rash and sunburn will keep your face swollen for some weeks. You’re already blistering.”

He ventured a light touch to his chin, where stubble was already growing, and she snatched his hand back.

“Don’t touch anything.”

“Who will I be, then? For years I studied Lord Agalar to survive. I only know how to be him.”

“What about the boy you were before?” She frowned as she dabbed at his forehead. Her touch was not more painful than his memory. “The one who saw his mother murdered.”

His voice became tar in his swollen throat. He could not speak, or cry, or plead.

“Be him, and no one will recognize you. They won’t know how, especially if you never look directly at anyone so they don’t see those eyes.”

Her gaze met his, a lifeline with which to pull himself from the darkness. Lightly, he said, “Oh, are the eyes memorable?”

Her brows raised as if he had surprised her. “Maybe.”

“If I weren’t lying flat on my back, infested with the fire curse, I would give you a kiss.”

“Not a chance. I know firsthand how badly it stings and blisters. Your lips look terrible, and they must hurt.”

He smiled, and even though the gesture pulled painfully, he didn’t care.

The slight lift of her chin told him when she made the decision to push him into murkier territory. “What did happen? You don’t have to tell me.”

But he realized he wanted her to know the worst of him, so she’d have no illusions.

“He meant to cut open my brother to impress his friends but they didn’t have the nerve to see it done. However, word of his boast got around. A few months later he received a visit from a famous physician who challenged him to prove he could open and close a living man. The man’s arrival was so unexpected, everything happened so fast, and by this time Agalar was obsessed with somehow punishing my brother because he’d
 felt embarrassed in front of his friends. So I turned the tables. I pretended to be Lord Agalar the brilliant physician, and carried out the vivisection he had boasted of, using his body in place of my brother’s.”

He shut his eyes. The exact amount of pressure it takes to cut open a larynx with a scalpel so he could not scream out who he truly was.


“I’m a murderer,” he whispered as nausea swept him. “I did it knowingly, and I killed him. I hated him.”

“You saved your brother’s life. The gods will judge you when you enter the hall of judgment after death. Can you live with that?”

He didn’t know what to answer. He was already living with it while Lord Agalar, although by no means an innocent man, was dead. “It isn’t that healing people makes me feel I’ve atoned. It’s just that it eases the pain in the world.”

“There is so much pain in the world,” she agreed softly.

“I can see another question in your eyes.”

She bit her lip in that way she had when she didn’t want to be caught smiling. “What is your name? What did your mother—the woman who raised you—call you?”

“She called me ‘mite.’”

“Mite? What kind of name is that for a child?”

“Poor little mite. I didn’t speak for two years after they found me. She didn’t know what else to call me, so the nickname stuck. Then Lord Eudes assigned me to Agalar, and called me Agalar too because it was easier for him to remember. So I took on Agalar’s voice and mannerisms.”

“You don’t remember the name your first mother gave you?”

“It was a long time ago,” he whispered.

The pain was so raw.

She kept dabbing, her touch soft and sure.

“I can’t,” he said, touching the ring that was all he had left of that vanished woman.

She draped a clean scrap of linen over his lips, leaned down, and with the cloth separating them skin from skin, lightly pressed her mouth to his. Her breath stirred the cloth as she whispered.

“You don’t have to. It only matters if it matters to you.”

The face was long lost, swallowed up by the bitter night of his grief, but he vividly remembered arms holding him amid that terrible chaos and a voice in whose timbre he heard love: Stay close, my precious boy. I won’t leave you. We’ll keep each other safe.


When he didn’t answer she went on.

“What about the gold? Will you come with us? Soras says he’ll abide by your decision.”

“You’re really going with them? With the Shipwrights?”

“Yes. I love my family… but I blame them too. Efea is their home but it isn’t mine, not anymore. Pearl wants to train me as her replacement, to become chief when I’m older and she needs to retire. I think there’s more we can do than just be thieves and mercenaries. Piece by piece we can use part of our take to set up hospitals, as Soras suggested. Or safe houses for escaped slaves. I don’t know, but there has to be more than this. If we can save my companions, if you can heal a person who everyone’s given up on, then we can save one more person, and one more after that.”

“One life at a time,” he whispered, thinking of the boy he had been.

