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PROLOGUE

A SILENCE OF THREE PARTS

Night lay full over Newarre, and the Waystone Inn sat in silence. It was a silence of three parts.

The widest part of it was an absent quiet, an emptiness assembled out of everything that was not there. A wind would have broken it. It would have come down the road off the hills, set the inn's sign swinging on its hooks, and carried the silence away the way a broom carries dust. Travelers would have broken it, even a tired handful come late off the road, wearing holes in it with their boots and their complaints, with the small comfortable noise of men eating supper who do not expect to be murdered in the night. Music would have broken it best of all. But music was long finished in the Waystone, and the town had learned to stop listening for it, the way you learn to stop expecting a letter that does not come. Wind and travelers and music were all elsewhere that night, and so the quiet kept. It pooled in the doorways of the town's shuttered houses. It gathered in the ruts of the empty road. It lay over the fields like the first thin snow of the year, which no one welcomes, and no one can refuse.

Beneath the inn, in the cellar cut deep into the hill's old bones, a second silence kept its own council. It was a smaller silence, and it did not rest. In one corner a little forge held the last of its coals, and their dim orange breathing threw more shadow than light across a workbench where tools lay abandoned in the middle of their work. The tongs were still tipped with soot. A copper chisel had begun going green along its edge, the quiet way copper confesses to being left alone. And on a slab of stone nearby, an acid worked with a small and patient hissing, eating its way inward grain by grain, unhurried as a secret being kept. This second silence was a sharp and anxious thing. It was the silence of labor done at night and denied by daylight, of a question asked again and again of something that would not answer. It made the first silence seem honest by comparison.

The third silence was a hidden thing, and a man could have sat in that inn a whole evening without once remarking it. But it was there, for anyone patient enough: in the walls, in the thick stone that drank sound the way dry earth drinks rain. It was in the black iron locks that held fast though no hand had tried them in years. It was in the slow tread of the red-haired man who climbed the stairs with a single candle, and in the way he undressed, folding his shirt with more care than any shirt has ever deserved. His hands trembled as he did it. Not badly. Only a little, only always, the way a string goes on trembling after its note has died. His hair was red, not chestnut, not auburn, but red as the last coal of the evening, though the candle could make nothing of it now. His eyes were green, the dark green of ivy grown old on a north wall, and they moved restlessly across the room, touching everything, seeing nothing.

Both the inn and the third silence belonged to the red-haired man, and that was as it should be, for his was the largest silence of the three, and the other two sat inside it like cups in a cupboard. It was the silence of a man who has carried the same questions so long that they have worn smooth in his hands and stopped being questions, becoming instead merely the shape of his thinking. It was the silence that keeps company with quiet tears, the kind that come when certainty falters at some late and unwitnessed hour. It was the silence of a man who has forgotten his song. Who does not hum at his work. Who wakes in the night and does not wonder anymore what woke him. It was the silence of a man waiting: for time, for change, for an ending. He had no particular faith that any of the three would come.

And so the Waystone lay still, and the night moved on toward morning.

The silence waited on him.


CHAPTER 1

THE WEIGHT OF SILENCE

Morning came slowly to the Waystone Inn. It did not burst in like a farmer's boy with news, or arrive with the brisk officiousness of a tinker keeping his rounds. It seeped. It gathered grey in the corners of the window glass, pooled in the hollows of the worn oak stair, and settled at last, like sediment in standing water, into the bones of the man who lay listening to it come.

The innkeeper lay still and counted his breaths. It was an old trick, older than the inn, older than the name he wore these days. If you lie perfectly still, pain will sometimes forget you. It will wander the room like a creditor with the wrong address, checking the corners, muttering to itself. Lie still enough, long enough, and it may move on to trouble someone else.

It did not move on. It found his ribs first, where yesterday's soldiers had left their signatures, and it read them back to him one at a time, slowly, the way Chronicler read back a passage he did not quite believe. Then it moved lower, to the small of his back, where a deeper ache sat waiting its turn. That one was not the soldiers' doing. That one he had earned himself in the black hours before dawn, and like most things a man earns in the dark, it had cost more than it was worth.

He counted forty breaths. Then forty more. Deeper down, his joints took up their old murmuring, the small dull complaints of a body that had been asked for too much, too young, too often. Not all of their muttering was about yesterday. Some of it was older than the inn. He had been many things in his life: quick, and clever, and more than either. But this morning he was simply sore, and there is no cleverness that helps with that.

Yesterday he had run on borrowed strength. He had swept the floor with a straight back. He had carried out supper and poured the beer and said the small easy things an innkeeper says, all on the bright false vigor that danger lends a man, the coin your body mints in the moment and demands back with interest after. He had done it for Bast, so the boy would stop watching him out of the corners of his eyes. He had done it for Chronicler. He had done it, if he was honest, for the memory of himself, for the man who once would not have felt such a beating for three days, and then only as a good story. But strength borrowed is strength owed. The body keeps its own ledger, and it does not forgive debts. It only defers them.

So the reckoning had arrived, patient as any old collector, and it sat on his chest now, going through its papers.

He tried to rise. His arms pushed, his legs gathered, and his body simply declined, the whole attempt collapsing under him with a slow, graceless finality. He lay where the failure left him, breathing, looking at the ceiling.

No one watches a man fail in private. That is what makes it real.

He sneezed. Last night's coalsmoke still hung in the room, a bitter tang that had worked itself into his clothes and lay scratching at the bottom of his lungs. Harsh as iron. Familiar as folly. He breathed it out slowly, set his teeth, and tried again.

This time he made it. There were no heroics in it, no grace, just a small victory carved out an inch at a time. Sit. Wait. Stand. Wait again, one hand on the bedpost, while the room decided whether it would hold still. He moved like a man performing a part he had memorized long ago and half forgotten: the gestures right, the timing gone.

As he passed the foot of the bed, his eyes went to the floor. It was a small motion, thoughtless, the way a tongue goes to the gap where a tooth has been.

The chest was gone. He knew it was gone. He had moved it himself.

But the space stared back at him anyway. That is the cruelty of absence: it leaves some corners more full than any presence could. The floorboards where the chest had stood for years were paler than their neighbors, the grain clean and unworn, a rectangle of wood that had been kept young while everything around it aged. And there were grooves, faint dark lines pressed into the boards where roah had kissed the floor overlong. They would fade, in time. Everything does. That is either the world's great mercy or its great insult, and he had never managed to decide which.

He sneezed again. The air caught in his chest, and his back popped twice, high and low, like a knuckle cracking.

Stupid, he thought. And it had been.

He had done the work in the dead hours, fevered with sleeplessness, too proud to wake Bast and too tired to wait for morning. He'd fetched his walking stick and worked its end under the chest's edge and levered it across the floor an inch at a time, breath hitching at every inch, resting between them like a man bailing a boat that leaks faster than he can bail. Then he had braced the trapdoor open and nudged the chest to the lip of it, and paused there, sweating in the cold, listening to the inn not listening to him. And then he had pushed, and the chest had gone over, and dropped into the cellar's waiting dark.

The sound should have been tremendous. A chest of roah and iron and copper, falling onto stone. It should have gone through the sleeping inn like thunder through a valley. It didn't. The Waystone swallowed it whole. The inn ate noise the way stone eats heat, slowly and without comment, and what should have been a crash became something worse. A silence too deep to fill.

He had stood over the open trapdoor a long while after, looking down. Listening. Waiting, maybe, for something to answer back: an echo, a settling, any small sound that would let the moment be finished. But the dark had only answered with more dark, and eventually he had climbed down after it, and done what he went down to do, and crawled back out with the sky already going grey at its eastern edge. He had been empty then, in the way that is not hunger. Tired in the way that sleep does not cure. There are more of those ways than most people ever learn, and he knew he was still learning new ones.

Another ache surfaced, low and insistent, and he almost smiled at it. Pain can be set aside. Regret will wait its turn. Regret is patient, regret has nothing but time. But nature is blunt and honest and entirely without respect, and it will not be bargained with. He found the chamber pot, and attended to the one demand of the morning that could not be deferred, and there was something almost companionable in it. It was the only thing that had asked of him today that he could actually provide.

  *

When he came back, the kettle was waiting for him.

It sat where it always sat, soot-black and solid, squat as a toad and about as beautiful. It was the sort of friend that helps without reproach. It did not ask how he had slept. It did not glance at his hands. He set it on the iron ring, lit the flame beneath it, and stood listening to the first small sounds of water learning that it was going to be tea.

From the shelf he took down a paper pouch, worn soft and fuzzed along its creases from much folding and unfolding. Inside was a powder, grey-green and chalky. Nahlrout. He pinched out a measure with his thumb and two fingers, the amount exact without any weighing, the way a baker's hand knows a pound of flour.

Nahlrout does not cure anything. It is important to be clear on this point. It does not heal, does not mend, does not knit so much as a scratch. What it does is steal. It robs pain of its voice for a few hours, gags it and sits it in a corner, and then, when the hours are spent, it leaves you too empty to argue with anything at all. It is a thief, and like all the best thieves it is quiet, and reliable, and it never takes so much at once that you stop leaving the window open for it.

There are three lies a man tells himself about a thing like nahlrout. The first is that he could stop whenever he chose. The second is that it is medicine, and taking medicine is only sense. The third lie is the worst, because it is nearly true: that he needs it, not wants but needs, and that need is a kind of permission.

The kettle ticked and muttered and finally sang. He brewed the tea darker than he had ever brewed it, and he did not reach for the honey. No sweetness. Nothing but heat and bitterness and silence, which was, he reflected, very nearly a recipe for his life entire. He drank once, then again. The bitterness clung to the sides of his tongue like something that had died there. And slowly, the ache in his ribs dulled from a voice to a whisper. The fine trembling behind his eyes settled into something that could be managed, could be budgeted, could be spent with care over the course of a day. Not wellness. Just enough. Enough to move. Enough to stand behind a bar and be a man standing behind a bar.

Praise cleverness, he thought, and the thought had the same bitterness as the tea. Clever enough to find his own supply in a town this small, with no tinker due for a span. Clever enough to tell himself that a daily cup was an old habit, an innkeeper's indulgence, no different than a pipe after supper. Clever enough to know, without ever once writing it down, exactly how many hours the quiet lasted, and exactly when to pour the next cup so that the pain never quite got its voice back. He had been praised for his cleverness his whole life. It had taken him years to learn that cleverness is like a knife: the people who admire it are rarely the ones it is being used on.

He dressed slowly, in silence. Each motion was measured out beforehand and paid for after; each breath was a small negotiation, opened, argued, and settled. Outside the window, the light had found the road and was working its way up the wall, patient as ivy. By the time he had his boots on, the room was almost bright.

He left without straightening his shirt, and without putting on the pleasant, forgettable expression he had worn down those stairs a thousand mornings running. There seemed little point to it now. They had seen behind it. They knew him too well, these two, and there is a particular tiredness that comes when a mask stops being a disguise and becomes merely a habit: one more thing to carry, and heavier than it looks.

  *

The common room met him with its usual silence, but this morning the quiet had edges.

He saw the shape of it before he was off the last stair, the way a musician hears a wrong tuning before the first note is even played. The hearth held nothing but ash, pale and cold, and no wood had been brought up from the shed to stand ready beside it. On the wall behind the bar, Folly hung unsharpened. That was not a thing anyone else would notice. A sword on a wall is a sword on a wall. But he had made a small ritual of the whetstone in the early hours, and the ritual had not been kept. Under the bar, the crossbow sat unchecked, its string untested. In the kitchen, the breadboard lay bare and clean, the good knife dry beside it. The pump had not been primed. No kettle hissed on the stove; his own tea upstairs had been the only water heated in the whole of the Waystone this morning.

None of these were large things. That was rather the point. Some mornings, the shape of the day arrives in flour-dusted fingers and kettle steam, in a swept floor and a fed fire: a hundred small labors that say, without saying, that the world is still worth keeping in order. Today the labors had not been done, and their absence stood around the room like guests who had come early and would not sit down.

The innkeeper looked at all of it, and read it the way other men read weather, and shuffled past the bar toward Chronicler's table without a word.

Across the room, Bast stood behind the bar with a folded cloth hanging limp from one hand. He was not wiping anything. He had perhaps been wiping something once, some while ago, and the wiping had trailed off and left only the gesture behind, the way a song trails off and leaves a man's fingers still curled to the shape of chords. His eyes kept drifting to the cold hearth and away again. Whatever mischief usually lived in his face had banked itself down to coals.

"Reshi, you look like death," he said. "And that's not a compliment."

"I'm standing," Kote said evenly. "Well. Mostly."

"Barely," Bast said. His eyes went to the cup in Kote's hand, rested there half a heartbeat too long, and moved away. Whatever he thought about it, he kept it behind his teeth, and that small mercy was somehow worse than any scolding. He came around the bar and pulled a chair out with his foot. "Sit. Before the floor claims you and we spend the morning scraping you off it."

Kote lowered himself into the chair, grimacing, swallowing the better part of a groan. What was left of it escaped anyway. He set his cup on the worn tabletop and folded both hands around it, the way you hold a bird, the way you hold something that is warm and will not be warm for long. For a moment he only sat there, head slightly bent, as if he were listening for something inside the stillness of the room. Perhaps he was. Perhaps, after so many years, he could no longer help it.

"The tea helps," he offered.

Bast rolled his eyes at that, an old reflex with no real scorn left in it, and folded himself down into the opposite chair. He sat the way he did everything, loose and boneless and graceful, but his eyes never left Kote, and there was a carefulness in them that had not been there three days ago. It was the look you give a cracked glass you have decided to keep using.

At his own table, Chronicler twisted in his seat and stifled a yawn against the back of his wrist. He had the rumpled, pressed-flat look of a man who has slept in his second-best shirt for the third night running, and he went about his preparations with the brisk economy of habit: fresh sheet squared before him, ink unstoppered, quill dipped and touched to the lip of the well, once, twice. Then the quill hovered, and his hand waited, and his face arranged itself into professional patience. If there was something a little sullen underneath the patience, nobody remarked on it. Nobody so much as noticed. It was that sort of morning.

"I thought," Kote began, and stopped. He turned the cup a slow quarter-circle on the tabletop, as if a better angle might improve its contents. When he went on, his voice was low and even. "I thought that with my purse full, nothing could stand in my way. That hard times were behind me at last. I had coin, and standing, and friends, and my name was worth something in four countries." He turned the cup again. "But answers are never so kind as coin. Mine were close, closer than they had ever been. Just out of reach. And I was young enough, and smug enough, to imagine that the last stretch of reaching would cost no more than the rest had."

He let the silence sit for a moment, and the room let it, and even the light through the windows seemed to hold still.

He looked toward those windows then, and past them. Past the road, and the town, and the hills the road went into. Past, perhaps, a good deal more than that. His eyes went somewhere his voice would have to follow, and you could watch it happen, the way you can watch a man wade out into a river until the current takes him.

When he spoke again, his tone had shifted. It had shed the flat, careful evenness of the innkeeper, and something older had come up underneath it, wider and darker and grained like old wood. It was a voice for firesides. It was a voice that could fill a room without rising, and it filled this one.

"Gather round and listen well," he said. "For this is no triumphant song. No grand tale of cleverness rewarded. This is a story shaped from sorrow, and I will tell it as it happened: a story where the dark outlasts the dawn."

Chronicler bent to the page. His quill trembled once above the paper, the way a diver's knees tremble at the very lip of the rock, and then it moved, and the small dry scratching of it was the only sound in the world.

And Kote, or at least the man who hid behind that name, spoke the first true words of the day.


CHAPTER 2

THE FRAGILE WEIGHT OF PEACE

For the first time since my family was murdered, I found peace.

I do not mean the thin sort of peace that comes with a sunny afternoon and leaves with the first hard rain. I had known that kind, here and there, the way a beggar knows the smell of bread. I mean something richer and heavier, peace with roots to it. The Maer's coin had pried loose the strangling fingers of debt from around my throat, one knuckle at a time. My arrangement with Riem let me breathe easier still. Taken together, they made the world feel almost manageable, and if you have never been poor, truly poor, you cannot know what a strange and heady feeling that is.

You have to understand what money means to a boy who has slept under bridges. It does not make him careless. Quite the opposite. It makes him careful in elaborate, foolish ways, the way a man who has nearly drowned will only swim where he can see the bottom. I knew my purse to the drab. I knew what I would do if the purse were stolen, and what I would do if the friend I lent to never paid me back, and what I would do if the whole world tilted and shook the coins from everyone's pockets at once. I had plans nested inside plans like a tinker's boxes. That is not wealth. But it is the shape a boy learns to make when wealth finally comes to him, and I wore it comfortably enough.

So. This is what peace looked like.

Mornings heavy with the smell of ink and parchment, working in the Archives until my eyes ached in the pleasant way eyes ache when the work is chosen rather than forced. Afternoons in tangled chords and experimental rhythms, coaxing my lute toward songs that did not exist yet. Evenings warm with candlelight and laughter at Anker's, or across the river at the Eolian, where my talent pipes still bought me the good table and the occasional free drink from strangers who wanted to say they'd bought one for me. I studied. I played music that made the heart rise, and falter, and rise again. I charmed women whose fire matched my own, and was charmed by one or two whose fire outmatched it. Time stretched ahead of me like an open road in fair weather, and I walked it without watching where I stepped.

But I was young, and youth burns like kindling. It does not count the cost. It does not measure what it spends. I thought myself clever then—brilliant, if I am honest, and I usually was not. I believed I could shape the world to my will, one turn of brass and one twist of wire at a time.

And that unbridled confidence, as with so many stories, is how the Stainless was born.

  *

It was summer, and Kilvin's workshop buzzed like a hive in clover.

If you have never been inside the Fishery when the term is running full, I will tell you that it is the only place I have ever known where noise itself is a kind of order. Gears ticked in their testing cradles. Water bubbled through coils of tin. Somewhere behind me a bellows sighed its long patient sighs, and over it all hung the smell of the place, hot copper and grease and stone, a smell I could pick out blindfolded from across the world, and which I confess I still miss the way other men miss houses they were raised in.

I was hunched at my station over a delicate spring mechanism, sweat creeping down the back of my neck. Between my fingers was a coil of tempered brass, and its bright sheen mocked me, because for the eleventh time that afternoon it had snapped back against its housing with a sound like a small contemptuous tongue being clicked.

"If I could—" I began, out loud, and caught myself. There are sentences it is unwise to finish in the Fishery, even quietly, even to yourself. Kilvin had ears like a mother fox, and half the sentences that begin if I could end in the sort of project that gets a workshop bricked shut.

I pressed my lips together and turned to my notebook instead.

Single coil: too stiff, hard to temper. Snaps back hard. How to dampen its force? Wears out too fast.  But how to keep costs down?

That last line I underlined twice. You may laugh, but that line was the whole of it. Any artificer with enough gold and no sense can make a wonder. The trick that matters, the trick that keeps a thing alive after you have made it, is making the wonder cheap.

I chased the idea in circles for days, then spans. My peers came and went around me like tides. They quenched iron in oil, coaxed light into reluctant sympathy lamps, and carried out their small commissions with the satisfied look of students earning honest money. A few of them paused to watch my mechanisms fail on the table. None of them lingered. I preferred it that way, and I have always been at my best with an audience of none and something to prove.

It took spans. The kind of spans that dissolve all thought of food or rest, where you wake with the solution in your teeth and lose it before your boots are on, where you begin to dream in tolerances. But there came an afternoon when I worked the last refinement true, when the final tolerance closed to less than a hair's width, and the whole design suddenly sang through me the way a chord sings when the last string comes into tune.

I called it the Stainless. A series of elegant coils married to a tempered brass plate that drank punishment and asked for more. Within, a small collection of garnets smoothed the gears that metered the force safely back out again. You could bend it, twist it, drop it, stamp on it, and it would sigh and settle and return to true.

Its purpose? Nothing profound. It endured. That was the whole of what it did.

I should have left it at that. A clever curiosity. A line in my ledger and a story to tell at the Eolian. But word travels at the University the way fire travels in a hayloft, and soon students were coming by my workbench to test the thing themselves. They bent it double. They wedged it and wrenched it. They dropped it from the upper gallery onto stone, twice, and the second time there was money on it. The Stainless endured, and my small wonder grew a small legend, and I would be lying if I said I did not water it.

When I showed it to Kilvin, he turned the little contraption over in his thick hands for a long while. His fingers moved across each detail methodically, the way a physician's move across a patient, and he bent the mechanism farther than I would have dared, watching it ease itself back into shape. He was quiet long enough that I had already begun composing his praise for him in my head.

"Well made, Kvothe," he said. His thumb brushed the polished brass. "No."

For a moment I genuinely believed I had misheard him. "What's wrong with it?" I asked, stunned.

Kilvin set the device down on the bench and stepped back from it, and that small distancing stung worse than the word had. "Chan tehus medan cael Kote," he said. "The fool's creation invites disaster. You have made a thing that refuses to break. So. It will be tested. Again and again it will be tested, by men and years you have not imagined, and it will be used for purposes you have not imagined either." He looked at me from under his heavy brows. "A chain that cannot break. A lock that cannot yield. A restraint that cannot be slipped. You have not made any of these things. But you have made the heart of all of them, and made it cheap."

Before I could summon a word in my own defense, he pushed the Stainless gently back across the bench toward me.

"You are too quick, Re'lar Kvothe. Quick to make, and quick to solve. But you do not think past the making."

Then he turned back to his ever-burning lamps, and the conversation was finished as surely as if a door had been closed and barred. I gathered up the Stainless and left the workshop with it tucked under one arm, and I told myself, in the way of young men everywhere, that he was old, and cautious, and wrong.

He was old. He was cautious.

I will let the rest of this story tell you whether he was wrong.

  *

The weight of his lesson followed me across the courtyard and into the Archives, down through the stacks, into the Scriptorium's steady light.

I have loved many rooms in my life, but few so well as that one. Sympathy lamps dotted the rows of desks, their cool light painting everything in shades of blue and green, and scrivs bent over their work at stations scattered through the space like islands. It smelled of fresh ink and old leather, and the only sound was the soft scratching of quills, dozens of them, a sound like rain on leaves heard from inside a snug house. There was a stillness in the Scriptorium that always brought me a kind of solace. It was the stillness of work being done well by people who loved it.

Near the far wall, I sat with Master Herma.

The Chancellor had been stricken that year by bouts of weakness that kept him from his offices more days than the masters liked to admit, but he had never once missed our sessions. He continued my tutelage in Yllish, and with it my education in the lost art of story knots, and this last was no simple feat of teaching. The University's collection of true knotwork was thin as gruel, and so the ailing master had woven most of our teaching examples with his own hands, working the cords in the evenings the way other old men work at pipes.

In my impatience I had written to the Maer, asking whether his collection held any story knots that might be lent on retainer. That is why several new coils of Yllish knotwork lay between us on the table that day, brown cord gone glossy with age and handling, each one a sentence, or a song, or a lie, depending on how your fingers read it.

We had already spent hours deciphering, recording each knot's meaning in Siaru, in Aturan, and in Tema, as was proper for archival work. Now came the part I loved best, the preservation: recreating each twist and loop onto fresh rope, so that future archivists could set our copies against the originals and know whether our clever fingers had told the truth.

Partway through the fourth facsimile, Herma was showing me how to coax an unusually intricate loop into place, his old fingers moving with the particular economy of a man who has done a thing ten thousand times, when his grip faltered.

The half-formed knot slipped loose. The cord spilled out of his hands. His breath caught, one small hitch, and his shoulders curled forward as he pressed a hand flat against the tabletop, steadying himself the way you steady yourself on a boat.

"Master?" I was on my feet without deciding to be, suddenly aware of how loud my chair was, how still the room. "Should I fetch someone from the Medica?"

Herma lifted his other hand slowly, palm out, as if he were turning away a tide. "No," he said, and his voice was resolute even where his fingers had not been. He drew a deeper breath and let his hand come to rest on the spilled cords. It was a gesture of comfort. Meant for himself, perhaps. More likely meant for me.

"These little betrayals," he said after a moment, his steady baritone only slightly roughened, "are nothing new, Kvothe. They are a bit like old friends who overstay their welcome. Bitter draughts and black poultices are old companions of mine by now."

I frowned. My mouth wanted to smile, because his tone had asked it to. My chest wanted to flinch, because I had heard what lived underneath the tone. I could not tell whether he had made a weak joke or laid a true hurt bare by accident, and there is no comfortable thing to do with your face while you decide. "Perhaps if you—"

"Kvothe." He cut me off, gently, the way he cut off first-term students who were about to embarrass themselves in front of the class. His smile stayed where it was. "There is nothing here to fuss over. I am as I need to be. Some knots slip." He drummed his fingers once on the failed cord. "The world keeps spinning."

He leaned back in his chair then, and the lamplight caught his grey eyes, and when he spoke again his voice had gone somewhere softer. "Who would have guessed, all those years ago, that the stubborn boy who argued his tuition down to nothing—sharp as flint, clever as a crow—would be unraveling knots alongside me one day?"

The humor in it was warm, and real. But underneath the humor ran something slower and sadder, the way a river runs under its own bright surface, and I heard that too, and chose not to. I shrugged, as if a shrug could shed the weight the moment had gathered, and forced my mouth into an easy smile.

"Good friends and teachers make all the difference," I said. "I'm proof enough of that."

Herma nodded slowly. Something like pride softened the deep lines of his face. "And good knots," he muttered, laying the tangled cord straight with two fingers, "are worth the effort too."

The moment folded itself away, and we bent back to our work, and there was no sound between us for a long while but the whisper of cord on cord and the creak of his chair.

  *

Hours later, when I carried the last box of our translations up to the scrivs' counter, I allowed myself a moment simply to breathe. The Scriptorium was emptying toward supper. Pages rustled somewhere out of sight, and two students murmured their way down a distant aisle, and the lamps burned on with their cool patience, as they would burn all night over empty desks.

It was, by any honest measure, a good day at the end of a good span in the middle of the best season of my life. And yet a weight hung at the outer edges of things, the kind no lamplight reaches. I noticed it the way you notice a note played soft and sour at the far end of a crowded room, and like every man in every story you have ever heard, I decided I was tired, and that it was nothing, and I went home to my supper.

I should not have ignored it.

The days that followed did little to ease the unease, however firmly I sat on it. Master Herma might wave away his tremors with jokes about old friends. But I had grown up watching my father's hands, and I knew what steady looked like, and I will tell you what I would not tell myself that evening: a man steady as stone does not crack without reason.


CHAPTER 3

THE SILENT TOLL

I sat in the Archives behind a small fortress of books.

Numbered Names. Feyda's Legacy. Child-Charms of the Western Vale. Hashar's Curtain. Each one a brick, and each brick placed. A scholar looking over my shoulder might have called it comparative research. A sympathist might have said I was drawing lines between points, looking for the pattern underneath. The truth was simpler and stranger than either. I was chasing shadows. Shadows wearing old names.

Here is a thing I had learned, and paid dearly for the learning: the things the world most wants to forget do not die in the high histories. They die there first, in fact: scraped from the vellum, burned in tidy fires, corrected by careful men. Where they survive is in the low places. In lullabies. In the rhymes children chant at skipping games without knowing what they chant. In the charms a Western Vale grandmother stitches into a cradle-blanket against things she could not name if you asked her, and would not name if she could. Lore settles downward, like sediment. If you want to find what the world has buried, you do not dig in the libraries of kings. You dig in the nursery.

So I dug. I had been digging for spans, quietly, a book here and a book there, never too many of a kind at once. That morning I was three pages into Numbered Names, picking my way through a tangled verse of Mid-Shaldaic couplets with a grammar text open at my elbow, when a smell arrived at my table.

Lavender. Under the lavender, some powder that I can only assume arrogance is made from.

Then, a moment behind his scent, the man himself. Ambrose Jakis wore Vintish robes of a red that flattered neither his complexion nor his judgment, and his hair was swept back with enough oil to light a small chandlery. He stopped just short of my chair, which is a courtier's trick: near enough to loom, far enough to disclaim the looming.

"Re'lar Kvothe," he said pleasantly. "Conquering the Archives one aisle at a time, are we?" He waited. I kept my eyes on my work with the fixed attention of a man trying to burn a hole through parchment by will alone. When the silence had stretched long enough to bore him, he made a small, gracious gesture at my fortress of books, mock admiration in every line of his hand. "What is it now? Lullabies for restless children? Or are we researching our adolescent fancies?"

I did what any sensible man does upon finding a roach walking across his dinner table. I did not converse with it. I hunched lower over my couplets and gave him the whole of my back.

He leaned down close. I felt his breath stir the hair at my neck, and it took a fair portion of my hard-won University discipline to keep my hands flat on the table.

"Still charmingly tight-lipped," he murmured, pitched for me alone. "It must be exhausting, all that silent brilliance." And then his hand slid into my view and came to rest, gently, proprietarily, on the open pages of Numbered Names. Breaking my line. Claiming my book with five soft fingers.

I looked up at last. That had been the price of the game, of course. He was happy to pay five minutes of pretended patience for one look.

"I'm using that," I said, evenly enough.

Ambrose smiled, if you are feeling generous with the word. It was an arrangement of teeth, tops and bottoms both, with nothing behind it that ever reached his eyes. "And yet," he said, "you did not file a request."

From his sleeve he produced a slip of paper bearing the scriv's mark, and laid it atop the book the way a gambler lays down a winning hand he has been holding all evening just for the pleasure of the moment. "Priority claim. Logged and stamped, first thing this morning." He tapped it once. "Dreadfully unfortunate, isn't it. Your claim only counts if you mark it in the ledger."

I will pause here, because you deserve to understand the fullness of what he had done, and how neatly.

The Archives run on rules the way a mill runs on water. Any student may read any book in the open stacks, but a logged claim outranks a warm chair, always and everywhere, and the rule exists for good reason. Without it, every scriv would spend their days adjudicating squabbles between students who had "just stepped away" from books for the better part of a span. It is a fair rule. It is a good rule. And like every fair and good rule ever made, it waits patiently for a man with money and malice to come along and discover what it can be made to do.

Ambrose had not wanted these books. Ambrose had watched what I was reading.

"You did this on purpose," I said.

"Of course I did." He said it simply, and for one strange moment his honesty was almost refreshing. "It makes me ill, watching Edema Ruh fingers paw at the University's collection. Scrivs gave years of their lives to these shelves. They bound and mended what would have rotted into ruin. And you stroll in from your wagon and your gutter, and you help yourself to what better men built, without even the courtesy of filing a proper request."

He withdrew Numbered Names from under my hands. He did it gently, lovingly, the way you'd lift a relic you meant to mount on a plaque, and he turned a few pages as he straightened, pretending to skim, pretending the contents could possibly interest him.

I reached for Feyda's Legacy instead.

Ambrose tutted. From his sleeve, a second slip. "Ah. This one too, I'm afraid."

"I still need those," I said.

He paused then, half-turned, and the set of his shoulders softened in the manner of a man savoring a private joke at the bottom of his glass. "Then you will need to learn to place requests like grown students do," he said. "I'll be making use of them in the north reading nook. For the next several days, I should think." And he walked away with my morning's work under his arm, unhurried, with the ponderous self-satisfaction of a draccus deciding to cross a grove.

A thick silence followed him out. It was the particular hush of a room where everyone has just watched something ugly and no one wants to be first to meet your eye. At the nearest desk, Renner glanced up from his ledger. Just for a moment. Then back down, smooth as turning a page, as if watching this sort of thing had long since become part of the furniture of his days. I could not even summon anger at him for it. Rules over reason. Rules over mercy. Always the rules.

I let my fingers rest on the table where Numbered Names had been. The wood was cool. The empty space was colder.

The bitter joke of it was this: I could have logged those books. Nothing had stopped me but my own care. I had not wanted my name in a ledger beside those titles, had not wanted even the scrivs to know what old shadows I was chasing through nursery rhymes and dead grammars. I had thought myself subtle. That is the trouble with pride. It keeps such careful watch on the high road that it never sees the fox waiting at the mouth of its own den.

I was still sitting there, fingers pressed to bare wood, composing seventeen fine retorts I would never deliver, when the bell rang.

Not the hour bell. The Iron Bell.

If you have never heard it, no description will truly serve, but I will try, because trying is the whole of my trade. The Iron Bell hangs in its own squat tower and is rung so rarely that most students go their whole tenure believing it ornamental. Its voice is low. Slow. The breath of stone lungs. The heartbeat of an old god turning over in its sleep. It does not clang or peal. It tolls, and the sound comes up through the floor before it ever reaches your ears, so that you feel it first in your teeth and the small bones of your chest, and some animal part of you knows what it means before your mind can find the words.

Around me, the Archives froze. A scroll slipped from someone's hand and seesawed to the floor, and no one moved to pick it up. Somewhere in the stacks a book was set down on a shelf where it did not belong, carefully, thoughtlessly, the way you set things down when your hands have stopped reporting to you. Even Renner looked up, and stayed looking, his ledger forgotten under his flat hands.

The knell did not falter. It filled the hall, steady as a tide, patient as winter. The Iron Bell sings only one note, and everyone who hears it learns the word for that note at the same moment, in the silence between strokes.

Mourning.

  *

The Eolian, that evening, carried on the way the world always carries on, which is to say: shamelessly.

Music drifted through the warm air. Conversation hummed along the bar. Somewhere near the back came the soft, repeating pluck of a lute being tuned by someone gathering courage to try for their talent pipes, that hopeful, fretful sound I knew the way I knew my own pulse. Standing in the doorway you would have sworn nothing anywhere was wrong. The world does not stop turning. I have had my whole life to make peace with that, and I will let you know when I manage it.

But our table in the corner was another country.

Wil, Simmon, Mola, Fela, and I sat together, and for a long while no one said much of anything. Nobody suggested cards. Nobody sent for dice. We were a note struck off-key and held, surrounded by a melody that had no place for us. But the alternative was to sit alone in five separate rooms, and none of us could have borne that.

The Masters had canceled classes for a full span. You will appreciate what that means only if you know the University: they do not cancel classes. Not for fevers, not for floods, not for the small riot in my second term that I had absolutely nothing to do with. The official notice spoke of administrative shortages, reassignment of duties, necessary convocations. Everyone read it and everyone understood it, the way you understand a man who tells you his eyes are red from the wind. The University never makes room for grief unless grief has forced the door. And Herma, who had been fair, and gentle, and measured, who had sat at the head of that horseshoe table since before most of us were born, had forced it.

It was Wil who finally broke the silence. He lifted his mug with a kind of stiff formality that sat strangely on him. "To Master Herma," he said, and drank long, and then stared down into his scutten as if it might answer a question he had forgotten how to ask.

Sim cleared his throat. When he raised his cup his ears had gone faintly pink, which was how you knew he meant it. "To the man who signed my sponsorship without asking first what my father thought of it."

Mola sat with both hands wrapped around her cup, her expression professionally level, and when she spoke her voice was quiet and even. "To Herma. Who found me in the stacks with my face in my hands, my first year. Who sat down beside me and stayed until I could talk, and never once asked me to."

Fela drew a long breath. Her voice came soft and careful, like a woman walking a plank she'd walked before. "To the Chancellor who walked me back to Mews after the incident with Ambrose. Who didn't ask questions. Who didn't make it my fault." Her jaw set. "To a proper Chancellor. Whatever that word means now."

I had not planned to say anything at all. I am rarely at a loss for words, you may have noticed, but grief makes a coward of my tongue in ways that danger never has. Their words hung in the air like threads waiting to be tied off, though, and to add nothing would have been to leave the knot slipped, and I found I could not do that to him.

"To Herma," I echoed.

We drank.

A few minutes later a bottle arrived at our table, unannounced and unexplained. Vintish brandy, and not the kind students drink; the kind students carry carefully to tables for other people. The cork had already been split for us. At the bar, Deoch stood polishing a glass he wasn't looking at, keenly aware of everything and staring at none of it. He hadn't known Herma; their circles barely brushed. But he knew us, and he knew the particular slump of shoulders around a table where someone is missing. He'd sent the bottle and then let us alone.

That was Deoch all over. Some men comfort you with words. The better ones know when to send brandy and stand elsewhere.

We poured careful portions and were quiet again. The candle between us leaned in its own wax. Its flame seemed thinner than the flames on other tables, though I know full well that grief has its own gravity and pulls the look of things toward itself.

"Men and their walls," Mola said at last. Her eyes found mine across the table, steady and green and entirely unfooled. "Wil went first. That's hard, going first." She paused just long enough. "You went last. After hearing all of us. That's a different kind of hard, and you chose it."

I let my fingertips rest against the side of my glass. Cool. Smooth. Untouched. I could have built her a clever answer; I had three on the shelf even then, feathered and fletched, the kind of right-sounding thing that covers a crack the way paint covers rot. But the fight wasn't in me. Not that night.

Fela pressed two fingers briefly to my wrist. "You don't have to be careful with us, Kvothe," she said. "Not here."

Her touch grounded me more than I expected, and the words came easier after it, though they came slow.

"He was the first man at the University who didn't treat me like I'd arrived by accident," I said. "He remembered my name before I'd earned it. That sounds small. It isn't. Not to a boy who came in off the road with the road still on him." I turned the glass a quarter-turn. "He knew how to be silent at you. You know the kind I mean. The silence teachers use when they want to give you room to think instead of room to apologize. Most men use quiet as a wall. He used it like an open door." I looked down. "He knew how to tie meaning with empty thread. I never told him I'd noticed. I assumed there would be time."

No one interrupted. Nothing needed adding. That, too, was a silence of the kind he would have approved of.

We sat inside it together for a while, and it was there, in the shared quiet, that the truer words came. The ones I did not say aloud, then or for years after.

The truth is that I hate losing things. More than hate: it terrifies me, in the old, deep way that does not answer to reason. And Herma's death was not only a loss. It was a knot left half-tied. A pattern begun and abandoned mid-loop, and my mind would not stop picking at it, circling and returning, hunting the one loose thread that might unravel the whole of it into sense.

It is a sickness of mine, I think, this need to fix what was never mine to mend. The ache to spread the world flat on a table and name its shape, when all the world wants is to twist. I do not know how to grieve gently. I never learned. So instead of grieving, I dig.

I did not say any of that. But Mola was watching my face, and Mola had stitched me back together often enough to know where my seams were. She saw something there, the open, unfinished part of me I work so hard to keep buried, and she did not name it. She only looked at me the way you look at a bill you know will come due, and then she looked away, and let the moment fold itself down like a letter no one needed to read twice.

  *

The morning after arrived without ceremony, which was rude of it.

I woke late, head pounding, stomach at half a roll, mouth furred with the ghost of too much brandy. We had toasted Herma at the Eolian, and I had gone on toasting him privately at Anker's after, which is the sort of arithmetic that always balances at the time and never in the morning.

I did not get up at first. I lay under my thin blanket in my little room and traced the crack in the ceiling along its lazy seam, the way I had a hundred mornings before. A pattern that meant nothing. Or everything. I genuinely could not tell anymore, and that frightened me more than the headache did.

Herma's face kept surfacing, softened at its edges the way the recently dead are softened, retouched by memory's kind and lying brush. A joke came back to me, the dry, sidelong kind that could ambush you from the Chancellor's chair like a cat from under a bed. And then, unbidden, the other memory: the way he would hold a knot close to his face and trace one loop with a fingertip, as if listening to it. His fingers trembling, very slightly, as they traced.

I had seen the trembling and read it as concentration. I had watched a man's hands fail him by degrees, span over span, and filed it under old men squint.

Now I lay there wondering what else I had seen and not seen. What other small betrayals had walked past me in plain daylight while I was busy being brilliant.

But he was gone. And the world, with its usual immaculate gall, kept turning. Up through my floorboards came the ordinary music of Anker's at midday: a chair scraping, plates touching, a man's easy laugh, someone asking after the weather as though weather were a thing that could still matter. The world was full of people who did not know Herma was dead, and would grieve him not at all when they learned it, and would be right not to, because you cannot mourn every good man who dies or you would never do anything else.

It felt like betrayal anyway. Knowing better did not help. It rarely does.

Eventually I would have to go down those stairs and rejoin them. Eventually I would become one of those people for whom life had simply continued.

But not today. Today I lay still and let the ceiling crack mean nothing, and everything, and nothing again.

  *

A span had passed, and Herma was still dead. That is the thing about the dead that no one warns you of. They go on being dead every single morning, with a diligence the living can only envy.

I walked to the University just before second bell with my shaed belted close against the chill. The fog was lifting off the fields in rags, and the sun behind it was gray-gold and washed thin, a coin at the bottom of a well.

Inside, the Archives were quiet in the way a face is quiet when it is tired of weeping. No footsteps in the far stacks. No murmured arguments drifting from the reading tables. No riffle of pages from the alcoves. Even the dust had gathered itself unswept in the corners, which in Lorren's house was very nearly a scandal. I nodded to the scrivs' counter as I passed. Renner alone was on door duty, his eyes shadowed halfway to bruises, and the tilt of his head in answer might generously have been called a greeting.

My feet took me down through the lower stacks without consulting me, along a gray stone corridor I had come to know as well as any road of my childhood. It is strange, how the body walks its grief. Your hand finds the old scar. Your feet find the old room.

Herma and I had claimed a table toward the back of the Scriptorium, worn into shallow troughs by a century of other men's elbows. Our last session, we had been parsing knot-codes out of the Barony of Okorran, arguing, gently, the only way he argued, about vowel-float and the semantic inversions hiding in the spacing. His position had been wrong, I might add, and I had been the better part of an hour from proving it.

When I reached the table, it had been cleared.

No record slips. No waiting stack for reshelving. And, I felt this like a missed stair, no coils of knotted rope. Not one.

At the nearest counter I waited for a scriv to notice me, and made my voice as easy as it would go. "Excuse me. I've been working with several Yllish pieces, unbound knotworks, mostly, from the Maer Alveron's third donation. They were shelved on level three, alcove M-fifteen. Are they being restored, or are they available?"

She barely looked up. "That collection's been recategorized."

"Recategorized," I said. It is a wonderful word. It has five syllables and no meaning at all until someone chooses one for it.

"Reassigned administratively," she clarified, brushing a ribbon of dried ink from the back of her hand. "It's under Master Brandeur's supervision now. Restricted access until they say otherwise."

"Brandeur." I kept my face very still. "The Master Arithmetician."

"That's right." She said it as though it were the most natural pairing in the world. Numbers and knots. Sums and stories.

"Is that... usual?" I asked, gently as I knew how. "I'd have thought Master Lorren would keep interim charge of linguistic materials himself."

Her expression did not change by the width of a hair. "I don't make the classifications. I just record them."

"Of course. And when was the reassignment made?"

She consulted her ledger, running one finger down a column with the brisk indifference of the professionally unpaid-enough-to-care. "Four days ago. And anything under Master supervision requires written clearance. You'd want to petition."

Four days. I stood there doing the arithmetic I did not want to do. Four days ago I had been at the Eolian drinking to Herma's memory with brandy Deoch was too kind to let us buy. While I toasted, someone had been here. Moving collections. Changing rules. Locking doors, softly, one after another, in a building where I would have sworn I could hear a page turn three floors away.

"I see," I said. "And the circulation slips? There should be a record of the knotworks' prior use. My own name will be on most of them."

"Let me check." She turned to a different logbook and flipped back through it, and I watched her frown arrive and deepen, that small honest frown of a person whose figures will not sum. "That's strange. Your name should be here." She looked up. "Was there another designation you worked under?"

"No," I said, and thanked her, and turned to go, because I did not trust my face beyond those two syllables.

I had used my name. I had logged those knotworks distinctly and consistently, with the Maer's patronage documented, verified, and sealed, with Herma's own approval recorded for my independent study. I, who would not write my name beside a book of nursery rhymes, had written it a dozen times beside those cords, because that work had been sanctioned and safe and his.

Now the ledger did not know me. Paper has a long memory. It takes a deliberate hand to make it forget.

I took the long way back through the upper stacks, and I turned the pieces over as I walked, the way you turn the wards of an unfamiliar lock. The knotworks restricted within four days of his death. My records not merely closed: erased. A Master of sums set to guard a collection of words. Each piece was explainable alone. Administration is a weather; it blows things about. But together they had a grain to them, a direction, like iron filings that have been somewhere near a lodestone and cannot quite lie naturally again.

At Herma's study alcove, I stopped, and after a moment's shameful hesitation I drew out the key.

He had given it to me months before, so that I could fetch and return materials when his strength kept him abed. I had meant to give it back a dozen times. Somehow the moment had never come, and then all the moments had stopped coming at once. Perhaps no one living knew I held it. I told myself that entering was a kind of caretaking, and I got the lie mostly swallowed by the time the lock turned.

Inside, the narrow room still smelled like him: ink, and cedar shavings, and the peppermint drops he pretended he did not eat. My fingers went to the left-hand shelf without being sent, and found the folio.

It was not a journal. I want to be precise, because the difference matters. It was a slim, homely thing where he warmed his mind before real work, the way a musician noodles before a performance. He would undo old loops in it, sketch alternate glyphs, knot half-riddles in the margins and abandon them mid-thought. Equal parts study and scribble. I had left my own pencil markings in those margins, questions tucked beside his musings, a slow shy conversation in graphite. He never answered in ink. He answered on Hepten afternoons, aloud, pretending he had just thought of it.

I paged through it standing up, not sure what I was looking for, which is the most honest kind of looking.

On the third-to-last page, I found it. A single glyph, large, worked and reworked: Yllish knotted in both forward and reverse syntax at once. I stared at it the way you stare at a word that has stopped looking like a word. The spacing between loops was irregular. Vowel markers squatted where consonant anchors belonged. The whole construction doubled back and swallowed itself, a snake eating its tail, building semantic inversions that cannot exist in proper Yllish. The language simply does not bend that way. It was not speech. It was not song. But it was not nonsense either. It wanted, with every strained loop, to be structure. A puzzle warping grammar's own rules to hold a shape grammar had no name for.

I turned the folio in the lamplight to see the knotting from another angle, and the page shifted under my fingers.

Loose.

I went very still. Then, gently as lifting a splinter, I opened the binding wide and looked into the spine's shadow. The stitching showed a gap where thread should have crossed. And down in that gap, flush against the spine, neat as a scar: the stub of a page. Cut, not torn. Cut close, with a fine blade and no hurry, by someone who wanted the book to go on looking whole to any hand that riffled it.

Torn pages are anger, or haste, or students too poor for foolscap. A cut page is a decision. And a cut page flush to the spine, in a dead man's warming-book that the world had no reason to open twice. Someone had removed a leaf. Someone with time, and a blade, and knowledge of how books confess.

Someone who knew books.

I stood in that small cedar-smelling room while something cold slithered into shape along my spine, and the pieces I had been carrying all morning turned over and showed me their undersides. The trembling hands. The fumbled loops. The strength that came and went like weather. I had watched all of it and called it age.

"You were never just failing, were you," I whispered to the folio, to the alcove, to the man who was not in it.

Nothing in the book answered.

But absence speaks too. I had just spent a morning learning its grammar.

  *

Felling night filled Anker's to the walls with its usual glorious din.

Someone with more courage than voice stood on the bar itself, belting a ballad two keys removed from where it lived. A back table of first-termers had organized the ancient competition of getting drunk fastest, and were all of them winning, and would all of them lose by morning. Under the noise ran the steady warm current of the place, love and laughter and spilled beer, life going forward the way life insists on doing.

Simmon spotted me first and raised a lazy two-fingered greeting from our corner table. Wil sat across from him, one boot up on the bench, a small pile of dice standing between them from a game neither was pretending to play.

I slid in on a borrowed chair and laid Herma's folio on the table between us, with care, the way you lay down a thing that is heavier than it weighs.

Wil gave it one flat glance. "Are we drinking or reading bedtime stories?"

"He's brooding," Sim murmured, too gently for it to sting.

"I'm—" I stopped. I had walked in armored in three clever deflections, and standing there in the warmth with my friends' faces turned up at me, I found I could not wear any of them. "There's something wrong."

They both looked at me. Wil's brow climbed. Sim's folded down into worry, which is the direction Sim's face bends under almost any weather.

"Of course there is." Wil gestured with his mug, taking in the University entire. "Master Herma is dead. Hemme stomps about with a seal in his fist looking important. Brandeur pretends to matter. It is a bad season."

"Look anyway." I pushed the folio across the table, past the dice.

Wil didn't reach for it. Sim did, Sim always did, and his fingers went still on the page with the strange glyph, tracing one impossible loop without touching the ink.

"I watched a scriv search the circulation log this morning," I said, keeping my voice level and low. "Three terms of my knotwork records. Gone. Not closed. Gone, as if I'd never logged a cord. Herma's approval seal, gone with them. The whole Yllish collection restricted under Brandeur four days after the Iron Bell rang." I touched the folio's spine. "And one of the last pages Herma ever worked has been cut out of this book. Cut, Wil. With a blade. Flush to the spine, so it would never show."

Wil's mouth quirked, but his eyes had gone careful. "So. What is your theory? Someone poisoned his tea? Sent him a cursed letter, like a widow in a hearth-tale?"

Sim didn't smile. He turned to another page, then back, comparing.

"I'm not saying I know," I said. "I am saying it doesn't fit. These are the last notes he left. They're unfinished, and strange, and written like a man who meant to come back to them. And now, a span after his death, I need a written petition to continue work he personally sanctioned, and the paper trail that proves he sanctioned it has been made to forget me."

Sim looked up from the folio, and his voice came out with the terrible softness he saved for the questions that mattered. "Kvothe. Do you think you're following a thread?" He hesitated, hating the second half, saying it anyway, because he was a better friend than I have ever deserved. "Or are you just trying not to let go?"

It hit clean, the way only a gentle blow can. I gave it the honesty it had earned.

"Maybe both," I admitted.

Wil leaned back until his chair complained, and he looked at me down the length of his dark Cealdish stare, and he sighed the sigh of a man who has read the last page of a book he is only halfway through.

"When does it ever fit, for you? Half your ideas make no sense on any given day."

"I know," I said. My eyes went back to the folio, to the glyph swallowing its own tail. "But this is different."

Wil groaned and reached for his mug.

"This is going to end well," he said. "So very well."


CHAPTER 4

EARS IN THE WIND

I did not know what I expected to find in Herma's guilder. I only knew that Mola had examined it during the autopsy and set it aside because it did not sit right with her, and that it had then passed every proper test and been declared sound. You may trust proper tests if you like. But a thing can pass every test its examiners think to make and still be wrong, because tests are questions, and the answers you get are only ever as good as the questions you ask. I needed questions nobody at the Medica would think to put to a dead man's guilder. Something unorthodox. Something a little disreputable.

And when a man needs disreputable answers about true metal and false, there is one door in Imre he knocks on.

Two knocks, and Devi opened it.

"Kvothe." Her smile was already halfway to a dare. "Always a delight. Have you come to lose more of your dignity? Or merely to bask in my natural radiance?"

"Neither," I said, stepping inside. "Though if you're offering radiance, I'll take a double helping."

Her windowless rooms pressed close as ever, lit by sympathy lamps that threw familiar shadows up the spines of her books. Cinnamon and cardamom laced the air, waging their eternal war against the butcher's shop below, and mostly winning. Devi rolled her eyes at me, but the smile stayed where it was.

"Come in, then, sweet boy. Sit. What charming trouble have you brought to brighten my doorstep?"

She made tea, because Devi always made tea, the way a gambler always cuts the cards. Ritual is how sharp people put you at ease while they count your pockets. Over the spiced steam I told her what I needed: alchemical reagents that could show traces conventional testing would miss. I named the metals a guilder ought to hold, working outward from my own theory. I had built grams with my own hands, and I reasoned the guild's craft could not be so far different in its bones.

Devi listened with her chin propped on laced fingers, and when I finished she let a little silence season the room.

"Ah," she said. "So we're experimenting, are we. With borrowed alchemy, at midnight, on an object we do not own." She sipped. "How convincingly not suspicious of you."

"Devi, you have always been my preferred source of suspicious materials."

"Flatterer." She unfolded from her chair and considered her shelves with great performative thoughtfulness, though I would have wagered a talent she had chosen the vials before I finished my second sentence. She took down five in all. Two clear. Two amber. One dark as old honey, which she handled with a certain added respect that I noted for later. She arranged them on the table between us in a neat rank, little glass soldiers.

"These will show you what you're looking for," she said. "If there's anything to find."

"And the price?" I asked, because with Devi the price is the conversation; everything before it is throat-clearing.

"You'll owe me. A favor." Her smile sharpened by a degree. "One of my choosing."

I hesitated, and I want the credit for that hesitation, small as it was. "That sounds vague."

"Vagueness, dear Kvothe, is the spice of life." She nudged the vials an inch toward me. "You'll say yes, of course."

"And if I don't?"

"Then I shall never make you tea again," she said, bright as a struck coin, "and you will be forced to rot in ignorance. Alone. Unloved. Probably in the rain."

I kept my smile in its place, though something in my gut turned over slowly at the thought of owing Devi anything without a shape to it. A named debt is a burden. An unnamed one is a leash, and you do not learn how long it is until someone pulls. But I looked at her over the ranked vials, and there was no hunting in her eyes that night. Mischief, yes. Avarice, certainly, in the comfortable background way that candles give light. But she was not hunting me. Not that day.

So I gathered the vials and stood and gave her a small bow. "You are insufferable."

"Oh, darling." Her smile went wide and warm and entirely without mercy. "But you suffer so beautifully."

  *

That night I met Wil and Sim at the Medica's side entrance, with Devi's vials riding cold against my hip.

Getting in was no great feat. The Medica does not guard itself against thieves for the sensible reason that it contains nothing worth stealing unless you are a very specific sort of fool. Inside, banked sympathy lamps glowed soft along the corridors, casting long slow shadows across floors polished by generations of dutiful El'the, and the silence pressed in close around us, flavored with that clean sharp smell that all healing places share.

"This is ridiculous," Wil muttered. The smell was making his skin crawl; I could hear it in his voice. "Spans of good decisions. Gone. One bad idea and more bad wine."

"Two skins of wine," Sim corrected in a whisper. He walked with his arms pressed tight to his sides, as though holding himself assembled. "And when Arwyl skins us alive, do not expect me to defend either of you. I intend to weep and claim you led me astray."

"You were the one who knew which room," I pointed out.

"I was led astray knowledgeably."

Ahead, in a workroom off the examination theaters, the effects from Herma's autopsy waited on a long shelf, each item tagged in a neat clerk's hand. His guilder sat among them in a case of plain glass and brass, the kind of case that is easy to overlook, which I suspect is the point of it. I motioned Wil to the door to watch, and knelt, and studied the lock.

Clean lines. Precise metalwork. The sort of little lock that promises to be more trouble than it looks, and keeps the promise.

"You're sure about this?" Sim breathed. His whisper was as close to a shout as a whisper can come without changing professions.

"Truthfully?" I said, already working. "Not remotely."

But my hands knew their business even where my certainty didn't. The pins gave one by one, tidy and well-oiled, yielding without so much as a click, and I lifted the lid.

The guilder looked entirely ordinary. A plain lead disc, stamped with sygaldry, the token every full arcanist carries and most stop seeing within a year. When I picked it up the old numbing cold crawled into my fingers, just as it had the one time Abenthy let me hold his, but blunted. Shallow. The bite was there and then it simply stopped, like a dog that barks once and loses interest. It did not deepen the longer I held it, and it should have. Under my fingertips the surface carried a faint crackled texture, like glaze on old pottery, yet when I turned it over the back lay smooth and unremarkable.

I unstoppered the first of Devi's vials and tipped a thin measure over the face of it.

For a moment, nothing. Then the liquid found the sygaldry's channels and began to creep along them, and where it crept, salt crystals bloomed. They crawled along the graven lines like frost climbing a windowpane, glittering faint and white in the lamplight.

Behind me I heard Sim's breath catch. "Is that... normal?"

"No." I wiped the guilder clean with a jeweler's cloth and held it up to the light, turning it. "This reagent shows metallic corruption. Foreign elements, things that have no business in the alloy. A proper guilder would show clear channels. A little residue from years of handling, maybe. Not this." Not frost-flowers blooming out of the sygaldry itself, out of the very lines that made the thing what it was.

"Done?" Wil's whisper came tight from the doorway, his shoulders set.

"Done." I laid the guilder back in its case exactly as it had lain, and seated the lock home with a final small click, and all the while my hands moved faster than my thoughts could follow, because my thoughts had snagged on a single question and stopped.

Not how. The how was ugly but ordinary: somewhere, at some point, Herma's guilder had been taken, altered, and returned, its protections quietly gutted, its metal seeded with something that did slow patient work on the man who carried it against his skin every day of his life.

The question was who could. And, worse: who would.

  *

It was only later, much later, when there was time again for such things, that Mola told me her half of that night.

She never looked up. That was the whole of her art. She sat at her usual station beneath the cracked stair lamp with a Medicae botanica text open before her, turning a page at respectable intervals, being so thoroughly and visibly a dutiful El'the that no eye passing over her would think to pause. And when Ezra began his rounds early, because of course he began them early, on that night of all nights, she intercepted him with a small frown and mentioned a misfiled preparation note in the apothecary. There was no misfiled note. But it seemed wiser, she said, to put him somewhere else.

"I didn't lie," she told me, in the tone of a woman correcting a chart. "I redirected him. Those are different procedures."

She didn't say it to justify herself. Mola has never once needed my approval, or anyone's, not since the day she sewed me back together by lamplight and billed me for the thread. But understand what she spent that night. She did not know what we would find. She only knew that I believed something was wrong, and that the finding mattered. She chose silence over certainty, and that choice costs more than courage does. Courage spends itself in a hot moment. Belief in a friend is paid out slowly, in the cold, at a lamplit desk, one respectable page-turn at a time.

  *

The courtyard afterward was cold and blue-white under a hard moon, and the chill bit sharper for what we had seen.

Wil put his back against the wall and folded his arms. "This stops here."

I didn't answer right away. My fingers had found the edge of my cloak and were worrying it like a loose tooth.

"Kvothe, we've already gone too far." Sim had his hands buried deep in his pockets, his voice wound tight. "Yes. Something is wrong. Something is very wrong, I grant it, I saw it bloom. Which is exactly why this goes to the Masters now. Tonight. Tomorrow at the latest."

"And say what?" I asked. "That we broke into the Medica with a gaelet's reagents and found frost on a dead man's guilder? Half of them will hear nothing past the breaking in. And the other half—" I stopped, because the thought had finished itself before I could dress it decently. "Hemme sits on the horseshoe table, Sim. Whatever we say to the Masters, we say to him. Men like Hemme never confess. Confession requires a belief that you've done wrong, and he has never once believed it in his life. I don't need his confession." I heard my own voice go quiet and reasonable, which is how I sound when I am at my least reasonable. "I just need him to slip."

Sim's glance jumped to Wil like a man checking the depth of the water. "We don't even know it's Hemme."

"And if it is?" Wil said. "What then? You trap him with clever words? He is a Master. You are the Ruh boy he has hated for three years, fresh from the whipping post." He shook his head slowly. "This is deep water, Kvothe."

"Three days," I said. "Give me three days of careful work. That's all it takes. Careful work, and the right ears in the right places."

"Careful," Sim repeated, with the precise inflection of a man quoting the funniest thing he has heard all year.

Wil looked at me for a long moment, and the moon made his dark eyes unreadable, and then he pushed off the wall.

"Three days," he said. "After that, I am done."

  *

The following morning found me in a forgotten corner of the Fishery, gathering materials so humble that no one would have looked at them twice. Thin copper wire. Two small brass resonators, neither bigger than a thimble. A cake of rosin.

Chronicler's pen stopped mid-stroke. He looked up sharply. "Wait. Is this when you invented the far listener?"

Kote blinked, pulled out of the memory like a man hauled out of deep water. "What? No." He laughed, an honest laugh, brief and surprised, and reached for his mug. "Chronicler. Every child in the world has made the toy with two cups and a taut string. I simply tried better materials."

"But—the far listener." Chronicler set his pen down with the care of a man handling his own disbelief. "The relays the Commonwealth runs between its road stations and post houses. You're telling me that came from a child's toy?"

"Isn't that where most good ideas come from?" Kote shrugged. "I needed to hear a conversation through fifty feet of stone. I would have tried anything up to and including prayer. The toy merely had the advantage of being to hand."

"But how does it work? How does sound travel down a wire?"

"I don't know," Kote said.

Chronicler blinked. "You don't know."

"I know that it works." Kote began ticking points off on his fingers, and for a moment his voice had the old lecture-hall lilt to it, dry and quick. "I know metal wire carries better than string. Taut better than loose. Bell shapes gather sound better than flat disks. Copper better than iron. Add a binding rune, it carries farther. Add a clarity rune, it comes through cleaner. As to how the sound itself goes through the metal?" He shook his head. "No idea. It simply does."

"So you just... tried things until they worked."

"Isn't that what artificing is?" A smile touched the corner of Kote's mouth. "Kilvin told me once: 'The world does not care what you think should work. It only cares what does.' So I tried everything I could think of. I kept what worked. I discarded what didn't."

From his corner, Bast grinned. "Forty-seven failures."

"Forty-seven attempts," Kote corrected, with dignity. "Each one taught me something. Though I will admit that most of what they taught me was 'don't do that again.'"

"Still," Chronicler said slowly, "to take a child's toy and improve it into something the Commonwealth relies on—"

"That came afterward. I refined the design when there was time again. It became a sort of project: the better part of a span, and those forty-seven attempts, before it was truly right. Wire gauge. Resonator shape. Rune placement, proper mounting to hold the tension." Something warm crept into his face, unguarded, the pleasure of a craftsman remembering good work. "In the end, with relay stations set carefully along the line, I held perfect clarity at better than three miles. Under ideal conditions, mind."

"Three miles," Chronicler said.

"It's what finally convinced Kilvin to put my name forward for El'the," Kote said. "I showed him how it could knit the University together in an emergency: Medica to Fishery to the Masters' hall, faster than any runner. He saw further than I did, as usual. Road safety. Healers coordinating between towns." He paused, and the warmth banked itself. "Though I've heard the Commonwealth military took them up later. Kilvin would not have been pleased about that." He looked down into his mug. "But that first night, none of it existed yet. That first night I needed fifty feet of stone, and I needed it to work the first time."

"And did it?"

"Well enough," Kote said. "I'd recruited Sim the evening before for testing, in my room at Anker's. Thread against string against wire. Paper cups, tin, brass. Loose, taut. Every combination I could contrive in an hour, me murmuring into one end while Sim pressed his ear to the other side of a shut door with the whole roar of the common room behind him." He turned the mug slowly on the bar. "But the device was never the difficult part."

  *

The Masters' lounge sits on the second floor of Hollows, overlooking the inner courtyard. I had been inside exactly once, delivering a message for Master Lorren, and I had kept my eyes open, because I keep my eyes open in rooms I may never be invited into twice. Deep leather chairs. Dark wood paneling gone the color of strong tea. A fireplace for the cold months. And, the only fact that mattered, the Masters gathered there after dinner, to settle the University's business over wine in the comfortable certainty that no student would ever hear a word of it.

Getting in that afternoon was almost disappointingly simple. A word with the right servant, a borrowed apron, a claim about the sympathy lamp above the reading desk wanting adjustment. The lounge stands empty in daylight; Masters teach, or hold office hours, or haunt the Archives. Rooms have habits, the same as men, and a room's habits are easier to learn. No one questions a boy who arrives with rosin on his hands and a complaint about lamp-flicker on his lips.

The wire was already run. That had been the true labor, the night before: the small resonator seated behind the panel of Hemme's own desk, and the wire fed up through the same hidden shaft that carried the sympathy lines to the roof, then across the ridgeline, flat and shadowed against the slates, and down through the chimney shaft of Hollows. An hour of tapping stone and listening for hollow places, learning the building's bones the way you learn a fingering: slow, and then all at once.

Now the wire's end came out behind the lounge's fireplace, exactly where I needed it. I seated the horn-shaped resonator there, wedged so it could not shift, its mouth angled out toward the middle of the room where after-dinner talk would naturally pool. Then I plucked the wire once, gently, and set my ear to the horn.

A clear tone, faint and true, like a lute string heard through a wall.

I stood, brushed the soot from my knees, adjusted a perfectly innocent lamp, and left.

I would like to tell you I walked out of Hollows in triumph. What I actually did was walk out of Hollows composing the full catalogue of everything that could fail. The wire could snap under its own tension before evening. The resonance could arrive too weak to hear across a murmuring room. Hemme might say nothing worth hearing, or say it somewhere else, or say it to no one. The Masters might scatter after dinner. The wrong Masters might linger. Someone might lay a fire.

Any plan worth making can fail in a dozen ways you've numbered and one you haven't. I had three days to make a Master slip.

This was already the second.

  *

The next afternoon, Brandeur droned through a lecture on geometric proofs and their elegant certainties, and I will say this for the man: he could make even certainty tedious. Most of the hall stared through him at nothing. I had dragged Sim along, and he wore the martyred look of a man doing sums on how many favors this made.

When the lecture ended and the room began draining toward the doors, we lingered. Brandeur packed his materials with methodical care at the front, portly and unhurried. Sim shot me a questioning look. I bent over my notes, making a show of reviewing them, and waited for the hall to empty to a handful.

Then, pitching my voice the way my father taught me, the stage whisper, that lovely dishonest instrument, intimate as a secret and carrying as a bell, I said to Sim:

"Hemme must have thought himself clever. Such delicate work." I let a pause sit, as if weighing what could be said aloud. "But even the smallest flaws have a way of revealing themselves."

To his credit, Brandeur's hands never paused in their packing. Not a fumble, not a rattle. But his eyes flicked toward us, one bright involuntary tick, there and gone.

An honest man hears a stranger's nonsense and forgets it by supper. A frightened man hears his own secret in every whisper. I had my answer in that flick, and it walked out of the hall ahead of me wearing academic robes.

  *

Dinner bells came and went. Classes let out. The afternoon dissolved into a long blue evening, and I lounged on a doorway stoop with my collar up, being unremarkable, which is a skill I have practiced more than the lute.

When Brandeur finally emerged from the Masters' quarters, he did not shuffle. That careful, grievance-nursing gait of his was gone, and something with a purpose had replaced it, and it carried him straight across toward the Rhetoric wing. Toward Hemme's office.

Dinner done. The other Masters would be settling into the lounge about now, into the leather and the wine, if they kept to habit. If enough of the right ones were there. If the wire had held. If the horn threw sound as well tonight as it had thrown a plucked tone yesterday. If Hemme was fool enough, or frightened enough, to speak plainly in his own office with the door shut, trusting fifty feet of stone.

Too many ifs. A plan is a lute string: every if is a fret, and somewhere along the neck the note goes false.

But it was too late to change any of it, and that is its own strange mercy. I had set everything in motion, and now the machine would turn with me or without me. Brandeur would confront Hemme, or he wouldn't. The Masters would be gathered to hear it, or they wouldn't. The device would carry, or it wouldn't.

I paced the courtyard's edge in the dark, and the not-knowing ate at me the way rust eats iron: quietly, and then completely. I had gambled everything on a play I could not watch. No way to know if the lounge was full. No way to know if the horn was speaking. Everything I had risked, Wil and Sim's trust, Mola's quiet perjury-that-wasn't, my own precarious standing, three days of work with my neck stretched across all of them, was being decided at this moment, in a room I could not enter, by men who did not know I existed in any way that mattered.

Something coiled tight in my chest. The need to know. The need to hear. It rose through me the way heat rises, without permission, without shape, until it was the only thing I was.

And the wind came.

Not called. Not commanded. Just... there. The way it had been coming lately, when my feelings ran too hot for the banks that held them. As if the part of me that sleeps had learned to hear my wanting and answer it before my waking mind knew a question had been asked.

I stopped pacing.

I will try to tell this next part truly, though it lives in the borderlands where words go thin. I did not fight the anxiety, and I did not ride it. I let it wash through me and stood still at the center of it, the way you stand still in a river, and I reached for the quiet place beneath thinking, where names are not learned but recognized. The wind was not separate from me there. It moved through the courtyard and it moved through my attention as if they were one continuous thing: sliding between buildings, combing the grass, threading gaps and cracks and keyholes. And within that wide moving awareness I could feel the small disturbances riding it. Trembles. Pulses. The air remembering what had passed through it.

Voices.

Thin. Distant. Fragmentary, like a conversation heard three stalls away in a Tarbean market. But my ears had never in my life been more ready.

"...impossible. Herma's guilder was inspected..." Kilvin, sharp with disbelief, each word a hammer testing a casting.

Then others, overlapping, torn to pieces by the distance and reassembled by my need. Arwyl, level and cold, something about the autopsy. Dal's measured tones cutting a path through the middle. Elodin's voice, and this I noted even then, even straining, edged with an anger I had never once heard in it.

And underneath them all, tinny and small and unmistakable, my little horn behind the fireplace did its work, and Hemme's voice came through the wind to me in shreds:

"...nough of this. I told you already, you're over-thinkin..."

"...keep quiet, no one will..."

"...the grace to retire."

The wind thinned. My hold on that wide quiet place wavered, and the voices began dissolving back into air.

I did not clutch after them. I did not need to. You do not need the whole letter when you have read the signature.

  *

The trial took spans to wind its way into motion, and classes stayed suspended for much of it, and I will not walk you through every session, because the law's tedium is holy and I am no priest of it.

Here is what I will tell you. Through all of it, I made myself stay quiet. It was the hardest performance of my young life, and I include in that accounting several performances on which my actual life depended. Every day I carried what I knew like a live coal in my mouth, and every day I did not spit it out. I was an unseen Cthaeh in that season. I chose the comparison then, with a young man's carelessness, and it has cost me sleep since. Sitting still at the center of things, easing pieces into place with the smallest of touches, letting other hands do the carrying.

Kilvin's hands, mostly. He took up the case where I could not, gathered the threads I had left carefully loose behind me and wove them into something the Iron Law could grip. His calm was worth more than any evidence. When a man like Kilvin says a thing is so, the saying has foundations.

When Hemme finally stood beneath the shadow of the Iron Law, I sat in the gallery, one face in a quiet sea of them. Kilvin testified with grave simplicity: a trail of materials drawn from the Artificery's own records, purchases with no honest purpose, a chain of small facts pointing at tampering the way filings point at a lodestone. Arwyl followed and dragged the room step by step through his reexamination of Herma's body: the signs of long, patient malfeasance, tiny deliberate patterns written in a dead man's flesh for those with the eyes to read them.

It was never one blow that brought Hemme down. He was too careful for that, and the Iron Law too slow. It was the weight of threads. The Artificery ledgers. The shape of Herma's decline, charted against opportunity. His accomplice's silence, which spoke with remarkable eloquence. Any single strand he might have snapped with a sneer. Together they made a rope, and the rope drew tight, and there is a sound a proud man makes when he finally feels it. I was there, I heard it. And it is a very small sound indeed.

You would think there would be satisfaction in that. I had thought so. I had been promising it to myself for spans, the way you promise a child sweets to get him through a long errand.

There was no satisfaction. Justice, it turns out, is not sharp the way guilt is sharp. It does not lance anything. It settled over Herma's absence like snow over a fallow field, softening the shape of it without changing the shape at all, and when it was done the field was still empty and the winter was still long.

What I know is this. I spent nights past counting flat on my back in my little room at Anker's, staring at the crack in the ceiling, chasing the same thought around the same worn track. Whether I might have found the thread sooner. Whether, if I had tugged it before it knotted, before the trembling I saw and excused, before the slipped loops I watched and forgave, any of it would have mattered.

There is no answer to that question. I have had years now to be sure. It is not a question that wants an answer. It is a question that wants a door, and it will knock on it forever, and part of grieving badly, and I have only ever grieved badly, is that some nights, even knowing better, you get up and open it.


CHAPTER 5

THE ART OF LISTENING

I lingered outside the Archives after the trial ended, though I could not have told you why.

The crowd had drained away around me, students and scrivs and townsfolk carrying the verdict off in pieces to retell over dinners for a span. I stayed. The grey stone was cool against my back, and my feet seemed stitched to the cobbles by a thread I couldn't see, and for once the silence around me asked nothing. It did not want filling. It did not want fixing. It simply stood with me, the way the stone did.

Somewhere across the University a bell counted an hour I didn't bother keeping. Its voice came soft and blurred, worn smooth by distance and empty streets.

"You've been thinking too loud."

I turned, and Elodin was there. Not arriving. There, framed in the long shadows at the corner of the building, as though the silence had simply decided to let him through. His robe hung crooked off one shoulder. His hair looked like it had lost an argument with the wind and was still bitter about it. And his eyes held that particular dark depth I had only ever seen in one other place, under the ancient trees of the Eld, where the light comes down green and old and makes you feel briefly, correctly, small.

"Walk with me," he said. It was not an invitation. It did not have the shape of one. It simply assumed, the way the road assumes your feet. Then he smiled, quick and sideways, as if he'd just told a joke that only he could hear, and turned, and started off across the cobbles.

The invisible thread let go of my feet. I followed. With Elodin, you generally did, and generally learned why later, if at all.

He wove us through the campus by no route I could name. His bare feet moved easily from cobblestone to gravel to bare dirt, indifferent to the change the way water is indifferent. He let the silence stretch out long between us, and I found, to my mild surprise, that I did not mind. My steps settled into the rhythm of his. That was a thing I had learned from him without ever being taught it, which is, I suppose, how he taught everything.

Then, without turning: "You're thinking about Herma."

"Of course I am." The words came out clumsier than the weight I wanted them to carry. I tried again. "It feels wrong. Too quick. It's like rushing through a verse before the final chord has time to settle."

Elodin hummed at that, low in his chest, more vibration than music. We passed under the shadow of Mains and out the other side before he spoke again, and when he did, his words came soft, half a thought said aloud.

"Herma hated chaos," he said. "Not for himself. He hated what chaos did to people. Have you never noticed it? The scholars fraying at exam time. The errant students. The fools trying to be more than they are, pulling themselves loose in the trying." His hand moved as he walked, sketching something small and precise in the air. "Herma pulled at their ends. Drew them steady. Anchored them."

I said nothing, because the honest answer was no. I hadn't noticed. I had spent three years watching that man the way I watch everyone: closely, cleverly, cataloguing what might be useful. And I had missed the plainest thing about him. He held people together. He had held me together on more occasions than I had counted, precisely because he did it so quietly that there was nothing to count.

Elodin tipped his head back as we walked. Above us the clouds were unraveling into long pale threads on a wind too high to feel.

"Now his knots are loose," he said. "We'll see which ones hold."

  *

I didn't realize where he had led us until the cemetery wall came into view, and by then it was too late to decide whether I would have come.

The grave was wrong.

Not in its shape. Not in the way the stone sat, cold and square and still. Herma had never wanted grandeur; anyone who knew him knew that much. No statue. No carved epitaph running to verse. He would have been embarrassed by his own funeral, and mercifully he had missed it.

But this ending was wrong in a different way. The stone lay flat. The edges were too straight, the lines too clean. All of it fit together, smooth and seamless and silent, like a song finished on the tonic with every voice in tune. And that was precisely the wrongness. Where was the knot that gave it meaning? The doubled-back loop, the deliberate complication, the strand left free for a future hand? It was no grave for a man who had been so full of untied stories. They had buried a finished thing, and Herma had never once in his life been finished.

Elodin stood beside me and did not move. All the wild restlessness I knew in him: the fidget and drift, the sudden angles, was gone, pressed flat by the quiet of that place. His shoulders slumped under some weight I couldn't see and wouldn't have asked about. It occurred to me, standing there, that I had never once imagined Elodin grieving. It was like imagining the wind tired.

For a long time, neither of us spoke. The high thin clouds came apart, thread by thread.

When at last he found his voice, it came low, almost gentle, as if the silence were a fabric and a careless word might tear it.

"The art of listening," he said, "is more than Naming. You already know this." A pause, long enough for a breath, long enough for a decision. "But you won't master it here."

I turned to look at him, and the question rose in me with a small cold prickle. Did he know? Had he heard, somehow, the shape of my hand in Hemme's fall: the wire, the whisper, the wind that came to my need with a courtyard's worth of stolen voices? With any other man I could have read the answer in his face. Elodin's face has never once been a text in any language I studied.

I opened my mouth. And the air itself seemed to lean against my words, patient and certain, the way his silences always leaned. I let them fall away unspoken. The answer would not have changed anything. Whether he knew or not, he had said what he came to say: you won't master it here. Not a judgment. A door, standing open, with a road behind it.

Elodin stayed a moment longer, his lips moving over something too soft to catch: a prayer, or a name, or some third thing that only he had a word for. Then he turned and walked away across the grass, bare feet silent, robe luffing crooked in the rising breeze, and left me there with my thoughts and the hush of the burial ground and a door I could already feel myself walking through.


CHAPTER 6

AND THEN CAME THE HAIL

The hum of voices and the clink of tankards seeped up through my floor from Anker's packed common room, muffled and steady as the pulse of some large, comfortable animal. It was a sound I should have been part of. On any ordinary Felling night I would have been down there thickening the air with chords, stoking laughter, earning my room the pleasant way. Instead I sat on the edge of my narrow bed and looked at the pack I had thrown together in something under ten minutes.

It was not an impressive pack. A waterskin. A loaf of bread going dry at its edges. A blanket rolled tight as a grudge. And strapped along the side, my lute in its case. Silent. Disapproving. A lute knows when it is being made into luggage.

I hesitated, and I want you to know that I did hesitate. Leaving was reckless. Foolish, even, and I had a good deal of practice recognizing foolish by then, having supplied so many of my own examples. The term was barely done. My standing at the University was as good as it had ever been. Any sensible man would have stayed.

But you have to understand: I had just watched a good man die with his work unfinished. I had held the folio. I had seen the half-tied knots he was never coming back to, the margin questions that would never get their Hepten-afternoon answers. And a thought had gotten into me the way a splinter gets into a hand, too deep to pick out and too sharp to ignore. What else remains undone?

I had seen what waiting does. Everyone has, if they look. People who spend twenty years preparing for the one journey, and arrive at last at the trailhead to find their hands have forgotten the shape of wanting it. The road they meant to walk no longer fits their stride. The story they meant to live has become a stranger's tale they once heard somewhere, secondhand.

The mountains were calling me now. Now, while the calling still had my name in it. Wait a year, two years, and I would still know that I ought to answer. I would simply no longer remember why it mattered.

Some stories demand to be lived before you outgrow them. Some songs need singing before the gravel finds your voice.

I shouldered the pack. From below, through the floorboards, I could all but hear Anker himself, half accusing and half laughing, a smile buried in the words the way he buried it in everything: Leaving already? We've a full house tonight.

I did not go down to answer the phantom question, because I could not have answered the real one. Instead I scrawled a message and pegged it to my door.

Anker, A personal matter requires my attention. I'll return in a few days. My thanks, as always. Kvothe

It would not satisfy him. Nothing short of the truth would have, and the truth was not mine to give, being not yet in my possession. But Anker was no fool, and no brooder either. He would take his irritation and put it to work, the way thrifty men do with every scrap that comes to them. There would be fuller mugs tonight. Thicker slabs of bread. Customers would go home with heavy bellies and light purses, and by the time the last of them staggered out, his scowl would have been kneaded away entirely into the honest work of the day.

Even so, when I turned from the door, something pressed on me harder than the pack's straps. It was the ache of knowing exactly what I was walking away from. This was my home. These were my people. If I had gone downstairs and said I need to leave tonight and I cannot say why, they would have helped me pack and asked nothing, and that, of course, was precisely the weight of it. My going would cost them: in worry, in work, in the small daily arithmetic of a missing pair of hands. And I would not be there to pay any share of it.

I stepped out into the night anyway. The cool air struck my face like a question I intended to ignore. The streets were loud with students making the most of the last free days before the Masters reconvened classes, laughter spilling out of doorways, someone singing badly and being loved for it. I threaded through all of it and out of it, over the river, leaving Imre's warmth at my back.

The mountains wouldn't wait. Or rather, and this is the truer thing, and it took me the whole road to learn it, I wouldn't. Waiting was the one thing I had never once known how to do.

  *

I followed the road east toward Oakholt and watched the sun rise and set and rise again as the Commonwealth's soft heartland gave way to its rougher eastern reaches. My feet ached in the honest, uncomplicated way feet ache. My shoulders filed their complaints about the pack and were overruled. The lute case swung its weight against my back with every stride, an anchor I would not have traded for wings.

The road wound through farmland and scattered villages, past orchards hanging heavy with late fruit and fields where whole families moved in lines, bringing in the last of the harvest before the weather turned honest. I bought an apple off a woman selling them from a roadside basket, and I ate it walking, core and all, stem and all, the way you learn to eat an apple in Tarbean and never afterward unlearn.

On the third evening I spotted a tinker's wagon ahead, its painted panels bright against the darkening road. It stood atop a low bluff at the edge of a clearing, and in that clearing, pale against the fading sky, rose a ring of standing stones.

"Ho, tinker!" I called, and waited at a respectful distance until an older man emerged from the wagon and looked me over. "I'm bound for Oakholt. Might I share your fire tonight? I can offer a song or two in trade."

He took his time about answering, reading me the way tinkers read everyone: clothes, boots, pack, and, longest of all, the lute case on my back. Something in his weathered face eased at the sight of it.

"You play, do you?"

"A little."

"Good." He nodded toward an ax leaning against the wagon's wheel. "Make yourself useful with the firewood first. Can't have songs without supper."

That is a tinker for you. Even hospitality comes as a trade, and the trade is always fair, and somehow you always come out feeling you got the better half.

I split wood while the light died, and he told me his name was Terrence, and that he had worked the circuit between Imre and Oakholt and the small towns between for better than thirty years. And he always, always, he said, in the tone men reserve for the two or three rules they have never once broken, made his night camps at greystones.

"Old roads," he said, when I asked. "Old stones. My father taught me to respect them, and in thirty years I've had no cause to regret it."

I could have told him my father had taught me the same. That I had slept in the lee of a hundred such stones before I was ten, that the Edema Ruh know the old ways better than anyone now walking. But the word Ruh opens certain doors and bars certain others, and you cannot always tell which until the hinge moves. I held my tongue and stacked his wood, and if he noticed how naturally I settled into a greystone camp, he was polite enough, or wise enough, to let it be.

After supper I played for him. Road songs first, traveling tunes, the small unbreakable coin of my trade. And then, as a jest, because he was a tinker, and there is one song every tinker on four roads has endured a thousand times, I struck up "Tinker Tanner."

Terrence threw back his head and laughed like a man twenty years younger.

"That's the one nobody ever dares play for me," he said, wiping his eye, and disappeared into his wagon, and came back out with a bottle of spiced whisky. "Here's to old songs and old roads."

We traded verses by the fire deep into the night, each verse more disgraceful than the last, as the rules of that game require. I contributed several from the University's collection, he countered with variants I had never heard, thirty years of road-gathered filth of truly professional quality, and by the time the bottle gave out we had exhausted every rude rhyme either of us knew and invented several new ones that I can only hope died there on that bluff. I'll spare you the worst of them. Not out of delicacy. Some compositions simply cannot survive transplanting; they live only in firelight, at the bottom of a shared bottle, between two people who will likely never meet again. That is part of what makes them good.

Even with the world turning gently under the whisky, I should have slept like a stone that night. Tehlu knows I was tired enough. But something kept me surfacing, some small itch at the edge of my mind, like a name you cannot recall but cannot stop reaching for.

It was well past midnight when I finally understood what it was.

I opened my eyes. The fire had burned down to embers, a dim red breathing that gave just enough light to suggest the shapes of things. I lay still in my blanket for a long lazy moment, weighing whether my bladder's petition was worth the cold, which is as far as my thoughts had gotten when they stopped.

Beside the nearest greystone, at the very edge of the ember-light, someone was standing.

They were tall. Tall in a way that my eye kept trying to correct and couldn't, the way a doorframe looks wrong in a dream. A lean, angular frame, and it moved, shifted its weight, just slightly, with a strange, deliberate delicacy, a grace that stood next door to dancing. But the legs were too thin. Or bent at some height where legs do not bend. Or the shadows below its knees clung strangely, pooling where firelight should have fallen. My eye offered me these explanations one after another, and took each of them back.

I blinked, and its face was toward me.

I did not see the face turn. Between the closing of my eye and the opening, the fact of its attention simply arrived, the way frost arrives on a window. And even across that distance, even in light too dim to read my own hand by, I felt the weight of being looked at. Not seen. Looked at. The way a cat looks at a bird through glass: without hunger exactly, without haste at all, with the whole patience of a thing that owns the time it stands in.

I opened my mouth to call out. A challenge, a greeting, anything with edges to it.

Nothing came. Not caught in my throat, you understand. There was no throat to catch in: no lips, no tongue, no words, no mouth. Where the machinery of speaking should have been I found a smooth, sealed nothing, and the discovery went through me like ice water. In a moment of pure animal panic I clawed at my own face.

And gasped.

Air. Lips. My own breath ragged in my own mouth, which was there, which had always been there, as though it had never left. My heart was slamming at my ribs like a fist at a locked door. I was half out of my blanket, one hand still pressed to my jaw.

The greystones stood pale and empty in the darkness. The camp was silent. Nothing moved anywhere but the embers, breathing their slow red breathing, and Terrence's wagon dark and peaceful, and the old stones holding up the sky the way they had for a thousand years.

I stayed as I was for a long while, watching the space where the figure had stood, waiting for the dark beside the stone to curdle back into that tall, wrong shape. It did not. Finally I threw off my blanket and walked the whole edge of the camp, because I needed to move, needed to feel my body answer me. The grass at the foot of the greystone was unbent. No print, no mark, no bruised blade of it.

I did not sleep again that night. I sat feeding twigs to the embers and holding my mind very carefully in both hands, and in the morning, as Terrence hitched his horse, I asked, lightly, in the voice you use for asking nothing much, whether he had seen anyone near the stones in the night.

He gave me an odd, sidelong look, and shook his head.

"Just us," he said. "Just us and the road."

  *

We traveled together one more day and parted at Oakholt, Terrence turning south to the outlying farms with a lifted hand and a last unrepeatable verse, while I turned east, to where the mountains stood up against the sky in earnest.

The Six Sisters, the maps call them. From Oakholt you can see four of the six, grey-shouldered, white-headed, their peaks lost in cloud more days than found. I stood in the street looking at them longer than a sensible man would, and then I went and found an outfitter's shop and spent a long hour turning my thin purse into supplies. Dried meat. Hard cheese. Trail bread fit to survive a siege, or cause one. A small pot. A proper flint and steel, because a sympathist who cannot make fire without his tricks has not planned for the day his tricks run out.

On my way to the counter I passed a shelf of journals and folios, and on a whim I could not have justified to anyone, I picked one up. Small. Plain leather. Pages unlined. I could not have said why I wanted it. Perhaps I thought I might want to remember what I found up there. Perhaps I simply liked the weight of it in my hand. Both reasons are true, which usually means neither is the real one.

I took a cheap room, spread my provisions across the bed to take stock like a general reviewing very modest troops, and ate Anker's stale loaf that night rather than carry it further: a small funeral for the last of home.

Before I slept, I opened the journal, and dipped my pen, and made the first entry:

Tomorrow, I climb. The Six Sisters rise to the east. Their peaks are lost in the clouds.

That night I dreamed of drowning. My face was gone, sealed beneath smooth sticky flesh where my mouth had been, and I clawed and tore at it until my fingers were slick, and found no seam, no breath, no way to scream. I woke with the blankets strangled around me and the grey light coming up, and I will tell you honestly: I chose to call it a whisky dream, and I chose it the way you choose not to count your purse after a market day that went badly.

  *

Day One.

The foothills rolled out gently under my boots, all autumn grass and easy grades, and I went up through them like a skipped stone. The pack rode high and tight. The air had the green smell of living things drying sweetly toward winter. By evening I had put perhaps fifteen miles behind me, which was better than I had any right to expect, and exactly the sort of early success that mountains extend to fools the way gamblers let the new player win his first hand.

I made camp in a hollow between two weathered stones, out of the wind that had begun to speak in whispers up the slopes. I ate dried meat and hard cheese, drank from the skin, and watched the stars come out one at a time over the black shoulders of the Sisters, naming the ones I knew and greeting the ones I didn't.

And I wrote. That was the surprise of those first days: the journal grew longer as the light did shorter. I had bought it on a whim and expected to fill three pages with weather. But there is something about being alone with nothing but stone and sky that loosens things you did not know were tight, the way a hot bath finds bruises you hadn't counted.

I thought of Anker polishing his bar that very hour, the common room's laughter rising around him. I thought of Wil and Sim bent over books, or holding down our corner table at the Eolian with Mola dissecting somebody's bad play at cards and Fela laughing at the autopsy. My people. My home, whatever I had told myself as I slipped out of it.

They would know by now that I was gone. Sim would worry, worse for the note's cheerfulness, not better; he had learned to read my cheerfulness the way sailors read a green sky. Wil would shake his head and mutter something in Siaru with the word for fool in it, and check the eastern road out of habit each morning. Fela might understand, or come nearest to it. Mola would observe, correctly, that worrying would not change the outcome, and would say so, and would worry.

I had not told them. Not properly. I had left a note for my innkeeper and vanished like a thief with the candlesticks, and out there under the wheeling stars, with no audience to perform composure for, I finally let myself feel the small sharp sting of what that was.

It was easier to leave than to explain. That much I knew about myself, and had known for years. It was easier to vanish than to stand in front of people who loved me and say that the place I loved most in the world had begun to feel too small, and that I did not know why, and that the not-knowing was the thing I was really running from.

So I had run. As I always ran. The only difference, that time, was that I wrote it down.

  *

Day Two.

The gentle foothills stopped being gentle somewhere before noon and stopped being foothills soon after. Grass gave way to scrub, scrub to bare grey rock stitched with tough little plants that gripped the cracks like sailors in a storm. The pack's straps found the exact grooves they had worn the day before and bit down. My calves burned. My lowland lungs, fat and complacent from two years of Imre air, began to labor like bellows at a forge.

By midday I had made perhaps five miles, and I wanted nothing in the created world so much as to sit down and never perform the act of standing again.

But I kept walking, because there was nothing else up there to do, and that, I would come to understand, is most of what a mountain is for. One foot. Then the other. The rhythm of it became a kind of meditation, a drumbeat with no drummer, and I lost myself inside it for whole hours at a stretch. Step, step, step, breathe. The world narrowed to the next stone, the next ridge, the next thin mouthful of air.

I had thought myself strong. I want you to understand the flavor of my error. I had survived Tarbean's winters with no coat and no floor. I had endured the Medica's disciplines and the lash's arithmetic and hunger of the sort that rewrites what food means to you forever. I thought strength was a ledger, and mine well into credit.

But all of that had been endurance, and endurance is a wall you crouch behind. This was different. This was not a thing to be endured but a thing to be walked through, step upon step upon step, with no far side promised and none visible.

The mountains did not care that I was clever. They did not care about my quick tongue, my talent pipes, the tricks I could do with sympathy or six strings or a crowded room. Every audience I had ever won meant nothing to them. They cared for exactly one thing, and they told me what it was with every mile of themselves: that I keep climbing.

There was a strange rest in that, under the ache. I had spent my whole life being watched. The mountains were the first audience that could not be played to.

  *

Day Three.

On the third day, the mountains began to speak.

Not in words. In the long howl of wind funneled through narrow passes, rising and falling like a grief too old to remember its own cause. In the crack of ice under my boots, sudden as a snapped string. And in the silences between. Because up there, silence is not one thing but many, and when the wind dropped, a quiet would come down over the rock so total that my own breath sounded like company.

I made camp early, in a shallow cave scarcely deep enough to deserve the word, and my hands shook as I unrolled the blanket. Not the other shaking: the one this story is still walking toward. The honest kind, the body's plain report of accounts overdrawn. I had eaten well enough from my supplies. It made no difference. My exhaustion had outrun anything a supper could repay.

Tomorrow, I told the journal, I would have to decide: climb on, or turn back.

But that night there was only the cave, and the cold, and my own thoughts, which had been waiting all day at the edge of the drumbeat for exactly this stillness.

Herma.

The name rose unbidden, and with it everything I had packed away beneath the miles. His hands trembling over the Yllish cords. His voice going thin across a season while I sat two feet away, taking notes. The last time I had seen him alive, bent over the Scriptorium table, waving away my half-asked question with that gentle deflecting humor of his: some knots slip; the world keeps spinning. And I had let him. That was the splinter under everything. I had let him. Some part of me had seen. Some part of me had catalogued the small betrayals of a failing body, and filed them, and chosen the file marked later, because looking squarely would have meant admitting that I loved the man, and that his death would be a wound. And I had grown so skilled at armoring myself against wounds that I had armored myself against the seeing, too. That is the trade nobody warns you of. You cannot callus your heart selectively.

And then, because the night was long, and the cold was honest, and there was no one to perform for, I thought of Denna.

I loved her. That much was simple, and had been simple for years, the one simple thing in the whole tangled business. But what I had done with that love was anything but. I had pursued her across half the civilized world and let her slip away a hundred times without a word. I had watched her on the arms of other men and manufactured indifference by the cartload. I had made her into a mystery to be solved, a song to be finished, a fire to warm my story by. And in all that making, I had managed to miss the plain truth of her, which was that she was not a puzzle, nor a prize, nor a verse wanting its rhyme. She was Denna. She was a person, tired and clever and hunted by something she never named, and I had never once let person be enough.

What had I ever actually given her? I counted it out under the cold stars, and the counting did not take long. A few hours of talk, here and there, when our roads happened to cross. Half a song, never finished. The dubious honor of my obsession, which I had always dressed as devotion, and which she had always seen through, and which she had, this was the worst of it, been kind about.

The wind howled past the cave mouth, going somewhere, the way wind always is.

For once, I did not try to answer it.

  *

Day Four.

I filled my waterskin at a stream come straight down off the snowfields, water so cold it made the bones of my hands ache to the wrist, and climbed on, and somewhere in the morning I breached the treeline.

There is a border up there as real as any kingdom's. Below it, the world still bothers with life: trees, scrub, moss, birds with opinions. Above it, the mountain drops all pretense. Bare rock, old ice, a sky of hammered grey. Nothing grows. Nothing moves but weather. There is nowhere to hide, and nothing to hide from except the fact of yourself, which turns out, at altitude, to be considerable.

I thought of Simmon that day.

Dear, earnest Sim, who had wept openly when they gave me my talent pipes: wept, in public, and never once thought to be ashamed, because it would not have occurred to him that joy for a friend was a thing requiring concealment. Sim, who pushed food across tavern tables when he judged I wasn't eating, casually, mid-sentence, as though the plate had drifted. Who stayed up three nights running to drag me through examinations I had been too proud to prepare for, and let me pretend afterward that I had never needed dragging.

And how had I repaid that? I had accepted his friendship the way a lord accepts rent, as my due. I had kept my whole true self locked behind a performer's smile and let him believe the smile was the man, told myself the concealment was protection, his and mine, when really it was just the oldest habit I owned. Sim deserved a friend who would sit with him in his hurts the way he sat with everyone in theirs. Who would hear his poetry without one eyebrow's worth of judgment. Who would let him see the ugly broken cellar-rooms of me and trust him, Sim, of all people, the single safest pair of hands I knew, not to flinch.

And Wil. Steady, dry, unfoolable Wil, who saw through my performances with those dark Cealdish eyes and stayed anyway, which is its own kind of love and I knew it even then. I had never asked him about Ralien. Not once. Never asked about his family, his people, what he wanted after the University, what he had left behind to come to it. He was simply there, reliable as stone underfoot, and I had walked on him accordingly, and stone, I was learning that very day, deserves better from the people it holds up.

The mountains did not care about my regrets either. They simply went on rising. But I noticed they had gotten easier to carry, the regrets, since I had started taking them out and looking at them. Most heavy things are like that. It is the packing and unpacking that wears you out, never the weight.

  *

Day Five.

By the fifth day I was too tired to think in words, which I would recommend to anyone who thinks as much as I do. My legs moved on their own. Snow lay drifted in the lee of the rocks in long white commas. The wind had become a constant tugging whisper at my hood, my straps, my sleeves, a pickpocket with nothing left to steal.

It was only mid-morning when the sky went the color of wet slate, and it started to hail.

As for the hail? Well. Hail is hail.

  *

Day Six.

I came back to myself in a stand of pines below the treeline, huddled against a trunk with my shaed wrapped tight around me and no clear memory of choosing the tree. Every separate muscle had filed its grievance. My ribs throbbed where something, a stone, a root, the mountain's elbow, had caught me on the way down. There was a crusted gash along my forearm that I could not account for at all, which is the mountain's way of signing its work.

Running down had cost me half a day's climbing. Likely more.

I sat under that pine for a long time, taking stock, and the stock was this: I had tried to master the mountain, and the mountain had answered, briefly and in full.

But when I finally stood, and turned, and started back up, and I could not then have told you why I started back up, except that going home hollow was the one weight I refused to carry, everything had changed.

The wind met me differently. It still shoved at my cloak and needled my cheeks. But the malice had gone out of it, or rather, no. The malice had never been in it. What had gone was my insistence on hearing malice, on making the mountain my opponent so the climb could be a duel, because a duel at least is a performance, and I did not know how to do anything that wasn't. What was left, once I stopped fighting, was something almost like curiosity. The wind circled me as I climbed. It tugged, and let go, and came back, the way a half-wild dog investigates a stranger who has stopped pretending to chase it.

I did not try to call it. That is the whole of what I did, and it took me six days and a hailstorm to learn: I did not call, or command, or coax, or want at it in any of my thousand practiced ways. I simply walked, and let the wind walk with me.

By late afternoon I had regained the treeline and passed it, and come out onto a rocky ledge that hung above the whole visible world. Below, the land fell away in great sweeping folds: forest, field, the far glint of rivers laid across the country like dropped thread. Above, the peaks went on without me, vanishing into slow, stately clouds. I sat down on the stone with my legs over all that emptiness.

I thought of Fela then, to my own surprise. She had looked at me with real interest once, after the fire in the Fishery, after I carried her out of it. I had seen it plainly, felt it in how she lingered. And I had done precisely nothing, being too thoroughly occupied with a woman who was mostly a shape I'd made of smoke and wanting. Sim saw her instead. Sim, who did nothing by halves and hid nothing he felt. And I was glad of it, truly, cleanly glad, which was a relief to discover. But sitting on the roof of the world, I let myself wonder, just once, how many other moments had gone by me unlived while I was busy chasing the next bright thing over the next hill. It is not a comfortable sum. I recommend a very high ledge for the counting of it.

Then I stopped counting. I stopped doing anything. I sat, and breathed, and let myself simply be: no audience, no performance, no next clever move. And I tell you it felt like setting down a pack I had been carrying so long I had stopped billing it as weight.

The wind came then. Fierce, sudden, battering at my chest and legs, whipping my hair into my eyes, and I did not brace against it. I let it push. I let it test my balance and take its honest measure of me, and I breathed in its own rhythm, long and rough, and somewhere in that breathing the fight I had brought up the mountain finished going out of me entirely.

And then, between one gust and the next, it stopped.

The silence was so complete it rang. My heart slammed once, hard, the way it does when a room full of noise goes quiet at your entrance. Because the wind had not gone. I could feel it: everywhere, all around, coiled close and waiting, a held breath the size of the sky.

For the first time in my life, I did not reach for it. I did not grab, or call, or need. I listened.

And beneath the wind, beneath the sound of it, beneath even the moving of it, there was something else. I will not call it a name, because it was not one, or not yet, or not only. It was more like the recognition that comes just before a name: the knowing you have in the dark, of a step's owner by the rhythm of the step. It was the understanding, arriving whole, that names are not the only way to know a thing. That before the word there is the listening, and the listening is older, and the wind minds the difference.

The wind knew me. That is as plainly as I can put it. It had watched me stagger up its mountain and break on the hail and come back up anyway. It had ridden my hood through six days of grief and inventory. It had heard everything I had finally stopped performing long enough to think. And now, at the last, it was willing to allow that I had come, not as a conqueror, not as an arcanist with a word in his mouth like a bit and bridle, but as something nearer to a friend.

The sky exhaled. The gale wheeled up and away over the ridge like a flight of starlings.

And a single wisp of it stayed.

It lingered by me, a small current with no business existing, a thread of moving air in the great new stillness. It circled my hand. It nuzzled at my knuckles, slipped between my fingers, wound and unwound there: asking, as clearly as anything has ever asked me anything, whether it might stay.

I moved very slowly, the way you move when a wild thing has decided to trust you and the world hangs on your not being sudden. With my other hand I plucked its trailing edge, gently, between finger and thumb. It did not startle. It did not squirm. And so I tied it: a musician's knot, the one my father taught me before I could read, for securing a string you cannot afford to lose. Thumb pressed down. A twist. A pull.

Then the ledge was only a ledge, and the sky was only the sky, wheeling vast and blue above me, and the world lay spread out below exactly as before.

Nothing looked different. Everything was.

  *

Day Seven.

I came down the mountain with steps that were lighter, though no less careful. Mountains forgive descent even less than pride.

They had taken things from me, those seven days, and I made the inventory going down. The arrogance, or a season's worth of it. The certainty that anything could be mastered if I were only clever enough, which had been load-bearing in me since I was eleven, and whose removal I could feel like a pulled tooth. And they had given things too, in the way of all hard trades. A quietness. A willingness, small, new, unpracticed, to wait. The knowledge, bought with hail, that some things cannot be forced. Only invited.

I thought of my friends the whole way down through the golden foothills, and for once the thoughts had no sting in them. I could not unmake what I had been: the leavings, the maskings, the years of taking steadfastness as my due. That ledger stood written. But a man is not only his ledger. I could choose, from this footstep forward, what got entered next.

The foothills unrolled before me, warm in the late light. Somewhere beyond them lay Oakholt, and the long road back, and Imre, and Anker's, and the University with all its doors: the whole complicated, messy, beautiful work of being alive among people who insisted on loving me.

I carried nothing back down that I had not carried up: a pack, a lute, a journal fatter by a mountain.

Nothing, except a small, thrilling certainty, riding in my chest where the old arrogance had been, lighter than what it replaced and stronger:

When I truly called, the wind would come.


CHAPTER 7

A SONG WITHOUT WORDS

When I came down from the mountains, I went looking for my friends.

I had apologies to make, and I knew it. Slipping away in the night with nothing but a note pegged to a door is not a thing you do to people who matter, and the whole road home I had been assembling the words: proper ones, plain ones, without varnish. It is a measure of how the mountain had changed me that I planned an apology instead of a performance. It is a measure of how far I had yet to go that I still planned it.

I found Simmon first, in the courtyard near the fountain. He was on his feet the instant he saw me, and his face went through its honest repertoire in the space of three steps: relief, then excitement, then something else: something with weight behind it that he tried to fold away before it reached me, and didn't, quite. Sim's face has never kept a secret longer than a sneeze.

"You're back." He clasped my arm hard enough to mean it. "Where did you go? No. Never mind. How much do you know?"

"I know admissions started," I said. "Beyond that, nothing. I've been somewhere blissfully free of news."

"Well." Sim took a breath, the way a man takes a breath before lifting something. "Kilvin is Chancellor."

I let that settle. It settled well. Kilvin in the Chancellor's chair was a wall in a high wind: nothing about it was elegant, and you would want nothing else under weather.

"And Manet," Sim went on, "is Master Rhetorician."

I stopped walking. "Manet."

"Yup." Sim's mouth quirked at whatever my face was doing. "He refused three times. Said he had no interest in politics and less in teaching fools to argue. But Kilvin kept at him. Said the University needed 'a mentor in that chair.'" Sim shrugged. "Fourth asking, Manet said yes. Mostly, I think, so Kilvin would stop darkening his corner of the Fishery."

I tried to picture it and found the picture would not hold still. Manet: the eternal E'lir, wild-haired and comfortable, a student longer than most Masters had held their chairs. Manet, who played corners for ha'pennies and dispensed advice the way other men gave weather reports, freely and with no great faith you'd heed it. Manet, sitting behind the long horseshoe table in Master's robes.

And yet the longer I held the picture, the less absurd it became. Every one of us who lasted at the University had, at one time or another, been quietly saved by Manet: pointed away from some disaster, tipped toward some door. He had been mentoring the place for thirty years. Kilvin had simply noticed, and made it official, which was Kilvin all over. He looked at the University the way he looked at a machine: this part bears load; name it accordingly.

"And Brandeur?" I asked.

Sim's smile went out. "Still here. Still Master Arithmetician. They couldn't prove anything against him under the iron law." He glanced at me sidelong. "But everyone knows. The other Masters won't speak to him. He sits alone at meals. Votes alone. Walks alone." Sim's voice dropped, and being Sim, what came into it was not satisfaction but a kind of troubled pity. "Honestly, I think expulsion would have been kinder."

I said nothing to that. I had spent a mountain learning what my silences were made of, and this one was made of complicated things. The iron law had weighed Brandeur and found nothing it could hold. The University had weighed him too, on older scales, and hung the verdict around his neck where no appeal would ever reach it. There is a justice in that, I suppose. There is also a cruelty, and I have never since been able to convince myself they were different things wearing different coats.

Then Sim pressed something into my hand. A wooden chit, stamped with tomorrow's date. "Second bell," he said.

I looked at it, then at him. "Sim. I can't take your slot."

"It's not mine." His ears had gone red, which with Sim is the tell that ends all bluffing. "I drew for both of us."

"How? The lines—"

He shifted his weight. "I may have reminded someone that my father is the Duke of Dalonir." The red deepened. "And that the Duke's fourth son was requesting a small courtesy. For a friend."

I stood there holding the chit. In all the years I had known him, through every slight he'd swallowed, every door his name could have opened and didn't, I had never once heard Simmon spend that coin. He kept his family's rank the way some men keep a sword above a door: visibly not in use. And he had drawn it, for the first time, over an admissions queue. For me. Because I had vanished into the mountains like a fool, and he had spent his one unspendable thing to make sure the fool would have a place waiting when he wandered home.

"Sim—"

"Don't." He said it quickly, eyes anywhere but mine. "It's fine. Can we talk about something else?"

So we talked about something else, because that too is a thing friends do: they let you pay them in changed subjects. I pocketed the chit. Around us the courtyard ran with students, chits and coin and complaints, the whole familiar machinery of a new term grinding into motion.

Classes would resume. The University had buried its Chancellor, tried one Master, shunned another, crowned a third, and made a fourth out of Manet. Life, with its usual terrifying efficiency, had moved on.

  *

I came down through the last branches of the apple tree and dropped into the little courtyard, and found Auri hopping from stone to stone.

She was choosing only the ones that had heaved up proud of their neighbors over the years, landing light as a sparrow on each, a half-eaten apple in one hand. She took small bites between hops. When my boots touched the ground she finished the hop she was mid-way through, Auri finished things, and turned, balanced on one bare foot, her face lighting like Foxen coming up.

"Welcome home, Kvothe," she said, prim as a countess, arms drifting out for balance. She tipped her head at the stones. "These ones think too much of themselves."

"So you have to visit each one," I said, and set my pack down with a low thump. "Or they'll get worse."

"Of course." She said it with the mild patience she reserved for the times I stated the obvious. Then she crossed to me with quick light steps, and stopped, and her eyes went to my hand. All the hopping stillness of her went stiller. "What are you wearing?"

I looked down. There was nothing on my hand that any eye in the world could have seen. Any eye but hers.

"Oh," she breathed, leaning close, delighted. "It's still swirling there. Did you catch it?"

I laughed. I couldn't help it, and I didn't try. "Catch it? That's the wrong question altogether."

Auri raised one finger, cross-examining. "But did you ride it?"

"No." I sighed and found a root worth sitting on. The courtyard air was cool, the light going thin and gold above the walls. "But I got closer."

"That's good enough," she said, magnanimous. "You'll be Taborlin the Great before you know it." Then her gaze dropped to my bulging pack, and went sly. "You found other things."

"I did." I reached in and drew out a bundle of rich blue cloth, tied with a thin strip of leather. "This one's for you."

Auri stood back half a step as I unfurled it. A cloak, deep blue, the blue the sky keeps for the hour after sunset. Her eyes went slowly down one sleeve and up the other.

"Oh," she said. And then, with the gravity of a judge ruling on a matter long disputed: "Oh, it's the right color."

"It's been getting cold lately," I said. "And I thought the wind shouldn't steal your warmth. It steals enough."

She let me swing it around her thin shoulders. It settled on her like dusk settling on a garden, and her small hands came up and clasped the edges and moved over the folds, reading it the way she read everything, with her fingers first and her eyes after.

"What's it made of?" she asked.

"Goose feathers," I said, "and whispers from summer clouds."

Her laugh rang up into the branches, a chime loosed in the open air. "Goose feathers alone are cruel," she said. "How thoughtful, to soften them with the kindness of clouds."

Then she straightened, and I saw the ritual arrive in her the way solemnity arrives in a priest. "And what did you bring me?" I asked, taking up my half of it, the old call waiting for its answer.

Auri's grin went sideways and secret. "A book," she said, "full of secrets and whispers." And she drew it from some pocket of herself the way she produced everything, as though the world kept a shelf just behind her hip.

It was small and weathered. Browned at its edges. Its cover was soft leather, embossed faintly with swirls that my fingertips found before my eyes did: worn shallow, the way a coin's face wears, from years of hands that were not mine.

"Secrets it keeps?" I said, turning it in the light.

"Books don't keep secrets." She corrected me gently, the way you correct a child who has said something backwards but promising. "They tell them."

I would remember that, later. I would have long occasion to. At the time I only smiled and thanked her, and she was already turning, giving the cloak an experimental spin that belled it out around her ankles.

"It moves nicely," she said, satisfied, and made for her drainage grate. At the mouth of it she paused, half in shadow. "But Foxen will be wondering where I've gone. And the brass in Rubric gets lonely. It's been left all this while with no one to tell it it's bright."

Then she was gone, blue into black, and the courtyard was just a courtyard: an apple tree, a wall without windows, and a handful of stones that thought too much of themselves.

  *

Admissions the next day went awfully, or excellently. By then, I confess, the two had become difficult to tell apart. My answers were quick, my tuition survivable, and I walked out of the Masters' hall with the term's business settled and my mind already across the river. Because a rumor had found me in the queue, the way the important rumors always found me, and the rumor said Denna was back in Imre.

I could not get out of the bursar's line and across Stonebridge fast enough.

I found her at an outdoor table in the last of the afternoon light, seated across from a prosperous merchant whose rings caught the sun with practiced ease. He was talking. His hands moved in the broad way of men accustomed to being watched while they talk. Denna was dressed simply, her dark hair loose about her shoulders, and she wore the pleasant listening expression I had seen her wear for a hundred such men: flawless, attentive, and vacant as a rented room.

Her eyes found me before I had even decided how to approach. Something crossed her face too quick to name, though relief is the name I have always given it. She stood while the merchant was still mid-sentence.

"Are you off to dine with kings?" I asked as she reached me.

"Only if they hadn't bored me first," she said, and took my arm, and drew me away down the street.

Behind us the merchant sputtered something about the evening, their plans, the reservation. Denna did not so much as slow. "I'm afraid I've just remembered a prior engagement," she called back over her shoulder, sweet and final as a door latching, and then, to me, with a tilt of her chin: "You don't mind being a prior engagement, do you?"

"I've played worse parts."

We spent the evening the way we spent our best ones, which is to say extravagantly and to no purpose. We wandered into one eating-house after another, taking a course here and a glass there, judging each establishment with tremendous unearned authority and moving on. She talked between courses with her hands in motion: working through the troubles in her newest song, a verse that sat wrong, a story that turned before it should. I listened, and offered a thought when she asked for one, and mostly I just watched her come alive over the work, because Denna talking about her craft was Denna with every mask set down, and I had learned to prize those hours over any others.

We sang her new harmony over the wine, quietly, our heads bent together while the other tables pretended not to listen and failed. Her laughter came bright and often. And still, underneath the brightness, I could feel what always waited there: the quiet. The rooms in her I could not enter. The spaces where I could not follow, whose doors I had learned not to try, because trying was the one thing that could make her vanish faster than any merchant's boredom.

By the time we left the last place, I had spent more of the Maer's coin than I cared to count. I did not count it. Sixty-two talents' worth of tuition, as it turns out, buys a great deal of pocket money, and I had discovered in myself a new and dangerous willingness to let coins go the way of hours.

We walked without destination, and our wandering brought us down along the Omethi where it curves through the city, and there, on an impulse I did not examine because examining it would have been fatal, I hired a boatman.

We drifted downstream in the dark. A pleasure barge passed us going the other way, strung with lanterns, music and laughter spilling off it across the water. I caught sight of Sovoy at the rail, glass in hand, holding forth to someone hidden by the lamps. And Denna's fingers came to my chin and turned my face away, gently, the way you turn a page.

"Look there instead," she said, and pointed to where the moonlight lay on the river, a long trembling road of silver running away between the banks.

The boatman, who was worth every penny, took us to the slow water under the arch of Stonebridge and let the current hold us there. Above, the great old bridge carried its late footsteps, each one a soft knock on the underside of the world. Down in the arch's shadow, the city's noise came to us rounded and distant, and we might have been the last two people in it.

"Why don't you play me something?" Denna said.

It was not a suggestion. Denna never suggested. She opened doors and stood aside, and you could walk through or not, and both answers cost you something.

I unslung my lute and sat with it a moment, my fingers resting on the strings without pressing. In the old days, by which I mean any day before that one, I would have reached for something safe. A pretty tune, well within my hands, the kind of song that flatters the player and asks nothing of him. I had a hundred of them, polished bright.

I was tired of being safe. The mountain had seen to that.

So instead I reached up to the tuning pegs, and I loosened the highest string, and I slipped it free.

Denna watched me do it and said nothing. That was one of her particular graces: she always knew when a thing should not be asked about yet.

Six strings. I had not played this song in years: had never truly played it at all, not whole. I had only ever played it with a broken lute, as a broken boy, in a city that was trying to kill me by inches; it belonged to six strings the way grief belongs to its year, and to play it on seven would have been a kind of lie. The music rose up out of the lute and into the stone arch, and the arch, older than the song and kinder than the city, took it and gave it back around us.

It was not perfect. How could it be? A song like that is not for perfecting. It had holes in it where a seventh string should have sounded, and holes in it where other things should have sounded too, and the holes were the truth of it: a song with its words worn away, the shape of them still showing, like the swirls on Auri's little book.

Denna closed her eyes. She tilted her head slightly, in the exact attitude of someone listening to what lies beneath a thing, and she stayed that way through all of it, to the last chord and past it, while the water spoke quietly against the hull and the final note went out over the river and did not come back.

For a long moment, neither of us said anything. The city hummed somewhere above. The moon-road wavered on the water.

Then she shifted, closer, and settled against me on the narrow bench, and rested her head on my shoulder. She was light against my side, and warm against the night air, and entirely, catastrophically real.

"I always knew you were like this," she said. Softly. Almost to herself.

Like what? The question rose in my throat with its whole life ahead of it. And before I could give it voice, she lifted her head and turned toward the lights of Imre coming on gold along the banks, and the moment closed over the question like water over a dropped coin.

The boatman had begun poling us back upstream, his strokes quiet and unhurried, a man who knew exactly what he had been hired to interrupt and was in no hurry to finish doing it.

I restrung the lute the next morning. The song stayed where I had left it, under the bridge, with the words it didn't have.


CHAPTER 8

RARE THINGS VANISH

I woke with sunlight warm on my face and the whole of the day before still sparkling in my memory like wine left in the glass.