She rubbed at her eyes with the back of a hand, and he realized she was crying because she didn’t want to leave him, but she would if she had to. “But you have to decide, because we’re leaving at nightfall.”

“I won’t leave you. We’ll keep each other safe.”

He said the words even though he knew by how fragile a thread such promises hung. Yet without such promises how was life endurable? The stars watch from their bright thrones and do nothing. But here on the mortal earth it is this fragile thread that stitches together the wounds of living.
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I
 stand poised on
 the shore of Mist Lake like an adversary gathering focus before a Fives trial. South across the waters, too far away to see from here, lies the city of Saryenia, from which we just escaped. A rhythmic sound drifts out of the dawn haze that obscures the horizon: the drums of a fast-moving war galley.

“Do you hear that?” I say. “The new king is already hunting us.”

The boat I arrived in rocks wildly as its two occupants—Lord Kalliarkos and the poet Ro-emnu—jump out onto land and scramble up to either side of me. Kal takes my hand, the touch of his skin a promise against mine, and gives me a smile that makes my heart leap. Ro glances over, gaze flicking down to our entwined fingers, and looks away with a frown.

“We’ve got to get you out of sight,” I say to Kal, reluctantly 
 shaking loose from his grip. “And get my mother to safety where your uncle can never find her.”

My mother has already disembarked. We are the last people out of the flotilla of now-empty rowboats in which our party fled the murderous new king. Surrounded by local Efean villagers, Mother is speaking to them with such an appearance of calm dignity that no one would ever guess how desperate our circumstances are. As the three of us run over, the villagers leave her and race past us to the shore, carrying baskets and fishing nets. They shove the boats back out onto the water.

“Are they abandoning us?” I ask as we rush up to Mother.

“Not at all, Jessamy. They are risking their lives to aid us.”

“By fishing?”

Ro breaks in with his usual needling. “The sight of Efeans hard at work to enrich Patron treasuries always lulls our Saroese masters.”

“By placing their own bodies between us and the soldiers,” Mother goes on. “It isn’t only military men wielding swords who defend the land and act with courage.”

I look back again, viewing the scene on the lake with new eyes. “That’s very brave, especially since they’re unarmed.”

“Doma Kiya, we need to get moving to the shelter of the trees,” says Kal to Mother, offering her a polite bow with hand pressed to heart.

Although his words and tone are courteous, Mother’s usually gentle expression stiffens into a stony-eyed mask. “I can see that for myself, my lord,” she snaps.


 Kal is taken aback by her hostility, and so am I.

Irritation and impatience clip off my tongue. “He’s helping us!”

Kal looks from my mother to me and, still with his courteous voice, says, “I’ll scout ahead to make sure my uncle isn’t lying in wait in the trees to capture you.”

He races away while we follow at a brisk walk. Mother holds my infant brother, Wenru, while, beside her, my friend and former Fives stablemate Mis carries Wenru’s twin sister, Safarenwe. All the other Efeans have either gone out onto the lake or have left to escort the wagons conveying the fugitive Patrons of Garon Palace, who own this estate and its surrounding villages.

“Maybe the soldiers will pass by,” I say with another anxious look toward the lake. The shape of a mast coalesces in the mist. Oars beat the water in unison as the warship speeds toward us.

“Seeing only dull Commoner fishermen and farmers, not bold conspirators who just rescued the new king’s rivals from certain death,” murmurs Ro.

“Don’t speak of such matters in front of Lord Kalliarkos, Ro-emnu,” says Mother, with a warning glance at me.

“Kal won’t—”

“Enough, Jessamy. Keep moving.” Her tone scalds.

Kal waves an all clear from the edge of the orchard and ducks out of sight before the war galley can get close enough to spot his Saroese features and clothing. The fig and pomegranate trees aren’t particularly tall but they are bushy enough 
 to conceal us. As the others push forward on a wagon track through the trees, I pause to look back one last time.

While most of the rowboats have dispersed out onto the water, six have made a rough circle with a large net between them, blocking the approach to the shoreline where we landed. But the galley cuts straight through the little flotilla. Two of the boats flip, and the others rock wildly as their occupants struggle to keep them from overturning. Oars slap the heads of people in the water to jeers from the oarsmen. Arrows streak out from the deck. Most splash harmlessly into the water but one strikes a hapless swimmer in the back. The armed men crowded on the deck shout excitedly and laugh as the victim’s head sinks beneath the surface. It’s a game to them.