My heart was light for the first time in months. Lighter than it had any right to be, and I knew that even then, and could not have cared less. When Denna had rested her head against my shoulder under the arch of Stonebridge, some long-crooked thing in the world had seemed to come straight. It was the kind of morning that makes you believe the story is finally taking its turn for the better. I have learned, since, to be wary of those mornings the way sailors are wary of a too-red dawn. But learning that lesson cost me what this chapter costs me, so I will let you have the morning first, the way I had it.

I dressed like a man with an appointment with his own good fortune. I ran through songs while I shaved: which ones might stir her the way last night's had, which were too much, which not enough. I rehearsed clever observations. I polished a compliment with three separate escape routes built into it, engineered to slip past the sharpness of her wit before she could knock it out of the air, because a compliment Denna saw coming was a dead compliment, and she saw everything coming.

Hope makes a man a fool. But it makes him a happy fool, and there are worse breakfasts than that.

Maybe I would find her sunning herself on Stonebridge, watching the poleboats. Maybe browsing the bookstalls, or picking through the market square with that smile that made every street she walked look recently swept. I crossed the river with my collar straight and my hair fought into order, and I walked our haunts the way you walk a familiar song, certain of the next note.

But noon came, and Denna did not. The city spun on heedlessly around me, full of people who were unforgivably not her. I lingered by the bakery where we'd once shared a sweetroll and split the last bite by negotiation. I stood on Stonebridge a long while, watching the boats slide under the arch where six strings had said what I couldn't. And somewhere in those hours the expectation drained quietly away, the way warmth leaves a stone after sunset, and the old doubts came creeping back into the cracks it left. They knew the way. They had been living in those cracks for years.

By midafternoon I had drifted back to Anker's, my search unspent in my pocket with all my polished words. Laurel was setting fresh bread on a table, and she caught my eye and paused with the tray still in her hands, and I knew before she spoke. Bad news has a posture. People square themselves under it.

"Kvothe," she said quietly. "I've something for you. A message, left this morning." She held out a page folded small and neat.

I unfolded it. It read, in its entirety:

Next time.

I watched the words until they blurred. A drop fell and caught the ink, smudging the tail of the last letter, and I folded the paper quickly, as if the damage could be contained. I tucked it into my jacket and pressed my hand flat over it, which accomplished nothing, and was the only thing I could think to do: as if something of her might be carried in it. As if the warmth of a hand could reach through wool and paper and two words and however many miles she already was from me.

"She said she was leaving?" I managed. The answer was already plain. I asked anyway. We always ask anyway.

Laurel's eyes were soft around the edges. "She came early. I asked if she wanted me to wake you." A small helpless gesture with the tray. "She wouldn't let me. She only gave me that, and said you'd understand."

I thanked her, because Laurel deserved thanking, and I went up to my room, because rooms are where you put yourself when your face stops being fit for company.

You'd understand. And here is the bitter joke of it: I did. If I understood one thing in all the world by then, it was this. Doors open, and doors close. And Denna was always caught between them: never in the room, never out of it, a shadow in the doorway, there in the moment you looked and gone in the moment you reached.

I sat with that understanding through the afternoon, and it kept me the sort of company a stone keeps.

By evening, my feet had found their own counsel and were carrying me toward the river, toward Imre, toward Devi's door. It wasn't wise. It certainly wasn't fair, not to her, and not to myself, and I knew both of those things with perfect clarity and went anyway. The hollow Denna left behind her was unbearable, and Devi's rooms were full of sharp words and warm tea and a person who was always, reliably, exactly where you left her. You may judge me for that. I have. But a lonely man at dusk is a poor judge of anything, and mostly what he judges is distances.

  *

Even without windows, Devi's rooms always felt more alive than most rooms with them.

The sympathy lamps threw their sharp shadows up from between her stacked and toppling books, and wisps of cinnamon incense curled through the air, waging their old campaign against the butcher's shop below. I heard the chimes before I saw them: a new addition, hung by the door, another regiment committed to her endless war against the world's noise. That was Devi entire. Anything that troubled her, she recruited against it.

She was lounging in her chair with her legs tucked beneath her, and her grin came up like a lamp being unshuttered as I stepped in.

"Kvothe," she said, drawing my name out to twice its honest length. "To what do I owe this charming distraction?"

"You flatter me too easily."

"Not a word of it is undeserved," she said, propping an elbow on the table. "And don't think you can distract me from the most pressing matter at hand."

"Which is?"

She waved a finger at my head. "Your hair, darling boy. It's practically shouting mischief."

"Mischief," I said, drifting further into the room, "is just what happens when genius doesn't sit still."

"And trouble," she chimed back without a heartbeat's pause, "is what happens when it does."

For a while our laughter warmed the air, and I drank her tea, and we played the game we always played: words like a dance of edges and smiles, each of us keeping score and neither admitting there was a board. With Devi, easy talk was real, but it was also a lobby. Sooner or later she led you out of it into whatever room she had prepared, and that evening, with her eyes bright over the rim of her cup, she steered us, smoothly, deliberately, the way a boatman steers, to the riddle sitting at the heart of the Archives. The Four-Plate Door, and the silence that surrounds it.

"Do you know what no one tells you about the Archives?" Her voice dropped into its conspirator's register, the one that made you lean in even when you knew leaning in was the point. "They pruned it."

"Pruned." The word tasted strange. I turned it over, trying to make it fit the Archives I knew: that endless, patient warehouse of everything. It would not fit. Pruning is what you do to a living thing to decide its shape.

Devi leaned forward, and the lamplight caught one side of her face and gave up on the other. "There are books locked away, sweet boy. Whole shelves of them. Secrets buried so deep the catalogue doesn't know their names anymore." Her smile thinned. "Oh, they'll let you play with what's safe. Play all you like. Read until your eyes bleed. But the rest of it? Tucked far away." She sat back, satisfied as a closing argument. "Far from hands like yours."

There was something different in her smile as she said it. Tighter. Held. Like a stitch pulled hard against something underneath.

"And you know this how?" I pushed, gently, one more inch.

Devi didn't answer right away. She reached instead for the blanket draped over the back of her chair and drew it around her legs, in that warm, close, cinnamon-smelling room where no draft had ever lived. "You've barely crawled through the door," she said, soft now, "and already you want the whole house."

"What are they hiding?"

"You're not ready for an answer like that." The smile never wavered, which was how I knew to stop believing it. "And I'm not in the mood to offer one."

Deflection never surprised me from Devi; she loved her secrets the way misers love their counting. But I couldn't leave it. "What about Lorren?"

The name alone did it. A twitch at the corner of her mouth. Her fingers, mid-adjustment on the blanket, stopping.

"Careful, sweet boy." The words came out light as chaff, and her eyes were not light at all. "Some stones aren't meant to be turned. You might find sharp things hiding underneath."

And then she let something slip, or spent it; with Devi I have never been sure the coin ever left her hand by accident. "There's power in keeping things hidden," she said, and the words came out with a spitting edge that belonged to some other conversation, some other year, some other room. Then she caught herself, and her voice came back to its silk. "But not everyone who hides something deserves to be trusted."

We talked of easier things after that, and I left before the incense burned down.

It was only later, walking home across the bridge with the river running dark beneath me, that I understood what I had actually heard. She hadn't been warning me, or not only. Half of what Devi said that night was said past me, to some twist in her own memory, some old room where the word pruned had been spoken to her and had cost her something. Her words always rang loudest in the spaces between them. It was the one song she couldn't help playing, and she didn't know she played it.

  *

The compass sat steady in my hand, its needle pointing true, as I slipped between the shelves and down the familiar corridors of the Archives.

I should explain the compass. To do that, I have to go back three days, and I want you to notice, because I have had years to notice it, and it deserves noticing, that everything which follows I did before Devi ever said the word "pruned" to me. She lit no fuse. The fuse was mine, laid by my own hands, already burning. All Devi did was tell me what I would find at the end of it, and be right.

Three days earlier, then. My small rented room, past midnight, the lamp trimmed low. Auri's book on the table before me, turned over and over in my hands.

I could not have told you how Auri knew I would need it. I have never been able to tell you how Auri knows the things she knows; she is not a puzzle I solve, she is a fact I am grateful for. But sitting there, feeling the soft old leather and those worn embossed swirls, I understood what the gift was for the way you understand a tool by its heft. Books don't keep secrets, she had said. They tell them.

This one was going to tell me the biggest one I knew how to ask.

I worked through that whole night with a fine brush and a steady hand and a lamp I dared not brighten. Page after page, I traced over the printed letters with my own blood, thinned and worked in careful strokes, letter by letter, line by line, and waited for each page to dry, and then sealed the work beneath a matching layer of good black ink so that no eye and no casual thumb would ever find it. Slow work. Jeweler's work. By dawn my hand ached like a scriv's in exam season and the book looked exactly, precisely, as it had looked the evening before.

But it was changed. Hidden under that ink, spread across forty pages in letters no one would ever read, the book now carried a full vial's worth of my blood.

I will pause so you can appreciate the size of that foolishness. You have sat with me this long; you know what blood is to a sympathist. Blood is the deepest link there is. A drop of it in an enemy's hand is a knife at your back for as long as the drop stays viable. And I had painted forty pages with mine and sealed it: beautifully, permanently, irretrievably, inside an object I was about to give away. If a lock of hair is a knife, I had bound up an armory, and gift-wrapped it.

I knew all of this. I did it anyway, and here is the arithmetic that made it sane: a link runs both ways. All that blood made the book mine in a way no ledger could record. Wherever it went, however deep, however dark, behind whatever door, I would be able to follow it with a compass and a binding, the way you can hear your own child crying through three stone walls. They could hide the book from every eye in the world. They could not hide it from my blood.

The next morning, I approached Dystrol.

He was Lorren's giller: a careful, colorless, precise man who handled the Archives' acquisitions the way winter handles leaves. I presented the book with both hands and a story worn comfortable at the edges: a donation, forwarded from the Maer's estate; a registry of sorts, old, provenance uncertain; and, this I placed gently, the way you place the last stone in a game, it seemed to contain some novel accounts of Amyr sightings, though I hadn't been able to verify a one of them against the open collection.

To Dystrol's credit, his face gave away nothing. Nothing at all.

His fingers were another matter. They hesitated when they touched the cover. Half a heartbeat. A momentary tightness in his grip, there and mastered, the way a card player masters a dealt hand. If I had not spent my childhood reading audiences for my supper, I would have missed it.

I did not miss it.

He thanked me with exquisite blandness and made a note in his ledger, and the book went into the acquisitions basket, and I walked out of the Archives with my heart going like a drum at a hanging.

That had been three days ago. Yesterday, my compass had pointed calm and steady toward the eastern acquisition wing: unshelved, unsorted, waiting its turn. I checked it the way a miser checks his strongbox: too often, and with no real fear, and with fear anyway.

Today the needle pointed somewhere else.

  *

I let it lead me, though before long I knew the way better than the needle did.

Down through the Stacks, along the switchback corridors where my hand-lamp's blue-green light set the shadows dancing between the shelves. Past reading alcoves breathing their smell of dust and old leather. Down, and inward, and further down, to where the shelves give out and the corridors run bare, to the emptiest hallway in the whole stone body of the Archives.

To the place where the Four-Plate Door waits.

I stood in front of it for a long moment, hoping, genuinely, childishly hoping, that I had botched a calibration. That some error would surface and make the whole reading foolish, and I could laugh at myself alone in the dark and go back up to the honest part of the world. I turned the compass. I walked it left along the wall, and right. I steadied my hand against my chest and read it again.

The needle's stillness was absolute. It pointed through the door the way a plumb line points at the center of the earth: without argument, without interest in my feelings on the matter.

The door itself sat as it has always sat. Still as a mountain. Quiet and indifferent as the sea. That enormous, unadorned slab of grey stone, flush with its frame so tightly a knife-blade would envy the fit, its two great copper plates and its two copper keyholes bright against the grey: keyholes without hinges, without handle, without any seam of yielding anywhere about it. I pressed my hand flat against the cold stone, and my fingers found the edge of the nearer plate, fitted so precisely into its bed that I could barely feel the join.

How had I looked at that precision for three years and never once understood what it was telling me? Craftsmen do not build like that against weather. They build like that against people. This door was never meant to open for me. It was never meant to open for anyone who could stand where I was standing.

And my book, Auri's book, my blood, my one clever thread into the dark, was on the other side of it. The needle said so. Ten feet or ten miles, the needle didn't care. Through.

My stomach turned over slowly.

Because understand what that meant. The book had been in the acquisitions queue, unremarkable among a season's donations. Until someone read it, and found the word Amyr, and did not shelve it, and did not restrict it, and did not log it into the locked collections whose names at least appear in the catalogues. Someone had taken my shabby little registry of unverifiable sightings and carried it down through all those turning corridors and put it behind the Four-Plate Door. Within three days. Quietly. Routinely. With the smooth institutional calm of a thing that had been done many times before, by a procedure old enough to have worn its own grooves.

I had spent years inside those endless halls of parchment and ink, trusting, no, more than trusting, believing, the way you believe in floors, that the Archives contained all knowledge, open to any mind worthy and stubborn enough to seek it. That was the University's great promise. It was the dream they had sold me the first day I walked up those steps with my whole life in a travel-sack: everything humanity knows is here, and it is yours, if you are equal to it.

And this made a mockery of that. My hand shifted on the stone, and my fingers found the deep-carved letters, VALARITAS, their edges still sharp enough after all the centuries to cut a careless finger. Heat bloomed up through my chest, and I found my hand had curled itself into a fist against the door.

They called it the library of everything. And all the while, beneath it, there was a room where the everything was sorted. And the true books, the dangerous books, the books with my family's murderers somewhere in their pages, went down into the dark, and the rest of us were left the safe remainder and told it was the whole world. Not lost. Not scattered. Kept. Hidden with craft and patience and excellent record-keeping, by the very institution that had taught me to sneer at superstitious folk who feared knowledge.

I felt very small then. One candle-flame of a boy in the vast stone belly of the Archives, surrounded by more books than I could read in ten lifetimes and not one of the ones that mattered. And I felt like a fool, which was worse, because I had bought the dream so completely. I, who trusted nothing, who counted my change with kings: I had handed my whole faith to a library, and the library had a false bottom.

The urge rose in me to scream, or to strike the stone until my hand understood what my heart was doing. I swallowed it down. It went down hard, and it did not go quietly.

Anger would accomplish nothing. Not yet.

I made myself stand away from the door. I made my fist become a hand again, and I turned on my heel, and I walked back up through the turning dark with my little lamp and my steady needle, and by the time I came out into the lamplight of the upper floors my face was pleasant and my step was easy, and any scriv who glanced at me saw a Re'lar heading home at a reasonable hour.

But one thought had set inside me like mortar, down there in front of all that patient stone, and I carried it out with me, and it has never once left.

Somehow, I was going to find a way inside.


CHAPTER 9

IT SEEMED SO OBVIOUSLY TRUE

I sat cross-legged on my narrow bed with a stub of charcoal in one hand and a sheaf of scrap paper spread across my knees, and the compass lay beside me, needle patient, pointing at a book I could not reach.

The problem, in principle, was almost insultingly simple. I had a direction. Take a second reading from a different position and I would have two lines, and where two lines cross, there your quarry sits. Triangulation. It is the first trick they teach you in Brandeur's hall, older than the University, old as the first sailor who ever wanted to know how far he was from the rocks. A child can do it with a string and two sticks.

But principle and practice are distant cousins at best. They share a family name and meet at weddings, and each privately believes the other has wasted his life.

The next morning I went down into the Stacks to introduce them.

Two levels down, I found a quiet alcove near the eastern wall, tucked between shelves of Aturan provincial histories that no hand had troubled in years: I could tell by the dust, which lay smooth as snowfall, and I felt the small pang you feel for books like that, waiting all patient in the dark for readers who are never coming. The needle swung, steadied, pointed. I sighted along its length toward a distant shelf and worked out the angle against the run of the corridor.

Fifty-three degrees. Perhaps fifty-four. The needle was thin, my protractor was improvised, and my eye, whatever flattering things have been said of it, is an eye. The margin was my uncertainty, and I noted it like an honest man.

Then I paced off two hundred feet along the main corridor, counting my steps in the old Ruh way, each stride a measured yard, and took my second reading.

Sixty-one degrees. Maybe sixty-two.

I sat down right there on the cold stone floor, heedless of any scriv who might wander by and find a Re'lar drawing on the flagstones like a child at chalk-games, and I sketched it out. Corridor. First station. Second station. Two lines, ruled clean, running out from my little crosses into the dark of the page.

They met behind the Four-Plate Door.

Not far behind it: ten feet, perhaps fifteen, if my angles deserved the trust I was choosing to give them. But behind it, squarely, in whatever hidden space lay on the far side of all that copper and stone. I sat looking at the little crossing of charcoal lines and felt my heart perform its own small crossing. There was a room back there. My book was in the room, freshly entered in the ledgers, sitting on some shelf or table with my dried blood pressed quiet between its pages like a flower.

That should have been the end of the surveying. It was very nearly the beginning.

Because one crossing is a guess dressed up for church. Any tinker will sell you two lines; it takes a bundle of them, thrown from every distance and direction, before a guess grows up into knowledge. So I spent the rest of that day in the deeper reaches of the Stacks, taking every reading I could manage. Angles. Distances. Positions and orientations, noted small and neat. Each one imperfect on its own (I knew that, I budgeted for it) but errors, honest ones, are like arrows loosed by a nervous archer. They scatter around the mark. Gather enough of them and the mark shows itself in the middle of the scatter, plain as a bird in a bare tree.

That was the theory. I climbed the stairs that evening already planning tomorrow's stations, well pleased with myself, and entirely ignorant that I had just begun the most instructive failure of my University career.

  *

Over the following span, I took readings everywhere.

I took them in the administrative warrens of sub-one, where students rarely venture and the shelves hold nothing but the University's own endless correspondence with itself. I took them on the main floor, under the high ceilings, pretending to browse while my compass sat palmed like a card I wasn't ready to play. I took them down in sub-three, where the corridors narrow and the cold comes up through your boot-soles and the dark drinks your little lamp like a debt. I noted the vertical tilt of the needle at every level. I recorded horizontal bearings to the finest degree I could honestly claim. My notebooks grew fat with figures, and my figures grew a fine crop of further figures, averages and spreads and cross-checks, the whole tidy apparatus of a man measuring carefully.

And none of it made sense.

I want to be precise about the shape of the failure, because the shape was the lesson. Any single reading looked fine. Any handful of readings from one floor agreed with its neighbors like old friends. But set the floors against each other and the agreement shattered. The main floor swore my book lay one place. Sub-one swore another. Sub-two, which could not decide on its own testimony, swore two. Sub-three pointed somewhere else entirely, serene as a priest. Four floors, four verdicts, and every one of them delivered with the same untroubled confidence of my clean, careful, useless numbers.

I did what any measurer does first: I blamed my instrument. Recalibrated it against known iron three times. I blamed my protractor, my pacing, my eye, my arithmetic. I remeasured until my remeasurements had remeasurements. The verdicts did not budge. Somewhere in my method a lie was hiding, and I could not find it, and a hidden lie in your own method is the special torment of anyone who loves precision: because you built the method, every joint of it, and so the liar is you.

I stopped going to Corners. I stopped, mostly, going to meals. The figures went to bed with me and were up before I was.

The knock came on the ninth or tenth evening, just as I was beginning my ninth or tenth attempt at reconciling sub-two with the main floor.

"Kvothe." Wil's voice through the door, patient the way a wall is patient. "You're late."

I didn't look up. "For what?"

"Corners." Sim's voice now, aggrieved. "We've been holding the table for an hour now. Fela is defending your empty chair with a pitcher."

"I can't. I need to finish this."

The door opened anyway (I had, apparently, stopped locking it at some point, which tells you something) and the two of them stood surveying my room. It deserved surveying. Papers had colonized every level surface and begun terracing the floor. The bed was an archive. I was sitting in the one clear space like the survivor of a small localized avalanche.

"I've barely seen you outside lectures in a span," Sim said, stepping over a drift of calculations with exaggerated care. "Fela's starting to think you've died. She's drafting the eulogy. It's not flattering."

"I'm fine." I gestured at the wreckage, which rather undercut me. "I'm close. I just need a little more time."

"Close to what?" Wil had crossed to the desk and stood looking down at the spread of figures with his dark, unhurried eyes, reading my columns the way he read everything: silently, twice.

Some secrets rot when you keep them and some keep you when you rot; I was too tired to work out which kind mine was. I dug out my clearest sketch (every station I'd taken, overlaid on a map of the Archives I'd paced out myself) and handed it up to him.

Wil studied it for a long moment. Turned it a quarter. Turned it back.

"I don't see the problem," he said at last. "Four locations. Four objects."

The floor moved under me. Not far. About as far as a coffin lid.

Four objects. In all my remeasuring, in all my instrument-blaming and arithmetic-hunting, that reading of the figures had never once crossed my mind. And it fit. It fit clean. Four verdicts, four floors, four points, and each point a—my blood, divided. Sectioned out of the book, portioned, distributed. Four separate parcels of me in four separate hands, and every one of them a knife whose edge I would never see coming, a mommet waiting on a workbench, a—

"Kvothe?" Sim's voice arrived from somewhere across a widening water. "You've gone pale."

"Breathe," Wil said. His hand landed on my shoulder, heavy and factual.

I breathed. In, and out, and again, while the room reassembled itself. My grip had found the edge of the desk and was reminding it who was in charge, and slowly, as the panic drained to where panic pools, sense trickled back in behind it. Four caches of blood was a horror with no author. Who divides a donation? Gillers catalogue books; they do not dissect them. Nothing about the Archives' patient machinery worked that way. Wil's reading fit my figures, but it did not fit the world. And that meant the fault sat in the figures' foundations after all, in some assumption sunk so deep I couldn't see it for standing on it.

But I couldn't find it. That was the confession the moment forced out of me, sitting there white-knuckled on my own floor in front of my two oldest friends. I had been searching for a span, and I could not find it.

Sim and Wil traded one of their looks: the kind with a whole conversation folded inside it, drafted, amended, and ratified between blinks.

"Whatever this is," Sim said, waving a hand over the paper landscape, "you're in over your head. That's not an insult, Kvothe. Everyone has a head. Things go over them."

"Thank you, Sim."

"You're good with numbers," he pressed on, gently, herding me somewhere with the patience of a man who had clearly rehearsed the herding. "Better than good. But you're not the best. Not at this." A pause, delicate as a held breath. "I know what he did. I know. But sometimes the best is what you need."

He did not say the name. He didn't have to. It dropped into the room anyway and sat among the papers where all three of us could look at it.

Brandeur.

Everything in me stood up to object, and I let it stand there a while, and then I looked down at my four impossible verdicts and told it to sit back down. Pride is a fine horse until the bridge is out.

"Alright," I said. "Tomorrow. I'll go tomorrow."

"Good." Sim's shoulders came down an inch. "Now will you please come lose at cards? Fela's pitcher won't survive much more defending."

"One more night." I was already pulling the papers into stacks. "If I'm going to beg help from that man, I'll do it with the problem dressed properly. Numbers only. No stories."

They went. At the door Wil paused, and looked back at the paper country I lived in now, and then at me.

"Four objects," he said, "was the obvious answer."

"It was."

"Mm." He said it the way other men say entire paragraphs, and pulled the door shut, and left me to the work of making my madness presentable.

  *

The next morning I stood outside Master Brandeur's office with my hand raised to knock for rather longer than I will admit to.

"Enter."

The office smelled of chalk dust and stale air, the smell of a door that seldom opens. Papers everywhere: not my kind of everywhere, which at least had the decency to be recent, but strata of it, instruments weighting the drifts like standing stones. And in the middle of it, alone, Brandeur. No students waiting on consultation. No colleague leaning in the doorway with University gossip. Just a portly, balding man behind a desk piled deep with careful work that, as far as the University was concerned, no one would ever read again.

I had helped build that solitude. A small part of it: the trial had needed no help from me by its end, and everything the court heard was true. But I had set the first stone rolling with a whisper pitched to carry, and standing in that stale room I felt the weight of my own fingerprints on the quiet.

"Kvothe?" He looked up, and surprise crossed his face, and behind the surprise (quickly, before the wariness shuttered it) something that looked almost like relief. A knock. A visitor. Any visitor. "I don't remember summoning you."

"You didn't, Master Brandeur." I kept my voice level and my courtesy exact. "I came hoping you might help me with a problem."

"A problem." He leaned back; the chair complained under him. His eyes were as sharp as I remembered from three years of admissions interviews, but the old lazy contempt was gone from them, and what had replaced it was warier and far more tired. "What sort of problem brings a Re'lar to my door uninvited?"

"A geometric one." I laid my prepared papers on the least occupied corner of his desk. I had kept my word to myself: angles and distances only, stations and bearings, every number true and every noun removed. "I've been trying to locate a point using angular measurements taken from multiple positions. My readings won't agree, and I can't determine whether I'm looking at error or at something else."

His eyebrows went up a degree. He looked at me a moment longer: hunting, I think, for the trap, because a man who eats alone for half a year learns to check his food. Then he reached for the papers, and I let them go, and for a long while the only sound in that room was paper against paper.

I watched him read, braced for any of the endings I'd rehearsed: the cold dismissal, the pointed question about what a disgraced Master owed the student body, the simple no he owed nobody an explanation for. What happened instead I was not braced for at all.

His shoulders came unknotted. It was as plain as watching a rope go slack. The wariness drained out of his face, and what welled up in the space it left was hunger: the specific, unmistakable hunger of a man starving for work that matters, set down without warning at a full table.

"What do these groupings represent?" His finger tapped the margin. "You've labeled them one through four."

"Different observation platforms," I said, which was true. "At different elevations." Also true. I had polished these truths until they showed no seams.

"And readings within each group agree with each other, but the groups disagree amongst themselves."

"Yes. And I can't find why."

He made a small sound, half grunt, half acknowledgment (the sound a craftsman makes when the wood shows him its grain) and pulled a fresh sheet toward himself, and began.

I have watched many men work. I have watched smiths and luthiers, surgeons and cutpurses, and I will tell you that Brandeur at his numbers belonged in that company, and I had never once suspected it. He filled a sheet, then another, cross-checking my figures with quick contemptuous flicks (contemptuous of error, not of me) drawing little diagrams, scratching them out, rebuilding them truer. The guarded, grievance-carrying man of the horseshoe table was simply gone. What sat in his chair was engaged, animated, alive, twenty years younger from the eyebrows up.

"Interesting," he murmured, mostly to himself. "Very interesting."

"What do you see?"

He held up one finger (patience) and made me stand in my own suspense for another quarter hour, which I confess I have done to enough audiences that I cannot grudge him the pleasure. Then he set down his pen and squared the sheets.

"You have two problems," he said. "Not one. Two distinct anomalies, and you've been treating them as a single error, which is why nothing you've tried has worked. Come here. Look."

I came and looked.

"First." He tapped my sub-two figures. "Your readings from this platform sort themselves into two clusters. Watch." He plotted them as rays from their stations, quick and clean. "Your early readings intersect here." A dot. "Your later readings, here." A second dot, a stubborn little distance from the first. "That gap is too wide for your stated precision. It is not scatter. It is not your hand or your eye."

"How can you be certain?"

"Statistics." He wrote out a formula I did not know, in the brisk hand of a man who has written it ten thousand times. "Given your precision and the count of observations in each cluster, the probability that both clusters describe one location is less than one in a thousand. It hides on the page because of the vertical component, but the mathematics is not fooled." He glanced up at me. "Your point moved. Once. Between your earlier readings and your later ones."

So it moved. Somewhere in that dark room behind the door, in the span I'd spent measuring, a hand had picked my book up (off a table, out of a crate) and set it somewhere else. Shelved it, perhaps. Ten feet of drift. It was the most ordinary thing in the world, a book being put away, and it had cost me four days of madness.

"The second problem," Brandeur went on, warming, "is the interesting one." He spread four sheets side by side, one for each level. "Taken alone, each platform testifies beautifully. Tight clusters, honest scatter, textbook work." He said textbook work as though it were a small kindness he was deciding I had earned, and I found, annoyingly, that it landed. "But they disagree with one another. Four platforms, four different answers. Now: if your target were truly four different objects," and my stomach clenched quietly around Wil's coffin-lid of a theory, "or if this were random error, the four answers would scatter without pattern. They do not. Look at the vertical first."

He drew a simple plot, elevation against platform, five points. Then he laid his straightedge through four of them.

"Discard the sub-two anomaly (the move we've already accounted for) and every platform agrees perfectly on elevation. Perfectly, Re'lar. Whatever you are measuring sits at one exact height, no matter where you stand to measure it. Four scattered objects sharing an elevation to within your instrument's breath?" He shook his head once, judicially. "The world is not so tidy. This is one object."

One object. The relief came through me in a slow wave, and I had to put my attention hard on the paper to keep it off my face. One book. Whole. My blood in one place, between pages, where I had put it. Wil's four knives folded back into the single familiar knife I had chosen to live with.

"And now." Brandeur returned to the four horizontal verdicts, and there was theater in him now, honest teacher's theater, the good kind. "The disagreement itself. Random error scatters. This does not scatter." He joined the four points with light strokes, and I saw it the moment his pen moved: a curve. A rough spiral, each point swung wide of the last like dancers handing off a turn.

"The disagreement is systematic," he said. "Each platform's answer is rotated relative to the others. As if—"

He stopped. Deliberately. And waited, pen up, eyes on me, because a good teacher will hand you every stone but the keystone.

I stared at the little spiral. I stood in it, in my mind—in those alcoves and corridors, compass steady, method sound, every reading taken with respect to the walls around me, to the run of the corridor, to the—

To the walls around me.

"The reference frames," I said, and heard my own voice speed up as it went. "I assumed they agree. Every reading I took, I took against the corridors: I let each floor tell me where its own north was. But if the frames themselves don't align—if sub-one is rotated against the main floor, and sub-two against sub-one—" I looked up. "Then every floor is honest, and every floor is testifying in its own turned language, and I've been transcribing them all as if they spoke the same one."

Brandeur looked at me, and genuine pleasure came up in his eyes, the teacher's particular satisfaction at the sight of a student arriving: not at the answer, at the leap. It occurred to me, with a small strange pang, that it might have been a long while since anyone had given him the chance to wear that look.

"Precisely," he said. "You assumed your norths were the same north. Your data has been telling you otherwise for a span. Numbers are honest, Re'lar. It is our assumptions that lie, and they lie best when they are so obvious we never think to question them."

"But why would the frames rotate between levels? What could possibly—"

"I have no idea," Brandeur said, with the magnificent indifference of the pure mathematician, "and I don't care to. I don't know what you're measuring, or where, and I notice you've been careful that I shouldn't." A dry look over the papers; I kept my face studiously blank; something that was almost humor touched the corner of his mouth and retired. "I know what the numbers say. They say your platforms are rotated relative to one another. Determine each rotation, transform your observations into a single unified frame, and your data will converge. The mathematics is straightforward. I can show you the rotation formulas, if you were never taught them properly." A beat. "You were never taught them properly. Sit down."

I sat. And for another quarter hour, Master Brandeur (accomplice by every private certainty I owned, untouchable by the iron law, shunned by every gowned man who had once sat beside him) taught me coordinate transformation with a patience and a clarity I have met in perhaps five teachers in my life. Each idea set squarely on the one before it, no gaps, no leaps unearned, no cleverness for its own sake. He checked that I had each stone underfoot before he offered the next. Nothing, nothing at all, like the silent antagonist who had voted against me at Hemme's shoulder through three years of admissions.

And walking out with his formulas in my pocket, I found myself, for the first time, doing arithmetic of a different kind. How much of that shoulder-companionship had been Brandeur's own choosing? Hemme had a genius for finding what a man lacked and pressing on it, and Brandeur was a man visibly unpracticed at being liked. If Hemme had been among the only men in that grey building who ever included him, sat with him, made him feel his chair at the table was truly his. It would not excuse a single thing that was done. A man's loneliness is not a license. But there is a difference between a villain and a man spent by one, and I had come to his door assuming I knew which he was, and I left no longer assuming. That, too, seemed to be the lesson of the season: the confident answer, the one that comes first and fits at a glance, the one that seems so obviously true. That is the answer you check twice.

"Thank you," I said at the door. "This has been more help than I hoped for."

Brandeur nodded, already half-returned to his strata of unread work. But he looked up as I left, and what was in his eyes was gratitude, plain and unhidden, and it followed me down the corridor further than I wanted it to.

"It has been a fascinating problem," he said.

  *

I went straight back to the Archives with fresh paper, and I did the foolish-looking thing that settles a theory in your bones.

Bypassing the main floor, I took the stairwell down toward sub-one, and at every turning of the stair I laid a sheet against the wall and traced the angle of the turn onto it, a little paper wedge, like a tailor taking the pattern of a sleeve. Down to sub-one. Down again. At the bottom I knelt and laid my wedges edge to edge on the cold floor, point to point, adding the turns the way you add hours on a clockface.

Quarter-turn. Half-turn. Three-quarters. A full rotation, and another quarter beyond it.

The stairwells did not merely descend. They wound, each flight turning as it dropped, and no floor's corridors squared with the floor above. I carried my wedges down to sub-three and the pattern held the whole way, unmistakable now that I had eyes for it: each descent turned the world beneath the world above, and every level's tidy corridors ran at their own secret bearing, and the stairwell that joined them was not an anchor at all.

It was a pivot.

I stood in the corridor outside Puppet's rooms on sub-three, and I built the whole of it in my mind's eye: the Archives not as a stack of floors, drawer on drawer, the way every soul who walks them assumes, but as a great stone screw, each level swung wide of the last, spiraling down into the hill.

Puppet has lived on sub-three longer than anyone can date. And Puppet has always said (serenely, as settled fact, to anyone he trusted enough to say anything) that his rooms lie directly beneath the Four-Plate Door. He speaks of listening up through the stone. Of pressing his ear to his ceiling and imagining what secrets sit just overhead, close enough to knock on.

He was nowhere near the door. All those years, all that patient listening, and the building had quietly rotated his certainty forty, fifty, ninety degrees askew, and he had never once thought to question the thing that seemed so obviously true. The floor is the floor. Down is beneath up.

The architecture had fooled him as thoroughly as it had fooled me. It had been fooling everyone, I would guess, for as long as it has stood. And I had climbed those turning stairs a thousand times myself and never felt the world move.

I left the Archives at a walk that wanted very badly to be a run. Wedges of paper would convince a friend over a pitcher. What I needed now were measurements I could hang weight from.

  *

I came back in the early afternoon with a surveyor's compass and a knotted measuring cord signed out of the Fishery against my workshop credit, and I gave the rest of the daylight to doing it properly.

Main floor. Sub-one. Sub-two. Sub-three. Every level measured with the care I should have brought the first time: bearings shot down the long runs of corridor, checked against the cord, checked again, each level's own private north pinned to the page like a specimen. It was slow, patient, unclever work, and I did it well, and there is a pleasure in that kind of work I always forget between occasions of it.

The numbers came out cleaner than I had dared hope. The main floor runs rotated twenty-one degrees off the entrance hall. Sub-one sits a further thirty-four off the main floor. Sub-two, fifty-five beyond sub-one. Sub-three, a full eighty-nine beyond that: each level turning wider than the last as it descends, the whole building coiling into the hill like a nautilus shell, tighter and stranger the deeper you go. I sat that evening with Brandeur's formulas and turned every reading I owned into one language, one shared north, one honest map.

And the clusters converged.

All of them. Every floor, every station, a span of stubborn contradiction folding down into a single tight knot of agreement: one point, sitting serene at one exact elevation, thirty feet east of the Archives' outer wall.

East of the wall. Outside the Archives entirely.

I stared at it a long moment before I understood, and then the understanding came all at once, the way the floor of a card trick shows itself. I had assumed sub-two lay deep under the Archives because I had descended two flights to reach it: down is beneath up, the floor is the floor. But two turned flights and the steep grade of the hill the Archives is built against meant sub-two did not stack beneath sub-one at all. It ran outward, shallow under the sloping ground, reaching east away from the building that owned it: reaching under the one place I would never have thought to point a compass.

Under Mains. The oldest building on the University's grounds, that vast grey patchwork pile, built and rebuilt over more centuries than the records keep.

The room behind the Four-Plate Door was not buried in the Archives' deep heart, guarded by all those turning floors. It sat thirty feet from open air, just beneath the surface, under the foundations of a building ten thousand students trudge through every day of every term.

And Puppet, poor Puppet, had spent his years down on sub-three with his ear pressed to a ceiling that had nothing over it but earth and turned stone, listening for a room that was never there, faithful to the one assumption no one ever checks.

I sat back from my papers and let out a breath I felt I had been holding for a span. Then I checked the hour, and laughed at myself, and went to keep a promise: because I had made one, and because I had learned at some cost that the friends who climb through your door when you stop answering it are not a resource a wise man spends thin.

  *

Corners had been going for an hour by the time I reached Anker's, and Fela had indeed been defending the pitcher, in the sense that it was half empty.

I played the first hand like a man with a rooftop in his head, which is to say I missed a trick I should have seen three plays out, and Wil raised one eyebrow at me across the table and mercifully said nothing. A tankard helped. The second hand helped more. And somewhere in the third, the last of the figures let go of me, and the world contracted, warm and lamplit, to the size of a table: cards, and friends, and Sim overbidding out of pure optimism, and Fela punishing him for it with a smile, and the comfortable rhythm of play going round and round like a wheel that needs no one to push it.

For a few hours I was only there. I recommend it. It does not last.

  *

Near midnight I stood at the foot of Mains with my compass in my pocket, looking up.

Most of its windows were dark. Mains at night is a range of hills more than a building: centuries of roofs thrown up against each other, slate and lead and old tile, ridgelines meeting at angles that answer to no drawing that ever existed. I circled to the side nearest the Archives, found the old drainage pipe I had marked in daylight, and went up it quietly, and pulled myself onto the lower rooftop with the particular gratitude of a man whose years of misspent climbing have finally matured into method.

I picked my way across the roofscape, valley to ridge to valley, and took my readings as I went. One from a chimney's lee. One braced against a ridgeline. One flat on the old lead sheeting with the compass at my eye. The lines walked me inward, patient as hounds, to a stretch of roof pinched between two taller ridgelines, and there I crouched and took the final reading.

The needle did not point along the roof. It pulled down: hard against its pivot, tilted so steep in its housing it nearly fouled the glass. I moved three paces and read it again, and the tilt followed me, deepening. I was standing very nearly on top of my book. Beneath my boots, under slate and beam and however many feet of quiet earth, my blood was answering.

It seemed so unlikely that I did the childish thing: I walked to the roof's edge and looked over, to see where in the world I actually was.

And there below me, silvered and still, lay a small abandoned courtyard with an apple tree in it.

I knew that tree. I had come down out of that tree perhaps a hundred times, quiet as I could manage, with bread and small wonders in my pockets. I knew the moss on those flagstones and which of them rocked underfoot. I knew that courtyard better than any place at the University that was not my own room. And I stood on the roof above it doing sums, because I could not immediately make my two knowings fit together: this secret written in bearings and rotations, and that little walled garden where Auri hopped from stone to proud stone.

I sat back down on the ridgeline and pulled out my sketches, and drew the courtyard onto my map with hands that were not entirely steady. Thirty feet across, near enough. Bounded on its north side by the blank wall: that high, windowless face of grey stone I had looked at a hundred times and never once seen, because a wall without windows asks no questions and so receives none. Behind that wall, by every line I had ruled and every degree I had measured, at exactly the depth of a tall cellar: the room. The whole hidden space fit neat as a nut inside Mains' oldest foundations, with the courtyard lying against it like a kitten against a sleeping dog.

How many evenings had I played my lute under that very wall? How many small gifts had passed hands in its shadow, how many odd wise things had Auri said to me with all the University's buried secrets sitting quiet not twenty feet behind her hair?

You did not question it, I told myself, because it seemed so obviously true. A wall is a wall. A courtyard is a courtyard. I had spent a span learning what that sentence costs, one assumption at a time, and here at midnight on the roof of Mains it presented its final bill.

I gathered my compass and my papers and went back the way I had come, down the pipe and through the sleeping courts, walking easy, a student out late, nothing to see.

But I already knew where my next steps would take me. Not tonight, and not alone: even I had learned that much, by then. There was a door at the bottom of this, one way or another. And between me and it stood thirty feet of earth, the oldest stones on campus, and a debt to a small barefoot girl whose courtyard I was about to trouble.

I would like to tell you I weighed that last part properly, there on the roof, while the weighing could still have changed something.

I have told you before. This is not that kind of story.


CHAPTER 10

A FOOLISH BARGAIN

I returned to Devi's door with no excuse left to offer, and I have spent years since wondering about that walk across the river.

Was the whole trail, the pruning, the hidden books, the bitter slip about Lorren, laid down crumb by crumb by a woman who knew exactly what sort of bird she was baiting? Or was I simply too tired, too raw from too many losses, to care whether I was walking or being led?

I have never settled it. Knowing Devi, the truest answer is both, held comfortably in the same hand, the way a gambler holds his honest winnings and his shaved dice in the same purse.

She opened the door before I had decided how to knock. The air came out warm around her, full of cinnamon. It always smelled of cinnamon there, and somewhere across the seasons of borrowing and repaying I had stopped noticing, which is its own small parable about debt.

"Kvothe," she said. "Back so soon? People will start to talk if you keep this up."

"Let them," I said, and stepped inside.

"And?" She shut the door with her heel, watching me the whole while. "Did you find what you were looking for?"

I had rehearsed several careful openings on the bridge. What came out instead was none of them. "There's more than you're telling me. You know more, and you've been holding back."

Devi tilted her head, and her smile acquired an edge fine enough to shave with. "That's a bold accusation. And here I thought we were friends."

"Friends don't play games like this."

"Oh, Kvothe." She laughed, low and genuinely delighted, and moved past me into the room. "They absolutely do. It's most of what friendship is. But—" she turned, and the lamplight found the sharp side of her face, "—my friendship doesn't come cheap. You want to know what Lorren keeps locked away down there? Get me into the Archives. Then we'll talk."

"No." The word was out before thought could dress it. "Not a chance."

One skeptical brow went up. "So sudden. So certain. Why ever not, sweet boy? Surely those hallowed stacks have room enough for two clever, hungry minds."

"There are places you don't belong, Devi." I heard how it sounded and said it anyway, because it was true and I had no gentler true thing in reach. "Some doors wouldn't close so cleanly after you passed through them."

Her expression did not falter. That was the terrible thing about Devi in a negotiation; her face was a shopfront, and the shop never closed. But something behind her eyes went flat, like a lamp shuttered in a back room.

"I expected better of you, Kvothe," she said. "I really did. I thought you, of all people, would understand a simple bargain between civilized people."

"We're not even having this conversation. I won't risk it."

"You owe me." No heat in it at all. That was what made it land. She said it the way a clerk reads a ledger line. "The reagents. You came to my door and asked for my help, and I gave it. Freely, on terms you accepted."

And there it was. I had told you, I had told myself, sitting in this very room with her tea going cold in my hand, that a named debt is a burden, and an unnamed one is a leash, and that you do not learn the length of a leash until someone pulls.

She pulled.

We argued. I will not give you the whole of it, partly because it does not flatter me and partly because I genuinely cannot reconstruct it; anger writes poor minutes. I know I tried reason, and she took my reason apart with the small deft cruelty of a woman disassembling a lock she had designed. I tried indignation, and she let it spend itself against her like weather. I was a talented amateur in a room with a professional, and the worst of it was that some traitor part of me knew she was enjoying the game and was (Tehlu forgive me) enjoying it too.

Looking back with years between us, I can see how neatly she had built the corner she backed me into. Every board of it planed and fitted in advance. But at the time I could see only one thing, the same thing I had seen since the needle first pointed through all that stone: the door, and my book behind it, and behind my book, in the dark where I had kept them since I was eleven, all my dead.

"Fine," I said at last. "But on my terms."

Her lips twitched. "How startlingly reasonable of you. And what, pray tell, are your terms?"

"No action until we've settled on a plan. A whole plan, solid, agreed between us. You don't improvise. You don't surprise me."

"Fair enough," Devi said, far too easily, and crossed to her shelves. "Lucky for you, I've already given this some thought. We only need to borrow the keys."

She came back holding a vial no larger than her thumb. The liquid inside was a deep red, and it caught the lamplight and held it the way garnet does, or blood in a glass.

"This," she said, "is a little marvel I've been tinkering with. Tasteless. Odorless. Precise. A few drops in Lorren's wine and he sleeps deep and dreamless. And more importantly, he remembers nothing when he wakes. Not the evening. Not the wine. Nothing."

I looked at the pretty red thing in her hand. "Borrowing keys and drugging one of the Masters are two very different sentences, Devi. Only one of them ends in the word keys."

Her smile showed its teeth. "You know, they say Lorren keeps the keys to the Four-Plate Door on his person. Under his robes, against his skin, with little else." A delicate pause. "Curious place to tuck something so important. Don't you think?"

"What are you saying?"

"Nothing, darling." She turned the vial in her fingers, watching the light run around inside it. "Just facts. I do collect them."

"I still don't like this."

"I'd be worried if you did," she said. "But unless you've brought me a better plan?"

I wanted to argue. Everything in me itched to. And I stood there and made the inventory an honest man makes at such moments, and the inventory came up empty: I had no better plan. I had a compass, a map, a locked door, and a hunger old enough to have raised me. What I did not have, what I had never once had, in all my clever life, was the patience to walk away from a locked door with my questions still inside it.

"There's one more condition," I said. "I test it first. On me."

Devi laughed, a real laugh, head back, filling the little room. It faded when she saw I wasn't smiling.

"You have my assurances," she said. "It works."

"Your assurances aren't good enough. Not for this. If we put this in a Master's cup, I will know exactly what it does before we do, because I will have been where we're sending him. I need to know what to expect."

For a moment she just looked at me, and something moved behind the shopfront: I could not tell you what. Her hand curled tight at her side, once, and loosened.

"I'll need to decant a fresh batch," she said finally. "Adjust the proportions. Weight, constitution, you're not built like a man who's held a chair for thirty years." The briskness came back up over her like a hood. "Three days. Come back in three days, and everything will be ready."

She kept me a while longer with easier talk, the way you walk a horse cool after hard riding, and a few hours later she sent me back out into the night. I crossed the bridge with the river running black underneath me and told myself, in so many words, that I had kept control of the bargain.

I would like you to remember that I told myself that. It is important to the story that you know exactly what kind of fool I was: not a blind one. A fluent one. The most dangerous lies I have ever encountered were the ones I drafted personally.

  *

Three days felt like three years, and each of the three sent someone to talk me out of it.

The first day it was Vashet.

Not truly, of course; Vashet was half a world away in Haert, and likelier than not correcting some poor student's grip with her one-word sighs. But I carried her the way you carry every teacher who ever remade you, and that whole first day her voice kept arriving in the pauses between my thoughts, dry and patient and pitiless.

Is the Lethani served by risking others for your own gain?

I built answers for her. I was good at answers. The knowledge behind that door serves more than me. Unanswered. The University itself is founded on the belief that knowing is better than not knowing. Unanswered. Lorren will sleep and wake and lose nothing but an evening, and to that one I could all but see her tilt her head, in that way she had, as though listening for the sound my words made when they hit the floor.

By nightfall I had stopped arguing with her, which she would have said was the first wise thing I'd done all day.

The second day, it was Sim, though he never knew it.

Mola had claimed a table at Anker's and conscripted the three of us for an afternoon of Corners. On the very first hand, Sim slid his partner marker aside with a flourish. "I'll take it alone."

It is a bold call, playing alone. The rewards are doubled and so is everything else. And for the first few tricks he was magnificent: cards falling his way, that transparent Sim-face alight with the particular joy of a plan unfolding. Then, mid-hand, I watched the joy stop. I watched him see it: the trump he had counted on that had already fallen, the whole lovely architecture of his plan standing on a beam that wasn't there. He hesitated, one card half-raised, and from that hesitation to the end Wil took him apart with quiet Cealdish thoroughness.

"Thought I had it all planned out," Sim said sheepishly, gathering the cards.

He spent the rest of the game attempting rescues, each more gallant and doomed than the last, and we laughed, and it was a fine afternoon. It was only on the walk home that his words came back and fell into step with me. Thought I had it all planned out. A man sees the whole hand he intends to play. He does not see the card that has already fallen. And the deeper his certainty, the later the seeing.

By the time I reached my room I had shown that thought the door. It knew the way; it had been shown the door before.

The third day, I could not ignore, because the third day was Auri.

I had not meant to go to her. I told myself I was only walking, and my walking took me, with the guileless dishonesty of feet, to the Apple Court, to the edge of the grate where the Underthing breathes. The air that rose from below was cool and familiar, mineral-smelling, deep stone and slow water. I sat down at the entrance with my lute across my lap and played nothing in particular. Fragments. Turnings. The musical equivalent of a man pacing.

Auri emerged from the shadows the way moonlight comes around a cloud. She settled on the stones nearby without a word, her pale hair drifting about her head, and turned herself toward the music like a flower managing its small astronomy.

And my playing, I felt it happen, went thin. The notes came uncertain off my fingers, stumbled, lost their shape, found it, lost it again. You must understand what that meant. My hands have lied for me my whole life; they have played courage I did not feel to rooms I feared, played grief I could not afford to show, played a hundred moods over a hundred hollow evenings, flawlessly. They would not lie to Auri. I do not know how to explain that except to say that some audiences are too true to perform for, and she has always been the truest one I know.

When the last note wandered off unfinished, Auri spoke.

"You're tangled," she said.

Not a question. She said it with the plain certainty of a girl reading the label on a jar: as if my thinking hung visibly about me, and she could see precisely where the cords crossed and bound.

I ran my fingers over the strings, pretending there was tuning to be done. "Just restless."

"No." She stood, quick and weightless as a bird deciding. For a moment she balanced on the balls of her bare feet, and she looked at me: not unkindly, never unkindly, but the way she looked at things that had been put back on the wrong shelf. "Not restless."

Then she ducked down into the shadow of the grate and was gone, soundless, and the Underthing breathed its cool mineral breath up out of the dark where she lived, and I sat there for a long time with my silent lute.

Being near her always did the same arithmetic to me. She trusted me. She trusted me with her name, her doors, her small bright treasury of secrets, and her trust was not like other people's trust, hedged and partial and revocable. It was total, the way a held thing trusts a hand. Sitting at the mouth of her whole world, I knew, not suspected, knew, that I had to be better than what I was planning. For her, if for nothing else in the world.

That night I crossed the river toward Imre, and I buried her needs beneath my own desire, and I did it with my eyes open.

There. That is the sentence I have been walking you toward for three days of story, and I will not soften it. Everything after this had causes. That had a choice.

  *

Devi answered her door on the first knock, sharp smile already in place. But she looked different that night. Tired. Her strawberry hair less composed, a strand of it escaping over one ear where she'd pushed it back and forgotten to repair the damage. She had been waiting, I realized. Perhaps for hours. Perhaps for three days.

"Come inside," she said.

Her room had been rearranged. The comfortable clutter was pushed to the walls, and in the cleared space stood a narrow cot with a wool blanket folded at its foot, square as a soldier's. Beside it, a small table. On the table, a cup of water and a single red vial: smaller than the one she'd shown me before, and somehow graver for it. Big medicines advertise. Exact ones don't.

"The measured dose," she said, following my eyes. "Calculated for you. Weight, age, constitution. I've accounted for everything."

"Everything?"

Her jaw tightened, just slightly. It was the most honest thing I'd seen her do in the whole course of our bargain. "Everything I could account for. Alchemy isn't arithmetic, Kvothe. There's always a margin."

"How wide a margin?"

"Narrow enough." She picked the vial up and held it to the lamp, and the red light of it moved across her face. "You'll sleep. You'll wake. You won't remember a thing. That's the point of it. If it works on you, it will work on Lorren."

"And if it doesn't work?"

"Well." A beat, precisely as long as it needed to be. "Then you'll know."

She pressed the vial into my palm and her fingers were warm against mine, and there we stood: the cot, the lamp, the little red certainty in my hand, and Devi's face wearing confidence the way a mask wears a smile: perfectly, except at the eyes.

Every apprenticeship I have ever served spoke up at once. Ben's voice, and Arwyl's, and Elodin's, and under them all my father's, and every one of them said some version of the same word. I could not believe I was doing it even while my hand was lifting. That is the truth of most disasters, I've found. They do not feel like decisions. They feel like watching.

I drank.

The liquid was cool, faintly sweet, gone before it declared itself. Devi did honest work; I'll carry that for her to any court you like. For a moment, nothing at all. Then a warmth unfolded from my stomach outward, gentle as the first flush of good wine, and my limbs began acquiring weight at compound interest. The lamplight blurred and went golden at its edges, soft as tallow.

I made it to the cot with the dignity of a man walking on a ship's deck. The wool was rough under my cheek. Devi's face swam above me, unmoored from its sharpness, soft and indistinct and very young.

The world folded shut like a letter.

  *

My mind burned.

I have set that sentence down and looked at it, and there is no better one; everything truer is longer and everything shorter is false. But you deserve the longer attempt, because what happened in those hours is the hinge this whole story turns on, and I was the only witness, and even I was barely there.

My thoughts began to race. And understand, my thoughts race on any ordinary afternoon; my mind's pace has been my fortune. This was not pace. This was a wheel spun free of its axle, roaring, gripping nothing. Each thought came faster than I could grasp it and burst apart into a dozen more before my grip arrived, and each of the dozen burst in turn, geometrically, a mob of fragments trampling one another where a mind used to be.

Memories came flashing through the churn without order and without mercy. My parents' fire, burning blue at its edges. Cinder's smile, white and wet. Denna's face turned up in moonlight on the river. Each one hooked me and tore away trailing its thread, and I snatched after every thread, and caught none of them, and the snatching itself splintered and became six more snatching things that were also, somehow, me.

I reached for my Alar.

Understand what the Alar had always been to me. Riding-like-the-wind, Ben called it, the iron belief that makes sympathy possible. Mine had been my one unfailing possession since I was twelve years old: divided seven ways in the Fishery, held like a bar of Ramston steel under examination, under fire, under the lash. Whatever else I lost (family, home, fortune, blood) the iron was mine.

It was there. And it was wrong. My hand closed on it and it moved: turned in my grip like a fish, like a rope greased, like a word in a dream that will not stay the same word twice. Slippery. There is no crueler discovery available to a man of my particular making, and I made it alone, in the dark, at speed.

Panic came, and even my panic was taken from me and dissolved into the cascade: one more fragment among the fragments, screaming in its own small voice, no more mine than any of the rest.

Time stopped keeping its accounts. I lived years inside single moments; whole moments arrived flattened into nothing. And somewhere in the middle of that burning, spinning dark, a single awareness assembled itself out of the wreckage and held: the only thought of that whole night I trust, because it did not race and did not fragment. It simply sat in me, cold and clear and patient, and said: something is being broken.

Not wrong the way nightmares are wrong, all shadow and dissolving floors. Wrong like a cracked instrument. Wrong like a lute that still plays, that will go on playing for years, to rooms that notice nothing, while under every note, faint and permanent, the true ear hears the flaw.

Then, at last, hours or years later, the darkness began to thin.

  *

I woke the way men wake from drowning: gasping, all at once, lungs first and self trailing after.

The light was too bright. It had edges. I flinched from it like a struck dog, and the flinch informed me about my body: hollow. Scooped. As though someone had carefully removed everything that mattered from inside me and returned the shell with its posture intact. My hands lay on the blanket, and they were trembling, and I looked at them for a while before conceding they were mine.

Devi sat beside the cot. Pale, shadows like bruises under her eyes, her hair given up entirely. She had been watching me, I understood it slowly, the whole time. However long the whole time had been, she had sat in that chair and watched every hour of it.

"How long?" My voice came out cracked down the middle, an old man's voice, a stranger's.

"Seven hours." She pressed her palm against her forehead. "Tattered fates, Kvothe. The formula predicted two. Three at the outermost."

I tried to sit up. The room tilted like a boat taking a wave, and I gripped the cot's edge until it steadied. My thoughts were moving strangely: slow, and slippery, arriving late and poorly folded, like letters that had been opened and clumsily resealed.

"What happened?" I asked. "In there."

"I was hoping you could tell me." She leaned forward, eyes searching my face with a thoroughness that had nothing warm in it. Professional. Frightened.

I reached back into the hours behind me and the hours slid away from my hand. Fragments only. Burning. The wheel off its axle. The cold clear voice saying its one sentence. Nothing that would line up, nothing I could shape into a report. Which was, I realized distantly, exactly what she had promised the drug would do. You won't remember a thing. That's the point.

"It didn't work," I said finally.

"It worked." Her jaw set. "You slept. You woke. Look at you, you're awake, you're talking—"

"That's not what I mean." I held up my hand and we both watched it tremble, a fine constant shiver like a plucked string that would not settle. "Something's wrong, Devi. I don't feel right." I went looking for a better word, I, who have never in my life stood in a room and lacked for words, and there was no better word. That absence frightened me more than the trembling did.

"You're disoriented. That's normal. Seven hours—"

"No."

And to prove it, to her, to myself, I no longer know which, I tried a binding. The simplest one there is. A child's first exercise: heat of my body to the warmth of the wool blanket, a link a first-term E'lir shapes while yawning. I gathered my Alar and split off the sliver such work wants, and made the connection.

It formed. It held, one breath, two.

It slipped.

Not broke. Not failed. Slipped: slid out of my mind's grip the way a wet glass leaves your fingers, gone before the hand knows it's empty. I sat there holding nothing, in the ruins of an exercise I had performed ten thousand times, and the cold clear sentence from the dark came back and sat with me. Something is being broken. Past tense now. Something has been.

Devi saw my face change. Of course she did; she missed nothing, that woman. "What is it?"

"Nothing." The lie came out by itself, smooth and unbidden, from whatever part of me lies while the rest is drowning. "Just disoriented. Like you said."

She studied me a long moment, and I watched her weigh it, press, or let it lie, and I made my face cost her nothing, which was the most sympathy I performed that whole night. Finally she sat back, unreadable.

"The formula needs adjustment," she said, half to herself, turning her own dismay over into craft, because that was Devi's way of surviving things. "The duration alone—and whatever you went through in there—" She stopped. Shook her head, and when she looked up her eyes were flat and honest. "No. You're right. This isn't going to work. I'm not putting a Master of the Arcanum under something that runs seven hours past its numbers. Not Lorren. Not anyone."

Part of me sagged with relief: the part that had heard Vashet all day one, and Sim's cards all day two, and Auri's two soft sentences all day three. The plan was dead. No drugged wine. No sleeping Master. No theft charge waiting on a scriv's sharp eyes.

But most of me was elsewhere. Most of me was down in the quiet ruin of that slipped binding, walking its edges, taking its measure, refusing its meaning. And it was from that distracted elsewhere that my mouth, unsupervised, spoke.

"If only we could dig through stone," I said. "The room is right underneath Mains."

The words were out before I could stop them. I heard them arrive in the room the way you hear a coin ring on a floor.

Devi went very still. "Wait. What did you say?"

There was no gathering it back, and, I will be honest, my guard was in pieces and some tired part of me did not want to gather it back. "The Archives. The floors rotate: each sub-level spirals off the one above it. Sub-two doesn't run deep, it runs outward, under Mains. The room behind the Four-Plate Door sits just below the old courtyard. The one with the apple tree."

"You're certain?"

"I triangulated it from six positions. Brandeur checked the mathematics without knowing what it was. The numbers converge." I heard myself say it with a wan echo of pride. Even hollowed out and trembling, some machinery in me could not resist presenting good work.

Devi was already up, already at her desk, pulling open drawers with quick sure hands, and when she turned around she was holding a glass jar, and everything I needed to know about the jar was in how carefully those quick sure hands were suddenly moving.

The liquid inside was clear, with a faint oily shimmer where the lamplight crossed it. A thin vapor stood in the jar's shoulders, coiling slow against the sealed stopper, like something patient that had been waiting in the dark of that drawer a long time.

"We don't need the door at all," she said.

"What do you mean?"

"We make our own door." And the last of the night's worry left her face, and what came up underneath was hunger: the same hunger I'd seen in Brandeur over my figures, but older, and sharper, and fed on grievance. "I was working on this before they expelled me. An acid compound. Slow. Patient. Silent. It eats stone the way time eats everything else: no fire, no fumes worth the name, no sound past a whisper." Something flickered across her expression, quick as a fish. "I never got to finish the trials. The Masters found my notes before I could run them. But I've refined the formula since. Considerably."

I looked at the jar and understood I was seeing one of the sharp things she had warned me about herself, hiding under one of the stones she'd told me not to turn. "You wanted to dig through the floor of a University building."

"I wanted to dig through the ceiling," she said, "of a hidden room that the University pretends does not exist." She stepped in close, close enough that I could feel the warmth of her, close enough that the jar's shimmer sat between us like a small wicked moon. "Think, Kvothe. Generations of the cleverest minds in the world have stood in front of that door and tried its locks and gone away with nothing. Every one of them asked the same question: how do I get through? No one has ever asked around."

I should have said no.

I want it written plainly, in whatever book this ends in: I knew. Not suspected. Knew, with numbered reasons. I stood there with my hands still trembling from her last formula, my Alar sliding in its socket, the wreck of one bad bargain still smoking around us both, and everything in me that deserved the name of judgment said no, and leave, and do not come back across this river.

But the door had haunted me for three years. And behind the door, I truly believed it then, and the believing was old and deep and load-bearing, behind the door waited everything. The scrubbed pages. The Amyr. The truth about the Chandrian. The names and natures of the things that killed my family, that I had been chasing since I was eleven years old with a burned wagon at my back.

I thought of Auri's face turned toward my failing music. You're tangled.

I thought of Sim and Wil climbing through my unlocked door, and of Herma, who had taken a chance on a ragged boy and tied meaning with empty thread.

And then I thought of my book, my blood, my one thread into the dark, lying ten feet behind all that patient stone.

"Alright," I said.

Devi's face went bright with triumph, and she began to talk, of quantities and timing, moonless nights and neutralizing washes, and I am sure it was all very brilliant, and I barely heard a word.

I was too busy holding my hands still against my thighs. Too busy not thinking about the tremor that would not stop, and the binding that would not hold, and the crack that had gone down into the foundation of me in the dark where no one could see it: where I resolved, with the whole strength of my broken and unbroken parts together, that no one ever would.

You know better, of course. You have sat three days with the man the crack made.

But that night the resolve felt like iron. Everything felt like iron, back then, right up until it slipped.


CHAPTER 11

THE PRICE WE PAY

I reached down from the rooftop, and Devi's small hand gripped mine.

She was not built for climbing, and unlike most people she did not pretend otherwise; she scrambled up the last of the wall graceless and determined, using my arm, the drainpipe, and at one point what I believe was pure spite. Then we crouched together on the roof's edge, catching our breath, looking down into the courtyard.

Moonlight came down through the apple tree's bare branches and laid its pale mapwork over the flagstones. I knew that light. I had climbed down through it a hundred times with bread in my pockets and small treasures wrapped in cloth, quiet as I could manage, into the one place at the University where nothing was ever asked of me. The moss on the stones. The particular flagstone that rocked. The blank north wall, keeping its long secret.

Tonight I was seeing all of it with different eyes, and I did not like the eyes.

"It's smaller than I thought," Devi said.

We lowered ourselves down. Our boots came down among the dead leaves with a crunch that sounded, in that stillness, like the end of the world announced twice. I held my breath and waited: for a shout, a lamp, a watchman's whistle, some voice of the University rising to defend its oldest bones.

Nothing. No one. The courtyard held its silence the way it held its moss.

We were alone, and no one in the world knew where we were, and I remember thinking that this was the moment (boots on the flagstones, nothing yet done that couldn't be undone) when a wiser man would have felt the weight of the place and stopped.

Devi knelt and began unpacking her satchel. Jars of the acid compound, each wrapped against its neighbor in wool. Brushes of varying widths, like a painter's kit assembled by a sapper. Folded cloths soaked in neutralizing solution, sharp-smelling through their oilskin. A small trowel.

"Here." I paced the wall's length, checked my bearings twice against the map in my head, and pointed to a stretch of flagstone near the center of the blank wall's foot. "The room's ceiling should run just under this."

Devi pressed her palm flat against the stone, as if taking its pulse. "The acid works," she said. "But it isn't quick. We'll need to be patient."

"How patient?"

"Spans, not days." She unstoppered the first jar, and her smile came back up, sharp in the moonlight. "Patience isn't your strong suit, dear boy. Fortunately for you, I'm an excellent teacher."

She laid the first brushstroke of acid along the flagstone's seam. It went on glistening, innocent as varnish. Then the stone began, very softly, to hiss, and a thin vapor rose off it into the cold air, and the work, the long, whispering, irrevocable work, was begun.

  *

The nights blurred together after that, the way nights do when they all hold the same shape.

We found our rhythm inside a span. Every second night, weather permitting, we scaled the wall and dropped into the courtyard. Devi painted the acid, layer on patient layer, working the seams and the softened face of the stone. I prepared the neutralizing cloths, staged them at her elbow like a surgeon's dresser, and carried off the powdered stone we scraped away: bagged, and dumped in pinches into a dozen gutters between Mains and the bridge, because a pile of ground flagstone is a confession waiting on a sharp eye.

At first we worked in silence, speaking only when the work required it. Two conspirators being careful. It did not last, because nothing between two people crouched in the dark for hours can stay careful forever, but I will come to that.

The stone fought us. Whatever hands had laid that courtyard had laid it to endure; the flags were worn glass-smooth on their faces and dense as old argument underneath. Some nights the depression deepened by a full finger's width and we went home giddy as thieves. Other nights the acid sat on the stone and accomplished nothing anyone could measure, and we left before dawn with aching knees, stinging eyes, and the small chemical burns that were becoming a permanent feature of my fingertips: little white crescents I learned to explain away in the Fishery as spilled reagent, which had the advantage of being true.

I never saw Auri during those nights.

At first I told myself she was simply keeping her own hours. She often did; her comings and goings answered to a calendar I had never been shown, tides and phases of her own. By the fourth night I knew better, and had stopped believing myself, and kept telling myself anyway.

The courtyard was hers. Do you understand? Whatever the University's deeds and charters said, that little walled square belonged to Auri the way a nest belongs to the bird. The apple tree was hers, and the moss, and the pooling moonlight. She would have smelled the acid the first night: she who could tell when I'd been near a forge by the smell of my hair. She would have heard the stone hissing under our brushes, felt the wrongness of it through the soles of her bare feet, the way you feel a wasp walking on the back of your neck. Something was eating a hole in the roof of her world, and the ones doing the eating were a stranger with sharp eyes—and me.

I imagined her retreating from it. Down past Mantle, past Wains, into the deep parts of the Underthing she had never shown me, the places whose names I didn't know because she had judged, in her precise and generous way, that I wasn't ready to be trusted with them. Tucked into some far corner with Foxen cupped in her hands, waiting for the violation to end, the way you wait out weather.

I should have gone to find her. I want that written plainly, alongside the rest of my accounting. I should have sat at the grate and played until she came, and explained, or apologized, or at the very least made certain she was safe. It would have cost me one night of digging.

But I couldn't bear the thought of her face. That was the whole of it, under all the reasons I built. I could not bear to stand in front of Auri and watch her look at me while she understood what I was doing to her home. And so I chose, with the fluency I had by then achieved in this particular art, not to know things instead. I decided she was fine. I decided she understood. I decided I would make it all right with her afterward, when it was over, when I had what I needed.

I was good at telling myself things, back then. It was very nearly the only craft I never got caught practicing.

The days blurred too. I sat lectures. I logged my Fishery hours. I ate at Anker's and laughed on cue and gave every appearance of a Re'lar in reasonable standing. And all of it was performed by perhaps a tenth of me, while the rest stood day and night in a moonlit courtyard, calculating. How deep now. How much farther. What the acid was doing in the hours I couldn't watch it. I ate without tasting. I slept in fragments too short to dream in. The world had quietly drained of its colors, and what remained, vivid as the one lit window on a dark street, was the courtyard, the stone, and the door beyond the stone.

If you have ever wanted one thing too much and too long, you know the grayness I mean. If you haven't, I am glad, and I hope you keep your ignorance to the grave.

  *

On the ninth night, footsteps.

Devi was bent over the depression (nearly a foot deep by then, a smooth-sided basin like a giant's thumbprint pressed into the courtyard) feeding acid into the working face with a fine brush. And from above us, on the second-floor walkway of Mains, came the slow knock of boots on stone.

We froze. Wholly. Devi with the brush suspended mid-stroke, a drop of acid gathering at its tip; I with a neutralizing cloth half-unfolded, crouched like something caught by lantern-light. The footsteps came on, unhurried. They paused, at a window, by the sound, and my chest drew tight as a tuned string while I counted my own heartbeats and made it to eleven.

Then the boots went on. Fainter. Gone.

Devi let her breath out in a long, controlled stream, and set the brush down with a steady hand I envied. "My," she murmured. "That does get the blood moving."

And I smiled (I couldn't help it) at the perfect absurdity of us. Two of the more dangerous minds of the Arcanum's recent vintage, crouched in a derelict courtyard in the middle of the night, up to precisely the sort of thing Tehlu's priests warn you the clever come to, both of us stopped dead as rabbits by the sound of a bored porter stretching his legs.

"We should be more careful," I said.

"We should stop entirely and go back to Imre instead," Devi said pleasantly, and turned back to her work, which was her way of saying she knew, as well as I did, that neither of us was capable of it.

  *

It was during those hours (the long middle hours, when the acid was doing its slow work and there was nothing for our hands but tending and waiting) that I began to know her.

Not the Devi of the front room, the one who bargained with her smile sharpened and every word weighed to the grain. Not Demon Devi of the whispered stories, the gaelet who dealt in blood and debts and could ruin a man three ways before breakfast. The other one. The one who let her guard down brushstroke by brushstroke somewhere after midnight, because a shared crime is a kind of intimacy, and the dark of that courtyard was the first room I ever shared with her that had no table between us.

One night, working the softened stone loose with her trowel, she talked about her expulsion.

She skipped the official story entirely: waved it off with the trowel, conduct unbecoming a member of the Arcanum, in a voice that put the words in the mouths of small men. What she told me instead was the truth she kept underneath it, and she told it to the stone, not to me, which is how the realest things get said.

"I was better than them," she said. "Better than my whole year. Better than the Re'lar above me. Better than Elxa Dal, even, and the difference is that Dal knew it." Scrape. "They all knew it. The Masters. They could see what I was becoming (they could chart it, term against term) and it frightened them."

"That's why they expelled you? For being too good?"

"For being too good, too hungry, and too unwilling to pretend I was neither." The trowel bit harder than the stone required. "Have you truly not noticed what the University is built on, Kvothe? Hierarchies, all the way down. Master and student. Teacher and taught. Gowned and ungowned. Man and—" the trowel stopped a moment, "—woman. It is a machine for deciding who is permitted to rise, and how fast, and how far. They could not tolerate someone who meant to climb faster than the machine allowed. Least of all a young woman. Least of all one with leverage."

She said leverage the way you'd name a knife you'd been cut with and later learned to carry.

I said nothing, but I had noticed. That was the quiet shame of listening to her. I had spent three years performing the careful daily dance of deference and defiance that kept a talented nobody inside those walls: bowing precisely low enough, shining precisely bright enough, feeling Hemme's eyes on me at every misstep like a debt collector at a wedding. I had noticed the machine from the day it first weighed me. I had simply believed (young, and male, and luckier than I knew) that I could beat it. Devi had believed the same thing, once, with better marks than mine.

"So you left," I said.

"I was thrown out." Her voice went flat and even, which from Devi was rage in its formal dress. "There is a difference, and I'll thank you to keep it. They took everything, Kvothe. My rank. My access. Do you understand what the Archives are to someone like me? They took my whole future as it had been promised to me, and they handed me back my clothes and my notebooks and the door." She looked up at me then, moonlight catching the fine dust on her cheek. "They reduced me to a gaelet working out of a room above a butcher's shop. Clever little Devi, who lends shims to desperate students at wicked rates." Her chin lifted, precise as a duelist's salute. "So understand what this is. I'm not merely trying to get into your Archives, sweet boy. I am taking back the life they stole. With interest. I always charge interest."

The acid hissed softly in the quiet that followed, patient as the both of us.

"What about you?" she said at last, and her voice had changed: lighter on top, careful underneath. "You know my price. I've never once heard yours. Why does the door matter so much?"

I hesitated.

You must understand what was being asked. I had never told anyone the whole of it. Not Wil and Sim, who by then had pieces. Not Denna, who had her own dead and had never pressed me about mine. The truth of Tarbean and the wagon and the blue fire lived in me the way the blood lived in that book: traced in careful strokes and sealed over, page after page, under a good black professional gloss.

But it was late, and the moon had gone behind the wall, and I had stone dust on my hands and acid in my lungs and my Alar was cracked and my hands would not stay entirely still anymore, and Devi had just handed me the realest thing she owned. There is an economy in confession as strict as any moneylender's. She had extended terms. I found I could not refuse them.

"The Chandrian," I said quietly. "They killed my family. My whole troupe. I was eleven years old."

The trowel went still.

"Oh, Kvothe." Her voice softened: only slightly, only by a degree, and I was glad of that; I could not have borne a full measure of tenderness just then. "You were so young." And then, gently, because she was Devi and could no more leave a flawed premise standing than she could forgive a debt: "The Chandrian are a myth."

"They're not." I kept my eyes on the stone. My hands had begun their trembling, and for once I didn't fight to hide it. "I saw them. Haliax, their leader, wrapped in shadow that the firelight couldn't touch. Cinder: the one with black eyes, the one who smiled at me over my parents' bodies and asked if I liked their little song. They're real. They're out there under the same moon as us, right now. And no one will ever believe me, because the stories have spent a thousand years making them into bogeymen for children, and a man who says the bogeyman burned his family is a man people edge away from at the fair."

Devi weighed that for a long moment. I could feel her doing it: the same fine scales she brought to every claim that crossed her table, working over my words, testing the metal of them.

She did not believe me. Not truly; not that night. I knew it the way you know a room's verdict from a stage, before a single hand moves.

But she reached over anyway. She set her small scarred hand on my forearm, above the trembling, and left it there, not long, not with ceremony, just long enough. And something passed between us in that touch that had nothing to do with bargains or ledgers or the door. I could not have named it at the time. I have had years since, and I can name it now. It was this: I cannot follow you all the way to where you live. But I can see the road costs you. That's enough for me to walk it with you.

It is a rarer thing than love, that. I have been given love I hadn't earned more times than I deserve. What Devi gave me in that courtyard, on the ninth night, with her doubt fully intact, I have been given that perhaps four times in my life, and I can still feel each one, like coins sewn into a coat.

Neither of us spoke for a while. Then she took her hand back and turned to the stone, and her brush moved with a fresh and businesslike purpose.

"Well then," she said. "I suppose we'd better get through this door."

We worked until the sky in the east went the color of watered milk, and covered the basin with its board and its scatter of dead leaves, and went our separate ways over the wall. And when I finally lay down in my little room at Anker's, sleep took me quick and dreamless for the first time in a span.

The price of that sleep was already accruing, in a dark I hadn't looked into yet.

But we'll come to the price. In this story, we always do.


CHAPTER 12

EVERYTHING

My hands began to shake on the fourteenth night.

Not badly. Nothing you would mark from across a room. It was a fine tremor, thin as the last sound of a plucked string, and it started in my fingertips and climbed into my wrists the way cold climbs up through a stone floor. Devi did not notice. Or she noticed and said nothing, which from Devi amounts to tenderness.

I told myself the obvious lies. I was tired. Any man would be tired: classes by day, the courtyard by night, and between them the constant small work of seeming ordinary, which is the most tiring work there is. Sleep would mend it. Food would mend it. I had spent enough of my life short of both to know what the lack of them cost, and I priced the tremor out against that ledger and told myself the sums came even.

They did not come even. I knew better, even then.

The damage from the plum bob had never healed. It had only gone quiet, the way I described to you before: the crack under the note, waiting for the true ear. Like Master Herma I had learned to work around the broken places, to route my thinking along the halls that still held weight and keep the doors to the ruined wings politely shut. For three years that had been enough. I had built my walls and papered them and hung my little pictures, and I had nearly stopped hearing the sound the house made at night.

Now the walls had begun to give, and I want to be honest with you about how that arrived. It did not arrive like a storm. It arrived like water in a cellar. You do not see it come in. You only notice, one day, that things you set down are ruined.

I began to lose time.

The first I knew of it, I was scraping at the softened stone in Auri's courtyard, working the trowel in the small tight circles Devi had drilled into me. And then I was standing at the base of the apple tree, ten paces away, with the trowel still in my hand and no bridge in my memory between the one place and the other. A moment, no more. The kind of small absence a man dismisses. I dismissed it. Then it happened in the Fishery, between one wire and the next. Then on Stonebridge, where a missing moment can put you in the river.

In lecture it was worse, because in lecture there was nothing to hold. I remember sitting in the hall while Master Dal walked us through the mathematics of the divided mind: how a trained Alar splits, how each piece must be whole in its certainty, how the discipline is less like breaking a stick than like teaching one choir to sing two songs. I had done these things since I was fifteen. I could have given the lecture. And somewhere in the middle of it the hall went thin as smoke, and I was standing in the dark of the Archives instead, down on the third twist of the stair, watching light pulse through four copper keyholes in a door that has no hinges. Dal's voice came back mid-sentence, like a road coming back after fog. I looked down and found my notes had gone on without me, half a page in a hand I barely knew.

Worst was the Alar itself.

You have to understand what I am confessing. Splitting my mind was not a thing I did. It was a thing I was. Two bindings, three, four on my best and most arrogant day, my certainty divided and did not thin, and that, more than my memory or my hands or my gift for making Masters regret their tenure, was the foundation everything else stood on. Now I would reach for the second binding and feel the first slip. It was like trying to grip water. Like a man who has carried two full buckets every day of his life, waking to find he cannot lift the second without spilling the first, and standing there in his own doorway, water on his boots, unable to name the day the strength went out of him.

So I hid it. Of course I hid it.

I was a trouper's son, and hiding is stagecraft like anything else. Stillness draws the eye; business excuses everything. So I kept my hands busy where people could see them: a pen, a coin, a bit of wire, the endless idle walking-drab trick that had once been vanity and was now cover. I laughed at the right places. I let Fela see me carry a stack of books and did not let her see me set them down. When the tremor was bad I put my hands in my pockets and made it look like insolence, which from me nobody questioned.

I was Kvothe, you see. Kvothe the Bloodless. Kvothe of the Wind. I had built that name with both hands, and now I hid inside it like a debtor hiding in a fine coat. I could not be broken, because too much of me was watching.

I refused to be broken. I have had a great many years since to learn what that refusal buys, and what it costs, and how very little difference there is between a man who refuses to be broken and a man who refuses to look.

I buried the fear under the work, and I kept digging.

  *

The next day I skipped my classes and went looking for my friends.

I had not seen Wil and Sim in, I want to say, days. It may have been longer. That season of my life has holes in it, and I have learned not to guess at what the holes contain. I only knew, walking out under a clean cold sky with the whole ordinary daylight world going about its business, that I missed them the way you miss salt. Not grandly. Constantly.

They were out front of the Oaken Oar, tipped back in two chairs that looked one strong gust from kindling, watching the foot traffic the way old men watch a river. The sight of them loosened something between my shoulders I hadn't known was tight.

"Look who's emerged," Sim said as I dropped into the chair across from them. "We'd started asking around about funeral rites."

"Modegan ones," Wil said. "They take longest. We were being hopeful."

"I've been working," I said.

"You smell like cinnamon," Wil observed, to no one in particular.

Sim leaned forward with the slow relish of a man laying down a winning pair. "It's because he's been off courting a pixie queen in Imre. Or hadn't you heard?"

It took me a breath too long to understand what they thought they knew, and my face did whatever it did in that breath, and that was all Sim needed. He went off like a struck match. Wilem smothered his own grin behind a deliberate sip from his mug, which for Wilem was hysterics.

"Devi?" I managed, mustering my best incredulity, which is very good. "You think I've been sneaking off to Devi's rooms every night. For a grand torrid affair. With Devi."

"You're certainly sneaking off somewhere," Sim said, with far too much satisfaction. "Every night, by all reports. And all signs point across the river. I want you to know I don't disapprove." He held up a virtuous hand. "I'm not asking for details. I am respecting her privacy."

"Her privacy."

"She frightens me considerably more than you do."

I groaned and looked to Wilem for rescue. Wil looked back at me with the bland contentment of a man watching a friend's house burn from a safe distance, and lifted his mug a fraction, and said nothing.

"All right, enough—" I began.

"But you should know," Sim said, and his voice came down out of its teasing register all at once, the way Sim's did, because he had never in his life managed to hold a thing back from his face. "Denna was in town."

The street noise went on without me for a moment.

"She came by the courtyard at Anker's. Asked after you." He rubbed the back of his neck, in the way he did when he was hunting for tact and finding the cupboard bare. "Two days ago. Maybe three."

"And?" I said. I made it light. I have made a career of making things light, and I would guess that neither of them believed it for an instant.

"We said we didn't know where you'd gone." Sim's eyes went to the tabletop. "Which was true. And she pressed, you know how she presses, Kvothe, she has a way of asking around the sides of a thing, and careful answers only sharpen her. And we, that is, I—" He shrugged, small and miserable. "We might have let her think you'd found company. That you were... busy. That kind of busy."

"We did not say it," Wil said quietly. "We failed to unsay it. With Denna the difference is not large."

They watched me. They were waiting, I understood, to be forgiven or corrected: waiting for me to laugh and set it right, so one of them could carry the true story back across the river next time she asked. That was the whole price of mending it: one sentence, honestly spoken.

And here is the thing I have to tell you, because this is a true accounting and not the story I would prefer. I did the sums. Even then, even with my chest gone hollow as a drum, some cold clerkish part of me was totting up columns. If I denied Devi, they would wonder where I did go at night. Wonder is a slow acid; it works on locked things. The dig was three spans deep in felony by then, and the only wall around it was the belief of my two closest friends that my secret was a sweetheart and not a crime.

The lie was standing there already built. All I had to do was live in it.

"You're not wrong," I said, and I heard my own voice come out easy and practiced, with exactly the right grain of sheepishness in it. "Devi's not entirely intolerable company."

Sim's mouth actually fell open. "Wait. You're saying—"

"I'm saying what I'm saying." I reached over and took a slow sip from Wil's neglected mug, which bought my face the time it needed.

Sim was too delighted and too scandalized to make words, and under the delight I watched relief wash through him: relief that he hadn't wronged me after all, that the story he'd let Denna carry away was true and no harm done. I had given him that. It cost him nothing ever after. I am glad of it. One of us ought to have gotten some good from the purchase.

Wil said nothing. Wil looked at me a moment too long across the table, with something careful moving behind his dark eyes: Wilem, who watched people the way Kilvin watched a flame he suspected of burning the wrong color. Then a carter dropped a crate somewhere up the street, and someone swore in Siaru, and Wil turned to grade the swearing, and the moment folded itself away.

The talk moved on to safer countries. Admissions. Tuition. A Vintish lordling in Sim's rhetoric tutorial who could not scan a line if you nailed the stresses to it. I laughed where laughing went, and paid my share of the banter, and was for the better part of a bell almost only a student at a table with his friends in the cold bright afternoon.

But some part of me stayed behind at the top of the conversation, standing where the words could not reach, holding one fact and turning it over.

Denna had come looking for me.

I want you to understand what that meant, in the currency of the two of us. In all the time I had known her it was I who searched and she who was found or not found, entirely as she pleased. She left; she was swept off; a door closed somewhere and half a year went by. That was the shape of us, and I had schooled myself to it as a man schools himself to weather. But she had crossed the river. She had come to Anker's, where I lived, and stood in the courtyard, and said my name to my friends, and asked.

And been told, gently, kindly, by the two people in the world best positioned to be believed, that I was busy. That kind of busy.

Through the cloth of my jacket, without meaning to, I touched the small folded square I still carried there. Next time. Her hand, her ink.

She did not come again. Why would she? Denna, of all people, knew better than to knock twice at an occupied door; her whole life was a lesson in the cost of overstaying. She heard I had found company, and she did what she must have wished, in some sore and private room of herself, that more men had done for her. She let me be.

Sim never learned what his kindness cost. There is nothing to forgive him; you cannot fault the hand when it was I who chose the cards. I do not tell you this to place blame anywhere but where it lives.

I only tell you because it happened, and because no one ever marks the sound of a door closing softly. We save our attention for the slammed ones. The soft ones are worse. You can go whole years, as I did, before you understand a thing you heard quite clearly was a door.

  *

The stone gave way without warning.

One moment I was scraping at the shallow basin we had spent three spans wearing into the courtyard flagstone: the same circles, the same patient grinding rhythm my hands now knew the way they knew chord shapes, work I could do and did do half asleep. The next, the trowel lurched, and a piece of stone the size of my fist simply left the world. There came a small clatter, far below, in a dark that had no business being there. Then cold air rose up through the hole against my face, slow and steady as a sleeper's breath, and it carried a smell I would have known blindfolded in a strange country.

Dust. Old leather. Parchment. The smell of the Archives, rising out of the ground at midnight into Auri's little courtyard.

I did not move. I crouched there like a man on a frozen pond who has just heard the first crack, trowel still in my hand.

Devi's head came up from where she knelt over the acid basin. She looked at my face, and then at the hole, and I heard her breath stop.

"Did you—" she whispered.

I couldn't answer. She came around the basin on her knees, careless of the wet stone, and looked down into the opening, and out of her came a sound I never heard from her before or after: half a laugh and half a sob, wrung out of some place her sums were never able to reach.

"We did it," she breathed. "Kvothe. We actually did it."

We widened the hole with a care that bordered on the religious. It wanted to go faster; the stone was rotten with three spans of acid and it crumbled in soft flakes under our tools, falling away into the dark almost eagerly, as if the room below had been pulling at that floor from underneath for longer than we had been pushing from above. I sent Devi up the wall twice to check the windows and the rooftops. An hour, perhaps, though I would not swear to it; you know by now what my hours were worth that season. Then the opening was the width of my shoulders, and there was nothing left to do but the thing itself.

I went first. We did not discuss it.

I sat on the edge, feeling that cold air breathe up past me, and turned and lowered myself until I hung by my fingertips from the broken lip of the world. My feet swung over nothing. I remember thinking, with the beautiful clarity of the truly committed, that I had made no measurement of the drop, that it might be six feet or sixty. Then I let go.

Six feet, or near enough. My boots struck solid stone, the shock ran up through my knees, and I stood in a darkness so entire it had texture. Perfect dark. Perfect cold. Perfect still. My own breathing came back to me off close walls.

I fumbled the thief's lamp from my pocket with hands that, for once, I could not have said whether they trembled. I thumbed it open and let out the barest sliver, and the blue-green light welled up and spread along the floor like water finding its level.

The room was longer than it was wide, low-ceilinged, walled in the same grey dressed stone as the Archives above. Because, I understood, standing in it, it was the Archives above. It always had been. Some builder centuries dead had made this room with the rest, and someone after him had taken it off the maps.

And every inch of every wall was shelved, and every shelf was full.

Books. Scrolls in their cracked leather cases. Bound ledgers thick as my hand is wide. Loose documents in ribbon gone so brittle it looked like it would sigh apart at a breath. Small chests with brass hasps gone green. Clay tablets stacked like dinner plates, edge on edge. Rolled maps with their margins eaten to lace. And over all of it, dust: not the thin film a span leaves, but dust like grey snow, deep and unbroken and luminous in the lamplight, dust that had fallen one mote at a time through more years than the University had Masters.

I took one step, and my boot left a print as clean as a print in real snow, the first mark on that floor in living memory. I brought the lamp close to the nearest shelf. Spines in Aturan. Spines in Temic. A rank of pale volumes stitched along their edges with the knotted cords of written Yllish. A script that might have been very old Siaru and might have been something older that Siaru had eaten. Here and there sygaldry glimmered faintly along a binding, preservation runes still faithfully at their work, keeping some dead archivist's promise to books whose very existence had been unmade upstairs. Others had gone past saving, slumped and crumbling, held in the shape of books by stillness and nothing else.

And on the third shelf, at the height of my eyes, sat one book with no dust on it at all.

Plain brown leather. Unremarkable in every way, save that it was the only young thing in that whole room. My donation. Forty pages of it traced in my own blood under good black ink, shelved neat as you please among the forbidden: filed, I noted with something between laughter and vertigo, ten feet or so from where my four days of trigonometry swore it had first been set down. Some tidy hand had picked it up mid-span and put it properly away. Even here, in the bottom of the University's forgetting, someone kept the shelves.

I stood in the cold with my little light, and I turned in a slow circle, and the shelves went away into the dark in both directions, rank after rank, more than my lamp could reach.

Sixteen shelves to a wall. I did not count them then; I counted everything later. At that moment I was not counting. At that moment I was eleven years old in the back of a wagon, and fifteen in a boat coming up the river with three talents and a story, and every age I had ever been in the Archives with my hands among the books, hunting one name down ten thousand corridors. The Chandrian. The Amyr. The doors of stone. Every question I had ever asked and been refused, every page pruned by careful unseen hands, every gap in every index. I was standing inside the gap. They had not destroyed what they took. Archivists never can; it is not in them; it would be easier to ask a miser to burn money. They had only moved it here, and locked the world out, and I was inside.

"Kvothe." Devi's whisper came down through the hole above, stretched wire-tight with waiting. "What do you see?"

I opened my mouth and found that every word I owned had left me except two, and that those two were, for once in my glib and overdressed life, exact.

"Everything," I said. "I see everything."

  *

How much everything was became clear over the nights that followed, and I will tell you what I have told you before: be careful what you pray for, in libraries above all.

We counted, that first full night, because Devi was Devi and I was I, and between us a thing did not exist until it was tallied. Four hundred bound volumes, near enough. Past that, the counting itself came apart: scroll cases beyond a hundred, the document bundles past reckoning, the chests, we opened three, found letters, found ciphered correspondence, found in one a child's toy of tarnished silver that neither of us touched twice, the tablets, the maps. Records of things the Archives above had been carefully taught to forget. It was everything I had hoped for since the first night Wil ever whispered to me that books went missing at Lorren's word. It was a hundred times more than I had hoped for.

And we could not take one page of it.

Devi saw it before I did: she had always been faster than me on any road with money at the end of it. Our second night down, she stood with her lamp held high and her jaw set, and she said what needed saying.

"We can't remove anything." Flat, final, furious. "Not one book. Not your donation, even. Kvothe. Think. A room no one has entered in a century is a room where nothing can go missing quietly. If the day ever comes that someone stands where we're standing, the dust will testify. Let them find footprints, that's bad enough. But a gap on a shelf is a confession with our names in it."

"Then we read here. We take notes."

"On four hundred volumes." She turned in place, lamp swinging its slow blue arc across the ranked spines. "Be honest with me, sweet boy. How fast do you copy, when it matters?"

I did the arithmetic. You know me well enough by now to know I could not have stopped myself. A practiced hand, copying careful and true, makes perhaps six pages in an hour. Call the books two hundred pages each, and lie to yourself that no scroll or tablet or letter matters. Four nights to a book, working both of us, every night, four hours a night, no admissions, no sleep, no mistakes, no winter. I stacked the numbers three ways in my head, and every way they came down the same.

"Years," I said. "Ten. More."

"Years," Devi agreed. "So. We have found the only treasure in the four corners that cannot be stolen, fenced, or spent." She laughed then, short and real, a gambler saluting the house. "It would be tidier if it were guarded by a dragon. Dragons can be poisoned."

I want it understood that she was right, and I knew she was right, and I did not for one moment consider stopping. Neither did she. We had each of us bled three spans into that floor. Somewhere past a certain price paid, walking away stops presenting itself as one of the roads.

The answer, when it came, came out of the Archives. I have always loved that. The Archives taught me how to rob it. There is a lesson in there about the nature of knowledge, or the nature of me, and I have never wanted to look at it too closely.

I was in the reading holds a few days on, running down foreign cataloguing systems, hunting, if you must know, for any hint of how a pruned collection might be indexed, because a room of answers is a room of straw until you can find the needle, when I crossed a dry little monograph on the scribal practices of the old Aturan bureaucracy. And there, in a footnote, in the tone of a man apologizing for mentioning it: the compression hands.

The empire, you see, had run on paper the way a mill runs on water. Provincial reports, tax rolls, army returns, the endless correspondence of governing half the world, all of it flowing to Atur in wagons. Until some anonymous genius of the counting-house reckoned the cost of hauling paper and set about shrinking the words themselves. They built shorthand hands, ciphers of abbreviation: a stroke for the fifty commonest words, a hooked notation that folded a verb and its tense into one character, marks that ate whole formulaic phrases at a bite. A trained compression clerk could take a page of fair Aturan down to a quarter of its length, and a second clerk, trained the same, could raise the page back up from it entire, like bread from a dense little knot of dough. The hands died with the empire. The principles were sitting in that monograph, patient as seeds.

I spent three days in the stacks pulling every thread that touched it. Cealdish counting-house code, which is half arithmetic and half etiquette. Two diplomatic ciphers, useless for speed but clever about ambiguity. The compressed logkeeping of Aturan naval masters, who could put a day of wind, water, heading, and casualties into a line and a half. None of them fit whole. All of them had bones worth stealing. I built from the bones a hand of my own: shaped to Aturan and to Temic, since the room held mostly both, with escapements for the words a forbidden archive uses that a tax office never would. I will not teach it to you; there are, for all I know, pages of it still hidden in the world, and some of them in blood.

That was half the answer. The other half I built in the Fishery, in honest daylight, under Kilvin's very lamps, and it was not even against the rules.

A pantograph is no arcane thing. Artists use them to shrink a sketch; cartographers, to bring a big survey down to a page. Four brass arms in a linked parallelogram, pivots set to fix your ratio, a tracing point and a drawing point: guide the one and the other follows in dutiful miniature. Mine wanted only care in the making. I set the arms for four-to-one, machined the pivots tight: slop in the joints is death, every wobble writ small is a wobble still. I weighted the frame with a lead foot so it sat dead solid, and fit the drawing arm with the finest hard-silver nib I could make, fine enough to lay a hairline a quarter the height of my written hand. Eleven jots and four drabs of brass, lead, and silver against my Fishery account, entered in Kilvin's ledger as a draughting rig, which had the great virtue of being true.

I brought it to Devi's rooms across the river on a night we did not dig. Cinnamon and honey, the smell of that room; my friends were not wrong about everything. And I set it up on her table between the moneybox and the mortar, and wrote out the Aturan opening of the Book of the Path in my compression hand while she watched, and watched the silver point write it again beside, perfect and solemn and small as prayer said under the breath.

Devi looked at the sheet for a long moment. Then she did her own arithmetic; I watched it move behind her eyes like wheelwork.

"Quarter length," she said slowly. "Quarter scale. One page becomes four lines." She looked up at me. "We can carry books out in our pockets."

"It's not perfect. The hand takes learning: a span at least before you're fast, longer before you're faithful. Reading the small script back wants a lens and good light and patience. And a mistake compressed is a mistake multiplied; sloppy strokes turn to porridge at that size."

She wasn't listening to the caveats. She had taken the practice sheet from my hands and was studying the marks: my strokes and hooks and swallowed phrases, four hundred forbidden volumes made suddenly a matter of ink and patience and time. When she looked at me again her face had a thing in it I had not seen there before. I had seen Devi hungry, and Devi amused, and Devi doing sums about me behind her sweet blue eyes. This was none of those.

"You made this," she said. "The hand. The rig."

"Adapted it. From older systems. The old Aturans did the real—"

"Kvothe." She said my name the way you set a coin down on a table when the bargaining is over. "Take the compliment. It's brilliant. You are, on rare occasions, on top of everything else Tehlu in his mercy saw fit to make you, actually useful." She shook her head slowly over the little sheet. "Full of surprises. My mother warned me about redheads."

I shrugged, the way you do. But I will not lie to you, not about this: I felt the pride go through me like the first swallow of good wine, and I did not fight it down.

Because we had found a way. Reckless, yes. Slow, yes, impossible, by any honest measure, and we meant to do it anyway: night upon night, the two of us and our little lamps down in the world's forgotten pocket, milling everything down to ink. It was the best kind of work, the kind you do with the whole of your mind. And I will tell you a thing I have never told anyone, and you may weigh it against all the rest of that dark season.

Down in that room, with the hand and the rig and the whole of everything waiting: my hands did not shake at all.


CHAPTER 13

I WILL NOT BE HELD

We had established a rhythm, Devi and I.

Every second night we went down through the hole, into the cold and the quiet and the smell of old paper, and we worked. I would like to tell you it felt like adventure. It did not, and that is to its credit. It felt like a trade, the way milling is a trade, or wrecking salvage: long hours of patient labor in bad light, punctuated at rare intervals by treasure. We would pick our texts, copy them in the compression hand, Devi had learned it in eight days, which she never once let me forget, and set every volume back in its place before dawn, square to its neighbors, our footprints swept behind us with a rag broom Devi had made for the purpose. Nothing removed. Nothing moved. We were, I believe, the politest thieves in the history of the four corners. We stole nothing but what a book is actually made of, and left all the paper behind.

And here is the thing no story had prepared me for, the thing I pass along to you now for free: most of what a secret room holds is dull.

I had dreamed of that room half my life, and the room, when I got it, was mostly minutes and money. Records of expenditure. Rents collected on properties in cities I had never heard of. The proceedings of meetings between men who were never named, only titled, their offices so old the words for them had died. Requisitions for lamp oil, for mule feed, for forty ells of grey wool. I spent one entire night on a ledger of a century of upkeep on buildings that, so far as I could determine, did not exist.

I want you to hold on to that dullness, because it is the true shape of what we found. Whoever they had been, the people whose papers slept under Auri's courtyard, they had not been a story. Stories are what get left when the paperwork is burned. These people had been real the way a granary is real. They had bought things, and paid wages, and kept accounts, for a very long time, across a very wide world.

It was Devi who found the name. Of course it was. I was the one who read for wonders. She was the one who read the columns.

"Kvothe." Her whisper came down the length of the room, and there was a note in it I hadn't heard from her before. "Come look at this."

She had a ledger cradled in both arms the way you hold a sleeping child, black leather, its pages gone the color of weak tea but whole. I brought my lamp to her shoulder and read where she held it open.

Old Temic, formal and dry as a tax notice, which in a manner of speaking it was. A charter. The founding structure of an order: its officers, its degrees, its jurisdictions, the chains of who answered to whom. Half the terms of art were dead words I had to take at a run and guess from their bones. My eye went down the page the way your eye does, snagging on titles, on place names, on the tidy braided grammar of authority.

Then I saw the name, and the room went very small.

Ordo Amyr.

I did not breathe for a while. When I did, it came out of me as three words, and they were not clever ones.

"They were real."

"Rather more than real, sweetness." Devi's finger moved down the columns, steady as a scale settling. "Look at the rolls. They had members seated inside the University. Inside the Tehlin church: not hiding from it, chartered within it. Standing appointments in the law courts of half the kingdoms that existed when this was written." She turned the page. I heard her breath catch on something, which, Devi being Devi, she converted at once into a small dry laugh, because she would sooner have died than gasp. "Kvothe. They held a seat on the Masters' council."

I took the ledger from her. My hands were not steady, and for once I did not care who saw.

A seat. On the council. Not an informer in the buttery or a friendly ear among the scrivs: a chair at the table, chartered and budgeted, in the body that decides what the University teaches and what the Archives keep. The charter did not say which chair. It has been a long time since I read that page, and I will tell you honestly that I have wondered about it at every long table I have ever been asked to sit down to, and that the wondering has never once improved the meal.

I read until my lamp burned low. The shape of the thing kept unfolding, the way a map keeps unfolding after you think you have the whole of it on the table. This had not been a brotherhood of wandering knights, whatever the stories said, whatever the church later pretended. It had been a body. A great, patient, well-fed body with its hands inside every glove in the civilized world, working toward purposes the charter never once stated plainly. That was the strangest part, and the part that has stayed with me. Hundreds of pages of structure, and nowhere a purpose. Where the purpose should have stood, there was only the phrase. It closed the charter's every article. It sat under the officers' marks like a seal. It was stamped, in dying red ink, across requisitions for lamp oil and grey wool, sanctifying the mule feed along with everything else, repeated the way a prayer is repeated by someone who has long stopped hearing what the words say.

Ivare enim euge.

For the greater good.

I copied that night until my shorthand cramped into scratches even I could barely raise back up again. And I remember climbing out under a paling sky with one thought standing in my head, cold and clear as a bell rung once.

The question was no longer whether the Amyr had been real. I had held their accounts. The question was where a thing that size had gone. Because a granary does not become a fireside story by accident, and a body with its hands in every glove in the world does not die of neglect.

Things that size do not vanish. They are vanished. Or they learn to hold very still.

  *

The Chandrian were harder.

There was no black ledger for them, no charter waiting in Devi's arms. They were in that room the way a smell is in a house: everywhere, and nowhere you could put your hand on it. A line in a church court's records. A copied deposition. A marginal gloss in a dead scholar's hand. Fragments, scattered through dozens of documents that were officially about other things, and I began to keep my own pages of them, cross-set and numbered, building the picture the way you build a face from the edges in, because the middle is the part everyone burns.

Some of it I already carried. A deposition taken from a Caluptenan farmwife, four hundred years dead, transcribed by a churchman whose contempt survived in his very penmanship, filed under omens and portents: fire the color of cornflowers, she swore on her children. A surveyor's letter about a village where the well went foul and the timbers of the new mill rotted in a night, and how the road there had lost itself twice under him on a clear day. Blue flame. Black-eyed wrongness. Shadows that fell against the light. The old signs, the ones I had chased through cheap holiday printings and children's rhymes since I was fifteen. But here they were in sworn testimony and administrative correspondence, recorded by unimaginative men for unimaginative purposes, and I cannot tell you what that did to me. You expect to find the bogeyman in stories. When you find him in the paperwork, something at the back of your neck goes cold and stays that way.

And there were names. You know a little of what names cost me by now, so you will understand what it meant to find them lying loose in the files like dropped coins. Cyphus. Stercus. Names I had paid for dearly in another country and heard spoken exactly once, under conditions I will come to in their turn.

Ferule.

I sat with that one for a long time. The lamp needed shading and I did not shade it. Somewhere across the room Devi's pen went on scratching, and I sat with a four-hundred-year-old scrap of paper and was eleven years old again, watching a man made all of black and white and blood lean on his sword and smile at me with perfect, cheerful cold.

Ferule. Cinder. My chest knew it before my Temic did.

I copied the fragment twice, and my hand shook both times, and I make no apology for either thing.

But it was the new pieces that pulled the picture wide. Rhinta, to begin with: an Adem word, cropping up in trade documents and travelers' accounts wherever the Chandrian should have stood, the way one coin stands in for another across a border. One gloss rendered it as a thing with the shape of a man but not the nature of one. An old thing, the gloss said, and there were words after that, and the words had been inked out. Not faded. Inked. Someone had read that page before me with a pen in reach.

There was a war in the fragments too, or the rubble of one: a conflict so old it lay under the Aturan Empire's foundations, under the church, under the University itself, the way you sometimes find one city's bones under another's cellars. The documents touched it only edgewise, frightened of it even at a thousand years' remove. Names surfaced in that rubble and sank again, names of people or of places or of powers, I could not always tell which. One of them was Iax. I want that name said here, and then I want to leave it lying where it is, because it belongs to a later part of this story and it has a way of pulling everything toward itself, like a stone dropped on a stretched sheet.

And again and again, in charters and depositions and the letters of dead scholars, in documents that agreed on nothing else, written centuries and kingdoms apart, the same four words kept surfacing, always capitalized, never explained.

The Doors of Stone.

Sometimes a thing sealed behind them. Sometimes a thing waiting behind them. One fragment, the oldest, in Temic so archaic I wrestled every line: set the doors of stone against him. Him. No name. Just the shape of a fear with the face inked out by time itself.

I sat back on my heels in that cold room, among the patient shelves, and felt the edges of the picture touch for the first time. The Amyr. The Chandrian. The doors. Not three questions. One question, wearing three coats.

I was close. Closer than any man in living memory had been, closer than I have ever been comfortable telling anyone until now. If you want to fix a mark where the whole of my life tilted: you could do worse than a boy on his heels in a forgotten room, sixteen years old, out of his mind with weariness and joy, feeling the truth come near enough to warm his hands at.

  *

The days that followed were a fever. I mean that nearly as a physician would.

I stopped attending classes; I could not have told you within two days when I had last sat in one. My little room at Anker's grew a second floor made of paper: copied fragments laid out in sprawling webs, string and pins, notes pinned to notes, a map of a thousand-year silence spreading from under my bed to the door until I slept, when I slept, curled on the one bare patch like a dog in a scriptorium. I ate when my hands shook too badly to hold the pen, and I want you to mark that, because that is what eating had become to me: a repair to the tooling. I woke in the dark with whole chains of connection standing finished in my head and wrote them down before I was honestly awake, and some of them were even true.

The compression hand had stopped being a hand and become a language I thought in. I could read my quarter-scale script as fast as fair print by then, my eye raising the words up out of the strokes without being asked. And the work was answering. The hidden documents pointed at books in the honest Archives above, books I had walked past for three years without knowing they were doors. I found the pattern in the pruning itself: the gaps had shapes, and the shapes agreed; absence, taken in quantity, is its own kind of testimony. A man cannot cut a story out of a hundred books without the holes making a silhouette.

You see the state of me. I was drunk the whole time, and no wine in it.

And underneath, all the while, the other ledger was filling.

I told you that down in that room, my hands did not shake. That stopped being true, and I noted the night it stopped the way you note high water on a post. The tremor was constant now, waking and working and, for all I know, sleeping. My Alar slipped daily: small bindings, candle-lighting bindings, things I had done half asleep since I was twelve, would form and hold and then let go, like a hand too tired to know it had opened. I lost time. Standing in my room among the webs of string with no memory of crossing to the window. And in the hidden room, worse: I would look up from the page into that unchanging lamplit dark and find that an hour had gone by like a minute, or a minute had opened up and swallowed an hour, and no way to tell which until I climbed out and read the sky. The crack under the note, spreading. I could hear it plainly now. I had simply decided, with the whole of my famous will, that hearing it was a thing I was not doing.

I kept going. I buried the fear under the work, where I buried everything that season. And I told no one. Bear that in mind as you weigh what came next. Whatever else is argued about what happened that spring, and I have heard it argued by masters, magistrates, and men with drinks in their hands, no one knew the whole of anything except me. I saw to that. I was always seeing to that.

Devi, meanwhile, had gone quiet in a way I did not like and did not examine.

Her humor still cut, but it had begun to cut on the backswing too, without her usual care for where the edge landed. Her movements in the room lost some of their neat economy. More than once I caught her stopped in the middle of the work, staring up at our chute and the little ragged patch of night at the top of it, jaw set, running sums behind her eyes that she did not share.

"You all right?" I asked her once.

Her smile came out thin as skimmed milk. "Fine. Thinking."

"About?"

"Contingencies." She turned back to her page. "A businesswoman should always have contingencies."

Another night we heard footsteps on the walkway beyond the courtyard wall, a scriv, a watchman, a drunk, we never learned, and froze, lamps shaded, for a hundred heartbeats while they passed. That is routine in the burglary trade; it had happened before; you breathe again and you go back to work. Devi did not go back to work. She stood under the chute looking up at that patch of sky for a long moment, and her face was one I had no entry for in all my careful books of Devi.

"What do we do when someone realizes?" she asked. Quietly. Not sweetly. Devi's sweetness was armor, and she had set it down, and that frightened me more than the question.

"No one's going to realize. The courtyard's been dead for—"

"Someone always realizes." She looked at me then. "I have been on the wrong end of the University's attention once in my life, Kvothe, which is once more than you. We should talk about what happens when they come. Because they do come."

"We'll manage it when—"

"That is not a plan." Her voice stayed level. Devi's voice always stayed level; you learned to read the pressure under it, like a riverman reading brown water. "That is a boy's answer. You are cleverer than that when you bother."

She was right, and I knew it, and being sixteen, I needed a full breath to get past the sting of it before I could say so. "All right. What would you do?"

"A cache." She nodded at the satchel that held our copied pages: hundreds of them by then, a whole shelf of stolen books you could hide in a hatbox. "The copies don't stay with us. Not in my rooms, not in yours, nowhere either of us eats or sleeps. Somewhere away from Imre and the University both. If they turn out our pockets and find nothing, then all they have is suspicion, and suspicion isn't proof. It isn't even debt. I can live indefinitely on other people's suspicion. I have for years."

"You have somewhere in mind."

"Darling boy." The smile came back then, with its edge freshly stropped. "I don't keep all my collateral under one roof. It's bad business and worse sense. You may assume I have somewhere in mind, and you may enjoy not knowing where, because what you don't know can't be pulled out of you by a court-appointed sympathist."

It was a good plan. It was a professional's plan, the sort of thinking I ought to have done myself before we ever mixed the first basin of acid. We began that same night: the satchel went lighter with her across the river at every parting, and I did not ask where, and she did not say.

I should have pressed her. Not about the cache. About the rest. About what she was seeing at the top of that chute when she stared, about which contingencies, about what it was that a woman who had already survived the University's attention once could feel coming up the road before I could. She had left me a door open, that night she set her sweetness down. Devi did not leave doors open twice.

But I was neck-deep in Amyr and Rhinta and a thousand-year-old war, drunk on the nearness of the truth, and I let it go by.

That was my mistake. One of them. I have a collection, as you have seen, and it is a large one; but the ones I keep polished are the ones that cost other people.

  *

I came to the courtyard at the appointed time, over the wall at the worn place, down through the apple tree's shadow.

We had our pattern by then, regular as a psalm. Every second night, weather allowing. I arrived first and opened the chute; Devi followed inside the quarter hour, never more. That was the bargain, and in three spans she had never once been late to it. Say what you like about Devi, men have, and most of them were wrong, and some of them were made to regret it, she kept terms. Terms were her religion. I have known Tehlin priests less observant.

I dropped down into the moonlight and set to clearing the debris from the hole, working quiet, listening to the ordinary small sounds of the University night beyond the walls. The moon was two days past full and the sky was rubbed clean of clouds, and I remember thinking she might grumble about that, all that light to cross Imre under.

A quarter hour went. The chute stood open, breathing its cold paper breath.

Devi didn't come.

Another quarter hour. The shadows under the apple tree moved the width of a hand, and I moved with them and stood still, the way you learn to stand still when stillness is your whole trade for the night. I told myself the sensible things. A client come late, some desperate Re'lar wanting money at a bad hour; her business kept its own clock. Or she'd looked at that moon and made the professional choice, the one I had just imagined her grumbling toward.

But that last one rang false even as I minted it. Devi did not stay home and let me stand exposed in a courtyard for want of a message. If she said she would come, she came. That was the trust between us. We had built it the only way that kind of trust is ever built, one kept appointment at a time, in the dark, where keeping them costs something.

An hour, by the moon. I did the thing where you unclench your jaw and find it clenched again a breath later.

Something was wrong. I knew it the way you know a note is false before you could name the string.

I argued myself out of it twice, and it climbed back both times. She can manage herself, I said. Better than you can, these days: her Alar's whole, she matched Elxa Dal blow for blow, if her stories are true, and her stories generally were, that was the infuriating thing about them. Whatever's kept her, she'll be at her table tomorrow charging me interest on tonight's worry.

At two hours I stopped arguing.

I went back over the wall, dropped to the lane, and turned toward Imre, walking fast and then not walking. If something had happened I needed to know it. If nothing had happened, she would flay me for banging on her door past midnight like a lovesick farm boy, and I would stand there and be flayed, and gladly.

The road had never been so long. I crossed Stonebridge at a near run, my footsteps coming back hollow off the old stone, the Omethi running black and quick below, giving back none of the stars. My hands had taken up their shaking again, worse for the cold, and halfway across I reached for the simplest binding I know: heat of the blood to warm the hands, a binding I could have made at twelve, drunk, in my sleep.

The connection formed. Held for the length of one breath, like a knot tied in wet silk.

Slipped.

I let it go, and I put my shaking hands into my pockets, and I did not try again. There are moments you understand a thing all at once that you have been informed of many times. I understood, on the black water in the middle of that bridge, that I could no longer trust my Alar to be there when I reached for it. I understood it, and I filed it, and I ran on, because there was no version of that night where I turned around.

Imre was shut and sleeping. The taverns dark, the last drinkers wobbling home in twos, singing the endless sad songs that drunk men believe they are singing well. A lamplighter went his rounds ahead of me, his pole dipping and rising, little blooms of light opening behind him down the street, and he gave me the incurious nod that lamplighters give everything, and no one else marked me at all.

Devi's street was a narrow one behind the western docks, and I had walked it perhaps a hundred times, and I knew its night shape. The butcher's shop below her rooms stood dark, which was right; old Teren shut his counter at sundown and slept like his own hanging hams. But the dark above was wrong. I stood at the foot of the outside stair and could not at first have told you how it was wrong, only that it was: too complete, too still, the particular quality of quiet that a room has when it is full of people holding their breath. I had performed for a thousand audiences. I know the sound of a held breath in the dark. It has a texture.

No light showed under her door. Devi kept a lamp burning at all hours; it was part of the trade, the way an inn keeps its sign lit. In a hundred visits I had never once seen that door dark.

I went up the stairs quietly, out of habit deeper than thought. Knocked soft. "Devi?"

Nothing.

Knocked again, harder, my knuckles loud in all that stillness. "Devi. It's me."

Nothing.

I tried the handle then, expecting the familiar solid refusal of her good Cealdish lock, the lock she patted sometimes the way other women pat a dog.

It turned.

Devi never left her door unlocked. Not to step down to the well, not asleep, not, I would have sworn, dead.

I pushed it open.

  *

The first thing I saw was the ruin of the room.

You must understand what that room had been. Everything in it placed, every ledger squared, the whole of it arranged like the inside of a good instrument: a room that told her clients, before she said one sweet word, that here sat a person who missed nothing. A storm had gone through it. The tall shelf lay on its face with her books spilled and broken-spined around it. The desk was overturned, drawers out, papers and vials strewn; one of her little perfume bottles had shattered against the hearthstones, and cinnamon rode the air along with something sharper under it, acrid, catching at the back of the throat.

And under all of it, over all of it, the smell of hot metal. Burnt copper and scorched air, the smell sympathy leaves when it has been pushed far past what is safe, when bindings are being made and broken faster than the air can carry the heat away. The room felt tight, pressurized, the way the air goes before close thunder. I have stood in the Fishery when a draw went wrong and eight men shouted. It was that, but silent, and still happening.

The second thing I saw was the men.

Three of them, spread in an open triangle with its point away from the door, which is a formation, which is a thing men only stand in when they have been trained to stand in it. Two wore traveling leathers, road-worn, mended, the practical kind that never sees a city tailor: hard men, balanced light on their feet, hands loose and low and ready. They did not so much as glance at the door when it opened, and that told me more about their training than the triangle had.

The third man I knew.

Viari.