The drumbeat ceases. The galley plows through a stand of reeds with a rattle of noise before dragging to a stop in the shallows exactly where we just disembarked.

A man steps up to the rail of the ship.

It is the new king himself, once Prince General Nikonos and now the man who murdered his older brother and innocent young nephew so he could seize the throne of Efea. From this distance I can’t fully distinguish his face although I know he resembles Kal in having regal features and a golden-brown complexion; they’re cousins, after all.

Nikonos calls out in the voice of a man used to shouting over the din of battle. “The Garon estate lies beyond the trees! The man who brings the corpse of Lord Kalliarkos or Lord Gargaron to me I will raise to become a lord! As for the rest 
 of the Garon household and any who shelter them, show no mercy to traitors!”

I sprint after the others. Thorns from the pomegranate branches scrape my arms. Mother has been jogging along at the rear but she slows to a halt, puffing as she struggles to catch her breath. The others stop too, Mis supporting Mother with a hand under her elbow.

I charge up. “It’s Nikonos himself. Right on our heels.”

“Honored Lady, I’ll take the baby to lighten your burden,” says Ro.

To my consternation—because I should have asked first—Mother hands Wenru over to the poet. After a moment of disgruntled squirming, my infant brother settles into Ro’s arms with an expression of unbabyish disgust.

The sounds of snapping branches and men cursing at thorns chase us onward as the soldiers push through the trees. We emerge at a run from the orchard and hurry through grain fields toward the stately roofs and walls of the main compound, built for the Saroese stewards who supervise the estate with its rich fields, groves, and fishing. A path lined by trees leads to the northeast, toward an Efean village.

“Shouldn’t we head toward the village?” I whisper urgently.

“My grandmother always keeps an escape plan in reserve,” says Kal. “There’s a merchant galley hidden in a backwater river channel beyond the northern fields for just such an emergency as this. She and the rest of the household should already be boarding it.”


 “In other words,” remarks Ro, because he just can’t stop himself, “you Saroese nobles expect at any moment to be murdered by your own relatives.”

Kal touches my arm as a warning not to bother answering. “This way,” he says in a tone like an echo of my military father, a reminder that Kal fought a campaign in the desert and commanded a squad of spider scouts.

We splash through a shallow irrigation canal and race across another stretch of fields.

“Do you visit here often?” I ask in a low voice, sticking beside him.

“Twice a year with my grandmother. When I was a boy I would play on the hidden ship and pretend I was a sailor on the high seas.”

I grin at this innocent memory. Without breaking stride, he bumps a shoulder against mine, just a tap. Despite the danger we’re in, it’s exhilarating to keep pace together, feet hitting the ground in perfect time.

Mudbrick reservoirs rise at the end of cultivated land and the beginning of marshier ground where bushy-headed papyrus sways over our heads. Fresh wagon tracks in the earth mark where the Garon fugitives passed only moments ago, so it’s with shock that we emerge onto the bank of a backwater river channel to find the dock empty.

The merchant galley is gone.

Except for an embroidered blue silk shawl fluttering in the branches of a sycamore, there’s no trace of the Garon 
 household; of Kal’s grandmother, Princess Berenise; his sister, Lady Menoë; his uncle Lord Gargaron; nor any of the fifty relatives and retainers who escaped with us out of Saryenia. Nothing except three village rowboats bumping against the pilings with neatly folded fishing nets inside, and the two abandoned wagons.

“How could they have left without me?” says Kal, a hand on his neck like he’s trying to stem the bleeding from having his throat cut.

We stare, all too stunned to ask the same question. Safarenwe gives a fussing cry, and Mother takes her from Mis, soothing her with kisses. Wenru remains uncannily silent in Ro’s arms.

Mis points back the way we came. “Look!”

We turn. Shock tightens to a new stab of fear. Threads of smoke rise in the distance. They thicken to columns and then boil up into fierce black clouds.

Nikonos’s soldiers are burning the estate.
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