You will remember him if your memory is kind: the giller from the Archives, Lorren's far-traveler, the one who went out along the world's roads hunting rare books the way other men hunt fortunes. Cealdish, dark hair tied back, old scars laddering both forearms. He had helped me once, my first year: pointed me through the stacks to a shelf I'd have needed a span to find alone, easy and friendly, a man who plainly loved the hunt of a thing. I had liked him. Sitting here now, I find I like him still, which is one of the more inconvenient facts of this story.

He was not easy now, and not friendly. He stood at the head of the triangle with one hand outstretched, fingers spread and rigid, his whole frame shaking-tight with effort, and the air around that hand shimmered like the air over a forge. Sweat stood on his forehead in the cold room. Whatever he was holding, and I could feel it, feel the pressure of contested bindings crawling on my skin like the ghost of a storm, it was taking everything three trained sympathists had.

The third thing I saw was Devi.

She knelt in the wreck of her own life, in the spilled papers and the broken glass, one hand splayed against the floorboards to keep herself up. Her strawberry hair had come loose around her face, and its ends were dark, and the dark was blood, running slow and steady from her nose. Each breath went into her like work, harsh, dragged. Around her on the boards lay her poor-boys, four of them, cracked open, spent, their stored heat sucked dry, and no more in reach; I saw her free hand grope once, sideways, out of pure habit, and close on nothing.

But her eyes. Tehlu anyway. Her eyes were still fighting.

She was holding three of them. Alone, on her knees, bleeding, her sources exhausted, she was holding a wall of pure will against the leaning weight of three trained minds, and I could feel that wall in the air of the room the way you feel a dam through the soles of your feet. And she was losing. Not breaking, Devi would never break, but losing, being spent, inch by inch and breath by breath, the way a lamp loses to the night. Arithmetic is arithmetic. She had taught me that herself, across her little table, with honey in her voice.

The fourth thing I saw, in the moonlight by the window, was Master Lorren.

He lay along the wall like something washed up, still in a way that was worse than motion, except that small spasms went through him: through Lorren, whom I had never in three years seen so much as hurry. One eye was swollen shut and going black. His lip was split. Master Lorren, beaten. The words did not fit in my head even as my eyes insisted on them. And his hand, this is the detail that hangs in front of me still, when this night comes back at its appointed hours, his long careful archivist's hand was clenched, even now, even wrecked on the floor of a moneylender's room in Imre, around a small ledger bound in red leather.

I knew that ledger. I had watched Devi stitch that binding at her table with waxed red thread and a sailmaker's needle, prim as a governess, mocking my stitches the while. It was one of ours. Quarter-scale, compression hand, four hundred years of the Amyr's patient bookkeeping folded small enough for a pocket.

They found us, I thought, with a calm that had nothing underneath it. They know. It's over.

And then, close behind, in a voice much less calm: Devi is going to die in this room.

And then, smallest and last and most shameful: Run.

I stood in the doorway for the space of a single breath, and did none of the things a man does in the stories. I did not shout a name of power. I did not throw myself forward. I stood, the way you stand in the first instant of a fire, while three separate futures went through their opening figures in my head like dancers. And while I stood there deciding, Devi's eyes came up and found me in the doorway.

I watched her understand.

I have spent my life on stages reading faces across distances, in bad light. I could not have misread hers with my eyes closed. I watched the pieces fit: the ambush on this night of all nights, the giller from the Archives standing in her parlor, the University's own hard men, and here, arriving behind them, in the doorway, unlooked-for and whole and free: me. Her partner. The only living soul who knew what her satchel carried and where her evenings went.

She had walked beside me for a season with her doubt intact and her hand on my arm. She had given me the rarest thing she owned, belief's shape without belief inside it, and it had held us better than trust holds most people. And here, now, at the end, with her blood on her lips and the arithmetic closing over her head, she looked at the sum of the room, and the sum said sold. Everything in her face went over from desperation into rage in the time it takes a string to snap, and forgive me, but it was a relief to her. I saw that too. Rage is restful, when you are losing. It answers all the questions.

"You," she breathed.

One word. I have been cursed in four languages by professionals. Nothing has ever landed like that one word.

I got my mouth open. To say what: that I'd waited two hours in the cold for her, that I'd run the whole way, that of every person alive she was the last I would ever... I don't know what I would have said. I have had years to compose that sentence and I still cannot finish it, so it is no great wonder I could not finish it then.

She wasn't listening. She was already gathering.

I felt it before it came, the way the air empties before thunder: every scrap of her remaining strength, all that magnificent bleeding stubbornness, everything she had been spending by inches to hold three men off her, called in and stacked and spent whole. Not at them.

At me.

Her Alar hit me like a bell hits its own bronze. There was no pain, not at first; there was ringing, if ringing could be a place. My own Alar rose to meet it, reflex, training, the oldest habit I own, rose the way it had risen a thousand times, to catch, to turn, to wall.

And the walls I had spent three years keeping, the careful walls around the broken places, the ones I had papered and denied and refused, went.

In the last clear sliver of the world I saw Viari's bindings take her from her blind side, saw her head go back, saw her fall away from me into the arms of the men, and I could not even—The floor was above me. I was falling toward a ceiling of spilled paper.

Time bent. It did not stop; stopping would have been kind. It bent, and I heard the same half-second twice, then heard it again, wrong.

The room came apart into its sensations and would not reassemble. Cinnamon. Ringing. Moonlight in a swollen eye. Red thread, waxed, drawn through leather, prim small stitches, mocking me.

I could not remember how breathing went.

Then I remembered every breath I had ever taken, all of them at once, from the first.

The floor was gone. Then there were two floors, and neither would hold.

Everything was too much. Everything was not enough. Both of these were the same fact, and the fact had my name on it, stamped in dying red ink.

I fell into the dark.

Then through the dark, into a dark under it that the first dark had been hiding, the way a cellar hides under a house, the way a room hides under a courtyard.

I fell.

And fell.

And fell.


CHAPTER 14

NAME IN THE WALL

You will want to know how long I was in Haven. Everyone does. It is always among the first questions, asked gently, as if the number would be a handle the whole thing could be carried by.

I cannot tell you. I want that understood before I tell you anything else, because everything else I tell you stands on it. A man keeps time the way a miller keeps water, with a wheel the current turns; and my wheel was broken, and the current came sometimes as a flood and sometimes not at all. I have tried, in the years since, to reckon it from the outside: from the moon, from what witnesses said after, from the accounting of days that other people were kind enough or careless enough to let me see. Call it most of a month. Understand that from the inside there was no such thing as a month. There was no such thing as a day. There were only the bells.

So I will tell this the way it kept itself. Do not look to me for the order of things. I was not present for the order of things. I was barely present at all.

  *

Bells.

They rang at no interval I could ever catch hold of, distant and hollow in one breath, then unbearably close, as if the bell hung inside my own chest and someone was striking it with my name. They cut the world into slices, and the slices were not the same size, and they did not lie flat against each other. Time came to me thin and wrong, like light through old glass.

I woke between two bells. Or I did not wake. It may be truer to say that between two bells there began to be a me again, the way a room begins to be a room when a candle is carried in.

Stone walls, smooth as quarried glass and sweating cold. Damp air lying against my skin like a poultice nobody had wrung out. High above, a sliver of window let down a blade of light so pale and thin it seemed the light had walked a very long way to find me and worn itself out on the road.

I frowned. I believe I frowned. My face fit me like a borrowed coat, and my limbs were guesses.

A name for the place came up slowly, the way a drowned thing comes up.

Haven.

I knew Haven. Every student knows Haven, the way farmers know the gibbet at the crossroads: a thing you make jokes about with your collar up. The Rookery, we called it, when we were being brave at a safe distance. Where the University keeps the ones the work breaks. I had walked its halls once on an errand I will come to never; I had heard it at night from across the courtyard, the way everyone has. And I sat up too fast on a pallet in the cold marrow of it, and my stomach swung like a censer, and the silence between the bells opened underneath me with no bottom to it at all.

That was when I noticed him.

A figure in the far corner, folded down into himself, knees to chest, his frame somehow too long even folded, like a rule bent past its joints. A shift of pale linen gone grey with damp and wear hung off him the way sails hang in dead air. His head was down. He was muttering: a slow drip of words that circled and came back, circled and came back, with the terrible patience of water.

I tried to speak and my voice curled up in my throat and died there. My hand went out for a cup of water that existed in some other room, some other life. I swallowed what there was to swallow, and tried again.

"Who—" One word, hauled up hand over hand from a long way down, and it barely troubled the air between us. His muttering never paused.

I listened instead. It took me a while (everything took me a while; I want you to imagine every act in this chapter performed underwater, and then imagine the water is also you) but the shape of his words came slowly clear. Half-verses. Broken couplets. Lines that leaned on rhyme the way a lame man leans on a rail, the meter stumbling, catching itself, stumbling.

Rhymes. He was rhyming.

Cold walked up my arms on small feet. He was not merely a madman, then. He was something far worse.

He was a poet.

"I was never the first to follow," the mutter unspooled, to no one, in no hurry, "nor the last to call the name."

I pushed myself to my feet. The floor made its arrangements underneath me and I let it.

"Stop," I said. It came out cracked, ancient, a hinge in a house nobody lives in.

The verse went on, soft and ruined, another couplet settling over the stones like dust.

I went toward him. A step, and then another; the room was four paces wide and the crossing of it took a season. And here is what I noticed as I came close, in the order I noticed it, because in Haven the order things arrive in is all the truth you get.

The first thing was his hands. They moved while he muttered: deft, sure, shaping the air in small precise figures, keeping time, illustrating. Answering. His hands were making answers to questions I had not asked yet.

The second thing I noticed was me. Not him. Me: my own breath fraying, my own pulse going up like a startled bird, some part of me that counted and measured and never slept screaming up out of the deep rooms of myself while the rest of me stood stupid and swaying, reaching out.

My fingers found his shoulder. Cloth worn thin as an old man's memory. He shifted at the touch. His head lolled, rolled, and came up slowly, carefully, with the ruined courtesy of a drunk at a good table.

I saw his face.

I saw my face.

He smiled first. Of course he did. It is exactly what I would do.

He tilted his head, and cracked his neck, and brought his eyes to bear the way a man brings a lamp around in a dark room, and, "Oh," he said, lightly, pleasantly, a host greeting the guest he had been told to expect. As if I had come late to something that had started without me and would finish without me too.

And then, in my own voice, wearing my own smile, he asked me:

"If you were mad, would you even know?"

I have been asked many cruel questions in my life. Most of them were only clever. That one has never entirely stopped being asked.

  *

Time in Haven did not pass. It frayed.

I measured what I could by breaths, and by the pale blade of light that crept across the floor from the high window and died each day against the far wall like something that had crawled a long way to do it. The bells rang their crooked hours. Between the bells came the voices, and my pacing, and the poet in his corner keeping his awful gentle time; and somewhere in all of it (before some things, after others; do not ask me to swear to the seams) Elodin came.

Or a thing shaped like Elodin. You see the trouble already. I had a corner of my own by then that laughed in my voice when nothing was funny, and walls that breathed on the exhale only, and I had spoken with three people that season who were not there. A visitor more or less was not remarkable. Haven is generous with visitors. It is only misers with the real ones.

He was lounging against the doorframe, supposing there was a door, supposing there was a frame. His grin came and went like a lamp in wind: too wide, too knowing, and then gone, and then back before it was called for. "Good morning," he said, in a voice with its feet up. "Or good evening. Though I suppose it doesn't much matter to you, does it. That's one of the freedoms."

I closed my eyes and counted. One. Two. It was a thing I did then, my whole strategy for the world: if a thing was still there at two, you negotiated.

"You always did like bending rules," he said, easy, bored, from a place slightly nearer than he had been standing.

I cracked one eye. "You're not real."

That delighted him. And, when had he moved? He was closer now, or the room had rearranged itself around his standing still, which in my experience of Elodin describes most of his movement even outside of madhouses. "Real is a wonderfully flexible word," he said. "In here, it will do almost anything you ask of it. That's the other freedom."

"You shouldn't be here." My throat still ran on rust. "Or I shouldn't. I don't—" and the sentence went out from under me. "I can't remember."

"Ah." He aimed a long finger at me, showman-grand, a conjurer producing the obvious. "There. That's the first stitch to pull, always. For what it's worth, the memory is not gone, it is only filed by a system you don't currently possess." His face went rueful then, and the ruefulness looked real, which frightened me worse than anything in the room had yet. "A shame about the expulsion. I had hopes for you. Genuine ones. I'd stopped having them about students. You were very refreshing."

I frowned, or sent the order down to frown, and something in my borrowed face perhaps obeyed. "Expulsion."

"Mm. Conduct Unbecoming. Consorting. Undermining the fabric, no, the foundations, they said foundations, someone on the horns felt strongly about the masonry theme." He waved a hand, words blurring and overlapping at their edges now, arriving slightly before or behind his mouth, a chorus of himself singing a half-beat off the beat. "Helping yourself to the cookie jar. Putting a hole in a perfectly good courtyard. I confess I stopped attending closely partway through. Polite outrage is a tedious instrument and the Chancellor plays no other. Too performative. Hemme wanted you hanged, if it helps. It seemed to cheer him up enormously, wanting that. First time I've seen him happy in years."

"No." I shook my head, which was a mistake, the room having opinions about sudden movement. "That can't—no."

"Lorren is here too, you know," he said, in the light tone a man uses to mention weather, and looked at his own fingernails. "Two floors down and one wing over. I have never seen a man so shattered. And I have some experience of the shattered, professionally and," the grin flickered, "personally. But speculation is exhausting, don't you find? Everyone at the University is speculating just now. It's the fashion. Whole faculties of speculation."

The words went into me wrong, a stair missed in the dark, a fret buzzing under a true note.

"Shattered," I said.

His head tilted, bird-quick. "As shattered as your prospects," he said, and there was a jagged small smile with it that did not belong on Elodin's face, that has made me wonder in the years since how much of that visit I painted over with my own colors, and which parts. "Honestly, Kvothe. You of all people should pay attention. It's the only thing you were ever any good at that you were also any good for."

My mind in those days was wet paper. Things written on it warped even as they were set down. I had known about Lorren, hadn't I? Someone had told me. Or I had seen it, moonlight and a swollen eye, red leather in a long careful hand, or dreamed it, or built it out of bells. I pressed the heels of my hands against my temples as if clarity were a matter of pressure.

"I didn't—" My voice came apart at its seams. "I didn't mean—"

"Didn't mean to," he echoed, and all the ease went out of his voice at once, the way heat goes out of a room when a door opens somewhere you can't see. He did not grin again. "Tell me, Re'lar Kvothe. What do we call a man who breaks a thing, and then apologizes to the pieces?"

He turned (I did not see him turn; there was simply a moment after which he had always been turned) and somewhere a door closed with a soft snick, a small domestic sound, a pantry sound, monstrous in that place. Had there been a door before? There has to have been a door.

I sat a long time after, whatever a long time was, with my heart beating in my throat and the walls leaning in to listen, the way walls did there. I could almost hear them breathing on the exhale. And from the far corner of the room I could hear myself, still laughing, softly, at nothing, in the place where I kept the laughing one.

Mark this, now. Mark it because I did not: I had asked him no questions, and among all his flickering nonsense there had been things said (charges, wings, floors) that no fragment of my own mind could have known to invent.

I marked none of it. The bells rang, and cut that hour loose from all the others, and it drifted.

  *

The shadows moved. The bells rang, or had already rung, or were about to; the grammar of Haven has no tense for it.

My pacing had worn itself into pure shape by then: a rhythm with no music left in it, a groove without a song. One step. Two. Turn. I had forgotten where the pacing started. I had forgotten where I had started, which is not a figure of speech; I mean there were bells between which I could not have produced my own name, and did not miss it, the way you do not miss a coat you have forgotten owning. Cold, though. You are always cold without it.

And then, in the quiet under the quiet, the smallest sound. A whisper, folded flat and slid into the crack beneath the door, the way light comes under doors, the way winter does.

"You sound rather undone," it said.

I stopped. Stood very still.

Words did not come from nowhere; even in Haven, words belonged to someone; but I had heard my own voice from far corners and other mouths for longer than I could account, and this could be one more splinter of me, sharpened and sent in under the door as a variation. The clever splinters knew that I was cleverest against the front of me. They had learned to arrive at the edges.

Slowly, like a limb coming back from sleep, pins and all, I let my voice uncurl.

"Auri?"

A pause, with consideration in it. Then, as though it were the plainest fact ever set next to another:

"Yes. And you are still you."

I want to tell you what those five words did, and I find I cannot come at it straight even now. Everything in that place, everything in me, had been bent to the one question the poet had asked me on the first day, or the hundredth. Every voice took its turn at the seam of me. And here came a whisper under a door, from a girl the size of a shadow, who had never in her life said a thing she had not first weighed on her own strange golden scales, and she had done my arithmetic for me, and this was the sum, delivered without ceremony because true things do not require any.

You are still you.

My ribs closed on a breath I had not planned.

I set my back against the wall and slid down it and swallowed. "I don't feel like me."

A small sound from the other side of the door. Not quite sadness. Something adjacent to it, something more useful, the sound of someone assessing a broken pot to see what shape of thing it could still hold. "Mmm. Well." A considering pause. "Even if you've misplaced a few pieces, you're still here. That's the important part. You'd be surprised how many people misplace pieces and then throw the rest of themselves away after them, as if that would help anything. It doesn't, you know. It never helps, doing that."

I wanted to laugh. I had forgotten where laughing was kept.

The pause stretched itself out long and comfortable, the first comfortable thing in that whole stone world. And then something whispered along the floor, small and deliberate, slid beneath the door, and came to rest against my foot.

I looked down. A ring. Silver, fine as a whisper of wire, and set in it a pale amber stone that took the thin dead light of that cell and handed it back warmed.

I had not moved. And then it was in my palm, cool and exact, and I had no memory of the crossing, which by then was simply how the world conducted its business with me.

"What is this for?" My voice had gone strange again. I did not know whether I was asking her or the walls, and the walls in that place did answer, sometimes, which is why one learned to be careful with questions.

Auri sighed: the small precise sigh she kept for when the world insisted on having explained to it a thing it was already holding in its hand.

"To keep safe," she said.

"To keep me safe?"

"For safe-keeping."

And that was all. Small words, set down gently, in their one right order, the way she set down everything. The pressure in my chest eased. It did not leave (nothing left, in Haven, things only stood further off) but it eased, and I sat with my back to the wall and turned the ring over and over in my fingers, watching the amber take the light and warm it, and warm it, and warm it.

I could not even trust that. That is the part I need you to understand. She had been there. Or she had not. Already I could hear my own voice off in the corner where the laughing one lived, saying her words back, and it seemed to me it had begun saying them before she did. Near the door, stone shifted and settled, as though something small had only just stepped away, or as though stone settles, which it does.

She had been there. She had not. The ring lay in my palm, cool and particular, arguing its little amber argument.

I have thought about that visit as much as any hour of my life. What it cost her to come up out of her one safe place, across all that open dangerous ordinary ground, into the very shadow of the Rookery's walls, to whisper at a door crack to a broken thing that could not tell her from its own echoes. And what she said when she got there. Not be brave, not I'll help you, none of the coins the sane world pays out so easily and at such a favorable rate to itself. She told me the one true thing, and she left me the one real object, and she named its purpose with perfect exactness, if only I had had the wit to hear it.

For safe-keeping. Not the ring's. I have never once believed, since, that she meant the ring's.

  *

The voices would not stop.

They came over one another like ivy on a ruin, in at every crack, soft as breath at the ear, patient as interest. They had my voice, mostly. They had other voices when mine wore thin.

"You lose everything," one murmured, conversationally. "You know that. It's the one constant. Always losing. Always the one left holding the ashes."

Another lilted, singsong, in the meter I had come to dread: "Broken and buried, never to rise, little fox trapped under trembling skies..."

And then, mild as milk: "She won't come again, you know."

It slid in with all the others, down among the ivy, and was almost past me before something in it caught.

A wrong note. Not loud. A fret-buzz, a hair of discord in a song I had heard so many times I no longer listened to it. The voices were mine; I knew their machinery; I built their cruelties myself, in my own shop, and I knew my own work when I heard it.

That one was not my work.

A second went by. Too long. I faltered, and stood in the middle of my worn groove with my head cocked like a dog.

Then the bells rang, or the light died, and I shook my head, and let it go, and the tide took it.

  *

The bells had rung again. This I know because everything in what follows had the bruised clarity that came just after bells, when the world had been struck and was still ringing true.

From somewhere beyond the door, a voice cut through, sharp, real, fed up, whip-crack weary:

"Oh, for fuck's sake, Kvothe."

A pause. A gathered breath, the kind a man takes when he is deciding to say the thing plainly because nothing else has worked.

"She's gone."

It came at me again, cracking with frustration at its edges, shoving at the door of me. My lips moved before I had decided anything: the shape of a name, hers, nothing but breath. And then the tide came in and took even that, the way it took everything, and my own voices closed over the words like water over a coin.

"She's gone, Kvothe."

The words warped as they crossed the space between hearing and knowing. That space, in Haven, was an ocean, and things drowned in it daily.

"...a girl in a cage..."

"Chains, fox, chains, she's caught in the trap now..."

"Taken, forgotten, stolen, lost..."

"Gone, gone, gone, gone, gone..."

The voices took his words and ate them and sang them back in their own meter, urgent turned singsong, singsong turned round, a wheel of gone. I pressed my hands over my ears, which has never once worked in the history of hands or ears, the voices being on the inside, where the hands cannot go.

"She's—"

"—gone."

Someone on the far side of the door exhaled, short and sharp, all at once.

"Tehlu's teeth, Kvothe." Hardly more than breath now. All the whip gone out of it. Tired, resigned, defeated: a man setting down a tool that has bent in his hand. I turned my head toward the door, meaning to look, meaning for once to really look. And the walls did their trick, and the light smeared, and I caught nothing but a shadow going, and the cell door clanged, and the clang was taken up at once into the bells' country, and became just one more crooked hour striking.

  *

The space he left collapsed in on itself, neat as a folded letter, and the rhythm of ruin resumed, and my false selves came into the silence like gulls behind a plow.

"He's gone," one observed, mildly.

"Gave up on you. As everyone does. It's very reliable, in its way. You could set a wheel by it."

"Perhaps it's kinder," another murmured. "Truly, fox, what would you even do? Claw the walls? Call a name you can't remember? You couldn't hold a binding to warm your own hands. We were there. We remember, even if you've filed it under a system you don't currently—"

"She won't come again, you know."

The words threaded through me on their way to the pile, familiar as my own pulse by now, a stitch among ten thousand stitches.

And they knotted. And held.

Something was wrong with them. Small, at first: a missed stair, a distant wrongness, an itch in a limb I could not locate. My mind moved at its Haven pace, sluggish, underwater, pawing at the stitch without the fingers to work it loose. Those words had been through before. Just now. A bell ago. An ocean ago. The voices repeated everything; repetition was their whole liturgy; that was not the wrongness.

I pulled at the stitch once more, and then, because I was tired, and because it would have been so much easier, I very nearly let it be.

She won't come again, Kvothe.

It wasn't one of them.

Understand: I knew my voices. A luthier knows his own glue joints. It had not come with the walls' whisper or the poet's lilt; it had not curled out of my own corner-mouth in my own borrowed tones. It had been spoken. Days ago, bells ago, at the beginning of all of this, by something with weight and a shadow and lungs; it had come from a chest, and crossed air, and entered at my ears like honest sound. And nothing in this room had lungs but me.

Elodin.

Elodin had said it. Elodin had stood in this cell, lounging on a doorframe that existed, wearing his real face, saying real things with his real mouth (the expulsion, the hole in the courtyard, Lorren shattered two floors down) and I had counted to two and called him a figment to that face, and he had left through a door that closed with a snick.

And if that visit was real: She's gone, Kvothe.

My pulse kicked in my throat like a thing trying to get out.

I closed my hand on the silver ring, hard, harder, until the fine band and the amber stone printed their shapes into my palm, and the small honest ache of it burned a hole in the fog, and I climbed through the hole, hand over hand, toward myself.

Elodin had been here. Twice. The second time he had stood at that door and said she's gone until his voice wore out, and I had let my madness take the words and set them to music.

A girl in a cage. Chains. The voices had not invented that. The voices were scavengers; they cooked what they were brought. Someone had brought them cage. Someone had brought them chains, and taken, and a song: one of my splinters had sung it round and round, a lilting thing it called "The Moon Fae's Plight," and I had never in my life heard that song, and my splinters could not know a single thing that I did not.

Auri.

Taken.

Like ice going under a boot (that is exactly the sensation, the world whole in one instant and in the next a web of white cracks and the cold coming up) the understanding went through me. I had sat in this room turning her ring in my fingers while the only man who came to tell me stood shouting through the door. I had let him leave. I had let her name fall down among the voices and be eaten.

My gorge rose, sharp and violent. My hands shook against the stone floor: the old tremor and a new one, in harness together.

And my mind, which had been so long in the warm dark, tried one last time to go back under. I felt it happen; I watched it happen from a half-step outside, which is a thing madness teaches you that I have never managed to unlearn. It would be easier, the deep part of me said, reasonably, kindly, in the voice it knew I trusted most, which was mine. Easier to be lost. The lost are not responsible. The lost are not to blame. Come back down where it is warm, little fox, there is nothing up there for you but the weight of what you—

No.

The thought held. That was the miracle, if you want one; this story has few enough, so take it. Every other thought that season had warped when I gripped it, gone soft, changed faces. This one held its shape under my whole weight. Auri was taken. It was real, and being real, it had that quality no phantom ever counterfeits, which is that it does not care whether you can bear it.

I clenched my teeth. I pulled breath down into my lungs like a man hauling rope. I set my fingers against the cold stone floor and gripped, as if the world were a thing that could be held onto, and I forced my head up, and I looked at them.

The voices still circled. The splinters, the echoes, the laughing one in his corner, the poet keeping his gentle ruined time. But I was looking at them now, and being looked at, they showed what they were. Not demons. Nothing so grand as demons. Fragments. My own spilled pieces, my own voice in shards, my own ruin, moving in the silence like scavengers, because I had left the whole field of myself for the taking.

I bared my teeth, and I fought them.

I will not pretend to you that it was a battle, with a shape and a turning point and a clean end, though Tehlu knows I could sing it that way and you would weep. It was not clean. It was work: the meanest, slowest work I have ever put my hands to. I lost my footing. I went down into the warm silence more times than I kept count of, and had to claw back up with nothing but the ring's small ache in my fist and the one thought that held. They crowded close and whispered the last and worst of what they had; one sang his lilting Plight at me; one murmured things about a cage that I will not repeat and have never managed to forget; and the poet in the corner nodded, and muttered, and kept his time, patient as water, patient as ivy.

Piece by piece, I drove them back into myself, where they had come from, where they belonged. Which meant (understand this) that nothing was banished. There was nowhere to banish them to. Every voice went back into the choir. Every splinter came home to the same cracked wood. When the cracks were all that was holding me together, I fought with the cracks.

Even when the dark leaned in with its whole weight, looking for purchase, I would not be unmade.

And at what I will call the end, because every telling must call something the end: quiet. The muttering dissolved like sugar in rain. The corners emptied of laughter. There was my own breath, ragged; my own body, filthy and shaking; my own name, present and accounted for; and the pale blade of light lying thin across the floor.

It was not much. It was enough. I have since built everything I have, twice, out of not much, and enough.

And in that quiet (in the true silence I had bought back an inch at a time, the first silence in that place that belonged to me) I heard it.

The stone.

I do not know how to give you this part. Words are the wrong tool, which is, I have come to believe, precisely the point of it. The wall of my cell was old stone, quarried stone, stone that had been cut and dressed and stacked and mortared and leaned on and wept against, three hundred years of weight and patience and dark; and worn cold under my two hands, it was saying what it was. It had been saying so all along. Everything says so, all the time; that is the world's one endless sentence; and sanity, blessed sanity, is the art of not hearing it. I had lost the art. I had lost every wall and window of the house of my mind, and I stood in the open for once in my life, in the wind, and my hands moved blind on the stone's face, and the saying gathered, and rose, and surfaced.

A name.

"Cyaerbasalien."

I spoke it as a question first, hesitant, a man trying a strange door in a strange hall. Then I spoke it with certainty, because between the first speaking and the second I had stopped being a man trying a door, and become (for one breath, for the only coin of time that matters) a man who knew the stone the way the stone knew itself: its weight, its long dark patience, the mountain it remembered being.

Then I spoke it the third time with the weight of stone, and the wall answered me.

It broke.

It did not explode, whatever the accounts say; I have heard the accounts, and I let them stand, because they pay better than the truth. It let go. Three hundred years of holding still, released all in one grateful going: mortar to sand, block from block, opening outward and downward like a hand unclenching, with a sound like the world clearing its throat.

Night air rushed in at me and I nearly went down under the plain glory of it: cold, and moving, and full of leaf-rot and river and woodsmoke, the smell of the ordinary world going carelessly about its dark. The moon stood near full over the rooftops of the University: the same moon, I did not think then but have thought every time since, that watches all cages everywhere, and helps with none of them.

I climbed over the broken stones, out of the Rookery, and stood swaying on the open grass at the edge of the world.

They tell a story about Elodin, you know. Every first-term student hears it inside a span: how the Masters locked the greatest Namer of the age in Haven for his own good, in a special room they built to hold him, and how one day he decided to leave, and left, and the wall was not consulted. I had heard that story at fifteen and thought it wonderful. I had heard it from nearer sources since and thought it terrible. Standing in the wreckage of my own wall with the night on my face, I did not think of it at all; that is the truth; I was mad, and new-mended, and empty as a rung bell. It found me only later, the understanding of whose road I had walked out on: of what he had known, all those visits, standing patient at the door of a boy coming apart, saying she's gone to the voices and waiting to see whether the boy would drown, or hear the stone.

I pressed Auri's ring to my lips with fingers that would not stop trembling, and I said it into the moving air, quiet, certain, the way you say the only prayer you have left when all the gods are out.

"Wait for me, Auri."


CHAPTER 15

MISSING

I was a poor sort of fugitive.

The stories are very clear about how these things should be done. A fugitive moves like smoke. He has a plan, and a knife, and a face like the weather before a storm. I had a torn Haven shift, legs that shook under me like a foal's, and hands that would not stop their small treachery no matter how I willed them. Less than before: I noticed even then that the trembling had eased since the wall, as if speaking one true name had put a little mortar back into me somewhere. Small blessings. I have learned to count them small, and count them anyway.

The walk from the Rookery across the University grounds is not a long one. That night it was the length of a country. The moon hung fat and low, a night shy of full, and it lit the lanes I knew the way footlights light a stage: every path silvered, every shadow sharp and shallow, nowhere for a broken boy in a madhouse shift to be anything but seen. The wind came through the linen as if the linen were a rumor. I went from shadow to shadow with stone dust on my hands, past buildings where I had studied and performed and bled, all of them standing there in the moonlight looking exactly as they had looked when I belonged to them.

I did not think about where my feet were taking me. My feet had it managed.

I have wondered, since, why they chose Sim's stair and not another: not Wilem's door, not the road, not some bolt-hole a cleverer fugitive would have had prepared. I stopped wondering when I remembered the plum bob. You'll recall it: the drug Ambrose paid to have slipped into my drink, the one that stripped a man's judgment off him like bark and left everything underneath open to the weather. That was the drug whose cure, botched, had cracked me in the first place and set every stone of this story rolling downhill. Through the worst hours of that season it had been Sim who sat with me. Sim, who is afraid of an unkind word, sat all night at the elbow of a boy who had lost the part of him that decides not to do things, and talked him gentle, and did not once let him out of his sight. My mind had forgotten none of that, wherever they had piled its furniture. My feet had not forgotten either.

I climbed his stair to the third floor and stood in front of his door, shivering, small.

The last time I had stood there, I had a lute case in one hand and half of Sim's worldly goods stacked to my chin, and Fela was directing the both of us like a foreman born to it, and Sim was lamenting his delicate constitution in three registers while carrying more than either of us. That day had happened to some other boy. I stood in that boy's spot, in the cold, and I knocked twice.

It was a feeble sound. Even my knock had been in Haven.

A pause. Then footsteps, careful ones, crossing floorboards I could not see. The door opened the two inches its chain allowed, and lamplight came through the gap like a blade laid flat, and Sim's eye appeared in it, wary in a way that Sim's eye had never been wary at me before.

I watched him take the inventory. The shift, torn at the shoulder, hanging on me like a sail on a spar. The stone dust. The hollows I could feel under my own eyes. My hands, doing what my hands did now. I watched him see all of it, and I watched him hesitate.

It was a small hesitation. A heartbeat, maybe two. I want to be fair to him, here at this table, with years between me and that doorway: he had every right to it, and better sense than me has always come with a pause attached. But I will not lie to you either. That heartbeat, standing in the cold in a madhouse shift while my oldest friend at the University decided whether to be afraid of me. That cut deeper than anything the soldiers managed last night, and it has healed about as well.

Then the chain came off, and the door came open, and Sim said, "Kvothe," in a voice that hadn't decided what it was yet. And then he stepped back and pulled the door wide, and decided. "Come in."

Firelight rolled out over me, and the warmth of it was very nearly pain.

His rooms were moving-day made permanent: books rising in stacks from every surface that would bear weight and several that shouldn't, the bitter almond-and-ash smell of alchemical residue, a half-eaten apple going quietly brown on the desk beside three open volumes lying face-down, which Fela would have scolded him for, spines being sacred to her. Everything ordinary. Everything warm. For the space of one breath I let myself pretend I was visiting: that I would flop into his chair and he would pour the terrible sweet wine he liked and we would argue about poetry, which is to say I would say things about poetry to make him turn colors.

Then the whole season came down on me at once, the way a roof comes down: not plank by plank but all together, with a whump. The dig, the room, the doorway in Imre. Bells. The voices. Nowhere left in the world that was mine. My legs simply stopped pretending, and I went sideways into the doorframe and caught myself on shaking arms.

"Sit." Sim had me by the elbow before I heard him move, steering me at the fire. His voice was steady. His face wasn't. "Sit down before you fall down. You're allowed to do the first one and not the second, those are the rules of the house."

I sank into the chair by the fire and my legs gave up their commission entirely, grateful as old dogs. Sim stayed on his feet. He hovered, hands moving (picking up a cup, setting it down, half-reaching for the kettle, abandoning it) while his face worked at questions too big for his mouth. He didn't ask them. Simmon, who could no more hide a feeling than a window can, looked at what had washed up in his chair, and asked me nothing at all, and I have loved him for it ever since.

The fire ticked. Somewhere below in the building a door closed, an ordinary door, on ordinary hinges, and nobody screamed about it. It had been some time since I had lived in a world like that.

"I made a mess, Sim." My voice came out low and cracked at its edges. I looked at my ruined hands rather than at him. "I've done things."

I meant to go on. The sentence had a great deal of family waiting behind it. Nothing else came, for a long while, and Sim let the quiet sit there between us like a third guest, and did not poke at it.

Teccam wrote that the only way past a wall is over it, and that the second-best time to climb is before you are ready. When I could bear my own silence no longer, I looked up, and I climbed.

I told him all of it. I want that noted, because it was the first time in this story that anyone got all of it, and it was not Denna and it was not Devi and it was not even Wilem; it was Sim, by his fire, with his half-eaten apple browning on the desk. The bargain with Devi that had started as a favor: a spice of life, she'd called it, and I'd repeated the phrase to myself for spans as though calling a debt a spice changed its interest rate. The warnings I had been given and walked past the way you walk past beggars, eyes forward. The courtyard, the acid, the hole under the apple tree. The room below and what it held. The compression hand, the pantograph, the neat little rig I had built under Kilvin's own lamps for robbing the Archives of everything but its paper. The night Devi didn't come, and the room in Imre, and what her face did when she saw me in the doorway.

And then Haven. That was the harder climb. It is one thing to confess your crimes; men do it daily, and some of them enjoy it. It is another thing to sit in a friend's chair and tell him that you cracked. That the fine mind he had watched juggle bindings and Masters and impossibilities for three years had gone down like a bridge in a flood, and that you had spent (days? spans?) in the Rookery talking to corners, and that a man had stood at your door with the only news that mattered and you had let your madness eat it.

"Elodin came," I said. "More than once, I think. He was trying to tell me something, and I couldn't—I wasn't able to hear it as real. It went into the noise with everything else." My thumb found Auri's ring and turned it on my finger, around and around, the cool of the silver and the small bright weight of the amber the realest things in the room. "He was trying to tell me a girl was gone."

"A girl?" Sim said gently.

And here we came to it. The last locked room in my whole honest confession, and the one I would have kept locked past dying, if keeping it locked had not already cost what it cost.

"Do you remember the night on the rooftops," I said, "when Elodin brought Lorren up to argue about my Archives ban? There was a girl who came and sat with us awhile. Small. She bolted before you got a look at her."

He frowned back through the years, and I watched him find it. "Vaguely. Wild hair. She came out of nowhere and Elodin acted like that was normal." His eyes came up. "That's the girl?"

"Her name is Auri."

And then the rest stuck, the way it always stuck. Three words about her and my throat closed like a fist. Old habit, deep as tendon. Every time her name had ever begun to rise in company I had swallowed it whole, and my body had learned the shape of the swallowing, and did it now on its own, faithful as a dog doing the only trick it knows at the worst possible time.

Sim waited. He had stopped fidgeting.

"There is more to her than what you saw that night," I said at last. "More than anyone saw. And I should have told you years ago, and the fact that I didn't is why we are sitting here."

I told him. Auri, who I thought had been a student once, before something at the University did to her whatever it does to the ones it breaks, but who had refused Haven the way a wild thing refuses a snare, and gone down instead, and made her own place in the Underthing, in the miles of forgotten rooms and pipeworks under our feet, and made it right, in a way I could not explain to him then and will not manage now. How I had met her with my lute and a hunger for one gentle thing in my life. The bread in my pockets. The small treasures wrapped in cloth. Years of nights on the rooftops, the only appointments in my whole gaudy overdrawn life I had never once been late to. Until the acid and the courtyard, until I chose not to know things instead.

"I kept her secret from everyone. You. Wil. I told myself it was for her: that if the Masters ever learned a cracked girl was living under the University they'd send men down after her with lanterns and kind firm voices and drag her up into the light and put her—" my voice did something I let it do "—put her in Haven. She is more afraid of Haven than of dying. I know precisely how sensible that fear is now, having sampled both."

"So you hid her." Sim said it softly, no verdict in it. Verdicts were never Sim's instrument.

"I hid her so well that when she needed help, there was no one in the world who knew to give it." There it was, the thing itself, laid out on the hearthstones between us. I made myself keep my eyes up. "I built a secret to keep her safe, and the secret worked, Sim. It worked right up until the moment it made her disappearance a thing nobody living would notice. You cannot do better work than that. Kilvin would give it full marks."

"Kvothe—"

"She's small," I said, because if he was kind to me just then I would have gone to pieces, and there was no time for pieces. "Small and thin, you saw. Pale gold hair, very fine: it floats around her head like a dandelion gone to seed. She moves carefully. Skittish with anyone she doesn't know; she reads people faster than Elodin and trusts them slower than Devi. She won't wear clothing that's been worn by anyone else, won't touch it. And she will not look at Haven. Not at the building. If you're walking with her and it comes into view she turns herself so it isn't there." I heard what I was doing (building her out of true details in a stranger's air, the exact trade I had refused for years) and I kept doing it, because the time for the older loyalty was over. "If someone took her, Sim. If someone put hands on her and made her go somewhere—"

I did not finish. Some sentences you cannot pay the toll on.

Sim was nodding, slow, in the particular way he had when he was writing on the inside of his own skull. Then he stood, and took his coat off the peg, and became, before my eyes, the other Simmon: the one people forgot lived in him, the one that came out when a friend was on the table. "You look like one hard word would knock you into next span," he said. "So here's a soft one: sleep. I'll go and see what can be found out by someone harmless." He smiled a little at that, crooked. "It's my great gift, you know. Nobody ever suspects me of anything. It used to sting. Tonight it's an asset."

He paused at the door, hand on the latch, and looked back at me with the firelight moving on his tired earnest face.

"We'll figure this out, Kvothe."

There are men who say that sort of thing because it is what one says. Sim has never once in his life said anything because it was what one says. I held on to that sentence the whole time he was gone, both hands, the way I'd held the ring in Haven.

I asked him (I made myself ask, just as he opened the door) whether anything was known of Devi. He didn't turn all the way around. Nothing, he said. No trial posted, no name cried at the iron law's hours, nothing on the horns' docket, nothing anywhere, which for the University was its own kind of answer: whatever was being done with her was being done quietly, in rooms where dockets don't reach. I nodded, and added her to the ledger I keep of people who are paying interest on my debts, and let him go.

  *

I woke to soft movement and grey light.

For one blank instant I was nowhere (the fire down to embers, unfamiliar rafters, and my whole body one dull argument) and I nearly went for the window before the room assembled itself into Sim's, and the shape by the hearth into Sim. Hours had gone. The window had that pre-dawn pallor to it, the light like weak tea, the hour when honest men are asleep and the University belongs to bakers and bell-ringers.

Sim sat near the fire's remains, still in his coat. He had not slept; that was written plainly. Dark half-moons under his eyes, hair pushed anyhow. But that was not what worried me. What worried me was his hands. They lay in his lap, folded, motionless.

Sim's hands were never still. In three years I had watched them conduct invisible orchestras, shred bread into archipelagoes, drum, fold, fuss, and fret through every hour we had ever shared. Stillness on Simmon was a borrowed garment, and it fit him the way borrowed garments fit.

He looked at me for a long moment before he spoke, and that was unlike him too.

"I talked to Elodin," he said, low. "Or—no. That's a lie of grammar. Elodin talked to me. I was going about it carefully, honestly I was, a question here, a question there, all of it three streets away from anything to do with you. And somewhere between the third question and the fourth he was simply there, walking beside me, in step, as if we'd left the Eolian together." A small laugh escaped him with no humor in it at all. "You know how he is."

I knew how he was. I had recently learned considerably more about how he was. Elodin was where he should not be, knowing what he could not know, always; I had taken three years to understand that this was not a Master's eccentricity but a Namer's plain condition, and I had needed a broken wall to teach me.

"He wouldn't speak about you," Sim went on. "Made a point of it: held up a hand when I so much as leaned toward the subject, like a man declining a dish. But the girl. He made very sure I knew about the girl, Kvothe. He walked with me the length of two streets and everything he said was for her." Sim's voice caught its toe on something. "He said I needed to know. Those words. From Elodin, who I have never once heard say anyone needed anything, except sleep, and once, memorably, a swim."

The fire was nearly out. The room was going cold around us, and neither of us moved toward the wood basket. Some conversations you do not interrupt even to keep warm.

"Know what?" I said, and sat up, every muscle filing its separate grievance.

He hesitated. Simmon, hesitating, with still hands, in the grey hour. I have taken wounds that announced themselves less clearly.

"The University is sending her away," he said. "To Renere."

Of all the things I had braced for, that was not on the list. Haven, I had braced for. Some cell, some cellar. "Renere?" The word came out stupid with distance. Renere was the far side of the map: the Small Kingdoms sit nearer to us than the Vintish court. "That's—why? Why would the University trouble itself to ship one cracked girl across half the map?"

"She's someone, Kvothe."

The way he said it (carefully, exactly, a man carrying another man's words in cupped hands, afraid to spill what he didn't understand) I knew they were Elodin's words entire, delivered as received.

"She's someone. That's all he'd give me. Not who. When I pushed, he looked at me the way—you know that look he has, like you've asked him to explain a color. But whoever she is, the University wants her gone, and wants it quiet. No record, no announcement. If I hadn't gone asking, I don't think a soul outside the Masters would ever have marked it." His jaw set, and his voice with it. "And Ambrose is her escort."

"Ambrose."

The name went into me the way a blade goes in: not with pain first, but with cold.

Sim nodded, and now his jaw was tight enough to hurt him. "The Jakis family is withdrawing its collection from the Archives. Books their line has lodged there for generations: carted home to Renere for, they're calling it, safe-keeping." He said the words with distaste and no idea what they did to me; my hand had already found the ring. "And they're not the only ones. The Surthens are pulling theirs too, and there's talk of others. After everything that's—" He stopped himself, too late and too kind, and looked away.

After everything that's happened. After what I did. He was too good to finish the sentence, so I finished it in the privacy of my own skull, where the voices agreed enthusiastically. The University's one unpurchasable treasure was its trust: the certainty, old as the walls, that a thing given to the Archives was safe until the sun went out. And a red-haired Re'lar had melted a hole in that certainty with a courtyard's worth of acid, and now the great families were reaching in to take their treasures home, and the Archives (Lorren's Archives, the heart of everything, centuries of patient gathering) had sprung its first leak in living memory. Because of me. You may stack that stone on the pile with the others. It goes on the same pile as Auri's, and the pile has a shape by now, and I know its silhouette better than my own shadow's.

"There's more," Sim said, quieter. "Someone saw a carriage leaving. Eastern road, day before yesterday, early. A hired man I found, one who'd been loading at the wool market and had no reason in the world to invent it." He cleared his throat, and his voice wavered anyway. "He saw a girl put into it. Small girl, pale hair. She was crying, Kvothe. Struggling. Two men had her by the arms." He looked at the dead fire. "She didn't want to go."

Somewhere outside a shutter banged in the wind, once, twice, and I heard it very clearly, the way you hear small things when the large thing cannot be looked at yet.

Auri. Who came up out of the Underthing only under moonlight, only for music, only in her own time and her own order, whose whole life was a treaty negotiated inch by inch with a world too loud and too rough: hands on her arms. A box on wheels, bearing the Jakis seal. Roads and inns and strangers, jolts and shouting, league upon league of everything she had built her deep quiet kingdom to be safe from.

I leaned forward and put my head in my hands, and for a while the room was very patient with me.

"If it's him," I said finally, into my palms. "If he—Sim, of every man alive, if Ambrose has charge of her—" and there the sentence closed its own gates, because past that point lay only the parts of me I had just spent a season stitching back together.

"Which is exactly why you have to hear me." Sim leaned in, and his voice did the thing it almost never did: went hard, level, older. "You cannot rush at this. Look at the board, Kvothe, the way you'd make me look at it. You're expelled. You broke out of Haven; by law that wall makes you a fugitive twice over. And Ambrose knows you. He knows precisely what pulls you off your feet, he has spent three years making a study of it, and now he rides east at a walking pace with the one hook in the world you cannot help but bite. Maybe it's chance. Maybe the Masters chose him for ugly little reasons of their own. But if it's bait (if he's trailing her behind him like a lure) then the worst thing you can do, for her, is exactly the thing you're sitting there wanting to do."

He was right. I knew it the way you know a proof: step by step, no exit, resenting every line of it.

"I'll handle it," I said, more evenly than I had any right to. "I can't sit here, Sim. Everything else: you could argue me out of everything else. Not her."

"I know." And he did; that was the terrible gentle thing about Sim; he always knew. "So promise me the only thing left. Be smart about it. Don't run into his trap with your arms open."

"Smart," I said. The word tasted like ash and old bells. "I'll try."

He nodded, and looked at me, and his hands, I saw, had started up their fidgeting again: turning a loose button, worrying a thread. I was glad beyond sense to see it, and I understood what it meant. He didn't believe me.

I didn't entirely believe myself. On the evidence, we were both being fair.

  *

The clothes Sim lent me fit the way a friend's clothes fit: loose at the waist, tight in the shoulders, wrong everywhere and dearer for it. They were dry, and clean, and smelled of soap and his room's fire and faintly of almonds, and not at all of Haven's damp stone rot. It is a thing you cannot explain to a man who hasn't worn the shift: that smell coming off you was half the madness, and clean cloth against your back is a spell of its own, older than sympathy and more reliable.

I did not go back to Sim's fire when he finally slept. I had never intended to, which is why I had not promised.

He would have argued, or worse, come along (Sim, on the eastern road, out of the only life that fit him), because loyalty was the one subject he had never needed to study. He was a good friend. He was possibly too good a friend, in the way that a rope can be too good: it will not break and let you fall alone; it will just come off the cliff with you. His worry was a weight I could not carry where I was going, and his safety was one I refused to spend. I left him a note with three lies in it and my whole heart, and I went out quietly, and down, and into the last of the dark.

One errand remained, and it was a foolish one, and I never considered skipping it.

Anker's. If Ambrose suspected I'd come back (if anyone was watching for the fugitive) my little room above the taproom was the one place in the world they'd watch. I went anyway, by the back ways, the routes I'd worn smooth over three years of curfews and dodged debts: under the grain chutes behind the bakery, along the wall where the frost made the top stones treacherous as ice-rimed rigging, through the alley that always smelled of cabbage regardless of season, as if cabbage were its calling. The moon had swung west but lost none of its candor; the streets lay silver and stark, shadows scarce and sharp-edged, a bad night for the sneaking trades. From below, my window was dark. My skin prickled all the same, waiting for the trap I couldn't see: a watcher in the eaves, a thread across the sill, some patient little piece of clockwork malice. I climbed the stone slow as honey, listened at the casement through ten long breaths, and heard only the inn's old bones settling and Anker's dog dreaming somewhere below.

Inside, the air smelled of candle wax and cold hearth smoke. Exactly as I'd left it. As if the boy who lived here had only stepped down for a drink, and might be back any minute, and would want his things where they were.

No traps sprang. In a way, that was its own small insult. Not even worth a snare.

The lute hung on its peg.

I took it down, and its weight came into my hands the way it always came, the way no other weight in the world arrives (settling, not landing) and for the first time since the wall of Haven broke I felt the floor of the world hold properly still under me. I ran my fingers once along the seam of the case in the dark. Old habit. The case had crossed the Omethi with me, and slept under my cot for three years, and it was, I understood, standing there in the dark of a room I was seeing for the last time, the single object in my life that had been in my life all along. Everything else (every coin, every garment, every friend and enemy and debt) had been acquired locally. The lute was from before. The lute remembered the troupe, insofar as wood remembers, and I have always believed that wood remembers.

If I had been wise, says the man at this table, I would have hung it back on its peg and returned to Sim's fire and let wiser heads make slower plans. I have never been wise when it mattered most. I am not persuaded I would trade the fact away, either, even now, knowing the bill. A man who is wise when it matters most does not end up with much of a story, and a story was about to be nearly all I had.

The rest took a minute, no more. My spare strings. My last clean shirt. The thin remainder of my purse: I will not insult the word fortune by using it; there was copper in it, and sorrow, and one lonely jot that rang against the buckle like a small bell as I swept it in. Denna's note went where it always went, folded, against my heart, its two words worn soft at the crease by now. Next time.

I stood a moment in the middle of the little room with my bag on my shoulder. It was a poor room. It had been drafty in winter and hot in summer and the third stair below it had a creak I'd never once beaten. It was also the only stability I had owned since I was eleven years old: a door with my own latch, a peg for my lute, a window the moon knew where to find. The room felt very quiet, and very small, and already like somewhere I used to live.

I went out the window I had come in by. Whatever teeth the night had, they'd missed their moment.

On the cold slates, under the fat westering moon, I stood a heartbeat with the whole University spread dark around me (Mains and Mews, the Fishery's banked glow, the Archives showing its one grey shoulder above the rooftops, all of it, everything I had bled and begged and burned to be part of since before my voice broke) and I found that the goodbye took less time than I had ever imagined it would. That is one more thing no story had warned me of. The great partings are usually over before you arrive at them. Mine had happened somewhere back among the bells, or in a doorway in Imre, or the night I first tipped acid onto a flagstone under an apple tree. This, now, was only the paperwork.

Ambrose had her. Somewhere east on the road in a sealed carriage, small and frightened and certain no one was coming. Because I had spent years making sure no one would even know to come.

I would follow that thread to its end. Through cold, through dark, through whatever the road cared to charge for passage: to Renere itself if I had to, and I already knew I would have to. I settled the lute against my back, and I went down the far side of the roof, and I left behind everything I did not carry.


CHAPTER 16

INTERLUDE: OMENS

The deck boards outside the Waystone creaked, and inside, the low sound of the telling stopped.

It did not trail off. It stopped, clean as a snuffed wick, between one word and the next. Chronicler's quill hung above the page. Bast went still on his stool by the hearth, and his stillness was the stillness of a cat that has heard something underneath the floor.

The innkeeper was already moving. There was no hurry in it. That was the remarkable thing, if anyone had been watching for remarkable things: how a man could cross from the far table to the space behind the bar without seeming to hurry and without seeming to have been anywhere else. By the time the latch lifted he was Kote entire, a towel over his shoulder and last night's glasses in front of him, a man mildly occupied in a slow morning, wearing the inn the way other men wear a coat.

The door swung inward. Old Cob came through it, familiar and worn as an old coin.

He crossed the room at his own pace, which had one speed, and settled onto his stool at the bar. The stool had long ago given up being anyone else's; its grooves fit him the way a riverbed fits its river. "Pint o' cider, Kote," he grunted. "Hell of a long morning. Don't suppose there's any of that pie left?"

"No pie, I'm afraid."

Cob clicked his tongue. "Pity, that. Pie's the thing for a morning like this one. Something warm and sweet to keep a man going."

Kote pulled a tankard from the shelf, wiped its rim, and filled it at the tap. His hands did the work the way hands do work they have done ten thousand times, no motion wasted and none rushed. If the creak of the boards had troubled him, if anything at all had troubled him, it was not present in his hands. He slid the cider across, and Cob took it in both of his and drank half of it down in one long pull.

"Ahh." He set the tankard down with a soft thunk. "That's good, that is. Nothing like cider for settling the dust in a man's throat."

He leaned an elbow on the bar then, and his face rearranged itself toward gravity, though his voice stayed at its usual amble. Cob had delivered sixty years of news over one bar or another, weddings and wars alike, and it had all gone out at the same wagon-pace. "By the by. Had a talk with the Bentleys this morning. Whole family out front of their place, packing the big wagon. Everything they own, near enough, tied down proper. Tied down like they mean it."

"Leaving?" Kote took up the white linen cloth and began to wipe the bar in slow circles.

"For good and all, by the look of it." Cob's lips went thin. "And here's the why of it, since you're too polite to ask. They saw something two nights back. In their backwoods, past the sheep field. Not a man." He paused, the pause of a man setting a plate down carefully in front of someone. "Not quite a man, any road. Mary got the best look, and Mary's not one for vapors: raised six children and buried two, that woman, she don't startle. She says it didn't walk right. Legs too long for it, or wrong some way, down low. Arms hanging past where arms ought to hang. And it moved—" Cob's hand made a vague, unhappy motion in the air. "Delicate, she said. Like it was dancing at nothing. It stood at the edge of the trees the whole time she watched, still as still, looking at the house. Gave her the shivers something fierce."

The white cloth moved through its circle. Completed it. Began another.

"They couldn't talk her round," Cob went on. "Not Bentley, not the priest, not nobody. She says she knows what she saw, and she don't intend to stay and see it twice. And Bentley—well. He didn't argue as hard as a man argues when he thinks his wife is wrong. That's the truth of a marriage, right there. You can read it all in how hard he argues."

"That's a bit of bad luck," Kote said mildly. He folded the white linen cloth, corner to corner, and smoothed the fold flat.

"Luck." Cob snorted and finished his cider with a flick of the wrist. He set the tankard down harder this time. "Luck ain't got a whit to do with it, and you know it same as me. It's all of a piece, is what it is. Shep in the ground before his time. Carter hauling that black devil-thing out of the woods for the whole town to poke at. Soldiers on the road thick as flies on offal, and bandits thicker, and the levy men behind the both of them. The roads is bad and getting worse, and now there's things standing at the treeline of a night, watching folk's houses." He shook his head, and his joints and the stool creaked together, one instrument. "I'll tell you what I told Graham. The Bentleys might have the right of it. Might be the only wrong thing about it is how late they've left it. Run while you've got the legs, I say. Not everyone's got the legs."

He pushed himself up off the stool with a groan, joints popping loud in the quiet room.

"Anyway. Best be off. Things as need tending, same as ever." He gave Kote a short nod, glanced once, incuriously, at the scribe with his papers at the far table, strangers with papers had stopped being interesting days ago, and made for the door, boots heavy on the boards.

The door closed behind him.

The silence that came after was heavier than the one he'd interrupted. It settled over the common room the way snow settles, evenly, into every corner, and the Waystone drank it the way it drank all sound, and asked for more. The fire moved without crackling. Somewhere in the walls the old inn made one small tick of wood against nail, and then thought better of it.

Kote stood behind the bar, and did not move.

There was nothing unusual in what Cob had said. That was what a reasonable man would observe. Folk had left Newarre before; farms changed hands; women saw shapes at treelines in bad years the way ponds grow ice, regularly, seasonally, whenever the world got cold enough. Nothing in it. A prudent innkeeper would already have stopped listening.

He was still listening. He listened to Cob's footsteps go down off the porch boards and along the road, fading, gone. He listened a while longer after that, to nothing at all, his head very slightly turned toward the door, and for the length of that listening his stillness was not an innkeeper's stillness. It was the other kind. The kind found in tall grass, in the last moment before it is decided which animal is which.

By the hearth, Bast sat watching him not move. Bast had not said one word since the boards first creaked, which was itself a thing worth remarking, and his eyes did not leave his master, and there was nothing playful in them at all.

Legs too long. Arms too low. Delicate, like dancing. Standing at the treeline, patient, watching the house the way a cat watches glass.

Kote took the folded cloth from the bar, shook it out, and folded it again, more precisely, as though the first fold had been the thing occupying him all along and had simply wanted doing better. He set it down square to the bar's edge. He put Cob's tankard in the wash bucket. He touched the taps, both, confirming what did not need confirming, the small liturgy of a man closing an account.

Then he came out from behind the bar and crossed the long room to the far table, where Chronicler sat over his pages, kneading his wrist with his off hand, the absent way he did between sessions, working the cramp out of the tendons a word at a time.

"Where were we?"

Chronicler looked up. If he had drawn any conclusions about deck boards and treelines and the quality of the innkeeper's stillness, he had put them somewhere out of sight, which was a kind of professional courtesy, and possibly a kind of courage. He squared his sheaf, dipped his quill, and held it ready above the paper.

"You were on your way to Renere," he said.

Kote nodded and sat. And then, for a moment, he did not begin.

His hand rested on the tabletop, fingers just at the wood's edge, riding the grain the way a man's hand rides a rail he is deciding whether to lean on. The fire threw its light down the length of the room, and the shadows of the empty chairs stretched and shifted on the wall, a company of thin dark shapes at their own slow business. He glanced at the door. Once. It was a small glance, and it spent no more time than a glance spends, and a stranger would never have marked it.

Bast marked it. Bast, from the hearth, watched his Reshi look at a shut door in his own inn as if reckoning, quietly, professionally, the time it would take to reach it. And what might be reached before it. And what might not.

Then the moment folded itself away, the way the cloth had, corner to corner, put up neat somewhere behind the innkeeper's face where all such moments went.

"Yes," Kote said softly. "Renere."


CHAPTER 17

OF DANCING STONES

The road ahead was a grey scar in the early light, and the last stars were going out above it like chalk marks wearing off slate.

I walked. There is not much more to say about those first hours, and I distrust tellers who find much to say about walking. My boots were Sim's, and they made sure I never forgot it, working at my heels with the small dedicated malice that only borrowed boots possess. Renere lay ahead of me at a distance I had chosen not to reckon, because reckoning it was despair with numbers on. Somewhere up that grey scar, Ambrose rode at his ease, and Auri went with him, in a box on wheels, farther from her deep quiet kingdom with every turn of the axle. Each time I let myself think of that squarely, the ground went soft under me. So I did not think of it squarely. I looked at the next ten feet of road, and I put one foot onto it, and then I did it again. It is a trick for walking. It is also, I have found, the whole of how the unbearable gets borne, and nobody ever tells you, because it sounds too stupid to say aloud.

Then, behind me: footsteps. Two sets, coming fast.

I turned with my heart going up my throat and my hand going for—I still do not know what. My knife was packed. My sympathy was a coin that came up tails as often as heads now. I had a lute. Perhaps I meant to play at them.

Two figures against the risen light, long shadows thrown down the road ahead of them, and then a voice came through the dimness, dry and level and Cealdish.

"Still warm," Wilem said, as if reporting the fact to someone who'd wagered on it.

And then he hit me.

I never saw it start. The fist came wide and honest (Wil never in his life threw a sneaking blow; it was one of perhaps four sentimental things about him) and it took me square on the jaw, and the road and the sky changed jobs briefly. I stayed up, barely, arms wheeling, and the world swam back into its frame, and with it, up out of the deep of me, came the anger.

I need you to understand what anger had become in me by then. It came up all at once, whole, roaring, out of all proportion. And with it, flooding my mouth, the taste of plum and nutmeg.

I froze. That taste. Sweet, spiced, rotten with memory. Any of you who have followed this story know it: the plum bob, Ambrose's little gift, the draught that peels the judgment off a man and leaves the animal doing sums. The alchemist had warned that traces would be with me for life, waking whenever the blood ran high. There, on the east road, with my jaw ringing and my fists already closing, I tasted plum, and understood that I was about to do something to one of my two best living friends that could not be taken back. And that some part of me wanted to.

My arms, thank whatever gods mind the roads, were trembling too badly to be prompt about it. Those damnable potions. Rage and ruin out of the same bottle, and the ruin, for once, outran the rage.

Before I could disgrace myself entire, Sim was between us, both hands up, one catching Wil's wrist.

"Charred hands, both of you," he said, strained thin. "Both of you."

Wil looked away, breathing through his nose. He did not shake Sim off, which was how I knew the punch had been a whole speech, delivered in the only language currently open between us, and that the speech was finished. Sim held his ground a moment longer, looking from one of us to the other like a man minding two fires in a paper house. Then he stepped back.

"You're right to be angry," he told Wil. "I'm not defending what he did. But I watched your face when I told you he was safe out of Haven. You were relieved, Wil. Don't stand there pretending you don't care. You're bad at it. You're Cealdish; your people are bad at exactly two things, and pretending is both of them."

Wil met his gaze and said nothing, and his stillness was more pointed than any reply. That was always Wil's way; he could stand quiet at you harder than other men could shout. When it was plain Sim would neither budge nor blink, Wil turned half away down the road, but the coals of it stayed banked in his eyes.

I worked my jaw, found it still attached, and raised a hand before Sim could start on me.

"Wil." My voice came out lower than I meant. "If there had been anything I could have done for Lorren, anything, I would have done it." And there my throat closed, because I had knelt in the wreck of that room in Imre, and what I had done for Lorren was fall down.

Wil's expression barely moved. When he finally spoke it was quiet and even, which from Wilem was the worst available register.

"It is not only Lorren." He said the name carefully, the way you carry a full cup. "The Surthens have pulled their collection. Eleven hundred volumes. The Alveron loans will follow: the letters are already written; I have seen the drafts, because I am a scriv, and scrivs see everything, and can do nothing, which I used to believe was a bearable arrangement." He looked at me then, straight on. "Do you understand what the Archives is? It is not a building with books in it. It is a promise. Four hundred years of dead men keeping one promise to each other, hand to hand, that what is given will be kept. Generations of work. Generations of trust. All. Gone." He spat the last word like a seed. "And for what? Curiosity?"

"It wasn't curiosity." It came out defensive, which I had not intended and had certainly earned.

"Then explain it," Wilem pressed. "Make me the accounting."

"You owe us that much," Sim said, gentler, but his gaze didn't soften to match. "No more managing us, Kvothe. You've been burying the truth in front of the both of us for three years and calling it protection. Dig."

I opened my mouth with a deflection already loaded (I keep several racked by the door, oiled, ready) and then, for once in my young life, I did not fire it. They were right. Worse, they were owed. I let the breath go out of me slow, as though more than air could leave by that road, and I let my shoulders come down off their guard, and I let the silence stand there and look at me.

"How did you even find me?" I asked at last. It was not deflection. A man needs somewhere to start that is not the center.

"You're predictable," Sim said, and there was the ghost of his grin, first of the day, thin as the dawn. "The moment I found your note (which was a very touching pack of lies, thank you) I knew. Eastern road. Vintas. Ambrose. You have exactly one heading, Kvothe; you're the easiest navigation in the world; you point at whatever's hurting you." He bent to knead his calf, wincing. "We ran most of the night. Those hills are criminal."

Every minute standing on that road was a minute of Ambrose's lead. I felt each one go by like a drop of blood. But these two had run all night into a fugitive's trouble on the strength of a lying note, and I owed them more honesty than I had ever paid anyone, and it was suddenly very clear to me which debt came first.

"Get comfortable, then," I muttered. "It's a long accounting."

Sim gestured grandly down the road, an usher at the world's poorest theater. "Tell us on the way."

I blinked at him. "You're coming?"

"Of course we're coming." He looked honestly baffled, as if I'd asked whether he planned to keep breathing. "Did you imagine we'd wave you off at the top of the hill? With a kerchief, perhaps?"

Wilem stepped past me, settling his pack, pointing his boots east. As he went by he put his hand on my shoulder (once, briefly, the whole Cealdish vocabulary of forgiveness) and said, quietly, "Tel ausa."

He was three steps on before he added, over his shoulder, as if remembering I had no Siaru worth the name: "It means our fool."

Something knotted itself up under my breastbone, too many strands to name even now. I turned my face away and made a business of my bag straps.

Sim's elbow found my ribs. "We're your friends, Kvothe. Do stop being so surprised by it. It's insulting, and also you make a strange face."

  *

The sun climbed, and the day's first wagons came up the road with it, and we stood aside for the third or fourth of them when the farmer driving slowed his cart instead of passing, and looked the three of us over (footsore, one bruised jaw, one lute) with the frank unhurried assessment country men give weather and strangers.

"You boys need a ride?"

We did. We clambered up among his empty sacks and seed bags, and he flicked the reins, and the cart took up its steady complaint: boards groaning, axles creaking, the dust unwinding behind us in slow lazy snakes. It is not a comfortable way to travel. It is, I have found, a strangely good way to talk. The noise makes a little room around you; nobody has to look at anybody; the road does the pacing.

And so it was there, jostled along between seed bags, that I finally paid my friends what I owed.

I told them the road, first: the real road, the one I came from. The Edema Ruh, and what that word means when it is not being spat. My father's hands on the lute, my mother's voice coming through the wagon wall, the firelight, the whole traveling world that raised me. Sim had heard the shape of some of this by his fire two nights before; Wil had heard none of it, ever, and sat perfectly still with his eyes on the horizon like a man listening to depth soundings.

Then I told them the rest. The song my father was building, and what it was about. The camp, the blue fire, the smell. My parents dead among the wagons, and all the rest of my family dead around them, and the man with the black eyes who smiled at me and asked after our little song, and the one wrapped in shadow that the firelight bent away from. The secret name I had been chasing ever since, through cellars of libraries and other people's nightmares.

The Chandrian.

I spoke it plainly, on a farm cart, in the middle of the morning, in the middle of the Commonwealth, and no candles guttered and no wood rotted, and the cart rolled on. That is always somehow the strangest part.

When I finished, the tightness that lived in the middle of my chest let go some portion of its grip, the way a fist eases that cannot fully open. It hurt. It helped. Teccam claims confession draws the poison from a wound and leaves it clean; Teccam, as usual, is half right and the good half. Some poison bled away on that cart. Not all. There is poison the body learns to run on. Draw it all at once and something in you seizes like a dry axle.

And doubt rode with us; I won't pretend otherwise. Wilem hid his well (Wilem could hide a haystack in a spoon) but I caught the glance he traded with Sim, one look, freighted, returned. Neither said anything. Neither needed to. I did not blame them, and I want that recorded. I had just watched the woman who knew me best in the world hear the same story nights earlier and fail to believe it with her whole considerable mind. Belief was not the debt I was collecting that morning. Being heard was, and they paid it in full.

The cart creaked. Sim studied his own hands. Wil watched the hills. And the farmer, up on his board, hummed to himself, soft, tuneless-and-then-not, the way men hum when the reins do the thinking, and the tune wandered its way into something that put a cold finger on the back of my neck. I knew it before I knew I knew it. Every child in the four corners knows it: the counting rhyme, the old skipping-game verse about hearthfire burning blue and what to do about it. The Chandrian rhyme, humming up off the driver's board of a seed cart half a morning after I had said their name aloud under open sky.

I gave the back of his weathered head a long look. His eyes stayed on the road. His humming lost its way, wandered off-key, and became by slow honest degrees a drinking song from the Small Kingdoms, and never came back.

Chance, almost certainly. Rhymes live in the back of every throat in the world; that is precisely what I had built my whole research upon, once: dig in the nursery. Almost certainly chance.

I have made a long study of the words almost certainly. They do more work in this story than I ever wanted them to.

It was Sim who finally broke our quiet, leaning in, voice dropped low in the way people's voices drop around that name, as though the sound of it carried further than other sounds. "The Chandrian. You're certain. Not bandits dressed up in someone's story. You're certain."

"You don't have to believe in them," I said. "But my first teacher (Abenthy, an arcanist, the man who got me into the University) told me something once that has never let go of me. Every culture has stories about them. Not similar stories. The same stories. The same count of them, the same signs, blue fire and rot and rust, the same warnings, in lands that share no border, no tongue, no god. Yll and Ademre and the Ceald and the far side of the Stormwal, all singing the same seven shapes to their children." I turned my hand palm up. "When every traveler you meet, coming from every direction, warns you off the same stretch of road: at some point you stop asking what's wrong with all the travelers."

Sim nodded slowly, and did not argue, which from Sim was movement. And Wil said nothing, but his eyes had changed: sharpened, gone from the patient set of a man being kind to a friend toward the narrower look of a scriv who has caught two catalogues agreeing that should never have met. Same stories, no shared border. Wil knew what that meant about sources better than either of us. I had reached him. Not belief. The thing before belief, that scholars have instead: the itch.

A while after, I noticed a stone rattling loose among the cart boards: a smooth grey pebble, river-rounded, the kind the world makes by the uncountable million. I picked it up and turned it over in my fingers, feeling the weight of it, the patience.

And because my sleeping mind had never really gone back to sleep since Haven (the wall between it and me had a hole in it now, and things came and went) I listened to the pebble a moment, and then I spoke its name, low, under the cart's creaking.

It moved in my palm the way clay moves under a thumb, except no thumb: flattened, curled, closed its circle. A ring of grey stone, seamless, warm from my hand. I slipped it onto my finger, beside the silver one with its pale amber stone.

The cart went on creaking. The morning went on being morning. Two rings, side by side. Stone, and amber.

Sim was staring. Wil had gone very still again, differently than before.

"Rings like these," I said, flexing my fingers, trying the weight, "are meant to give my enemies pause."

"Or make them laugh," Sim said, but his voice arrived half a beat late, and had to push past something to get out.

Wilem shook his head slowly. "It will draw attention. The good kind and the bad kind, and you have never once in the time I have known you been able to tell them apart."

"How far you boys headed?" the farmer called back over the cart's noise, easy, a man making the day's conversation.

"The greystone circle," I said. "The one up on the bluff. Half a day east, I'm told."

He was quiet for a moment, and the quiet had shape to it. "That place feels wrong after dark," he said at last, not turning. "I can carry you a piece farther, no charge in it."

"We won't be there long," I said.

He shrugged the shrug of a man who has offered, and did not ask more. Country people never do. They have a treaty with the wrong-feeling places, older than the roads, and its first article is that you don't interrogate other folk's business with them.

In the easier quiet after (and it was easier; something between the three of us had shifted its weight, not forgiveness exactly, but the beginning of the thing forgiveness is later made from) Sim began to ask his questions. Careful ones, spaced out, the way Mola would probe the edges of a wound to learn its depth before committing to the needle. What exactly had the hidden documents said about the Chandrian? What did I mean to do when I caught up to Ambrose: the actual verbs, not the music? Was there, anywhere about my person, hidden in a boot perhaps, a plan?

I answered as honestly as I knew how, and the honest answer, oftener than I liked, was that I did not know. It is a strange feeling, saying I don't know out loud, over and over, to people you have spent three years dazzling. Strange, and cold at first, and then oddly like setting down luggage.

Wil listened more than he spoke, which was Wil. But he was watching me now instead of the hills, and the banked anger had gone out of his eyes at last, and what had taken its place was in some ways harder to sit under. Worry wears a heavier boot than anger. Anger at least believes you'll live to be worth it.

  *

The farmer set us down where the track to the bluff left the road, as the light was going long and honeyed, and clicked to his horse and rolled away east without looking back: a little faster, I thought, than his pace had been all day.

We climbed the track, and there they were.

Greystones. A full circle of them, up on the bluff's bald crown with the whole eastern sky behind them going rose and iron. They stood the way greystones always stand, like giants too tired to finish leaving: shoulders rounded by a thousand years of wind, faces worn past reading, patient past all sense of the word. The old troupers' roads bend to pass them. The tinker Terrence, half a year and a whole life ago, had given me his one rule for the wandering trades over whisky at just such a stone: always camp at greystones. Standing in that circle in the failing light, I felt the rule's true face look out at me for the first time. It had never been advice about camping.

And then I cursed, silently, with feeling, in three languages.

En Temerant Voistra. The book. I had chased that title through the Archives for two years (every scriv had heard of it, no scriv could produce it) and then found it, of course, in the room below the courtyard, where everything I had ever been refused was patiently waiting. I had copied every page of it that touched the old roads and the standing stones. And every one of those pages was in the cache, somewhere back west of us, half a day's ride the wrong way and further than the moon for all the good it did me. Devi had seen to the where of that hiding, and I had seen to my own ignorance of it, and been proud of the arrangement, and it had been wisdom, and I hated it.

I would have to work from memory, and my memory had holes in it with bells at the bottom.

I sat on the cold turf, closed my eyes, and went down after the book the way you go down a rope in the dark. The feel of the pages first, brittle as onion skin. The lamp's blue-green light. The Temic: archaic, crabbed, half its verbs shaped in ways no living grammar allowed. And the drawing: the circle of standing stones, and the lines of script bending around it like water around a rock.

I began to recite what came back, and the old words felt like river stones in my mouth, smooth and heavy and not mine. And here my friends showed me what I had been too proud, three years running, to properly count. Wilem sat forward and listened with a scholar's whole patience, stopping me (gently, precisely) to mend a vowel, to unknot a construction. Temic sits next door to Siaru; Wil had read documents in the old tongue since boyhood. And Sim, when I dug a scrap of paper and a nub of charcoal out of my pockets, took them without a word and set the fragments down in his fast fair scribe's hand as we reassembled them, keeping every variant, marking every gap, orderly as a ledger. Between the three of us we raised more of that dead book than I could have raised alone with a span to work in. If you want to know what the University is (the true one, the one that hides inside the buildings) it was there on that bluff: three ragged expelled and expellable boys, restoring a forbidden text from memory in the dying light, correcting each other's pronunciation. That is the only University that ever mattered. It travels.

But one word stopped all three of us cold.

Wilem frowned over Sim's transcript. "Dance?" he said, disbelief putting an edge on his accent. "It cannot be dance. A construction this formal (an invocation) and here in the very hinge of it, a child's word. Dance."

"That can't be right." Sim tapped the charcoal against the paper. "You're certain of that one? Of all of them, that one?"

I was certain. It had snagged me the same way in the hidden room; the snag was half of why the page had stayed with me. The old script bent around the drawn circle, and at the turning of it, that word, plain as a fiddle at a funeral: dance.

And I thought of Denna.

Of a night on a greystone very like these, on a bluff above Trebon, with a ruined farm smoking somewhere behind us and the whole world gone quiet the way it goes quiet after harm. We had sat up on the stone's broad back watching the dark for blue fire, and talked for hours in the low easy voices you only find when neither of you is looking at the other. About names, and what they cost. About secrets, and which ones keep you. She had patted the greystone under her palm that night and called it a good old thing, half joking, the way she half-joked everything she wholly meant. Denna never learned a word of Temic in her life, and she had read that stone more truly than the book did.

Dancing stones. The old folk name for the circles. Every county has a story: the stones that dance on midsummer, the stones caught dancing and struck still at dawn. I had catalogued those stories at fifteen as corrupted lore. It had never once occurred to me to wonder what it was the stones were said to be dancing with.

I got up and put my hands on the nearest stone and leaned into it, the way you lean on a big quiet horse.

And it was there. What I had heard in the wall of Haven as a saying, one voice, one name held long: here was the same voice, but moving. The Name did not come to me as a sound at all. It came as a turning. A slow rotation, deep in the stone and deeper than the stone, like a rhythm remembered from before there was music to hang it on, patient and vast, a wheel of such size that its turning looks, from any single night of a man's life, exactly like stillness. It gathered. It had been waiting an age to be asked, and it was in no hurry now that asking had come; things that old are never in a hurry; and I stood with my hands flat on the cold grain feeling it build under me until it crested and came whole, and the word left my lips before I had decided anything.

"Cyaerbasalien."

The circle shifted. Not the one stone: all of them, together, a single low tremor running stone to stone around the ring like a chord through the courses of a harp, and through the turf, and up the bones of my legs. The world took one breath and held it.

Then everything was still. Ordinary evening. Wind in the grass.

"It didn't work," I said, and the frustration was already climbing my voice, because the turning had been there, I had felt it answer—

Sim's hand came down soft on my shoulder.

"Kvothe," he whispered. "Look."

He was pointing up. I followed his hand, and my complaint died where it stood.

The sky was velvet black from lip to lip of the world, moonless, and crowded with stars I had never seen. Not our stars scattered strange: other stars, fat and fixed and burning in colors stars do not burn, hung in constellations no sailor of ours has a name for, so bright the greystones threw faint shadows on the silver grass. The air had changed around us without ever seeming to move: thick now, sweet as meadow honey, warm out of all season, and full of a scent like rain on flowers that had not fallen and were not there.

The stones stood exactly where they had stood. It was everything else that had danced.

We had crossed into the Fae.


CHAPTER 18

DEFINE LOST

Before I tell you this next part, understand: the Fae does not keep still long enough to be remembered properly. Telling it in the past, in the neat done-and-finished grammar of our world, is carrying water in a net. Some of what follows will arrive in the wrong tense. I have stopped apologizing for it. That is simply what the memory does when you open the door: it comes in still happening.

The sky unravels, thread by thread, as though Jax himself were up there plucking it apart for the wire. Stars wheel and drift like embers off a dying fire, and their places are subtly, maddeningly wrong: not scattered, wrong, the way a word is wrong in a forged letter. Two constellations low in the east blink down at me in slow alternation, like animals seeing a man for the first time and conferring about it.

A watching sky. A waiting one.

I lead us through the trees. I say lead; there is no sun to steer by here, no path, no road, no mark of any hand that ever thought to make one. But something is pulling at me, dayward, soft and constant as tide, and I have stopped fighting it. I know this pull. I have felt it once before in my life, and my body kept the feel of it the way the body keeps everything it should let go of. Felurian. Her name melts against my lips like honey and warning, and my feet keep arriving ahead of my judgment, and I let them, because in all this sliding country her pull is the one fixed thing, and a drowning man does not question the rope.

The air rings thin, like sound drawn off plucked glass. The ground shifts soft between my strides. Twice the slope goes wrong mid-stride (downhill becoming up without ever passing through level) and my stomach files its objection and is overruled.

Sim stumbles along at my side, filling the silence the way he fills all silences, with talk. His voice comes out stretched, though, pulled thin as taffy, the words arriving a little late and a little long. Wilem walks behind us with his dark eyes on the treeline, moving the way a wolf moves in open country, low-shouldered, economical, insulted by the whole arrangement.

"We are lost," Wilem said.

I almost denied it. I had found my way through Tarbean's crueler alleys blind drunk on cold. I had learned the ten thousand shelves of the Archives well enough to walk them lampless. But those were places built by human hands, and human hands leave patterns a clever man can learn. Streets end. Shelves keep order. Even Tarbean, which hates you, hates you consistently. Here there was nothing to hold. The Fae slid around us the way blankets shift in sleep, and every landmark I fixed on quietly rearranged itself the moment my eyes went somewhere else. Twice I had marked a split tree. Three times it had been behind us.

"Say it," Wilem pressed.

"We're misplaced," I muttered.

"Hm." Wilem shook his head. "Well. We are not found."

I have never managed to win that kind of exchange with a Cealdish man, and I have stopped entering them. But before I could try, a sound comes threading through the trees.

Light as a breath. Quick as a shiver. It is closer to music than to any other thing I know a word for, and it is not music, the way your reflection is not your twin. It finds the hollow of my chest the way a struck note finds the body of a lute: not entering, resounding, as if the hollow had been carved to its measure years ago and left waiting. I am not hearing it, or not only. I am remembering it. A melody I have always carried and never once played. A song I did not know was mine until something else began it.

It does not call me forward. This is the part I need you to understand, because it is the part that makes the Fae what it is. A call can be refused. This simply waits, patient as a set table, for me to come.

"What now?" Wilem's voice, sharp, from behind me.

I didn't answer. I stepped toward the song.

"Kvothe." His hand caught my arm, fingers hard through the sleeve. "You don't know what this is."

"We can't keep wandering." I pulled free, gently as I could manage, which was not very. The song hung there between the trees, unhurried, certain of me. "Look around you. Every direction is a guess and every guess moves." I nodded toward the sound. "That is the only thing in this whole sliding country that acts like it knows where it is."

"That is how people die," Wilem said flatly. "In every story my grandmother ever told, that is precisely and exactly how people die."

"Then I'll go alone."

I would like to tell you I said it nobly. I said it the way a tired man says it, with a tremor in his hands and a girl in a carriage somewhere east of everything, past caring about the quality of his decisions, only their speed.

Wilem said nothing. I stepped into the undergrowth, and Sim was beside me before the third branch swung back: pale as skimmed milk, eyes wide as a child's at a fire, and grinning anyway, because he was Sim. "You genuinely thought we'd stay behind," he said. "That's the insulting part."

And behind us both, boots deliberate in the leaf-rot, came Wilem, muttering in Siaru. I caught perhaps one word in five. Most of what I caught was arithmetic: his grandmother's stories, counted off like a bill of lading, item by item, each one ending badly.

  *

The clearing opens like a held breath released.

Firelight, first (a great fire burning a color fire should not be entirely comfortable burning) and moving through its light, the dancers. Shapes not quite human and not quite anything else there is a name for. Their limbs bend in ways that make my eyes ache, and the ache is wanting: you watch an arm turn through an arc no arm of our world owns, and something in you leans after it, wishing. Their faces are smooth as river glass. Their eyes, when the light crosses them, go from silver to green and back, slow and restless, like moonlit water deciding.

For a moment (a long one) they are only beautiful. Dancers wrapped in flame, every gesture seamless, every turn a phrase I almost recognize, the whole of it like overhearing a language you spoke in a dream. Then the light shifts a hand's width, and what is strange in them shows itself without apology. Ribs too narrow, and too many or too few. Lips overfull, flushed as bruised fruit. Cheekbones cut so sharp the skin around them has given up moving. And the smiles. The smiles hold too long and stretch too wide, with nothing behind them changing, as though smiling were a garment, and no one had ever taught them when a garment comes off.

Beautiful and wrong, wrong and beautiful, the two of them braided too tight to pull apart. That is the Fae entire. You may keep the observation free of charge.

"Tehlu's name," Sim breathes beside me.

I cannot answer him. I cannot look away, and (this is the true confession) I am not trying very hard.

A silver-haired figure comes toward us from the fire's edge, bearing cups in long narrow fingers, too many knuckles to a finger, or knuckles in the wrong places; counting is difficult and feels rude. The voice, when it comes, hums like wind drawn over strings, chord rather than tone.

"No iron. No ugly things." It is not a request. It is the reading of a law so old it has worn down into weather.

My knife was at my feet before I had finished deciding: laid down carefully, the way you set down something much heavier than a knife, because it was. Sim followed, fumbling. Wilem's hand closed over his blade and stayed closed. I watched his knuckles go pale. I watched him look at the ring of firelight, and the shapes in it, and the dark behind it, out of which more eyes shone at exactly the wrong heights. His fingers tightened. Released. Tightened. Every story his grandmother ever told him was having its say, and every one of them was shouting keep the iron, and every one of them had also ended badly for men in exactly this clearing. He crouched at last and set the knife beside mine, straightening the hafts parallel out of pure Cealdish spite, and his throat worked as though he were swallowing against a pulled rope.

The cup pressed into my hands is warm on one side and cold on the other, and no side is the side that was near the fire. What is in it tastes of honey and thunder. I mean that as plainly as I can manage: sweetness, and underneath the sweetness that pressure the air carries just before close lightning, drunk as a liquid. It pools in my chest and spreads outward along paths I did not know were laid, loosening things I had not known were tight. And some things, I would learn, that had been doing faithful work by staying tight.

Sim drank deep and laughed, a startled boyish crack of a sound, delight surprising itself. His eyes had already gone glassy in the firelight, the particular sheen they took after his third metheglin at the Eolian, arrived here before his second swallow.

Wilem held his cup at his chest like a man holding a hand of cards he intends to fold, and did not drink, and watched the treeline the way a man watches the one door he might need.

Then another figure steps out of the press of bodies, and the clearing rearranges itself around her without anyone moving.

Hair like living flame (I do not mean red; I mean it moved, and gave light) and eyes like smoldering amber, and a stillness about her that made the air lean in close to listen. She moved the way a drawn blade moves in a steady hand: grace, with the promise of a cut folded into every line of it.

"If you want safe passage," she says, "you must dance."

Sim swayed against my shoulder. "Dance?" he said, in the voice of a man asked to pay a toll in a currency he is delighted to discover he carries.

But I was already dancing.

The first steps are mine. I want that on the record, whatever it is finally worth. Measured, deliberate, laid down the way I would lay the opening bars of a song whose shape I do not yet know: leaving room, listening forward. A trouper's opening. My mother taught it to me before I could read: when you don't know the tune, begin anyway, and begin beautifully, and the tune will forgive you.

But the music here has its own intentions.

It folds over itself once, twice, like a hand closing, and finds me. It comes up through the ground into the soles of my feet and settles in behind my heartbeat like a second pulse that has decided to keep the books from now on. My body knows this rhythm before my mind can even petition to be consulted: knows it the way my fingers know the frets before I have chosen the chord, an older knowing, resident in the meat. I am not dancing. Let us be truthful, at this late hour, at this quiet table: I am being danced. I am an instrument that some vast patient thing has picked up, and tuned with two turns of its wrist, and begun, idly, wonderfully, to play. And the song is older than anything I have words for, and being played is the sweetest thing that has ever been done to me, and somewhere very far away a small cold voice that lives in the deepest room of me (the room where names come from) says, clearly: this is how they keep you.

The fire turns when I turn. The shadows lean. The pulse is in the hollows of my wrists now, in the base of my throat where breath becomes voice, and voice is next, I can feel the song reaching for my voice, curious what I keep in it—

Then something breaks the rhythm.

Sim stumbles. His feet reach for a beat that has moved on without him, and he staggers sideways, and his face (his poor open face, that never hid anything) is the face of a man waking from a warm dream into cold water and finding he does not know which one is his life. I catch his arm before he goes down. He is trembling under my hand like a struck board.

And the catching breaks it for me too: the song lets go of me all at once, the way a wave lets go, without malice, without even noticing, there being so much else to hold. And I pull Sim out of the fire's circle, through the turning shapes that do not turn to watch us go, into the cooler dark beneath the trees.

My feet, I noticed, were bare. I have never found out what became of my boots. Somewhere in the Fae, I suppose, there is a pair of boots that were borrowed twice over, and I hope they are dancing.

  *

Sim wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. "I think I'm dying," he said, with the perfect earnestness of the very drunk, and meant every word.

"You're not dying." I crouched beside him, working to shake off a dizziness that clung to me like cobweb, here a strand, there a strand, never quite done. "You are fae-drunk on two swallows of thunder, and tomorrow (if this place has tomorrows) you are going to feel every one of your sins individually."

Wilem stood a few paces off, arms crossed, cup still full in his hand, on watch. He had appointed himself the night's one sober man in the way he appointed himself things, silently, past appeal.

Sim swayed on his knees, listing in slow arcs like a mast in a lazy wind, eyes glassy and elsewhere. And it was as I steadied him that I caught the flicker at the edge of my sight. A color. Deep orange, half-hid among the black twisting shapes of the trees, warm as a coal in a dark hearth.

An orchard.

The trees stand in rows. Understand what that means, in that country: nothing in the Fae had stood in rows, nothing had submitted to a line, and here are trees planted in order, tended, kept, their branches hanging low and gnarled and heavy. And the fruit. The fruit gleams like molten copper cooling, each one holding its own small light the way the drink had held its thunder, and the shapes of them stir something at the very floor of me: a song in a language I have never learned and somehow know, a word on the tip of a tongue I did not know I had. The air under those branches is thick and sweet and it presses close, presses in, the way a lullaby presses on the inside of your chest in the last moments before sleep takes you: gently, gently, with its whole weight.

I was staring. I confess it. The pull of that place had gone into me like a hook into soft wood.

But I had a hook in me already, older and set deeper (dayward, eastward, a girl with a ring's worth of my heart) and two hooks tear against each other, and the pain of that is, I believe, the only reason I looked away in time.

Sim had no second hook.

He was on his feet and moving before I understood what I was seeing: that loose dreaming stride, arms slack, head tipped, a sleepwalker's certainty, the walk of a man being reeled.

"Sim. Don't—"

Too late. His hand went up among the low branches with the simple rightness of a child reaching for its mother, and plucked one of the fruits, and he bit into it before the branch had stopped swaying.

Juice ran down his chin, catching the orchard's copper light like fire-gilt. His eyes drifted shut as he chewed. The whole of him went soft with pleasure, and when he turned to me his face was open and unguarded and happy in a way I had not seen it since: I could not name since when. That was the horror of it. It was not a strange face. It was his own best face, arrived by the wrong road.

"It tastes the same," he murmured, wondering, half to himself. He held the fruit out to me, generous as ever, Sim to the last cell of him. "You should try—"

I slapped it out of his hand.

It burst against a root in a spray of copper. Sim's mouth went slack. His brow folded. He looked from his empty hand to my face and back, searching me for something I could not give him, hurt blooming through the haze slow as ink through water.

And behind us: a snap of branches. Then the quiet, deliberate weight of steps that wanted us to hear them.

A figure came out of the trees. Tall: wrong-tall, the tall of Cob's treeline stories. Silent. And a spear already leveled at my throat, its head a long grey thorn that had never been metal.

Black eyes, depthless, still as well-water at night. Limbs that bent with a slow coiling grace, as though the bones inside ran on some other plan than the shape suggested. It regarded us with those black eyes, and the air around it smelled of crushed green and cold earth, and everything in the orchard leaned toward it the way grain leans to wind.

The Thiani. I did not know the name yet. I would.

The dark gaze went from Sim, to me, and then down, to the burst fruit bleeding its copper into the dirt. A sound began in it before any word: low, rising up through the ground itself, into the soles of my bare feet, a note of grief and offense so old it had ceased to be either and become law.

"You have touched what was not given."

"Wait—" I raised my open hands, and I had talked my way past gaelets and Masters and murderers in my time, and I am telling you that I opened my mouth in that orchard and there was nothing in it. No coin of mine spent there.

Its mouth split open (wider than mouths) and what poured out was not a voice. Shrill, furious, edged, a sound like a blade drawn hard across bone, and it went through the forest like a fire-bell through a paper city. And the forest answered. From every dark quarter, near and far and impossibly overlapping, the calls came back, and every one of them was coming closer.

They herded us back to the clearing at spearpoint: more of them now, a dozen, a score, the count sliding the way everything slid there. The revel had stopped. The hum of the gathered Court swelled and shrank around us like a tide with opinions. The ground tilted under my feet in slow waves; the light bent where no light should; my stomach rolled and went on rolling.

"The Talamas Grove has been defiled." The Thiani leader's spear-butt struck the ground, and the crack of it rattled my teeth in their seats. "There must be justice."

The Court hissed. Not like a crowd. Like a kettle coming on, all together, one long rising breath.

And then a voice. Soft. Calm. Absolute: not loud, never loud; it simply arrived underneath every other sound and took possession of the floor they stood on.

"Bring them forward."

The crowd parted the way water parts, without anyone moving.

He stood at the far edge of the clearing, tall and utterly still. Dark skin, dusk-dark, and dark hair falling past his shoulders like a curtain of black silk stirring in a wind that was not blowing. He was beautiful in the way the far edge of a cliff is beautiful. Everything in the clearing leaned toward him, the firelight included, the way shadows lean toward dusk.

"High Lord Remmen." The Thiani's voice sharpened to a thin bright edge, ceremonial. "These humans were caught eating from the sacred grove."

Remmen. The name landed in the pit of my stomach, in the place where stories live and wait. Fragments came up around it unbidden: the Lord of Twilight. The Telwyth Mael. Half-lines of songs my father had sung with the lamps low, the songs you did not ask for twice. His eyes, when they came to rest on us, burned a slow considering violet, and being considered by them was like being read by something that had already finished the book.

Sim made a sound beside me. It labored, and became a word. "We didn't." His voice cracked in the middle. "I didn't."

Remmen's gaze settled on him, patient as dusk.

"...Know," Simmon finished, one syllable arriving alone and far too late, an honest man's lie assembled by a drunk. If I had been sober I would have closed my eyes in despair. Being what I was, I merely watched it happen, the way you watch a cup already leaving the table.

Remmen sighed. A small sound. The sound of something being set down carefully, so as not to be blamed for the breaking. "Your hand," he said, and extended his own.

Sim blinked at him, swaying. "Huh?"

The moment stretched long enough to grow moss. Then, hazily obedient (and that obedience frightened me more than the spears; nothing in Sim resisted, nothing even thought to) he held his hand out.

His fingers were smudged dark in the low light. Deep orange, crushed into the lines of his palm, ground under his nails, the sweet copper flesh of the fruit testifying from every crease. Sim looked down at his own hand with faint surprise, as though it had been off somewhere without him.

The Court's breath went in all together, and came back out as a seethe.

"A thief and a liar," something spat, from everywhere.

"Hang them over the Black Morass," Remmen said, and he was already turning away, and the turning was the worst of it: the sentence had cost him nothing, the way it costs you nothing to fold a letter.

  *

By luck, he had not meant by the neck.

We were put into a cage grown of living roots (grown, not built; I watched the last withes braid themselves and did not enjoy it) an orb no bigger than a wardrobe, and hung out over a swamp whose smell climbed the ropes to meet us. What relief I felt at keeping my throat unbruised did not survive long acquaintance with the accommodations. The cage flexed and creaked when any of us so much as shifted our weight, the whole orb turning slow on its tether, and the air through the root-gaps tasted of rot and standing water and things at their long work below.

Sim groaned from the bottom of the tangle. "My head feels like Kilvin clamped it in a vise."

"Do not eat fruit that glows," Wilem said, to the middle distance, in the tone of a man adding a line to a ledger of grievances that would be read aloud, in full, at some later date.

Sim produced something adjacent to a laugh. Then, quieter, with his eyes closed and his head against the woven roots, he said: "I haven't had persimmons since I was a child."

The cage creaked through its slow turn.

Wilem went still in a new way. "Persimmons," he said.

A nod, eyes still shut. "That's what they are. What they taste like, anyway. My family's estate outside Renere: they grew wild along the cliffs above the river. Whole hillsides of them. In autumn the ground under the trees went orange, and the wasps got drunk, and my brothers used to—" He stopped himself, the way he always stopped himself two words into any sentence containing his family, and finished somewhere else: "That's why they named me Persimmon."

The silence that followed had real workmanship in it.

"You're joking," I said.

"Hardly." A sigh from the depths. "Firstborn gets the family name. The spares get named for whatever the estate's known for. My uncles are called Quince and Sorrel, if that gives you the flavor of my people. I prefer Sim."

"I'm sure you do, Persimmon," Wil said, and there was, unmistakably, buried at some depth under the gravel of his voice, a smile.

"You are both," Sim said with dignity, "going to be unbearable about this for the rest of my life."

"Yes," said Wil.

Sim let his head fall back against the roots. The swamp breathed under us, thick and slow, patient as everything in that country was patient. When he spoke again the drink had burned down in him and left something small and true standing in the ashes.

"Are we going to die here?"

"No."

I said it at once, flat, certain, in the voice I keep for lines that must not be questioned. It is a stage voice. Sim knew my stage voices better than any man alive, and he let it stand anyway, and that (a friend agreeing to be lied to, because the lie was all you had to hand him) is a kindness I have been paid too many times, and repaid too few.

The cage swayed. Somewhere below, the Black Morass turned over in its sleep.

  *

The air brightened around us, though nothing rose. There is no sun there; I never saw one; the darkness simply grew tired, like a guest who has stayed his welcome, and slunk off to gather itself elsewhere, and what remained called itself morning and was believed.

They cut us down with no warning and less ceremony. The ground met my feet too soon (it had been farther away all night; I had watched it be farther away) and I stumbled on landing, and my stone ring clicked against Auri's silver as I caught myself, and the small sound of it steadied me better than the ground did.

The Court had gathered again. Quieter now. Even the ever-present hum of unseen things had drawn itself thin as a held string.

Remmen sat upon the knotted roots of a tree the size of a modest keep, dark skin against pale bark, violet eyes half-lidded, watching without seeming to watch, which is the only way that things of real power ever watch. He did not fill the space the way a king fills a throne. He filled it the way a low note fills a room: everywhere at once, and mostly in your chest.

The Thiani leader stepped out of the crowd, from a place where I would have sworn there had been empty air. "They have defiled the Talamas Grove," it announced, and struck its spear-butt down. "There must be justice."

"What," Remmen said, mild as evening, "must be done?"

"They have no place here. One clean stroke." The black eyes passed over the three of us, without hurry, without heat. "The head will do."

Sim made a strangled sound.

"You would kill a man over fruit?"

The words were out of me before wisdom could catch their coat. Soft laughter went through the Court like wind through wheat (genuine delight, which was worse than scorn) until the Thiani's look cut it off at the root.

"It was no mere fruit." The thrum under its voice deepened. "It was a sacred offering, set apart and sung over. Such theft is blasphemy."

Remmen tilted his head a fraction, and shook it once. Slow. Almost regretful.

"Then cut out this one's tongue," the Thiani said, and its spear swung to point at Sim.

"No."

It came out of me harder than I intended, and much harder than was wise: flat, ringing, a word with its feet planted. The clearing went very quiet, in the way a card room goes quiet when a man everyone had priced as small pushes his whole purse to the center.

Remmen's violet eyes came fully open, and turned to me, and I felt the attention of him arrive like a change in the weather.

"No?" A world of courtesy in it, and under the courtesy, the cliff-edge. "And who are you, to decide in the matters of this court?"

And here is where I must be honest with you, because it is the hinge of everything that came after. I did not plan what I said next. I had no standing, no precedent, no clever three-step prepared. The words came up out of me the way the name of stone had come up out of the wall of Haven: whole, and older than me, and already fitted to my mouth, as if I had heard them once in a tale before I could walk and they had been waiting in me ever since, keeping their edge, biding until the one moment shaped like them arrived.

"I am who sets the challenge," I said. "In the old ways."

A stir went through the Court like a struck chord. Murmurs, and under the murmurs a bright flickering interest, hungry and glad: the sound an audience makes when the play, which had been merely good, turns suddenly into the play they came for.

Remmen's lips curved. Faintly. The way dusk curves toward dark.

"You would challenge me."

"I would."

And with a gesture no larger than a leaf falling, he summoned his attendants. And the clearing, which had been a court, began arranging itself into something older than courts.

They moved quickly and without instruction. A small table of silverwood, set between us. Cushions of moss that had not been there and had perhaps always been there. And upon the table, a board. And when I saw the board, I heard, faint and clear across whatever distance separates that country from a courtyard in Severen, the sound of an old man laughing at me with real affection.

Tak.

The word lands in me like a stone set down on a board. Around the clearing the murmur of the Fae draws tight as a tuning string.

Remmen's gaze meets mine across the table. He reaches out, unhurried, and places the first stone.

I let my breath settle. I place mine. And something surfaces in my chest, warm and sudden, a memory shaken loose from where it slept: a sun-washed courtyard in Severen, wine going warm and ignored, an old man across the table from me with a wolfish smile and a walking stick and all the time in the world. Patient. Precise. Never once in a hurry, and never once beaten.

Play to be good.

Remmen plays his next piece. There is no hesitation anywhere in him. He plays the way rivers move through stone: each piece arriving where it was always going to arrive, so that the game seems less like his choosing and more like a landscape being disclosed. There is a rhythm in it that keeps turning just ahead of me, around a corner I never quite reach. The board opens downward beneath my attention into a depth I cannot find the bottom of, and I recognize the vertigo, because I have hung over this exact depth before, across a much smaller table, against a much politer abyss.

I lay my next piece.

Play to be better.

The game deepens. His stones spread in patterns I almost recognize (almost, always almost, the whole country ran on almost) shifting their meaning just as I begin to read them, the way the constellations here blink. I adjust. I fail. I adjust again, looser now, less like a sieging general and more like a man improvising a melody over changes he doesn't know.

And I know this feeling. That is what no one in the clearing could have guessed, and what saved my voice and Sim's tongue and all three of our heads: I had been here before. A whole winter of afternoons, I had sat across a Tak board from a man whose depth I never once sounded, losing, and losing, and losing beautifully, and hating it, and coming back. Even my best games against him had been allowed (I understood that eventually) permitted, the way a child is permitted to win at wrestling, held always a safe span above the true floor of his game. I hated that too. I never told him so. He knew.

But I learned. Tehlu's mercy on me for where I learned it, and from whom, and what the lessons were later worth to us all. But I learned.

Above all, play a beautiful game.

And here, at last, at the bottom of my need, I understood the instruction. I stopped playing to win. I stopped playing the stones and began to play the board: the whole turning shape of it, the way you play a song rather than its notes, hearing the phrase that wants to come next rather than forcing the phrase you planned. My fingers find the next stone without being sent. And the next. Something old wakes up in my hands (older than that courtyard, old as firelight and my father's voice) a rhythm deeper than strategy, and the game is strumming through me now the way the dance had, except that this time, this one time in that whole country, I am the one doing the playing.

Remmen's eyes narrow. It is a small thing. In a face like his it is a shout.

A single crease appears at his brow, the first disorder I had seen anywhere in him, and I will carry the sight of it to my grave with my other few trophies.

I place my stone. It settles with a quiet click, the sound of a small door closing.

The fire crackles. The air between us holds still, the whole Court one held breath.

"Tak," I say. Softly. You do not shout it. He taught me that too: the word is not a blow, it is a bow: the game thanking itself.

The board rested between us, finished. The crowd's murmur rose around it.

Remmen studied the stones for a long moment. I could not tell you what he was reading there; more than I had put in it, I think; things of his age read grain, not letters. Then, with the slow certainty of twilight going down to dark, he swept the stones aside with one hand.

"Well played."

I allowed myself one breath. One slow blink. One private moment to believe I would keep my voice.

Because I had understood, somewhere in the middle passage of that game, what the stake had been. No one had named it. In the old ways nothing so crude as naming is required. I had set the challenge; the challenged sets the price; and I had seen it in the pause before his first stone, the way his eyes had rested, briefly, courteously, on my throat. Singers who lose to the Lord of Twilight do not lose their heads. They lose what he liked best about them. I would have walked out of that clearing whole and hale, and never sung another note in my life, and known always exactly what I had gambled and how nearly.

My tongue still curls to think of it. Some prices you remember. Some you remember having almost paid, which is worse, because those you can still imagine both ways.

Remmen rose and turned to the gathered Court, and his voice went out over them like dusk going out over water. "A victor must receive his due."

"My due?" I was still half inside the game. I had asked for safe passage and Sim's tongue and our three heads. I had not asked for a due.

The Court stirred. And this stir was different. Expectant. Ceremonial. The sound of an audience that knows the story and has been waiting all evening for its favorite part.

A figure came forward out of the press of watching Fae.

He was young, and thin, and bright the way a candle is bright in restless air: a thing you want to cup your hands around, half to warm them, half to keep it from going out, and entirely mistaken either way. His hair was a riot of inky curls, and where the firelight caught their edges it came away deep blue, the blue of raven feathers, the blue at the bottom of a flame. And his eyes. Bright mercy, his eyes. They burned an impossible blue, blue as noon sky over Ademre, blue as the deepest thought of water. And they locked onto mine and did not look away. Nothing about him looked away. He regarded me with a frank and total attention that no human child has ever paid to anything, weighing me the way I had just watched his father weigh a board.

"A child?" I heard myself say.

Remmen smiled, and there was something in the smile I could not price. "Such a small word," he said, "for what he is."

The boy did not flinch under discussion, or preen. He held my eyes, and tilted his head a degree, and I had all at once the strange and vertiginous certainty (I remember it arriving, cold down the back of my neck) that the game just finished had not been the evening's real contest at all. That I had been examined twice tonight. And that this second examiner, this thin blazing boy, had reached his verdict somewhere around my third stone, and the verdict was in his favor, and I was the prize being awarded to him.

"My son. Your ward." Remmen's voice, formal now, ringing quietly off the silverwood and the stones. "The Prince of Twilight."

I looked at Remmen. "Why?"

"You called for the old ways."

"And in what old tale," I said, "does a game of Tak win a man a prince?"

Remmen's violet eyes held mine, steady, ancient, and entirely sure, and he answered me the way you answer a child who has asked why water runs downhill.

"In all of them."

And the rightness of it settled into me then, the way a tuning settles, the way a story clicks into the shape it was always going to have: the rightness of the old tales, where the beggar is the king and the fool's wager buys the kingdom and the fiddler comes home from the hill with more than he carried up it. I stood in the oldest kind of story there is, and it had been standing around me all night, patient, waiting for me to notice; and stories like that are not places a wise man lingers, because they are true in both directions, and they always, always collect.

I turned back to the boy.

He grinned at me—bright and sharp as moonlight on a blade, in a country that had no moon.


CHAPTER 19

AMBER AND IVORY

The air bit at my skin as we stepped out of the Fae, sharp and cold and blessedly honest.

I had not understood how thick the air of that other place had been (thick as resin left standing in the sun) until it was gone, and the world was plain again, and my limbs were made of flesh and bone instead of silk and story. Cold I could name. Ground that stayed put underfoot. A sky with our own tired stars nailed where they belonged. I stood and breathed it like a man surfacing.

Wil and Sim swayed beside me, blinking hard, drawing deep breaths as if tasting air for the first time in their lives. I watched the moment land on each of them: the moment they felt the honest weight of their own bodies come back, like a coat returned by a thief.

And then there was Bast.

He had given us his name somewhere in the walking-between, offered lightly, the way you'd hand someone an apple: Bastas. It had worn down to Bast before the first hour was out, because some names do that on their own, and I have learned to pay attention to which ones.

Bast did not shudder or breathe deep or shake anything off. His eyes simply drifted shut a moment, hands loose at his sides, like a man pausing in a doorway between two rooms he knows equally well.

"Ah," he said. "I forget how thin all this is."

I turned to look at him, and watched him work, and it was worth watching. His glamourie was well-woven: it had to be. The Fae do not belong in the mortal world, and the mortal world knows it, down in its bones; sometimes it says so in whispers, sometimes in screams, but always, in the end, in blood. So he tended his seeming the way a musician tends an instrument before going on. He crouched, adjusting where the seams of himself had blurred too thin in the crossing. A flick of two fingers along his cheekbones, dulling an edge no razor made. A smoothing drag down his calf, settling the look of boots over what were not feet, and I glanced away from that, and he saw me glance away, and his mouth curved. When he straightened he rolled his shoulders, precisely the way a cat settles into a skin it has decided, provisionally, to wear.

Seeming, you understand. Only seeming. The hooves were still there under the boot-shapes. That is the first thing to know about glamourie, and the last thing anyone remembers when it matters: it changes nothing. It only asks your eyes to be polite.

Sim exhaled slowly, watching the last seam close. "I still don't understand how you knew where we'd come out."

"Good." Bast clapped him on the back warmly. "Hold tight to that confusion. It will serve you far better than understanding ever could."

Sim looked as if he did not care for that answer.

I didn't care for it either. I had a Namer's half-schooling and a fresh scar on my mind, and I knew just enough to suspect the answer was not knowledge in any sense we meant the word: that asking Bast how he knew the way was like asking a fish how it knew the river. But whether or not I understood it, he had led us true. We stood in high hills in the last of the afternoon, and below us, spread along its wide silver river to the sea's haze, was the city.

Renere.

From that height you could see the truth of it that the songs all mention and none explain: Renere is three cities wearing one name. The Low City first, flung along the water: docks and canals and drowned-looking markets, a lacework of bridges, half the streets streets and half of them river. Above and behind it, the Old City, dark-roofed and close, grown rather than built, its lanes tangled around a hundred green-spired temples: the Whispering Quarter, travelers call the heart of it, though I did not yet know why. And crowning the long hill above them both, white as a kept promise, walled and towered and catching the low sun like a blade catches it: the High City, and at its center the Citadel, seat of the Calanthis line, where a king sat who did not know that everything I loved that was still alive had been carried through his gates in a box.

Three cities, one name, and they did not love each other. You could see that from the hills too, if you had grown up reading towns the way troupers must. The walls between the three were newer than the walls around the whole.

Bast stood looking down at it a long moment, and a faint furrow crossed his brow: his gaze flicking rooftop to rooftop, bridge to canal to crowded artery, reading the moving streets the way Wil read catalogues. Searching. Measuring.

"A hungry thing," he said. And then, softer, mostly to himself, with a relish I did not entirely like: "Onward, then. To our fate and legacy."

  *

A gondola would have been easier.

The Low City's dockmen whistled as we came down among the canals, minding their long poled craft through the silver-blue shallows, calling out fares and flatteries in the beautiful bullying singsong of watermen everywhere. They gestured to open cushioned seats with the confidence of men who can tell at a glance which strangers have sore feet.

Sim would have taken one; his whole body leaned boatward. Then Wil snorted (one syllable of pure Cealdish commentary on men who pay to float) and Bast turned toward the snort with bright pleased curiosity, the look of a scholar who has just found a promising index. He was learning Wilem, I realized, by what Wilem chose to scorn. It is not the worst method. It may be the best one.

"Afraid of a little walking, Simmon?" Bast asked, in the manner of a man dropping a coin just to watch a beggar decide what dignity is worth.

Sim straightened as if hoisted. "Obviously not."

Wil grunted his approval, and we walked.

That suited me. A city cannot be known from the water, any more than a man can be known from his portrait. You have to take a city by its streets: feel it underfoot, learn what it does with its noise, listen to how it whets its teeth on its own laughter. I had learned two great cities that way, from below, at the age when everything learns you back. Tarbean had leered: sprawling, broken-toothed, all jagged edges and cutting smiles, a city that looked at a boy and priced his shoes and his grief in the same glance. Imre had sung: light and money and easy kindness, a city with clean hands that had never once asked itself where its washing-water went.

Renere did neither. Renere did not welcome, and did not leer, and did not sing.

Renere swallowed.

The streets of the Low City teemed: not chaos but a tight choreography of it, the particular pressing purposeful crowd of a place built from the cobbles up to move coin and keep it moving. Silk-sashed bravos idled among hard-eyed merchants, each pretending the other was scenery. Street performers turned knife-bright wheels in the wide market courts, and the laughter that rang off the stone had a keeping-time quality, as if even delight here ran on the meter. Everywhere the sharp smell of cut citrus fought the greener, heavier breath of canal water, and everywhere beneath both, faint as a signature, the smell every port city keeps in its foundations: tar, fish, and other people's ambitions.

You could measure a man's worth here by his collar and the weight of his rings. That is true in most cities. But in Renere I noticed you could measure his danger by something else entirely: by how easily he walked. A city that crowded with thieves prices ease very high. The relaxed men were the armed ones, or the owned ones, or the owners.

Bast walked easily.

For a solid hour he prowled the streets at my side: except that he was never quite where I expected him. He noted rooftops the way merchants note prices. He laid his palm flat against market stalls in passing, a light touch, as if taking a pulse. He fell behind long enough to put his head into an alley, then reappeared ahead of us without having passed us. Once I turned and found him gone entirely, and turned back and found him impossibly forward, lounging against a lamppost we had not reached yet, wearing the smug patience of someone who has always known where you were going and finds your route quaint.

Wil had marked all of it. Wil marked everything; it was his one extravagance.

Bast caught the stare. He curved an eyebrow, tilted his head a courteous degree, and let his smile come out slow and deliberate: an unquestionable challenge, served on good silver.

"Have a care, dear Wilem. Where I come from, a steady look is half a promise."

Wil did not slow his pace. He did not blink. "I already have one reckless bastard to look after," he said. "Do not need another."

The laughter that broke out of Bast was real: startled out of him, bright, delighted, his whole face opening around it. "Oh! Oh, I take back every unflattering thing I have ever thought about you."

"You have known me a day," Wil said dryly.

"Some people inspire insults faster than others."

Sim's eyes narrowed at Bast. Then traveled to Wilem. Then, with the weariness of a man reading his own future in bad handwriting, to me.

He sighed from his boots. "Tehlu help me. You're going to get along."

  *

The noise reached us before the street did.

Rhythmic. Steady. A pulse working through the air, deep and thrumming, less heard than felt in the teeth: the sound a crowd makes when it has begun, without deciding to, to move together.

Ahead of us the street clotted. Bodies pressed and slowed in the narrow way, folk edging back against walls and into doorways with their parcels clutched, wearing the studied blankness of citizens who have somewhere to be and have learned the price of watching. Above the crowd's heads I could see banners, or robes, some slow brown mass of assembly filling the square beyond.

Wilem frowned. "Now what."

"I think it's just street preachers?" Sim offered. "A sermon."

I looked at their hands. You can keep your face saying sermon all day long; hands are worse liars. Arms crossed hard over chests. Fists resting closed at thighs. Shoulders squared to the square, nobody's weight settled, everyone's knees soft.

Wilem had caught it too. "It is no sermon."

Then the first soldiers pushed into view (blue and gold, the king's colors, a wedge of them driving into the crowd with shields turned sideways) and met a wall of brown-robed bodies that did not scatter. That was the thing that made my scalp crawl, watching from a hundred feet: they did not scatter. Townsfolk scatter before uniforms; it is one of the reliable sadnesses of the world. These pushed back, silent, braced, in ranks that knew they were ranks, and the blue-and-gold wedge stalled against them like an axe in wet wood.

"We need to leave," Sim said, his voice climbing its ladder.

The air had not broken yet. But it was bracing itself; you could feel the whole street inhale and forget to let go. One wrong shout, one thrown stone, one horse losing its nerve: a single wrong moment, and the square would turn over like a boat.

I made my choice.

"Bast." Low. Steady. "Find us a way around."

Bast turned his head just enough for the city's failing light to catch in his eyes, and there was nothing of the idler left in them. His grin stayed wide and lazy. The eyes over it were all business, and very old.

"Oh," he said, rolling his shoulders once. "Now you like my tricks."

"Bast. Now."

He sighed like a put-upon dandy, tipped his head back, and read the city: a flick upward to the rooflines, a flick sideways down a strangled little alley not one of us had glanced at twice, his fingers flexing loose at his side like a man counting something without numbers.

Then he slipped toward the alley, unhurried, with the particular grace of someone who has never once in his existence been caught.

Wil fell in beside me, voice low under the crowd's thrum. "You trust him to know where he is going?"

No. That was the plain answer. I had known him a day and won him at a game, and the country he came from ran on bargains with their teeth hidden, and I did not understand what he wanted, and nobody wins a prince with a board game and comes out ahead on the exchange.

Steel caught the light across the square: one blade, then its brothers.

"I trust him to move like he belongs," I said, pushing Wil ahead of me into the alley's mouth. "Half the time, that's the whole of what's needed."

  *

We climbed out of the Low City as the lamps were being lit, up through the Old City's tangle (where the noise fell away all at once, streets going hushed and close under the leaning houses and the hundred green spires, and I understood the name Whispering Quarter without anyone explaining it; the whole district was built in materials that ate sound, and knew it, and had opinions) and we came up at last against the High City's wall, and through its gate with the evening crowd, and there it stood.

The White Citadel.

If Severen-High had shimmered (and it had; the Maer's court wore its wealth like frost, cold and fine) then Roderic's seat simply burned. Everything was white past sense: white stone, white marble, white plaster scrubbed and scoured and polished within an inch of sanity, so that even by lamplight the whole fortress held a pale glow like a banked coal's heart. It stabbed upward, high and narrow, tower over tower, the upper spires so far gone into the darkening sky that I tipped my head back and back and ran out of neck before I ran out of Citadel.

Sim's hand landed on my shoulder, steadying. "Careful. Usually by now someone's charged you a tax for looking too long."

I would have laughed. I was half a breath from laughing, and glad of the chance.

Then the gates opened for a carriage rolling out, and the laugh died where it stood.

Heavy. Gilded. Loud in every way a silent object can be loud: the kind of garishness that uses gold the way some men use perfume, to arrive before them and linger after. Lacquer black as spite. And on the door, raised in bright worked metal, a crest I knew the way you know a scar.

House Jakis.

Wil was in front of me before I had finished taking the first step. Neatly. Squarely. He did not grab me. He simply became geography.

"I know that face, Kvothe."

"She doesn't belong here." My voice came out of a throat gone to a fist. The carriage rolled past trailing outriders and lamplight, in no hurry, mine to watch and nothing else.

"She was living under the University, Kvothe." Sim's voice came gentle, and the gentleness made it worse; you can armor against argument, but not against care. "In tunnels. On scraps. What if (I'm only asking it) what if she's better here? Warm. Fed. Safe behind the best walls in the world."

"She won't be." The air in my chest burned like winter air. "She can't be."

I could not have told him then what I have since had years to put words around: that Auri's Underthing was not deprivation, whatever it looked like from above. It was the one place in the four corners built entirely of her own consent. Every object in it was where she had decided it belonged. Every room asked her permission. You could give her a palace, and the palace would be a larger and better-fed kind of drowning, because no one in it would ever once ask her leave. But I had no such words that evening. I only had the burn.

I tried to step around Wil. Wil held his ground with the immovable courtesy of a boundary stone.

"Yes. A brilliant plan," he said. "Charge headlong into the strongest fortress in Vintas, shouting. They will have you in a stone cell before the supper bell, and then who does she have?"

The last six words were the ones that stopped me. Wil always knew which words were the ones.

"Fine." I heard my own voice go somewhere new: flat and quick and bright at the edges, a voice I did not entirely recognize and would come to know very well. "Then we don't charge. We bluff our way through instead."

  *

Disguises are tricky things, and most of what people believe about them is wrong.

Bad disguises depend on deception: on false whiskers and borrowed limps, on asking the world to believe a lie outright, which the world, being made largely of bored people who notice things, generally declines to do. Good disguises are built the other way entirely. A good disguise is a matter of choosing which of your truths to wear, and how brightly to wear them, and trusting everyone to draw the obvious wrong conclusion all by themselves. People will fight a lie. They will carry an assumption home and feed it.

And it happened that I carried, folded in oilcloth at the bottom of my travelsack, one truth dangerous enough to open even a citadel: a writ of patronage, signed and sealed, from Lerand Alveron, Maershon of the Eastern Marches: in whose high court at Severen I had in plain fact served, sung, and been shown more favor than was ever good for me.

We took rooms at an inn called the Blind Beggar, close under the High City's wall, where the sign showed a smiling man with coins on his eyes and the innkeeper had mastered the great civic art of Renere, which is not looking at anyone twice. I left my lute beneath the bed, tucked in its case against the wall where I could pretend such an arrangement kept it safe. Leaving it felt like leaving a lung. Then we went through the evening market with a purpose that outran our purse, and I chose with a costumer's eye, which is the one inheritance my father left me that no one has managed to take. For myself, a sash of heavy silk in sapphire and ivory: the Maer's own colors, worn the way only his sworn men wear them, which no man in Vintas would dare do falsely, which was precisely the assumption I required. For Wil, a tailored dark waistcoat with silver buckles: quality without heraldry, the uniform of the useful and discreet, a patron's man built for standing near doors. And a deep blue ribbon for Sim's curls, court-fashion.

It was Wil, buckling the waistcoat, who said what I had been circling and refusing to land on.

"Simmon cannot come."

Sim's head came up, stung. But Wil only looked at him steadily, and I watched Sim run the sums himself and arrive, pale, at the same total. A fourth son of the Duke of Dalonir does not vanish. Vintish courts keep pedigree the way the Archives keeps books. One functionary who had summered near his family's estates, one herald with a good memory for faces out of the peerage rolls. One wrong glance, and Ambrose would hold in his hand the single fact he could hurt us all with: the Dalonir boy, at court, under false colors, in the company of the madman. Sim had spent his rank like a miser all the years I'd known him, kept it like a sword over a door. This door was the wrong one to draw it at.

"I'll mind the lute," Sim said at last, with a lightness that fooled no one and was, I thought, among the braver things I ever heard him say. He unknotted the ribbon from his hair and held it out to Bast. "Try not to let anyone die."

Bast took the waistcoat from him as well, shrugging into it, adjusting the cuffs with the air of a matter long settled.

"You can't come either," I said. "That court will be full of iron. Locks, hinges, gate-nails, sword furniture: a citadel is a sty of it."

Bast went on adjusting his cuffs. And when he answered, his voice had changed: the lilt rising up in it, musical and strange and older than his face, the cadence of something half-remembered from a song no human wrote:

"I have carried worse than iron in my teeth, and smiled about the carrying after." Then the lilt dropped away like a garment and he was all lazy courtier again. "Besides. You require a pair of eyes in there that see what yours cannot. You have no idea, yet, what manner of thing you have picked a quarrel with. I should like to be present when you find out. Purely for the education."

Walking up the approach to the gate, I felt naked as a peeled stick. No lute. No knife. No sygaldry, and a mind I dared not lean my full weight on. Everything that made me dangerous was under a bed or under a scar. I held the writ out to the gate officer with steady hands, and I want it understood what those steady hands cost: they were a performance with my whole strength behind it, and while they performed, there was very little of me left over to do anything else: a fact that would matter before the hour was out.

The officer frowned at the parchment. Read it twice. Glanced at the sapphire-and-ivory at my waist, at Wil's buckles and Bast's borrowed correctness ranged behind me like a small retinue.

And waved us through.

Wil let his breath go once we were past earshot, one long controlled exhale, a man setting down a crate of glassware. "You make that look too easy."

"That's the trick of it." I did not feel easy. I felt like a coin spinning on a table, bright and upright and one wobble from flat. "Look like you belong, and half the time nobody checks. The other half—" I touched the sash. "—you'd best have a truth on you somewhere."

  *

Inside was extravagance of a kind I had no frame for, and I had by then stood in two palaces and the Fae.

Marble pillars rose in ranks, holding up a vaulted ceiling five stories gone, every surface between corbels carved or gilded or both. The upper walls carried murals: the Calanthis line rendered in pigment and gold leaf, generation after generation of dead kings processing around the room's whole compass, so that wherever you stood in that hall, ancestry looked down on you with its painted patience. Between the murals hung tapestries vast as ship's sails, and the woven kings hunted woven stags through forests of thread that had cost more than the forests.

The hall was already full. Nobility packed the floor in slow eddies, and over everything hung the mingled scent of a hundred perfumes and one ambition. I moved us in along the room's edge, scanning with a performer's eye (it is the same eye in a hall as in a taproom, only the stakes dress better) marking faces, exits, sightlines, distances. Near the base of the upper balcony I found Baronet Pettur, sleek as ever, bending the ear of that gossiping fool Lord Praevek. Both had summered at Severen. Both knew my face, and the shape of my standing with the Maer, and enough of its ending to be dangerous with the rest.

And apart from them all, alone at the balcony rail with a cup he was not drinking from, watching the empty dais below with round unblinking attention, like an owl given a barony: Bredon.

Something in me went glad at the sight of him, simple as a struck note: the old man, the winter of games, the one purely pleasant friendship Severen had given me. I had to stop my own hand from lifting in greeting.

I steered us deeper into the crowd instead, out of all their sightlines. "Stay close," I murmured. "And stay quiet."

"I am the very soul," Bast said, "of what is careful and discreet."

Wil said nothing at all. His dark eyes were going over the room the way they went over a new catalogue: methodically, without appetite, missing nothing.

Then the fanfare sounded (two trumpets, sharp and bright as knives coming out) and the hall's sound fell off its table. A herald stepped to the front of the dais, a man so layered in red-and-gold embroidery he seemed less dressed than upholstered.

"Hear ye! All rise in reverence for His Majesty, King Roderic Calanthis, second of his name, sovereign lord of all Vintas, ruler from the Centhe Sea to the peaks of the Stormwal!"

Roderic was not the man his portraits promised. The paintings (I had walked past a dozen renderings of him in the murals just now) showed commanding height, a jaw set in bronze certainty, a hand made for the hilts of things. The man who came out and took the throne was slight and wiry, grey salting his short beard, with the quick dry economy of movement you see in aging falconers and moneylenders. His eyes swept the hall once, corner to corner. It was the sweep of a man long accustomed to being watched, who had learned in return the appearance of seeing everything, which is a different accomplishment from seeing everything, and I filed the difference away out of old habit.

"Also be upstanding for Her Majesty, Queen Rinne, first of her name!"

The Queen entered with measured grace, took her place, and smiled at the hall, and the smile was real enough. But I have made my living reading faces over footlights, and around her eyes the lines of some long worry stood unhealed, like ground that has been trenched and filled and never quite settled.

The herald drew breath again.

"Her Royal Highness, the Princess Ariel, first of her name!"

Whatever else the herald said after, I lost. The words dissolved like sugar in rain.

A young woman came into the hall through the high doors behind the dais. Golden hair, drawn back hard into a braid and pinned: pinned with jeweled precision, every strand governed, a construction with nothing of her in it, hair that had been decided, and not by her. A gown of pale blue silk, boned and structured, that pooled behind her on the steps. Gloves to the elbow, white kid. Slippers. She came up the dais steps with a terrible deliberate care, each foot placed and tested and trusted with her weight only gradually, the way you walk on river ice. The way you walk when the ground has stopped being something you're allowed to trust.

Auri.

My Auri. My little moon-fey, who danced barefoot on rooftops with her hair floating around her like her own private weather. Who spoke to the moon as to a neighbor of long standing. Who had named every forgotten thing in the Underthing and learned each one's proper place and kept them all, faithfully, in the rightness only she could see. Who would not wear a garment that had known another body. Who had once pressed a key into my hands, gravely, with ceremony, and told me what it was for. Who weighed every gift for a day before accepting it, because accepting was a real thing, and doing a real thing wrongly mattered.

Gloved. Pinned. Shod. Boned into silk chosen by strangers. Every single article on her body a thing she had not consented to, laid against her skin by hands that had not asked.

She took her seat beside Roderic. The king's hand moved on the armrest: lifted, drifted an inch toward her glove, hovered, and returned to the carved wood. A small thing. A father's hand remembering, mid-reach, that it had somehow already used up its permission. I might have imagined it. I have gone back and forth on that hand for years.

Auri's hands settled in her lap, gloved fingers curled with a patient, held tension: curled the way you hold a thing that hurts, when putting it down is not among your choices. And she was smiling.

I want to be precise about the smile, because the smile was the worst of it. It was not a grimace, not a tremble bravely mastered: nothing so honest. It was a taught smile. Practiced in a glass, under instruction, until it sat correctly on the face: the right width, the right lift, the right season. It was competent. She had learned it the way she learned everything, exactly, because exactness was her nature and they had turned her own nature into the leash.

It was the worst thing I had ever seen. I had seen my family dead around a supper fire, and I tell you it was of that kind, and I will not be argued with by anyone who was not there.

My grip on myself slipped. The tremor came up my right arm like a beggar through an open door, and I clenched the hand shut and pressed Auri's ring hard against the finger-bone, cold silver, warm amber, hold.

"She is not well," Bast said. Quietly. No mischief anywhere in him. It was the first thing he had said in a quarter hour, and he said it like a physicker reading a wound.

On the dais, Roderic rose, and the hall hushed itself flat.

"As many here know," he said, and his voice was better than his stature, trained and carrying, finding without effort the tone that courts require: grief worn as a medal, "we have been beset of late by more than our share of tragedy. War in the north. Unquiet in our streets. Loss upon loss within these very walls." A pause, measured to the drop. "Yet today I stand before you with glad tidings. My daughter (who was lost to us, these many years, beyond hope and beyond prayer) has been returned. And for this mercy, this house and this whole kingdom have one man to thank."

He did not have to name him. The crowd was already turning, the way a field turns to the sun.

Ambrose Jakis came through the parting nobility with the unhurried confidence of a man entering a room he holds the deed to. He had dressed with real intelligence: deep Vintish blue, gold thread at the cuffs, rich and half a step below royal, deference itself, if deference were for sale. He mounted the steps and knelt before the king with the smooth, oiled grace of a man who has rehearsed his kneeling.

I stood in that glittering crowd, in my enemy's city, with my hands shaking, and watched Ambrose Jakis be thanked.

"Your Majesty." Even his voice had been fitted for the room. "I am grateful beyond telling that I could be of service."

"The courtesy you have rendered this court merits reward." Roderic's words had the worn smoothness of river stones, of a rite. "Speak. If what you ask is just, it shall be granted."

Ambrose let the silence stand. Precisely long enough to signify humility. Precisely short enough to signify none. I had watched cheaper actors time it worse.

"There is one thing I would ask, Your Majesty." And here his gaze went sideways to Auri: brief, warm, exquisitely gauged, a glance engineered to read as tenderness from the cheap seats. "During the long road home, your daughter and I came to know one another. To grow fond of one another, I dare hope. It is my deepest wish (with Your Majesty's consent, and hers) to ask for her hand."

The whispering that broke over the hall told me everything, if the staging had not already. Too many of the whispers were smug. All around me, insiders were leaning to their neighbors not with surprise but with confirmation, flexing their connections, collecting on small wagers of access: I told you, I had it from the chamberlain's man, I knew before you. Nothing in that hall was being decided. Every word of it had been drafted, bargained, and signed somewhere upstairs days ago, and this (the kneeling, the fondness, the fatherly grief) was the fair copy, read aloud. The court was watching a play whose ending had been written before the players ever walked on.

I looked at Auri.

She had not moved. Not a finger. The smile sat on her face, correct, while two kingdoms of men arranged the disposal of her hand, and her stillness was not calm, and I knew it was not calm, because I had spent years learning her stillnesses the way I learn music, and this was the one I had only ever seen once before: through a crack under a door, in Haven, in myself.

I was through the crowd before I knew I had moved.

"No."

My voice went across that marble like a thrown knife. It was trained to fill halls, that voice; it filled this one. Every head turned. The whisper-tide stopped dead.

I stood at the foot of the dais stairs. My sapphire sash was askew from shoving through silk shoulders. Every part of me was strung wire-tight, and my hands: my hands had thrown off all governance, out where the whole of Vintas could see them, and I could no more stop them than stop the tide. I had spent my strength at the gate, holding them still. There was nothing left to perform with. There was only what was true.

"This man did not rescue your daughter." I heard my words hit the back wall. "He took her. From the only safe place she had. From the only home she chose. He put hands on her and put her in a box and dragged her across half the world, and he has the gall to stand here and call it—"

A ripple of confusion was spreading, glances crossing, uncertain which script this was.

Ambrose turned. And I will give the devil his due, here at this table, all these years too late for it to cost me anything: he was good. No triumph reached his face. What arrived there instead was concern: grave, weary, pitch-perfect concern, with just a thread of embarrassment on my behalf, the look of a decent man forced to handle something unfortunate in public.

"Your Majesty. Forgive him." He said it to the king, but pitched for the hall. "This is Kvothe. A former student of the University: expelled, I'm sorry to say, this past term." A beat. "He was recently confined to Haven. The asylum." He let the word do its patient work; I felt the crowd shift around me the way a room shifts away from a cough. "I'm afraid he formed... an attachment to your daughter during the years she wandered near the University. His fixation on her has long been a matter of concern to those who knew him. I had hoped, truly, that he would not follow us here."

You see the craftsmanship. Every word of it true. I have built enough weapons out of true words to know master-work when it is used on me.

"Your Majesty." My voice cracked in the middle like a boy's, and I heard how it sounded, mad boy's voice, shaking hands, wild hair, Haven, and I could not stop. "She doesn't want this. Ask her. Not in this hall, not in front of the play—ask her—"

Roderic's jaw tightened, and everything patient went out of his face like a tide going out.

"You present yourself in Alveron's colors." Each word came down colder than the last, stones set in a row. "You carry the Maer's own writ, and use it to enter Our presence under pretense, and disrupt Our court, and slander a man to whom this house stands in debt: with accusations that carry the weight of nothing." A pause, iron-shod. "It grieves me to treat the Maer's seal so. But until his offices can account for you, you will be confined."

Guards detached from the walls. Six of them, converging without hurry, hands already on hilts. Somewhere behind me I heard Wil say my name once, low, a warning and a grief in one syllable, and felt Bast's hand come flat against my chest: not restraining yet; measuring, the way you gauge a door you may shortly have to break.

"She's afraid." I was not shouting anymore. The rage had burned through its fuel and what was left standing was only the truth, quiet, which is always the last thing anyone hears. "She is sitting on your dais in clothes she never chose, terrified past moving, and not one soul in this gilded hall can see it. You have hung a play on her and called it a homecoming. She is afraid, and none of you can see it."

Roderic's eyes went, for one unguarded instant, to his daughter. And the skin around them drew tight (some small awful recognition trying to be born behind them) and his hand found the armrest again, and this time it gripped.

"Remove him," he said. His voice was perfectly steady. His knuckles were white as the walls.

A gauntleted hand closed on my arm. I wrenched it free without deciding to. Another caught the back of my coat, hauling, and the hall was rising around me in a roar of scandalized silk, and—

"Wait."

Small. Barely a sound at all. A word the size of a dropped pin.

And everyone stopped. I have never seen anything like it, before or since: a hall of five hundred, guards with their blood up, a king mid-command: all of it stopping, instantly, entire, for the smallest voice in the room. There is a lesson in that too, if you can bear it.

Auri had risen from her seat. She stood at the dais's very edge, small and pale in the stiff blue architecture of her gown, gloved hands clasped in front of her, and she was looking at me. Straight at me. Her eyes across all that marble and gold: her eyes were the only part of her they had not managed to dress.

"Please don't hurt him." Quiet as dust falling in sunlight, precise as everything she had ever said to me. A voice that had learned, long ago and at what cost I was only beginning to guess, exactly how careful a voice must be. "He took care of me. At the University. He brought me things, and was kind."

The hall did not whisper. The hall did not breathe.

He brought me things, and was kind. Three years, that sentence had in it. Bread warm in my pockets and honey stolen from angry bees, the roof-tar summers, the winter I played till my fingers split so she would not go so long between songs. Sealed under a handful of little words, set down gently in front of kings. She had weighed every gift for a day, always. It had never once occurred to me that she was also weighing the giver, and that someday, in some unimaginable room, I would be spent.

Roderic looked at his daughter. The Queen's smile had gone entirely, and what was under it was older and hurt and true. And for a long moment the king did not move. And then something shifted behind his eyes, and it had nothing to do with thrones or writs or the debt to House Jakis. I knew the look. I had seen it once already that hour, in a hand that reached and stopped. It was the look of a father watching his child flinch, and counting, in one bad instant, every flinch he had contrived not to see.

"For the sake of my daughter's gentle spirit," Roderic said slowly, "a cell will not be necessary." And then, as though feeling the crown resettle its weight: "But you will not set foot upon these grounds again until summoned. See them out."

The guards were not gentle about it. They were not required to be, and in my experience of guards, the requirement is the whole of the arithmetic. What happened in the long service passages between the throne room and the outer gate was thorough, unhurried, and left no marks that show above a collar. They were professionals in the truest sense: men whose work would pass inspection.

The last I saw of the hall, through the closing doors, over a gauntleted shoulder: Auri settling back into her carved chair, small as a folded letter. Her gloved hands returning to her lap. The smile returning to her face, correct, taught, terrible.

And Ambrose, leaning close to her ear, whispering something.

The doors shut.

  *

We stood in the outer yard in the failing light, and the White Citadel glowed behind us, pale as a kept promise, and I hated it with a wholeness I have rarely managed since.

My ribs ached where a knee had found them, twice, expertly. My shin throbbed. My hands shook freely at my sides, and I let them. There was no one left to perform for. That is one mercy of ruin; it is very restful; you should try it once, and only once.

He took care of me.

Wil leaned against the wall with his arms crossed, his face shut like a ledger. Bast stood apart, still as I had not yet seen him stand, his eyes fixed on the closed gates with a patience that did not resemble patience at all. It resembled a promise being drafted.

The writ was ash now, whatever the parchment thought. By morning the Maer would begin to hear versions of this evening, each worse than the last. Pettur and Praevek had watched the whole play from the balcony with their mouths full of my name. Every noble in that hall had seen my face, heard Haven, heard fixation, watched the guards take me away shaking. The front door of Renere had not merely closed. I had nailed it shut myself, from the outside, in front of witnesses.

I set my back against the cold stone. On my finger, Auri's ring caught the last of the light, the pale amber holding it warm against all that grey. And beside it the grey stone ring, which held nothing, and kept its own counsel.

It was Wil who finally spoke, without moving. "Kvothe. We have company."

I looked up as the man arrived.

He came into the torchlight without hurry, dressed in a long coat that shimmered like oil on dark water, colors sliding through it that had no business agreeing with each other and agreed. His mustache was deliberate as a drawn quill-line. His rings gleamed at exactly the pitch of wealth that catches notice while declining envy: a nicety, I would learn, that was the whole man in miniature.

"Quite the bold performance in there." His voice was warm with amusement, and the warmth had edges. "Kvothe, isn't it? Or ought I use something more inventive? You strike me as a man who keeps spares."

"I don't believe we've been introduced," I said, lightly, from inside the wreckage.

"Nor have we." He smiled with all of his teeth, which were excellent, and told me nothing. "Fascino. Regent of nothing important: though I begin to suspect our interests overlap." He looked me over with the appraising, faintly affectionate eye of a jeweler turning a flawed stone toward the lamp. "For example. You seem remarkably familiar with our dear luminous Princess Ariel."

The air went out of my lungs and declined to come back. Beside me I felt Bast go still in the manner of still water. Wil's weight shifted, ounce by ounce, off the wall.

Fascino saw all of it (I watched him see it, watched him file each item) and smiled again, wider.

"She is a delight, is she not?" Each word placed with the deliberation of a man setting stones on a board, and watching to see which placements made me flinch. "Our lost princess, restored. The jewel of the season. They say she was found near the University: wandering half-mad beneath the streets, if you credit the kitchens, which I always do; kitchens are the last honest rooms in any great house. A tragedy." A flick of dust from his sleeve. "But a fortunate one, all things considered."

I met his gaze and held it. "Fortunate for whom?"

"Oh, for ever so many." He said it easily, delightedly, a man dealing a hand he has already read. "For good King Roderic: the joy of a daughter restored as if by conjury, and grief makes such tractable kings, the whole court agrees. For the ladies of the season, a new curiosity to dress and pity and envy; they have been starving. And more than all of these," the words slowed, savored, laid down one at a time, "there is something in it for the Jakis heir. Who wakes tomorrow morning affianced into the blood royal itself. From baron's son to the king's own table, in one act of heroism. Extraordinary economy, when you think of it. One girl, carried one road, settling so very many accounts."

The wrongness of it sat in me like a swallowed stone, grinding as it went down. He was not telling me anything I had not seen in the hall. He was telling me he had seen it too. And that seeing it was, in this city, a commodity, and he was showing me his inventory.

Fascino gave me a courteous moment of quiet, watching with real interest, the way a fancier watches a promising dog take a scent.

"I am hosting a small gathering tonight. At the Palazzo de Contraier." He said the name as if setting a jewel down on velvet. "A private affair. No guards, no heralds, no prying eyes: my guests find that restful. You should come, all three. It might profit you to pass an evening among others who hold a certain..." he chose the word with two fingers, "...distaste for that Jakis boy. You would find yourself in numerous company. Numerous, and well-placed."

He stepped back, all coiled ease, inclined his head the exact depth courtesy required and not a hair more, and turned and went, unhurried, into the dusk: leaving behind a faint expensive ghost of perfume and the sensation, which I could not shake and did not enjoy, of having been weighed twice in one evening.

Wil let out a hard slow breath and watched him go. "Do you trust him?"

I watched the oil-slick coat slide from torchlight to torchlight down the long white street, too smooth by half, the offer too careful, the timing (arriving just as the gates finished closing on me) most careful of all.

"No," I said. "But what choice do we have?"


CHAPTER 20

LURED INTO THE CURRENT

The Palazzo de Contraier did not demand attention the way the White Citadel did, and that was the first thing it told you about its owner.

The Citadel was a shout in white stone. The Palazzo did not shout, did not reach, did not fumble after gold and jeweled surfaces like a new lord fumbling after titles. Its wealth was quiet the way deep water is quiet. The mahogany of its walls had the particular unhurried polish that only old money leaves: the sheen of a thing no one has thought about in three generations because no one has ever needed to. Rugs lay thick as river moss and drank every footfall. The travertine underfoot took the lamplight and swallowed it, so the whole great house stood hushed, lit as if from under its own skin. In the corners, statues: figures caught mid-stride, mid-turn, mid-gesture, each one arrested in some small private moment of elegance, so that walking those halls you had always the faint sensation of having interrupted something.

Money that whispers frightens me more than money that shouts. Shouting money wants to be seen. Whispering money has other wants, and you learn them late.

I was barely through the entryway when the harp found me.

It came lilting down the length of the grand hall, out of some room beyond, running its fingers along the ribs of the whole palace. And I turned toward it before I had decided anything, because that is what music is for. I followed, smoothing the front of the deep green waistcoat I had bought for the evening with money I did not have. It had cost too much. It fit too well. The cloth was too fine and the cut too precise, and to have arrived in anything less would have been unthinkable, and somewhere in that sentence is most of what is wrong with courts, but I did not think it that night. That night I only smoothed the green silk and followed the harp.

Then I saw her.

Denna.

She stood behind the harp with her arms curved around its frame the way you hold a tall and difficult friend, her fingers careful on the strings, her head tipped slightly aside as though she were listening to something past the music, farther off, that the music was only her half of. She had gotten better since I'd last heard her play. Much better. And she had been good then. Under her hands the harp bowed and yielded, and what came out of it was a melody fragile as spun glass laid over a harmony strong as drawn wire, and that pairing, that exact pairing, was so entirely Denna that I stood in a stranger's palace in my too-fine waistcoat and felt the whole bruised evening go quiet in me for the length of a song.

Near the song's end, her eyes lifted and found mine.

They widened (true surprise, unstaged; I know the difference the way a jeweler knows glass) and her hands faltered on the strings. Only for the space of one heartbeat. Only enough for me to notice, and for the notice to be a gift.

The music resolved and faded into a thin patter of applause, far too polite for what she had just given them, and the murmur of conversation closed back over the room like water over a dropped ring. But Denna's eyes stayed on mine across the crowd, and in them I read the question she would never in her life have asked aloud: There you are. I was beginning to wonder whether I should keep looking for you at all.

There was a pause before she crossed the room. A hesitation: a decision being made, weighed, sealed. I have thought about that pause a great deal since. Denna's pauses were where she did all her real living.

Then she came to me through the crowd, and drew me into her arms: so lightly it was almost only the idea of an embrace, the ghost of one, which from Denna was more than an embrace from anyone else.

"Here we are again, it seems."

"Always turning up where I shouldn't," I said.

She leaned in a fraction, her voice going silk-soft, which with Denna was the texture danger came wrapped in. "Especially with the wrong women, I hear."

I blinked. "The wrong women?"

"Your reputation is quite the talk these days." She was amused. She wore amusement beautifully. But underneath it, patient as a fisherman, curiosity sat with its line in the water.

"We weren't—" I started, and stopped.

Because what was I to say? That I had spent a season of sleepless nights with Devi, but hunched over stolen texts rather than tangled in bedsheets? That what we had shared was acid and ciphers and near-arrests, ink-blotted notes and whispered contingencies? Every word of it true. And I could hear precisely how it would sound. Could see the eyebrow rise, the amused glint kindle: Of course, Kvothe. Spans of nights alone with a clever pretty woman, deep in your research. Some truths are so shaped that speaking them plainly is indistinguishable from lying badly. Those are the ones that teach you what a reputation actually is: a story other people are already telling, in which you are occasionally permitted a line.

She was watching me flounder, unreadable, letting me have all the rope I asked for.

"You wound me, Denna," I said at last, smooth as I could make it. "To think you'd believe I would betray my boundless devotion to you. And with an alchemist. No offense intended to alchemists."

Denna laughed, bright and real. "See, now that sounds like a lie."

"Only if you don't believe in poetry."

"I don't," she said, indulgent, delighted.

"Then I'll have to prove you wrong another time." And I said it lightly, and she took it lightly, and between us we hauled the conversation back from the edge of the current before it took us somewhere neither of us had ever once managed to swim.

She considered me a beat longer than the banter required. Then she glanced away, toward a rustle and shift at the entrance of the hall. And her posture changed. Barely. A tightening you could not have measured with instruments. I measured it anyway; I had years of practice at the reading of Denna; and what I found in it, before she smoothed it over, was unease.

"Ah," she said, too lightly. "Fascino has arrived."

I waited. It is the only interrogation she ever permitted.

"I can't linger." A brief hesitation, and then, softer, with her eyes coming back to mine: "Stay. After. I'll show you my favorite part of Renere."

Then she was gone, slipping into the crowd the way she slipped out of every room I ever stood in, and for a moment my whole sense of purpose went with her, trailing after like a ribbon.

  *

Bredon found me before I found him. That was to be the pattern of Renere, though I could not see it yet: everyone found me before I found them.

He sat among the watchers: the old-money men at the room's edges whose business was not business but influence, who attend such evenings the way farmers attend the sky. He was not near Fascino. He was not near the lesser lords, either, the eager orbiting kind. He had chosen a corner with the same unhurried exactness I had watched him choose openings all winter: the one seat in the hall from which everything could be seen and nothing needed to be: the place you set your stone when you intend the board to come to you.

His clothes, silver-threaded grey, might have suited a merchant prince, but no merchant ever sat with that particular ease, the stillness of a man who has never once in his long life needed to prove he could afford the chair. Against the crook of his arm rested his cane: the handle set with mother-of-pearl, not gaudy, only old, the kind of object that is inherited rather than bought and knows it.

And perhaps it was my imagination. But when our eyes met across that crowded room, I would have sworn I caught the very edge of a smile he had not meant to give: the smile you cannot quite suppress at the sight of a favorite opponent walking into the hall.

Warmth went through me, simple and stupid. I started toward him, deliberate, already composing my greeting.

Then came the crash.

A shoulder took me hard from the side, and a sudden bloom of red spread across my new green waistcoat: wine, a whole glass of it, soaking cold through the silk with its sharp dark smell.

The man who had backed into me turned. He looked down at his own coat (orange, an Aturan cut, a splash of red along one sleeve) and here is the detail I want you to keep, the detail I saw at once and understood one full minute too late: he was not embarrassed.

A man who stumbles into a stranger at a party is embarrassed. It crosses every face alive, if only for an instant, before pride paints over it. Nothing crossed this face at all. He inspected his stained sleeve the way an actor inspects a prop.

He was older than me, broad through the shoulders, with the easy upholstered posture of high nobility, gold thread working an insignia at his cuffs. When he spoke, the accent was pure Atur, that drawl which carries permanent disinterest the way a wasp carries its sting.

"Watch where you're going." A shade too loud. Pitched, though I did not yet let myself know it, for the second balcony.

I brushed a hand down my ruined waistcoat and gave him a small apologetic shrug, reaching for lightness the way you reach for a rail. "Tragic," I said, tilting my head at his sleeve. "Killed mid-vintage. A true loss."

A few nearby guests chuckled. I moved to step around him.

He stepped sideways. Close. Close enough that the meaning required no translation.

"You'll apologize," he said smoothly. "Or perhaps you would prefer to give satisfaction instead?"

Ah. Of course.

I did not know his name yet, and already we had arrived at the language of knives. Consider the economy of that. Most enmities take years of honest work. In Renere they came ready-made, fitted while you waited.

"Satisfaction," I said, shaking wine from my sleeve, "seems a bit dramatic for an overturned drink."

At the edge of my sight I found Fascino. He stood well apart, arms folded, watching the whole exchange with the mild proprietary interest of a man watching his own fields being harvested.

"And there it is." The Aturan sighed, mournful, a man of infinite patience sorely taxed, and turned himself just slightly: displaying me, I realized, presenting me to the room the way you turn a specimen toward the light. "The glib tongue of a Ruh. Sneering at civility itself."

The word went out over the crowd and did its old work. I felt the room begin to tilt: conversations dying in rings around us, faces turning, the whole hall becoming audience. I pressed my hands flat against my thighs and willed the tremor down, down, out of my fingers where fifty pairs of eyes could find it. I had eaten worse insults than Ruh without lifting a hand; I had eaten them from Ambrose for three years; I knew the arithmetic cold. If I rose to it, I was lost.

So I did not rise to it. And it did not matter in the slightest, because the scene had been written with my part already blocked, and a written scene does not wait on its actors.

The man moved.

His foot slid back. Too quickly. His body twisted: at exactly the wrong moment, against every honest mechanic of balance, his weight throwing itself sideways in the manner of a man who has been violently shoved by someone standing precisely where I stood. He staggered, magnificent, arms wide. His heel caught. A passing servant's tray went up with a full crashing chime, and broken glass rained down and burst on the stone, ringing, scattering, unignorable.

A hush rolled through the room like a dropped curtain.

I had not touched him. I stood four feet from him with my hands pressed to my own thighs and I had not touched him, and I knew I had not touched him, and I looked around that hall and watched fifty faces finish seeing me do it.

The guests had seen what had not happened. That is not a paradox. It is the oldest trick there is, and I knew it from the inside: I had spent my childhood building exactly such moments on wagon-stages, teaching whole market squares to see a ghost walk because every line of every body onstage agreed the ghost was there. Belief is a current. One strong swimmer can turn it. And I, who knew all this, who had been raised in the turning of it, stood flat-footed in the middle of the performance like the one farmer at the fair who cannot find the pea, because it had never once occurred to me that tonight I was not in the audience.

There was a breath (one breath) where I might have saved it. Thrown back my head and laughed, named the whole thing for the theater it was, made the room laugh with me: his falls need work, watch, I'll show you a real one. Mockery might have cut the string. It was the only blade in reach.

I hesitated.

In a room like that, hesitation serves as well as a confession, and is filed under the same heading.

The man adjusted his sleeve and steadied himself with visible dignity, a wronged pillar mastering his temper. "I attempt to excuse your vulgarity," he said, gravely, sorrowfully, to me and to the balconies, "and you answer with violence?"

And the weight of the room came fully over, like ballast shifting, and I felt the deck of the evening go under me.

I stepped forward (to do what, I no longer know; there was nothing left in the scene for me but written lines) and at last, far too late, I recognized the shape of the whole night. Not suspected. Recognized, the way you recognize a melody at the third bar.

And at the perfect moment (the moment a playwright would have chosen, because a playwright had) Fascino arrived.

"Come now, gentlemen." Pleasant, mild, amused, sliding into the space between us like oil finding a seam. He let the pause ripen. And then, with the measured ease of a practiced hand laying down the last card of a fixed game, he gave the room the one thing it lacked:

"Lord Vatis. Kvothe. Surely there are better ways to settle disagreements?"

Lord Vatis.

A lord. Named, titled, and set beside my bare single name in the same sentence, the two weights on the scale displayed for the whole room to read. The story had been written before the wine was poured. I had simply been too slow to name the players: I, who had spent a winter in Severen learning that courts are theaters, taught by a man who was in this very room, watching me forget it.

Vatis turned to the crowd, and now that I knew what I was looking at I could see the craft in it, such as it was: the practiced cadence, each phrase placed like a foot finding its chalk mark. "Since this man appears to have forgotten his manners," he said, clasping his hands behind his back, "perhaps I might remind him how such things are settled among gentlemen."

Polite laughter, the court kind, that agrees rather than delights.

Then, smoothly, without raising his voice, as though it had only just occurred to him:

"A duel, then?"

He offered the words to the room the way you offer a toast, as a thing already inevitable, and the murmur that answered hardened at once into expectation. The hall had been promised an entertainment. Halls collect on their promises.

I stood in the wreck of it and ran my accounts, and they ran short in every column. I could deny everything. And no one in that room would unsee what they had not seen. A lord had been assaulted, or something near enough to serve, and nearness is the entire currency of courts. If I refused, I was a coward: the mad Ruh from Haven, dangerous and gutless, run out of a second kingdom. Every door in Renere, already closed, would brick itself over. And somewhere above me in the white city, Auri's one visible ally would become a joke told at dinners. If I accepted, I was a fool playing noble games on noble ground, against house rules I had not been shown, for stakes I could not see.

I had already lost. The only choice remaining was which loss to sign.

I glanced at Fascino: searching that smooth face for doubt, for apology, for anything at the bottom of the well. He adjusted his cuff.

Vatis arched an eyebrow, his expectant little smile leaving precisely enough room for my line. He even waited well. Bredon had been right, though he had not said it yet: the man was an actor to his boots. It was only the falls that needed work.

I let out a long breath, already regretting the next words more than any I had spent that year.

"I accept."

The room exhaled as one animal. Vatis inclined his head, and his grin widened into the honest satisfaction of a man watching an evening he had orchestrated arrive at its scheduled close.

  *

Bredon found me a while later, watching them.

Vatis and Fascino, moving together through the room toward the gilded halls beyond, pausing here and there among the guests. They were not hasty. That was the thing that unsettled me most, watching. Men who have just improvised their way through an ugly public scene are quick afterward, bright-eyed, spending nerves. These two moved like men at the end of a good day's work, with nothing left to do but be congratulated.

"Your knack for catastrophe is truly unparalleled," Bredon murmured, arriving at my shoulder with a glass he did not drink from. "One might almost believe it divinely ordained."

"I do my best," I said, dry as I could manage. "For the greater good, you understand."

If the phrase moved anything in him, I did not see it, because I was not watching for it. I have replayed that exchange more times than I will admit: my own voice, joking, handing him those words like a man handing a stranger his knife to hold. He only tipped his cane against the marble. Once. Twice. That small precise sound I knew from a winter of games, the sound his hand made while his mind was elsewhere on the board.

"No one ever starts these things, Kvothe," he said. "That is what no one tells the young. There is no starting. Men simply drift into them, the way leaves drift onto a river."

A mild statement, delivered mildly. I felt the weight under it anyway, the way you feel the barge under the barge-song.

"But you, my dear boy," he mused, "do seem to make a habit of drifting toward waterfalls."

I huffed something that was tired kin to a laugh.

Bredon watched me a moment longer with those round unblinking eyes. Then, in the same light manner, as if remarking on the vintage: "You do realize your opponent is a poet?"

I blinked. "Oh?"

"A terrible one," he added serenely. "Though courtly decorum ensures he will die without learning it. He fancies himself an actor as well. Tragic parts, chiefly. The suffering noble. The wronged heir. He performs them at private evenings, to sustained applause from people who owe his family money." The cane tapped again, thoughtful. "His falls, though. His falls could use some work."

I looked at him. "You could have led with that."

"Should I have?" And he gave me the smallest, most indulgent smile: the one from across the tak board, the one that arrived just after you realized your clever position had been his position all along.

There it was, if I had had the wit to stand still and look at it: he had watched. The whole staged scene, spill to summons, and Bredon had sat in his chosen corner and watched it play, and had not tapped his cane once in warning. And now stood cataloguing Vatis's stagecraft for me like a critic sharing notes after the curtain. I took it for wit. It was certainly wit. In Renere nothing is only the one thing; that is the first law of the three cities; and I was a season away from learning what else it had been.

Before I could answer, Bredon's attention slid smoothly past my shoulder. "Ah. But we're being rude. Kvothe, allow me to present His Highness, Prince Trenati."

I turned. "Prince Trenati? As in—Roderic's youngest?"

The young man inclined his head, smiling with the restrained amusement of someone long accustomed to being recognized and long past enjoying it. He was perhaps my age, dark-haired, dressed a careful half-step below his station, which in a king's son is its own kind of announcement.

"One and the same," he said. "I was eager to meet you. My sister remembers you fondly. She says you helped her, in her University days."

My sister. I kept my face pleasant while the words went through me like cold wire. This trim smiling prince was Auri's brother (had been her brother all along, all those years she was naming pipes in the dark under my feet) and somewhere behind his ease he had heard, by now, every version of me being dragged shaking from his father's hall.

"She helped me just as much," I said. "It was mutual."

"So she says." Something moved behind his eyes, bright and careful, and was put away.

He shifted his weight then: a small adjustment, angling himself toward the back of the chamber, and I would have missed what followed if a winter with Bredon had not taught me to watch the whole board and not the talking pieces. Against the far wall stood a steward: one of those grey men of great houses who are furniture until addressed, posted at a small polished desk with a ledger open on it. Not a guest list. Guest lists live at doors. This was the other kind of book, the kind kept at the quiet end of rooms: the sort used for discreet accountings, for recording sums and names that are never to be said aloud.

Trenati loosened the fingers of his left glove, one by one, absently, a man fidgeting through a dull introduction. Then he drew the glove off and held it (just so, in his right hand, at his side) in the same moment the steward's eyes happened to lift.

The steward nodded. Once. And returned to his ledger, and wrote.

Trenati slid the glove back on, fluid as water through an open hand, his eyes never once leaving mine, his pleasant expression never once changing.

Tap. Tap.

Bredon's cane, against the marble at my side. Too casual to be formal. Too precise to be idle. To this day I cannot tell you which of the three of us that small sound was addressed to, or whether it was applause.

Trenati gave no sign of noticing. "I saw your altercation with Lord Vatis," he said.

I let silence stand as my answer. I was learning.

He nodded, as though the silence confirmed something he had wagered on. "Most men would not have taken the duel, you know." A measured pause. "Honor is harder to find these days."

"Oh?" I said. Carefully. I was still holding the glove, the steward, the ledger, trying to find the shape that fit all three.

"Mm. I remember when Vatis dueled Captain Hostenner. Some slight regarding the captain's wife: I forget the particulars; one does." His tone stayed light as a minuet. "A brutal affair. I'm told the captain may be able to ride again someday."

I gave him a steady look over the space where my stomach had been. "Then I hope he's recovering well."

Trenati watched my reaction closely. Too closely: with the particular attention of a man not making conversation but taking a measurement, and noting it down somewhere behind those bright careful eyes, in some inner ledger of his own.

Bredon adjusted the cuff of his sleeve. "From what I understand," he murmured, to the middle distance, "Lord Vatis has been a fixture at this court for many years. He and Baron Jakis go back some way. Old friends. Old accounts."

I did not move a muscle of my face; I had that much left. But inside, the last piece went in with a click I could nearly hear, and the whole evening stood up and showed me its architecture. The Baron (not Ambrose; Ambrose was upstairs in the white city being fitted for a royal wedding; his father, the old spider of the Small Kingdoms' borders) had set the board. Vatis was his piece, aimed and paid for. And Fascino (Fascino of the perfect timing, Fascino of the private affair, no guards, no prying eyes) had done nothing all evening but what he did best: led the lamb up the ramp, murmuring about wolves.

And yet.

I looked at Trenati now: truly looked, the way Elodin was forever demanding. The lightness was real, and the ease was real, and underneath both, running like a wire through silk, was intention. The Hostenner story had not been gossip; it had been a stone, placed, and my response read. The glove had not been a fidget. Roderic's youngest son stood at a gathering of men united by their distaste for the family his father had just married into, passing silent signals to a bookkeeper, and taking my measure with his sister's name for an opening.

He was playing his own game. I could see that much, plain as a lit window at night. What I could not yet see was the board it was played on, and I did not have the right shape for it, and would not for a long while.

"I'm not terribly worried," I said at last, and let my gaze drift toward the steward at the back of the room, deliberate, unhurried: placing, as it were, my own first stone where the whole table could see it. "I'm a fair hand with a sword myself."

It was a bluff, of course. It was almost entirely a bluff.

But only almost. And in Renere, I was learning, almost is a workable currency.

  *

I refused the next drink and the three after it (wine and swords keep the same company as wine and wagers, which is to say profitable for everyone but you) and I told Bredon we must find time for a game of tak before long, and meant it. I made my goodnights to him and to Trenati, collected Wil with a look (he had spent the whole evening holding up a pillar near the doors, drinking nothing, missing nothing, a patron's man to the last button) and sent him back to the Blind Beggar with word for Sim. Bast, when I looked for him, was the center of a small delighted crowd of court ladies. He caught my eye over their heads and made a face indicating profound suffering. I left him to his martyrdom.

Outside, the night wrapped close and cool, edged the way autumn nights get in river cities, the sort of air that notices you in return. I stood under the uncertain glow of a streetlamp with wine drying stiff on my ruined waistcoat, and I hummed "Leave the Town, Tinker" to hold my thoughts somewhere that was not tomorrow.

I was three verses in when her voice slid gently through my thin defenses.

"There you are. I thought you'd wandered off with some Vintish strumpet."

A careless remark, tossed the way you skip a stone: meant to skim, not land. But I had known Denna too long to take anything she threw at face value. She had come to lean against the low stone railing with her cloak loose around her, posture easy, smile easier, and it was all a degree too well-arranged, the ease of a portrait of ease. She had heard about Devi spans ago, from the two most credible witnesses alive. She had had all that while to decide what to do about it. This was the decision, being performed.

I gave her my most lopsided grin. "Denna. You're the only strumpet for me."

Something crossed her face then: quick, warm, entirely unguarded, gone before it finished arriving. She caught it and waved it off with one hand, the way you'd shoo a moth. "Well. Yes. Obviously I am, Kvothe."

And just like that, it was decided.

I want you to understand what I watched happen in that half-second, because it took me years to understand it myself. Whatever she had thought about Devi and me (whatever curiosity had been sitting with its line in the water since the party, whatever older and more careful thing had made her ask around the sides of it) she gathered all of it up, and looked at it once, and put it somewhere it could not hurt her, and sealed the lid. No revelation had settled the matter. No heartfelt accounting. She had simply decided, by main strength, the way other people lift weights. Denna did not dwell on things she could not afford; hers was a strict economy, stricter than mine; she decided what was true the way a woman with one lamp decides which room to light.

It was the saddest skill I ever loved her for, and I did not know yet where she had learned it, or what it cost to keep in practice.

She held out her arm, effortless as instinct. I took it.

And Renere (Renere, which had been swallowing me whole since the hour I walked through its gates, which had stained my name and my waistcoat and scheduled my funeral for the morning) unrolled itself before us like a second chance. That is what she could do. I have been in the company of kings and angels and things with older titles, and no one else has ever once made a city change its mind about me overnight.

She led me first to a tucked-away playhouse in the Old City, a room not much bigger than a granary, where a company of six was committing a gleefully bawdy rendition of "The Ghost and the Goosegirl." It was terrible. It was so terrible it circled around the far side and nearly arrived at wonderful, and what saved the evening outright was Denna's laughter: soft, helpless, scandalized, muffled into her scarf until the scarf gave up the office entirely. Afterward a chestnut vendor's brazier crackled on a bridge corner, and we blackened our fingers on the shells and ate them too hot, walking, peeling as we went, dropping the husks in the canal to sail off on their own small adventures.

We paid a trio of street musicians to play us song after song. They were earnest and dreadful; they stumbled on every second note; the fiddler's instrument had been tuned by a man with a grudge against fiddles. Denna clapped along anyway, urging their ragged enthusiasm up and up, and slipped them more coins, and I understood (watching her) that she was not being kind to them. She was being loyal to them. There is a difference, and it is the whole difference, and only people who have played for bread on cold corners know which side of it they are standing on.

But all of these, I came to understand, were only the lit landings of a stair she was leading me up. Flickers along the path to her true surprise.

She brought me at last to a square high in the Old City, crowned by a fountain so tall its upper basins seemed to cradle the moon, the water coming down its tiers in silver sheets. And above the square: lanterns. Paper lanterns, dozens of them, loosed from the fountain's rim by twos and threes, riding their own small heat up into the dark, their flames tracing slow bright paths against the night like patient stars going home.

She handed me one, folded flat, the paper whispering dry under my fingers. Together we opened its little ribs, and lit the wick from a taper, and held it between us, waiting for the flame to fill it: her hands on one side, mine on the other, the light coming up gold between our faces.

That was when she looked down at my hands.

"You're trembling."

I curled my fingers tighter on the lantern's frame. "Nerves," I said, easily, from long practice. "Nothing more."

Denna tilted her head and studied me with that particular look of hers: the assayer's look, the one she wore when she was deciding exactly how much truth she wanted, no more, no less. Whatever quantity she read in my face, she did not name it. That was her mercy; she never once in all our years made me say a thing out loud before I could bear to.

Instead she said: "I know a trick."

"Do you."

"Nahlrout tea." She flexed her own long fingers, demonstrating, matter-of-fact as a tailor. "Bitter as sin and twice as steadying. I drink a cup before I perform: before every performance, now. Otherwise my hands shake so badly I can hardly find the strings. Half the harpists in Renere do the same, though none of them will say so in daylight."

"Nahlrout," I repeated.

I knew it, of course. Every student of the Medica knows nahlrout: a numbing agent that slows the blood. I had taken it myself, twice, in another life, to keep from bleeding while I was whipped in front of a crowd: a stage trick, a single dose for a single hour, never to be made a habit of, Arwyl's voice dry as paper on the subject. It had simply never once occurred to me to use it the way she meant. Small. Daily. Domestic. A cup of tea before the work, to make the hands obey.

"Trust me," Denna said, simply. "It helps."

She meant it kindly. I want that written down plainly, here, where it will keep: of everything anyone ever gave me, this was given with as clean a heart as any. She saw a friend shaking and she handed him the only rope she had, the one she herself hung onto, hand over hand, every performing night of her life. That the rope was the rope (that I would still be paying out its length years later, in a quiet inn, in careful pinches from a paper pouch worn soft at the creases) is no debt of hers. Some gifts turn in the hand. It is no fault of the giver, and I will hear no argument on this one; the court is closed.

We let the lantern go. It rose off our fingertips all at once, eager, the way they do, climbing its own light until it was only one more slow gold star among the others, indistinguishable from the true ones, which is I suppose the point of the custom, and as good a prayer as most.

"I heard about Fascino's," she said then. Her voice stayed light. Her eyes had stopped being light some sentences ago. "The duel. All of it: half the quarter's talking already, you know, they've got you fighting over a marchioness in one version." She turned to face me square. "You can't smile this one away, Kvothe. Not with me. I've seen your scars. All the fine stories arrive at me with the blood still in them, remember. I know better."

Her words left me scrambling after an ease I could not find. "I'll manage," I told her, and heard for myself how it sounded: the voice of a man promising more than he has in the purse.

She looked at me then with that intensity she could not always hide (measuring the promise, and the man, and everything the difference between them might cost her) and then, mercifully, she let a small smile break the surface.

"On your good right hand this time?"

I laughed, once, despite the whole world. Old collateral between us; she knew the worth of my hands better than any banker in the four corners. I took her two hands and folded them between both of mine, wine-stained cuffs and trembling fingers and all.

"On my good right hand," I said, and the words sat unevenly in the night air, and neither of us adjusted them.

She squeezed once. Then she took her hands back and walked away down the sloping street, unhurried, not looking back: she never once looked back, in all the years; I used to wonder whether she made herself not, and have since stopped wondering, because I finally understood that watching her go was my ritual, and not looking was hers.

The dark between the streetlamps took her a piece at a time, and then entirely.

Alone on the long walk down toward the Blind Beggar, I turned into an empty alley and stood a moment in the cold, and then I began to step through the Ketan.

It seemed the sensible thing. Tomorrow was steel; the Ketan was how I kept steel from mattering; muscle and memory would settle what nerves had unsettled. But my body would not answer the old questions the old way. The motions came stiff and stuttering, hitching where they should pour: fingers on unfamiliar frets, a song played from a page instead of from the hands. I found my balance late in Turning Millstone. I lost the thread entire in Catching Rain, and my planted foot skidded on the frost-slick cobbles, and I went down, gracelessly, all elbows, alone in a dark alley in a city that wanted me dead by noon.

I lay there a moment, looking up at the thin ribbon of stars between the eaves.

Then I got up. I did not try a third time; there is information in falling twice, and I had finally learned to read it. I let the tension run out of my body like water out of a cracked jug, and I brushed the alley off my ruined finery, and I walked on toward the inn.

By the time the Blind Beggar's sign creaked overhead, I had made myself an oath. I did not swear it on my hands, or my name, or my mother's blood, or any of the collateral I had spent so freely all my life. I swore it plain, the way you swear things when the ornaments have all burned off.

If I lived through tomorrow, I would waste no more moments.

I have kept perhaps three oaths in my life to the letter. That one I kept for a season. You will judge for yourselves, before this night's telling is done, whether the keeping or the breaking cost me more.


CHAPTER 21

KAYSERA

The White Citadel baked under the noon sun, its pale walls giving back the light until the whole courtyard stood in a shadowless glare, hot as a kiln and bright as judgment. The dueling ground stretched wide, swept bare at its center. Along its edges, trellises of selas climbed their frames, dark leaves and darker blooms: selas, of all flowers, ringing that ground like set dressing, as though someone had ordered the day arranged as a cruel little play and the property master had a sense of humor.

We had drawn a crowd. A few hundred strong at the fringes of the yard, more staring down from the stone walkways above, fans moving, wine going round. A duel is theater everywhere, but Vintas has refined the form: they came dressed, they came early, and they came knowing how it was supposed to end.

At the center stood Lord Vatis, warming. His cream shirt already clung to him; his leather was cut close and worked soft, fighting gear that had never fought. His rapier moved through slow arcs, and the thin whistle of it gathered eyes the way a circling hawk gathers the attention of a field. When he marked my approach, his gaze landed on me with bright satisfaction: an actor watching the last player arrive for a scene whose lines he already had by heart.

Beyond him, banked like coals, sat the Jakis family. There was no missing them. Silks the color of spilled wine, collars stiff as verdicts, gold at every wrist and throat: wealth worn the way a fortress flies banners. Ambrose leaned forward in his seat, his smirk wound tight as a knotted snare. And behind him lounged his father, and I looked at Baron Jakis longer than I looked at his son, because I had finally learned which of them was the weather and which was only the wind. The Baron did not smirk. He sat with the settled patience of a man who has run this same errand a thousand times through other men's hands, and been paid in full a thousand times, and has no reason to suppose the market has turned.

Beside them, at his ease, stood Regent Fascino, posture soft, gestures unhurried, a man attending the races with no horse he'd admit to. But it was not Fascino who caught my eye and held it. It was the woman at his side.

Meluan.

Meluan Lackless, the Maer's own lady, a hundred leagues and more from Severen. I could not tell you whether she had come for the royal betrothal or arrived on the very wind of this duel, but I knew what her presence meant on that particular morning, because she had never once made a secret of it: there was one thing in the four corners the lady hated with her whole ancient blood, and I was standing in the sun wearing it like a name. It required no imagination at all to picture the spring in her step when word had reached her. An Edema Ruh, to be carved politely before the assembled court, and she with a seat in the shade. My free hand had made itself a fist without consulting me, and her wooden ring bit into my skin from the inside of it. I wore it still. I could never entirely say why. Her judgment; my spite; the two of them married tighter than most couples I have known.

Not everyone in that bright company stood so pleased. At Meluan's side hovered Stapes, dutiful and grave, and one glance at him told a whole quiet story: eyes moving too often, hands busy at nothing, working the cuff of one sleeve like a worry-stone. The Maer's man, close as ever, and never once at ease. Which raised the question that burned in me worse than the sun: was Alveron himself here? I searched the shaded galleries twice and found no sign, and reasoned it through the only way it reasoned: no. If the Maer were in Renere, he would already have made himself felt: the Maer was never anywhere quietly. And he would not have left Meluan to stand alone beside a man like Fascino. Wherever my old patron was, he was not here. Whether that was mercy or misfortune I could not decide, and did not have the morning to spend on it.

So: the court against me, near to a man, and the seats arranged by rank of those who wished me worst.

But Bast had come. That was something. More than something.

Wil and Sim, to their credit, had made it halfway from the Blind Beggar before turning back. Sim had gone grey saying it, and said it anyway: he could not stand at a rail and watch a friend's blood come out for sport. Wil had simply looked at me, and gripped my shoulder, the whole Cealdish vocabulary again, and steered Sim home. I minded neither of them. There are kinds of love that cannot watch, and I had already cost that particular account enough.

I glanced back at Bast. He stood just inside the yard with his arms crossed and his weight settled back on his heels, wearing the mild exasperation of a critic at a play he had decided, in advance, was beneath him.

"You know," he mused, and pressed a clay cup into my hands, "the tales worth telling never end with the hero bleeding in the dust over some lord's wounded pride."

I looked down. Dark tea, gone cold, with the particular flat sheen I knew now to look for. He had steeped it himself, at the inn, from the paper twist Denna's advice had sent me out to buy at first light. Cold, because I could drink it fast that way. He had thought of that. He thought of everything, when it mattered; it was only when nothing mattered that he was useless.

"Is that supposed to comfort me?"

His expression shifted: the teasing draining out of it all at once, the way water drains from a cracked basin, and something older looked out through his blue eyes at me. Not the boy won at a game. The other thing. The thing that had watched me across a board of stones by firelight and reached its verdict.

"It's in all the stories," he said quietly. As if that settled it. As if that were a law of the world you could lean your weight on.

In his country, of course, it is.

I tossed the tea back in two forced swallows. Bitter as sin and twice as steadying (she had warned me fairly on both counts), bitterness that clung to the tongue like something dead. And within a few dozen heartbeats, the tremor in my right hand quieted from a shout to a murmur.

"Watch my back," I said, and handed him the cup, and walked out onto the bright stone alone.

Then the nahlrout opened its eyes inside me.

I do not know a better way to say it. The courtyard sharpened, all at once, every edge in it going precise. The noon light struck the pale stone like a hammer on bright metal and instead of blinding me it resolved: I could see the grains of dust turning in the air above Vatis's idling blade, could have counted the stitches along the seams of his pretty leather. The crowd's faces came clear as a written page; I read them the way you read a sheet of music at a glance, each one a note set exactly where it had been placed: appetite, appetite, boredom, appetite, dread (that last was Stapes), appetite, and, high in the gallery, one face I did not let myself finish reading, because pale hair was moving at the edge of it like weather.

I knew this clarity. I had ridden it twice in another courtyard, years ago, with my shirt off and a crowd of students counting lashes. I knew, too, its arithmetic: it was borrowed, every bright minute of it, at interest, from a lender who did not forgive. It would not last the afternoon. It did not need to.

Vatis's lips curved into something between a grin and a warning. "You've kept me waiting," he said, pitched to carry.

I gave him nothing back. Never feed an actor lines; it only encourages the performance. Instead I rested my hand on the hilt at my hip, a moment, the old grey wire cool under my palm.

And I drew Caesura.

She came out of the sheath with the sound she always made, that faint, muted ringing, like bells heard through deep water, like bells wrapped in wool and rung anyway, a sound that is felt along the teeth as much as heard. It pulled a hush out of the crowd, curiosity rather than awe; they heard something strange and could not name it. Vatis's eyes flicked over the blade: the slender grey length of her, no jewel, no gilt, nothing a court eye would price above a servant's tool. He did not know Saicere. He did not know what he was looking at, and so he saw a poor man's thin sword, and his confidence, already comfortable, put its feet up.

I could work with that. I could work with nothing else in that whole yard, but I could work with that.

The air held still for one breath, the whole courtyard balanced on the point of it.

Then the string snapped, and Vatis moved.

His rapier came in a blur, quick as a striking kestrel, and he was quick. Let the record show it: whatever else was costume on that man, the speed was real. I caught the line of it with Threshing Wheat, turning the blade aside in a clean measured arc, and the ring of steel on steel hummed up through my wrist and settled in the bones of my forearm like a struck tuning fork.

He pressed. Relentless, but precise: his feet keeping the trained rhythm of the Vintish schools, a fencer's pavane, advance and gather and advance. Faster than I had planned for. I banked the information and gave ground.

And I did not strike. Not yet.

Instead I adjusted. Tilted. Shifted. A parry taken a half-thought late. A recovery carried a hair off center. A step back that was a finger's width shorter than balance wanted, so that the next one had to hurry. Small things. Subtle things. No single one of them a mistake a watcher could name, only a pattern, assembling itself slowly under his blade, the pattern every predator on four legs or two is born knowing how to read: this one is weaker than he looks. This one is prey.

You cannot lie to a swordsman with your mouth. Your mouth is the one thing he is not watching. You lie to him with your weight, your wrists, the meter of your feet. And I had been trained to lie with my body by the finest liars in the world, in a troupe where a boy learned to limp convincingly before he learned his letters, coached by masters far harder to please than any fencing instructor: market crowds, who leave when you are false.

Vatis noticed. I watched him notice. I watched the notion arrive and be believed.

His blade flicked faster, taking charge of the tempo, herding me, or making it look so, to himself as much as to the galleries. I caught what needed catching, parried what could not be slipped, gave ground where ground was the cheapest coin on offer. Each retreat brought the heat of a new patch of sun-baked stone up through my boot soles. Each parry drove that bright hum deeper into my wrist, until the small bones of my hand rang like a bell-tree. Nothing bold from me. Nothing desperate. Just slow, quiet, creditable loss: the good kind, the kind that flatters the man winning.

I could feel him maneuvering me now, subtle, careful, a hand on the reins so light you could almost admire it. Guiding, not pressing. He knew this was not supposed to finish quickly. He had his blocking to think of. A play needs its second act.

The feint came low: a sharp drop, a twist, a testing flick meant to open my arm.

I saw it a full breath before it landed. I want you to understand: I saw it come, and I had time, and what I did with the time was choose. Where he would have me. How deep. On which arm. I gave him the outside of my right forearm the way you give a toll-man a coin, counted first.

A sting, clean and sharp, and the crowd made its noise.

Blood welled. Or rather: blood considered welling, and mostly declined. What came was thin and reluctant, a lazy dark line, barely enough to color the last inch of his rapier. The nahlrout, about its other work: the old work, the whipping-post work, drawing the blood down sluggish while the mind ran bright. Two services for one bitterness. Say what you will of the leaf; it keeps its whole bargain.

"First blood."

Vatis rolled the words off smooth, smug and civil at once, and flicked the edge of his rapier to cast off what little I'd paid him. He settled into an elegant, careless guard, the pose of the thing accomplished, first blood, honor answered, the Ruh reminded, curtain.

The crowd rustled its silks. Polite approval, largely. But here and there along the rails I could see them leaning forward, squinting at my forearm, at the cut that had produced so stingy a spectacle, cheated, faintly, in the way of audiences everywhere. Surely that isn't all.

My fingers settled on Caesura's grip. I breathed out, long and level.

One step, in a deeper game.

The sting along my arm was a thoughtless thing, a far-off letter about a small debt. I rolled my shoulder once and met Vatis's gaze across the hush, and he watched me back with calm expectation, still entirely certain of the shape of the day. The nahlrout still held the world bright and precise, but I could feel the far edge of it now, the way you feel the last hour of a candle without looking at it. Time was a purse, and the purse had a bottom.

Then, as I had known he would, as I had counted on, standing out there bleeding slowly on purpose, Fascino spoke.

"Oh, surely not."

Four syllables, hummed through the courtyard like a perfectly played note, mild as milk and pitched to reach every rail. His gaze rested on my forearm, on the thin dark thread of the cut, and something flickered behind that composed face: a sum re-run, a margin revised. He had noticed the blood that did not come. He was the only one in that yard who had noticed it meant something. I filed that away with everything else I was learning, too late and steadily, about Regent Fascino.

Vatis turned his head a fraction, brow quirked, as if he had not quite heard. Or as if he was acting again. With Vatis the two had long ago fused into a single condition.

Fascino strode out from the ranks of the nobility, each step a quiet command, the crowd's attention gathering to him like iron filings.

"A true duel," he said, giving the words to the galleries, "settled with—this?" A gesture at my sleeve, delicate as a man indicating something a dog had done. "Unless, of course, my lord, you would prefer this moment be remembered in smaller terms."

Remembered. There is no whip in Vintas like that word. Vatis went perfectly still, and only his fingers moved, shifting their set on the rapier's grip: a small adjustment that meant nothing and everything. Then his glance went out, exactly where Fascino had aimed it for him: to the watching nobility. To Ambrose, at his ease. To Meluan, cool in the shade. To all the lords and ladies who would carry this morning to a hundred dinners, in whichever version he now purchased.

Because it had never been about blood. You understand that by now; Vatis may even have understood it himself, in the manner of a man who does not look directly at his own arrangements. First blood was the fee. The entertainment, the thing the seats had been sold for, was the reminding: an Edema Ruh, taught his station on white stone, at leisure, before the quality. Cut short at one shy scratch, the lesson taught nothing. Worse, it invited wit at Vatis's expense, and Renere's wit is the kind that leaves marks.

The nobility leaned in from every side, hungry and shining, eager as an Eolian crowd before the third song: the one that decides whether you take home your talent pipes or go back to the bridges. I knew that lean. I had played to it all my life. It was the first familiar thing Renere had shown me, and I could have wept at what it was hungry for.

I held my ground and my silence, which is an easy trick when you have seen the whole board laid out before the first stone was ever placed; when you have spent your evening being led to slaughter and your night deciding the slaughterhouse would have to take delivery of something other than a lamb.

Vatis's mouth lifted into a smooth, untroubled grin. But behind his eyes something had sharpened that was not entirely performance anymore. "He's right," he murmured, lifting his blade, turning to address the court quite as much as me. "This barely qualifies as a wound." The smile went wide, white, courtier-polished. "Let us continue."

He struck first, and he was faster now. Not reckless: deliberate, in a way he had not been before, the drills coming up out of him hard and true, everything the finest masters his father's money could hire had ever put into him. He had something to prove now, to the rails and to himself, and proving is fuel; I do not mock it; I have run on nothing else for whole years of my life.

But in his refreshed pride he had missed the only fact on the field that mattered.

He was not fighting the same opponent.

The prey he had spent ten minutes learning: the flinching half-beat-late boy with the thin strange sword. I had built that boy for him, plank by plank, and while Fascino was selling him the second act I had quietly burned the whole construction down. Before, I had let him set the rhythm and lived inside it, a musician keeping another man's time. Now, so gradually he could not have named the moment, I began to adjust it. Note by note. Half-step by half-step. I angled my shoulders and let my weight begin to run in different channels: down out of the Vintish upright and into the older carriage, hips under, spine long, the Latantha stance arriving in my body like a language remembered. And for one long passage of arms everything in me aligned: the nahlrout's terrible clarity above, the Ketan's deep grammar below, meshing like two halves of a mill finally set turning together, and I could feel Vatis's rhythm the way you feel the tempo of a song you are about to join. His weight declared itself a half-beat before his blade moved. The openings in his guard arrived like rests in a melody, exactly where the phrase required them, and asked, politely, to be filled.

I was no longer dueling. Understand me. I was dancing, and the band was very good, and only one of us could hear it.

Vatis pressed on, sensing nothing yet, still steering a boat that had quietly become the river. He drove a sharp combination, high line then low, and I caught both cleanly. Then I let my counter come a half-step late. Close enough to read as earnest. Slow enough to confirm everything he already believed. A gift. The last one I gave him.

He took it. That was his mistake: not the lunge itself, but the believing.

I turned a breath too quickly, hanging a false pattern in the air where his training would find it. His training found it. He lunged to punish the opening that was not there, full and fine and committed, and I pivoted off the line, Turning Millstone, of all the figures, the one that had betrayed me in a frost-slick alley the night before, arriving now smooth as poured cream, because the body is a liar too and saves its truths for company. I guided his blade past me on the flat of Caesura and let his own momentum carry him that one fraction too far forward that cannot be walked back.

A flicker crossed him. Hesitation, small as a dropped stitch. I saw it the way I could see the dust turning in the light.

He struck again, a lateral cut at my ribs, brave enough, but his feet had not finished paying for the lunge, and the blow arrived without his weight behind it, all arm, a stage-slap of a cut. I turned it on Caesura's forte and stepped off the line again, obliging him to pivot on the leg I had already chosen for him. His footwork, pristine a hundred heartbeats ago, began to fray at its edges: the heels landing loud, the gather coming short.

I watched awareness climb into his face like water into a holed boat. He tested with a quick thrust; felt the new quality of the resistance; pulled back. But pulling back put him precisely where I wanted him. Retreat was mine now too; I had bought up all of it. And the next exchange carried him a shade past his own balance, and this time he felt it happen and could not say why.

Something was wrong. He no longer understood what was happening to him.

But he had begun to understand that it was. And I will tell you a thing I am not proud of and would not unsay: some cold ounce of me, some ounce that has been waiting in me since a night of blue fire when I was eleven, watched that understanding arrive in a cruel man's eyes and found it good.

Sweat had found the grip of my sword. I shifted my fingers once, resettling. The sun stood on my shoulders like a laid hand. Somewhere at the rim of my brightness the candle-edge of the nahlrout fluttered.

Before he could reorganize, I moved.

One cut. A single fluid line, in and out inside a drawn breath, not deep, nothing gaudy, no ribbon of gore for the rails. Placed. The inside of the thigh, high, where the great cords run that a leg cannot do without: the kiss of Caesura, laid precisely there, the kind of cut that does not kill and does not forgive.

Vatis choked on his own breath. His stance left him all at once, the way tenants leave a burning house.

He tried to twist past the injury (instinct, and good instinct), but the leg had already resigned. His weight came down across a knee whose muscle could no longer hold the line, and the joint turned where joints do not turn, and something inside it gave with a sound I will not dress up for you: wet, and quiet, and final, a green branch parting under a boot.

Then the leg folded, and took the rest of him with it: an ugly, sudden, graceless collapse, the collapse a body makes when something in the frame of it has resigned without notice. His hand flew out to catch the fall, still holding the rapier, and its tip jammed into the seam between two courtyard stones. The blade bowed. Flexed. Sprang free with a vicious snap, and the flat of it lashed back across his own cheek, opening a thin bright line under his eye, before the rapier rang away across the pavers and lay still in the dust.

The crowd gasped, one sound, all those hundreds, a single indrawn breath along the rails.

His falls, Bredon had said, could use some work.

I stepped forward and stood over him. And here is the detail I have carried longest from that morning, longer than the heat or the sound of the knee. His gaze, casting about from the ground, did not come to me. It did not go to the blood darkening his thigh, which is where a fighting man's eyes go. It went to the stage. To the rails and the shaded seats. To Ambrose. To Fascino, who stood exactly, precisely as he had stood all morning, unmoved by a single hair. Flat on his back in the dust with his leg ruined, Lord Vatis was checking the house. He was looking to see how it played, or looking to someone for the next line, and finding, for the first time in his upholstered life, the prompter's box empty.

Was his plan truly wrecked? Or was the wreck itself a scene in some deeper draft I still could not read? He searched the seats for his answer.

He would not find it. Neither, for what it is worth, have I.

He dragged in one hard, shallow breath. He had not risen. He was not going to rise, not unhelped, not this season, and you could watch that truth arrive in him just behind the pain, and of the two of them it was the truth he could not master. His pride was breaking along its seams while the whole of Vintas leaned on the rails to see, and pride was all the man had ever trained.

I held Caesura steady, low, unhurried. I let the moment settle its full weight into the quiet, every rail, every gallery, every silk-shaded seat, the Baron's stillness and Meluan's shade and the one flutter of pale in the far cloister that I was not letting myself look at yet. My whole life had been spent learning rooms. I knew to a hair how long this one could be made to hold its breath.

I held it one beat past that. Then I spoke, not loudly. The Eolian teaches you: never loudly. Make them lean.

"Yield. And remember that it was an Edema Ruh who let you live."

His eyes came to me then, at last, at the very end, when there was nowhere else in the yard left to look. And through teeth shut like a poor man's purse, grinding, he gave it up.

"I yield."

For a moment the courtyard did not move at all. The crowd had come for a familiar tune: it is an old favorite in such places, The Upstart Corrected; they had dressed for it. And what they had been played instead was something in a mode they did not know, and they sat with it the way an audience sits in the silence after a song that has gone somewhere the program did not promise, not yet sure whether they were permitted to have liked it.

At the edge of my sight, movement. Fascino turned from his column, shaking his head slowly, once, twice, with the mild rue of a man folding a poor hand at cards, no more invested than that, and walked away into the arcades, unhurried, before the first physicker had even reached Vatis where he lay.

And beyond his retreating shoulder, in the far cloister, half in the shadow of the columns: a flutter of pale fabric.

Auri.

The wind off the high walls moved her hair, scattering it around her face like autumn leaves, the one ungoverned thing they had left her. She stood very still among the stone pillars; she had watched, how long, I could not know; and beside her, close but not too close, careful even in that, stood Trenati. Her brother. Neither waved. Neither moved. But she was looking at me, across the whole bright killing-ground, and I stood with her ring on one bloodless hand and her name behind my teeth, and for the length of one held breath the crowd and the court and the ruined lord at my feet were arrangements of painted scenery, and the yard held exactly two people.

Then the physickers closed around Vatis, and the spell broke, and the crowd found its voice.

I heard it rise behind me as I walked back toward Bast, the rustle and swell of hundreds of people beginning, all at once, to shape what they had just seen into what they would say they had seen. It is a sound I know better than any music. Stories being born sound like nothing else: half marketplace, half prayer. Names, guesses, corrections that made things wronger, the speed of it doubling as it went. And threaded through the murmur, from somewhere along the rails, so faint that for years I told myself I might have imagined it, though I never once believed me:

Kaysera.

Someone asking, probably. Someone mishearing an answer. The sword—what did he call it? Caesura. Kaysera— one voice handing it wrong to the next voice, which handed it on wronger and more certain, the way a rumor anneals as it cools.

Kaysera. A wrong name, spoken with the right conviction.

That is how stories begin. Mark the recipe; it never varies. A true thing happens in front of witnesses; the witnesses tell it; and somewhere in the telling a small wrongness slips in that fits the mouth better than the truth did. The wrong name is easier to say. The wrong name scans.

And the truth: the truth walks after, at its own pace, correcting no one. It has all the time in the world, the truth. It is in no hurry at all.

It never catches up.


CHAPTER 22

INTERLUDE: CROSSCURRENTS

Kote fell silent, and a quiet settled over the Waystone Inn.

It was not the comfortable quiet the inn kept in its corners for slow afternoons. It was the brittle kind, the kind that follows a wound: the stillness that settles into the wood of a place and waits there, patient, to see what the hurt thing will do next. The fire had burned down to a dull orange murmur. Nobody had fed it in an hour. Nobody moved to feed it now.

The innkeeper stood, and drifted behind the bar, and took up a cloth. Perhaps he only meant to keep his hands busy; his hands were of that opinion, at least, and began the old circles on wood that needed nothing. But partway through the second circle his motions slowed, and then they were not really motions anymore, only a hand resting on a cloth resting on a bar.

Chronicler sat at the hearth table and did not press. His pen was resting but not put away: down on the paper at a careful angle, the angle of a tool that might be wanted or might not, its owner declining to predict. He had the trained stillness of a man who has learned, across many tables and many years, that the fastest way to close a door is to reach for it too soon.

It was Bast who spoke, from his place near the hearth, in a voice as lazy as his posture. Neither was as lazy as it looked.

"You made a promise, Reshi. Before the duel. You swore it walking home, all solemn in an alley, to nobody at all." A pause, exactly long enough. "You said you wouldn't waste another moment."

The innkeeper didn't look up. "I did."

"I don't recall you straining your back over it," Bast said, a little too lightly.

"Only fools keep all their promises." The smile that came with it was dry and tired, a smile worn down to its threads. "But I kept that one." He folded the white cloth, turned it once, twice in his hands, squared its corners. "As time permitted."

He let the phrase sit out on the bar between them, where all three of them could look at it.

"Which is no kind of permission at all."

Bast made a small sound, not quite agreement, not quite anything. In front of Chronicler the page sat untouched. He had written nothing since the telling stopped; he would write very little in the hour that followed; and to his lasting credit, he never once looked as though he minded.

"But I did try," the innkeeper said, setting the folded cloth down square to the bar's edge. "That season, at least. I tried." His thumb moved along the fold. "So did she."

A sideways look from Bast, quick as a fish turning. "Wilem used to say you'd started taking twice as long to do anything useful. He blamed you for it personally. He kept accounts."

"Because I was chasing ghosts, Bast." An edge came up in his voice, brief as a blade shown and put away, and his hands went flat against the bar. "We all were, that season. The city was full of them. Ghosts in noble colors. Ghosts in crests and corridors. Ghosts wearing rearranged names, holding rearranged histories, smiling rearranged smiles." His eyes had gone somewhere the firelight didn't reach, and for the space of a breath the man behind the bar was not quite Kote: the way a mask sits imperfectly for an instant when the face under it remembers being a face. "And in the middle of all that hunting, do you know where I found her? Truly found her, the first time in that whole city?"

Bast waited. Even Bast knew when to wait.

"Arguing with a spice merchant." The words came out half laugh already. "In an open market in the Old City, in front of witnesses. She was furious, Bast. Incandescent. She'd bought cinnamon off the man that morning and come back to prosecute. Said his cinnamon was a fraud, said it, and I am quoting her exactly, because a man remembers the important texts, said it tasted like sawdust steeped in regret."

Chronicler's pen came up off the paper, moved, and stopped. Perhaps he could not decide which ledger of the story such a thing belonged to. Across the room a laugh escaped Bast before he could catch it, bright and unguarded, entirely unlike the careful creature he had been all afternoon.

"That," Bast said, "sounds more like her than anything else you have said today."

Something eased in Kote's face, some stay-rope going slack. "By the end of it she had a free pouch of Clovian cinnamé, a formal apology, and a crowd of ten strangers conducting a full public inquiry into whether flavor counts as moral bankruptcy. Two of them nearly came to blows over it. She presided." He chuckled once: a real one, though it hitched in his chest partway, catching on one of the ribs the soldiers had signed. "She never did like to lose an audience."

"And she wasn't furious with you?" Bast asked. "You'd vanished on her for half a year. You'd been publicly mad, publicly expelled, publicly stabbed—"

"Scratched."

"—publicly scratched, in a duel over another woman's honor, depending on the ballad—"

"She just grinned." His fingers found the worn front edge of the bar and rested along it, riding the old wood the way a man's hand rides a rail he has decided to lean on after all. "Like she'd won something she had no right to. And then she took my arm (like it had always been hers, like arms were simply held in common between us and always had been) and asked whether I'd learned anything worth hearing while I was off getting stabbed."

"Scratched," said Bast.

"She said stabbed. I wasn't going to argue her down."

For a moment none of them spoke. The fire ticked once, settling. Outside, the wind came up the road and tried the shutters, politely, like a late customer who suspects the lights are on, and went away unanswered.

"We started meeting after that," Kote said. "It became a habit. Not every night (nothing about her was ever every) but often. Often enough." He paused, and when he went on the words came slower, spaced, the cadence of a man finding his way across a room he has not entered in years, whose furniture he trusts to be where he left it and cannot see. "Shuttered teahouses, the kind that lock the front and leave the garden door on the latch. Ivy-walled gardens nobody guarded after dusk, because who steals ivy. A bridge in the Old City (low, unfashionable, on no one's way to anywhere) where on certain nights the neighborhood set candles adrift on the water, little fleets of them, going down the dark under the arch and around the bend to wherever spent candles go. She knew every such place in Renere. She collected them, I think, the way other people collect debts or rings. Places where a thing could be beautiful without anyone deciding what that meant."

He took up a bottle from behind the bar, one that needed nothing, and held it against the low light, turning it, reading the amber slide of what it held.

"I want it understood," he said. "I never delayed what I meant to do. Not once, that season. Only what I should have."

Bast looked over at him, warier now, the way you look at footing that has gone soft once already. "None of us knew. Not Wilem, not Simmon. Not—I was there, Reshi. I watched you every day of that season, it was my whole occupation, and I never knew."

"That's how she wanted it." No reproach in it; a fact, set down gently, the way you set down something of hers. "Quiet as held breath. Nothing said in daylight, nothing written, nothing promised past the next meeting. And if it comes to choosing—" he turned the bottle once more, "—I didn't mind. I had spent my whole life being seen. Being seen was my trade and my talent and my sickness. She gave me the other thing. It was the one district of that whole city where the ghosts couldn't follow us. No politics. No princes. No greater good." The bottle stilled in his hands. "Just quiet music."

Bast was silent a moment. And then, almost carefully, in the voice he used when he was setting a foot on the thinnest part of the ice because someone had to:

"That's what she was to you, then. The part of the story that hadn't gone wrong yet."

Kote shook his head. And there was nothing sharp in the gesture, which somehow made it absolute.

"No," he said. "She's never been that."

He set the bottle back in its place behind the bar, gently, with both hands, the way you shelve a thing that will be wanted again.

"She was never the part of anything else," he said. "She was her own story the whole time. I only ever got to be in it on certain nights, in certain gardens, and I knew it, and I have never once had better terms from anyone." He looked down at the polished wood under his hands. His thumb crossed the grain, slow, following one dark line through the honey-colored field the way an eye follows a staff of music half-remembered. "But for a little while, we met where the city forgot to watch us."

The fire murmured. Chronicler's pen lay where it had come to rest a long while ago, and he made no move toward it, and the page before him stayed clean, and it is possible that this was the most professional decision Chronicler made in all his three days at the Waystone.

"And that," the innkeeper said softly, to the wood, "was close enough."


CHAPTER 23

THE THREAD UNRAVELS

The common room of the Blind Beggar was louder than it had any right to be.

Sim had bought a bottle of something amber and strong the moment we came through the door, bought it with the ceremonial decisiveness of a man discharging a sacred duty, and now he was two cups deep and telling Bast what the whole thing must have looked like. He had not seen it. That did not slow him in the least. The story had flown ahead of us through the streets, carried by the crowd pouring down from the Citadel, growing as it went the way stories grow in a city's bloodstream, and by the time it reached the Blind Beggar Sim had caught it, skinned it, and made it his own.

"—but then his knee snapped," Sim said, leaning in, eyes bright over the rim of his cup. "They're saying you could hear it clean across the courtyard."

"You could," Bast confirmed, not looking up. He was stitching my forearm with the unhurried attention of a man mending a shirt he was fond of. The needle moved in small clean arcs. If it hurt, the last of the nahlrout saw to it that the hurt arrived like news from another country. "It was lovely."

"Lovely," Sim repeated, half laughing, half appalled, and drank.

Wilem sat across from us with a cup untouched at his elbow. He had not joined the retelling, had not once corrected Sim's geography or physics, which was itself unusual. He was watching me instead, with the careful reading attention he ordinarily kept for documents: the attention of a man studying a page chiefly for what had been left off it.

"Stop fidgeting," Bast murmured, drawing a stitch tight. "You wanted to play at swords beneath the noon sun. Now hold still and let me mend what it cost you."

"It barely cost me anything."

Bast glanced up, amused. "I know. That's what makes it insulting to stitch."

Sim poured another measure and slid it across toward Wil, who let it stand. "They're calling it something, you know," Sim said. "The sword. All down the hill, they're calling it Kaysera. Does it mean anything?"

Bast snipped the thread with his teeth and pressed a folded cloth to my arm. "It means they heard a true thing once, for a moment, at a distance." He held the pressure, unhurried. "They'll have it wrong by morning. There. You'll live, as if there were ever any doubt."

The nahlrout was thinning by then. I could feel it going the way you feel a tide pull back from the shore, each wave taking a little more of the ground you had been fool enough to think was solid. The bright edge that had carried me through the duel was gone entirely, and in its place a cottony blankness had moved in behind my eyes, a fog that made even simple thoughts a matter of wading. Something was nagging at me through it: something from the court, a shape lying just under the surface of the day, wrong in a way I could feel and not name. I reached for it. It slipped away, smooth as a fish.

I set it aside and said, "I saw Auri."

The name came out wrong. Not the saying of it: the fit. It did not belong in that room, among thick wood and fire-noise and spilled beer; it belonged to the hush of old clay pipes under a city, to bare feet keeping time on rooftop tiles, to a voice the size of a folded letter. In rooms like this one, in cities like this one, she was Princess Ariel. That was rather the whole of the problem.

Sim straightened at once, the story-glow going out of him. "She was there? At the duel?" His voice had tightened two full steps. "Is she all right?"

"Of course," Bast said, turning the bloodied cloth in his hands, unconcerned.

The flat certainty of it dug at me. It dug at me twice: once because I did not share it, and once because I could not tell where he had it from. I let it lie. There was a queue forming, of things I was letting lie.

"Trenati was with her," I said.

Bast scoffed. But it was not his usual amused disdain; it had a curl of something else in it. "The royal boy takes a tender interest in his wayward sister. How very touching."

Wilem leaned forward. "With her," he said, "or near her?"

I thought back through the nahlrout fog, and the fog, for once, did not matter, because I had looked at that cloister with everything I had. "He wasn't speaking to her. He wasn't even quite facing her. But it wasn't chance. He stood just close enough."

"Just close enough," Wilem repeated slowly, "that anyone looking at her would see him standing there." He tested his next words the way he tested planks on a stair. "More jailor than brother."

The door creaked open. A man stepped in out of the evening wearing the livery of a noble house's attendant, and the room's noise dropped around him by half, because Renere's common rooms know livery the way fields know weather.

All four of us turned.

"Apologies for the intrusion." He said it to the space between us, eyes down, a man delivering a package he had no wish to have signed. "Lord Vatis has succumbed to his wounds."

The room went quiet in the wrong way.

"Impossible," I said.

I had seen him carried off that ground with my own bright borrowed eyes. A cut inside the thigh, placed to a hair, nowhere near the great vessel. A ruined knee. A stripe on the cheek from his own blade. Painful, humiliating, season-ending. About as mortal as a broken fiddle. I had chosen those wounds. Choosing them was the entire art of the morning.

Bast shook his head slowly, as though presented with a joke built by someone who did not understand how jokes work. "Ah, yes. A cut leg, a torn knee, and a scratch from his own rapier. Plainly fatal, if you're an idiot." He paused. A slow blink, lizard-calm. Then dull certainty settled into his voice like sediment. "And naturally, it will be your fault."

The attendant had been sent to deliver a message, not to hold a position. He bowed his head quickly and removed himself, and the door swung shut on the street's noise.

Wil's forehead creased. "Either someone was careless with the stitching—"

Sim touched the side of his nose. "—or someone wanted him dead."

Bast drummed his fingers once against the table. "A dead man's story," he said, "is whatever you please."

Here, forgive me, but it must go here, because this is where it happened, I will step out of that room for a moment, because you have been patient, and you have surely heard the name they call my sword. Not Caesura. The other name, the road name, the one that walks into taprooms ahead of me. Kaysera. The poet-killer. You have wondered, perhaps, how a sword comes by a name like that, and whether the poets of the world had best keep clear of me, and I have let the wondering stand because it pays for suppers.

Now you have the accounting entire. One duel. One chosen cut, placed shallow, on a man Bredon had told me was a poet: a terrible one, protected from the knowledge by courtly manners. I let him live, and said so where two hundred people could hear me say it. And before his stitches were a day old, somebody in that white city quietly finished what I had deliberately left undone, and hung the finishing on my blade, where it has swung ever since. Kaysera, the poet-killer: a wrong name for the sword, and a wrong death to its credit, and the poet in question never even heard the verse they made of him. Every word of the legend is false, and it is the truest thing anyone says about Renere.

At the table, in the Blind Beggar, I touched my fresh stitches through my sleeve, and reached into the fog after the lines I could feel lying there wanting connection. The nahlrout's ebb had dulled precisely the part of my mind that leaps, the part that strings distant things together before I have consciously reached for either. So I did it the slow way, hand over hand, a man sorting wrack after the tide.

That exchange between Trenati and the steward, at Fascino's gathering. The one Bredon's cane had made sure I marked. Why mark it? What had actually been in it?

I went back through what I had seen, item by item, the way Elodin taught against and Brandeur taught for. The glove. The ledger. The nod. And there. A ring on Trenati's hand. Gold, worked, and not his father's crest; I had filed the fact without weighing it, one of a hundred small wrongnesses a court hands you in an evening. Not worn smooth. Not reforged. The firelight had moved on carvings that were... geometry. Locked, folded geometry, line turned into line, cut deep in the gold. A pattern that pulled at me even in memory, the way a face pulls when you have seen it somewhere you cannot place.

Ciphers. That was the shelf it lived on. Kilvin had shown me such work once, in the Fishery, by way of warning: geometric ciphers, the artificer's old trick for hiding an alchemical recipe inside an honest-looking decorative border. Meaning, folded until it looks like ornament. Worn in plain sight by a prince of the realm.

I described it to them, the fold of it, the turns, the framing, tracing it on the tabletop in spilled beer while the fog fought me for every line.

And Sim's hands went still around his cup.

I had seen Sim afraid before. Sim was reliably afraid; it was part of his great charm; his fear ran ahead of trouble like a good dog and was generally right. This was not that. Something moved through his face like ground giving way under a word he had known all his life.

"Tehlu's wrath." Soft. Far too soft, a note played only for himself. "That's Feyda's Mark."

Something snagged in my chest at the name. Snagged the way a half-remembered song snags: familiarity without an address, a hook trailing up out of deep water. Feyda. I turned the name over and the fog gave me nothing back, and the nothing had a shape.

"You don't understand." Sim looked up at us, and the firstborn-of-Dalonir was in his voice now, the boy raised on succession law and quarterings the way I was raised on chord voicings. "Nobody wears that mark. Not in jest. Not in secret, which is what this is. There are two noble houses (I learned this at my father's table) that broke their own crests, melted seals their families had carried for three hundred years, rather than risk being mistaken for it at a distance."

"Feyda Calanthis," I said. It came up out of me through the fog like something hauled from a well, slow and dripping. "First king of Tarvintas. Crowned—no. Declared. Posthumously declared." The facts were there, half-drowned, reading like text through water. "The stories say he did not stay dead. A barrow draug. The wizard-king who rose, and wore his crown in the dark under the hills." And even as I recited it, the hook kept pulling. Because I knew this name from somewhere nearer than a history shelf, and I could not find the doorway of the room I had learned it in.

Sim nodded, grim as I had ever seen him. "That's the one. His mark was struck from every noble seal in the world after the barrow wars. It isn't heraldry anymore. It's a death-sign. A promise of ruin, written in the one alphabet every great house still fears."

Bast had gone stern, and Bast stern was like a knife coming out; the room changed temperature. "Human princes are foolish things," he said. "It is nearly their function. But no prince is fool enough to carve a buried name in gold and wear it on his hand. Not unless he means it. Names that are buried are buried for reasons, and the reasons do not expire."

I agreed. And yet my mind kept circling the ring itself, the remembered geometry, and slowly, through the fog, the lines resolved into what they actually were. And I sat up.

"It's been altered."

They looked at me.

"The mark. The geometry's been turned: the framing rotated, two of the folds mirrored. Small changes. Deliberate ones. To anyone who knew Feyda's Mark cold, it reads as almost: as a mistake, a coincidence of ornament. It's a deceit aimed at people who only half remember." I heard what I was saying as I said it. "It's built to be deniable to experts and invisible to everyone else."

"That's not possible," Sim said, but his voice had no floor under it. "Feyda's Mark is—it's history. It was exiled before my father's father was born. Everyone knows—"

He stopped. Because there it was.

Everyone knows. Except: where had Sim learned it? At his father's table, as a cautionary story about two melted seals. And where had I learned it? I could not say. And I could always say. My memory was the one property I held freehold; whatever else the plum bob had cracked, I knew the provenance of every fact I owned, down to the smell of the room where I had bought it. I had studied heraldry under three kinds of teacher. I had read succession law until my eyes crossed, hunted ruined bloodlines through the Archives for my own reasons, and I could not recall one text, not one, that gave a full accounting of Feyda's Mark. Not its form. Not its crimes. Not even the decree of its exile.

A story erased carelessly leaves ink all over the margins. I had built half a year of my life, once, on exactly that principle: you can read what was burned by where the scorch-marks are. But there were no scorch-marks here. No stains. No disgraced house held up as warning, no mocking student ballad, no gap in a catalogue with the gap's own shape testifying. Feyda's Mark had been swallowed entire: erased so thoroughly that even the erasure was gone, and what remained was smoother than innocence.

And absence, I had learned in a hidden room under a courtyard, is its own kind of presence, if you can only stand far enough back to see its edges.

My hands tightened on the table.

"Wil. Sim." It came out sharper than I meant. "How many texts in the Archives speak plainly of Feyda's Mark? Not mentions. Accountings."

Wilem did not answer at once. Wilem never answered at once; but this pause had weight moving in it. "I don't know," he said slowly. Then: "Mentions in old succession disputes. Sideways ones. Nothing whole." Another pause, longer. "Nothing recent. Perhaps in the locked stacks, there is something." He said locked stacks and looked at me, and I looked at him, and neither of us said the next thing, because the next thing was a room with grey-snow dust and my bootprints in it.

And my mind, wading, fog-hampered, arrived at last where it had been trying to go all evening.

Ambrose Jakis.

His endless tenure at the University. Six years, seven, by some countings, dragging through his terms at the leisurely pace of a man with no appetite for study and no need of rank. I had always read it as laziness seasoned with spite: too important to leave, too petty to finish. Manet had told me once, over cards, in the tone he kept for the University's unwritten rules, that it wasn't natural, noble heirs did two years, three at the most, enough polish to carry home; younger sons might linger, finding their feet; but Ambrose was firstborn. The Jakis lands, the title, the whole inheritance stood waiting for him like a saddled horse. And he stayed. Year over year, term over term, in rooms he despised, among people he held beneath him.

Why does a man like that stay?

No. It was absurd, and I made myself say why: Ambrose was arrogant, cruel, and petty: he spent his malice in small coins, on tavern rumors and torn-up slips. He was not clever in the long way. He was not patient in the deep way.

And yet.

And yet the thing that had been snagging me since Sim first said the name finally broke the surface, whole, cold, and thrashing.

Feyda's Legacy.

I could see the book. I can see it now: cracked spine, pages gone soft as cloth at the corners, sitting on top of my morning's stack in the Archives, Numbered Names under it, and the Child-Charms, four books of shadows wearing old names, three years ago, my first great research season. I had been three pages into it. And Ambrose had appeared at my shoulder with a scriv's slip already stamped, laid it on the stack like a gambler laying down the hand he'd been holding all evening for the pleasure of the moment, and lifted the whole morning out from under me. Priority claim. Logged and stamped. I'll be making use of them in the north reading nook. And he had walked away with my books under his arm, unhurried as a draccus crossing a grove, and I had spent the evening inventing revenges and the years since filing it under his pettiness, one grain in that great grey heap.

But the book had been about Feyda.

And tonight a prince of the realm was wearing Feyda's Mark, altered by a careful hand, in gold, at a gathering of men who disliked the crown's new friends.

The locked stacks I could never quite get leave for. The documents that were misshelved, or claimed, or simply gone the season I hunted them. I had assumed, with the perfect self-centered logic of a nineteen-year-old at war, that things vanished ahead of me because a rich boy enjoyed inconveniencing me.

But what if none of it had ever been about me at all?

The silence at our table had stretched long. When I finally spoke I let the words out slowly, one at a time, testing each plank.

"What if Ambrose wasn't at the University for himself?"

Saying it aloud gave it weight, and the weight settled and did not tip. Ambrose Jakis, six years resident in the largest collection of writing in the world, holding priority over whatever he cared to claim, patron-protected, untouchable, bored, and all that while, things had been going quietly missing. Books. Records. Names swallowed under burned ink. I had blamed Lorren's pruning for the deep erasures and Ambrose's spite for the shallow ones, and it had never once occurred to me to wonder whether some of the hands doing the burying were wearing the same rings.

And now he was in Renere, doing it to a person.

That is what I understood, sitting in that loud little taproom with my arm freshly stitched: the shape of the crime was the same. You take a true thing. You strike its name. You dress what remains in a story that fits the mouths around it better than the truth did, and you wait one generation, and the truth is not merely hidden. It was never there. They had done it to Feyda's Mark, whoever they finally were. Ambrose had spent six years doing it to books. And now, in the White Citadel, with attendants and silk and a taught smile, they were doing it to Auri, striking Auri, that exact and hard-won name, and writing Ariel over the sanded place, and in a year the court would swear the girl had never been anything else.

My right hand had begun to shake again. The nahlrout was fully out of me now, and the tremor had come back with interest, the way a creditor comes back who was turned from the door at noon. I pressed my palm flat to the table and held it there and thought about Auri, because I could not stop myself.

She hates being looked at. Hates it in her body, the way other people hate falling. The first time I ever called her by the name, her name, the one she'd chosen from Elodin's mouth or wherever names came to her from, she flinched. Not at the sound. At the weight of it: at being fixed, even for a moment, even by a friend, even in love. It had taken me a year to learn what kind of silence to leave around her. When to look at the moon instead so that she could exist beside me unobserved, herself, entire. Whole evenings I knew her presence only by the length of a shadow or a change in the air, and learned to count those evenings as visits, and they were.

I found her on her rooftop once before she heard me come. She had her face turned up to the whole open sky, and she was nobody's anything, just Auri, moon-drenched, sufficient. Then my boot scraped tile, and she folded away into herself so fast and so completely it was like watching a flower close, and she tucked into a gap in the chimneys too small for the world to follow her into.

And now the world had followed her in. Now she stood in fitted gowns under five hundred eyes while attendants starched and pinned and smoothed her, hour upon hour, day upon day, wearing a name chosen by strangers, forbidden every one of her own rooms. I had told her, I had promised her, on a rooftop, with bread between us, that she would always be safe with me. She had weighed the promise for a day, in her way. And then she had trusted it.

I tried drinking. Three sips told me what drink was going to do, and it did it anyway: beneath the table the tremor picked up the alcohol like a fiddler picking up a jig.

Bast noticed. Bast always noticed; noticing was what he was instead of most virtues. His eyes went to my hand, then away, smooth, as if he had seen nothing. And a few minutes later, without one word, a clay cup arrived in front of me. Dark tea. Cold. Bitter as anything.

I looked at the cup. I looked at Bast. He said nothing at all. He only lifted an eyebrow, mild as morning, as though the matter were beneath discussion, as though it were already tea I had asked for and he had merely been slow bringing it.

I should have refused it. Let me say that plainly, at this table, where saying things plainly is the whole remaining work of my life. I knew the arithmetic; I have recited it to you already; every bright hour was borrowed against the hours ahead at a rate I had not asked and the lender never posted. And I knew, this is the part that matters, mark it, that the distance between needing it and wanting it had grown thinner that day, and would grow thinner every day I drank, until one morning the two would lie down together and get up wearing each other's clothes, and I would not be able to tell you which one poured the cup.

But my hand would not stop. And my thoughts were wading when they needed to run. And somewhere up the hill, behind white walls, Auri did not have time for me to be anything less than sharp.

I drank.

Within minutes the fog began to lift off the fields of me. The brightness crept back into the edges of things; my hand lay quiet; the ache behind my eyes banked itself down to a hum. Better.

For now. Everything that season was for now.

I leaned forward and looked at Wil and Sim across the table. "We need leverage on Trenati."

"That is not what we need." Wilem's voice was level, and the tension underneath was what held the level up, the way piers hold a bridge. His shoulders had set. "You do not understand what you are reaching toward. I am not sure I do. But I know its kind." He turned his cup a quarter-turn on the wood, and did not drink from it. "Men like this, things like this, whichever it is, they shape cities, Kvothe. They silence rivals the way you tune a string, as maintenance. You do not defeat them. You survive them. If you are careful. If you are lucky. If you are far away." He shook his head once, slow, and when he spoke again it was quieter and worse. "Damn you. Other men run from fire. You have never once in the time I have known you run from fire. You take a bearing on it."

He wasn't wrong. He was almost never wrong; it was the most exhausting thing about him, and the reason I kept him closer than my shadow.

But it did not matter, and I told him so with my silence. There was no right way to do what needed doing, no safe way to tear a locked door off its hinges, and I had made my peace with hinges long ago, in another courtyard, over a basin of acid. I was not looking for equal footing with princes and regents. Equal footing is a duelist's fantasy. I was looking for what I had looked for at the four-plate door, at Haven's wall, at every locked thing that had ever stood between me and someone I loved: the flaw. The soft grain. The place where their iron rules could be made to splinter.

And I was willing to wager everything left in my purse, which was, in every sense, not much, that if we found the right evidence, the right lever of the right length, we could make Prince Trenati hand Auri back rather than see it used.

  *

Auri's time was running out; the betrothal had a date; and so we spent what we had, which was ourselves.

I ought to have spent every hour on the hunt, and most of them I did. But Trenati was not a man who left footprints, or rather (we would come to understand the distinction slowly, and it cost us) he left them, and they healed. Every trace we lifted led somewhere subtly wrong, like a map drawn from memory by someone who had never been lost. So we divided the city by our natures: Wilem took the official channels, where paper answers to paper; Sim took the streets and stalls and taprooms, where his harmlessness was a passport; and Bast and I took the parts of the work that no one could be permitted to talk about afterward.

We began at the east wall of the Palazzo de Contraier, on a night quiet enough to hear the third bell arrive twice, once from the High City, once echoed off the river, with the great house shuttered dark and its reputation standing all the watches a guardsman should. Reputation is economical that way; Fascino would have approved. The ivy on that wall grew old and woody, thick enough to hold a man who had learned climbing where I learned it, and it took us up to a balcony I remembered from the gathering: the long gallery, the quiet end, the polished little desk. The shutters were latched. I had been opening worse latches since I was twelve, with colder fingers.

The steward's ledger lay where my memory had shelved it.

I want to be fair to that book: it was beautiful work. Months of entries in a clerk's careful hand, disciplined as sygaldry, and Trenati's name ran through it far too often for a prince supposedly buried in affairs of state. But it was not the frequency that stopped my breath over the lamp. It was the texture.

The early entries were specific the way clerks are specific. Prince Trenati, 4th of Caitelyn. Arrived ninth bell. Northern tariff arrangements discussed, Lords Vaen and Harrick attending. Departed past midnight. Three bottles Feloran red, billed to the Citadel account. You could smell the room in an entry like that. And then, page by page, season by season, the entries about Trenati thinned. Not stopped. Thinned, like a voice moving away down a corridor. Prince Trenati. Arrived late. Usual company. Then: Prince Trenati. Present. Usual business. Then only: P.T.—present. While all around them, above and below on the very same pages, the clerk's hand stayed rich as ever: Lord Vaen's wine preferences, the Modegan ambassador's exact hour of departure, the cost of candles. The man had not grown lazy. He had grown lazy about one subject, gradually, evenly, over months, the way you forget a face you see every day.

I closed the ledger with my skin crawling in a way I had no name for yet.

Bast stood in the middle of the room with his head tipped back, turning slowly, testing the air the way a hound tests a trail gone cold. "There's no iron here," he said at last. "Your kind reeks of iron. It rides on all of you: every latch you touch, every coin you carry, every knife you've ever honed. It gets down into your skin, and your skin gets into your rooms." He breathed in once more, long, and when he looked at me his eyes were careful. "This room smells of nobody at all."

We put everything back to the hair and left as we had come, and by the time we let ourselves through the Blind Beggar's back door the sky had begun to grey at its eastern edge.

Wil reported first, that evening, over an untouched supper.

Four days in the court records had shown him, on their face, a perfectly ordinary princely calendar. So, being Wilem, being his father's son, he had cross-set every entry against independent sources, guild books, house registries, harbor rolls. His father had raised him on double-entry bookkeeping the way other fathers raise sons on bedtime stories, and a Cealdish man does not leave a number unverified any more than a priest leaves a candle burning.

The glassmakers' guild meeting on the 22nd was the first crack. One merchant swore to Wil that Trenati had attended, described his seat, his questions. Another merchant, seated at the same table that same night, swore just as flatly that the prince had not come. "Neither of them hesitated," Wil said, and pressed his hands flat to our table as though holding a ledger down against wind. "Understand what I am telling you. I showed them the same guild record. The same page. Same date, same meeting. They looked at the same ink, and they saw different things, and each of them was certain."

The gathering at the House of Seven Wells, on the 27th, was worse. That house keeps attendance the way the Archives keeps books: vanity, but a scholar's kind of vanity, and in its meticulous register, where Trenati's name belonged, there was a blank. Not a scratched line. Not an erasure, which leaves its own testimony. A blank, with the names above and below it snug as bricks.

"The attendant told me the night was full," Wil said. "Every guest accounted for, she said. So I asked after Trenati, and she said, at once, warmly, that she was certain he had been there. So I asked her to show me his name." He paused, and turned his cup a quarter-turn. "She looked at the blank space for a long time, Kvothe. Longer than a person looks at anything. Then she closed the book, and she told me she couldn't help me."

"Couldn't," I asked, "or wouldn't?"

"Neither." Wil's jaw worked. "That is what I am trying to say. There was no fear in it, no threat. It was like, you know the way a man walks into a room and stands there, because the errand has gone out of his head? The reason had gone out of her. She closed the book the way you close a door on an empty room."

We were a few rounds in before Sim came back, and Sim came back pink.

He had taken the markets and the docks, the places where folk with no stake in anything might have crossed a prince's path, and at the harbor he had found a sailor who swore Trenati had personally overseen an ivory shipment. Clear as day, the man said. Wore that dark blue brocade coat of his, same as always. Sim, who was better at this work than any of us had guessed, had pressed gently: Same as always? Same coat last time too, the sailor agreed. And when was last time? The man had scratched his jaw and looked out at the water. Couldn't say. Felt recent. Then, helpful: the prince usually stopped in at the Brewer's Rest, on his way back up to the Citadel.

So Sim had gone to the Brewer's Rest. The innkeeper's wife and one of the barmaids had been clearing after the midday meal, and Sim had asked his gentle usual questions. Had Prince Trenati been through lately? The innkeeper's wife shook her head, not that she could recall; business had been slow all month.

And the barmaid, still stacking plates, had said: "That's not right, is it? He was in just two span back. Don't you remember, that was when Garret was off settling accounts in Tarbean, and you looked half dead from running the place alone."

And the innkeeper's wife had smiled (Sim did the smile for us, and it was a good smile, easy and fond) and waved her hand and said: "Oh, it's all such a blur when Garret's away. I couldn't place a single face from that whole span if you paid me."

The barmaid had gone down cellar for something then, though not before giving Sim a look he declined to describe. And before he could make his escape, the innkeeper's wife had laid her hand on his hip and wondered aloud whether he planned to stay a night or two, she had rooms upstairs, and it might be worth his inspecting a few, to see which suited him.

Sim was studying his own hands by this point in the telling, scarlet to the ears.

"She reminded me of Fela," he said quietly, which was not where any of us had thought the sentence was going, and stopped the smiles on our faces. "The hair. The way she smelled. And that's, look. What I mean is, I was paying attention. Close attention. And I would swear before the iron law that she wasn't lying about Trenati. There was no seam in her, nothing held back. I think the memory of him standing in her taproom is simply gone. Gone like a pulled tooth, and she's run her tongue over the gap so many times she's stopped feeling the gap. She wasn't hiding anything. She was rearranging what was left inside her to make it all feel natural. People do it with grief all the time. I've just never seen it done to someone."

No one said anything for a while after that. The fire ticked. Out in the street a cart went by, and its driver was singing, and the song arrived in the room like news from a country where things still worked.

The nahlrout was fading in me again, I could feel the ache assembling itself behind my temples, patient, taking its seat early for the evening performance, and I turned to the window, where Bast had been standing this last half hour watching the street through the open shutter, his face slatted in shadow.

"You're quiet," I said.

Bast rolled a silver coin across the backs of his fingers, watching the lamplight run along its ridges. Somewhere in the past days he had stopped smirking, and I had not marked the day it happened, and that frightened me now, tallying it.

"Nothing to say?"

The coin walked over his knuckles, turned, walked back. "I don't like cities that learn how to hold their tongue," he said finally.

Wilem glanced at me, then at him. "What does that mean?"

Bast caught the coin flat in his palm and closed his hand on it, and looked at the three of us, young men in a taproom, with our ledgers and our witnesses and our clever mortal methods, the way you look at children who have been describing, brightly, over supper, the pretty lights they followed into the fen.

"It means," he said, "that even a place can be taught to forget."

The words sat down at the table with us and did not leave.

"You knew this the whole time," Wilem said. It was not quite an accusation. It was a scriv, hating an uncited source.

Bast shook his head slowly. "No. But I suspected. And now—" he opened his hand and looked at the coin as though checking it was still itself, "—now I do not want to know."

Sim's cup stopped halfway to his mouth. "If you don't want to know," he said carefully, "should we be worried?"

And the easy grin came back up over Bast's face like a shutter over a window with something moving behind it.

"Simmon," he said. "I have always assumed you should be."


CHAPTER 24

THE WHISPERING QUARTER

There was no border where the Whispering Quarter began.

I want that understood, because you will be imagining a gate, or a chain across a road, or at the very least one of those invisible lines every city keeps, where the cobbles change and the smells change and a man knows he has left one neighborhood's law for another's. There was nothing. No walls, no guardhouse, no merchant guild's painted post staking claim to a corner. You simply walked forward, and the city began, quietly, to unravel around you. The air went thin as skimmed broth. The fog came down lower, leaning over the rooflines like a crowd at a rail. And the streets (I cannot say it better than this) stopped going where streets go. They folded in on themselves, turned polite and vague, and the only paths that stayed underfoot led to places nobody could afterward explain having wanted to reach.

Travelers will tell you the Whispering Quarter got its name from the stone: some soft-voiced local rock that eats echoes. I had believed that myself, walking through its outer lanes my first evening in the city.

Travelers are told that. Now I knew who by, or at least I knew the shape of the who, and I have never trusted a quaint explanation since. Quaintness is what erasure wears in daylight.

I felt the tremor coming back up my fingers before we were three streets deep. The morning's nahlrout had burned down to nothing, right on its miserly schedule, so I pulled the flask from inside my coat and forced down a mouthful of Bast's cold tea. I had a flask now. Mark that, because I did not mark it then: somewhere in the past handful of days the clay cup handed across a table had become a flask riding against my heart, filled each morning without discussion, drunk without ceremony, in the street, mid-stride, the way a man checks a pocket watch. It tasted the way a dead fire smells. Within a few minutes my hands remembered their business and the world handed me back its edges.

We kept walking.

Bast was winding tighter with every street. I could see it in him the way you see weather coming: his shoulders dropping, his step going soft and exact, his eyes narrowing at middle distances where the rest of us found only fog. "I don't like this," he murmured.

"Neither do the beggars," Wilem said.

He tipped his chin at the doorways we were passing. Deep alcoves, dry, sheltered from wind on two sides: the finest sleeping property a poor man could ask, the kind of doorway that in Tarbean would be defended with fists and held for years. Empty. All of them. Not merely vacant tonight: abandoned, no bedding, no rag nest, no little cache of the small ownings that even the poorest man accumulates. Not even a blanket left behind, and a blanket is the last thing a beggar leaves.

I had slept in doorways for years of my life. I knew what it meant that they stood empty in a dry quarter of a rich city. It meant the rent was too high, and the rent was not money.

"This is impossible," Sim said. He said it the way a man recites a charm. "Secret districts don't exist in Renere. The city isn't built that way. There are surveys. There are tax rolls. My father has maps—"

"No," Bast said. "But this isn't a district, is it."

"Like how the Eld isn't a forest?" I asked.

Bast let out a small laugh with no bottom to it. "The Eld remembers too well. That is its trouble; it holds every grudge it ever grew. This place," he turned in a slow half-circle, reading the fog, "has forgotten itself altogether. And a thing that has forgotten itself will forget you without malice. The way water drowns you without malice."

"That's absurd," Sim said, rubbing the gooseflesh from his arms in a businesslike manner, as if it could be made to listen to reason.

Bast rolled his eyes. "Not if you know the stories."

Nobody asked which stories. There is a kind of asking that invites a thing nearer, and even Sim had learned, by then, not to do it in that city.

  *

We settled into the old market district: an empty sprawl of forgotten stalls, canvas gone to grey lace, a few half-rotted tables that had once held fish or fruit and now held fog. We repositioned one of the tables and got a passable vantage on the Low-House we suspected Trenati would use: a narrow building with a modest door, unremarkable in every way except the ways it was not. The fog lay thicker here, pooling in the gutters, rounding the edges off the cobbles. And the two lamps nearest that modest door had gone dark (just those two) while the lamps on either side burned steadily on, their light bruising the fog a sickly yellow, so that the door stood in its own patient pocket of night.

Nobody had broken those lamps. I climbed and checked, early on, while we were still pretending this was ordinary work. Oil full, wicks trimmed, glass whole. They had simply stopped. Some things do not want to be explained; they want to be left; those lamps wanted to be left.

We had hours to fill, so we tried at first to teach Bast corners. It went as it always went. He mastered the deal in one hand, the scoring in two, and the strategy never: not because he could not hold the rules, but because he regarded rules, all rules, as opening offers. Explaining to Bast that you may not do a thing in a card game was like explaining tides to a fish: he heard the words, and his whole nature declined the premise. After the fourth hand ended in scandal we gave it up, and then we simply sat, hour into hour, four young men at a rotted table, watching a door.

And the Quarter went about its unbusiness around us.

Men passed without looking: not avoiding our eyes, which is a thing done and readable, but without looking, the way you do not look at a wall you have walked past daily for years. Footsteps that should have rung on the wet stone arrived padded, or arrived not at all, so that figures came upon you like thoughts. Once, a man slowed near the Low-House door, stood a moment with the particular tilt of someone consulting an inner errand. And then walked on, faster, in the manner of a man who has forgotten why his feet brought him somewhere and is embarrassed before his own body.

Sim hunched forward over his elbows. "Do you see that man by the canopied stall? With the cigar?"

I followed his gaze. Dark coat, heavy jaw, propped against a stall-post with the settled weight of a man who owns his idleness. He was working a fat cigar between his teeth, and as we watched he drew long, let a thick ball of smoke roll out past his lips, and snapped it back in: a smoker's little vanity, a trick you'd mark and smile at.

"I swear to Tehlu," Sim said, wetting his lips, "I saw that man two streets back. By the theater, when we came in. Same coat. Same jaw. Same trick: I watched him do exactly that, and I thought, there's a man pleased with himself." He paused, and his voice came down half a step. "But at the theater he was smoking the end of it. Down to a stub. And here it's newly lit."

I looked at the cigar. It was long, and fresh, and its band was still on.

There are wrongnesses that alarm you honestly, like a blade or a fall. And there are wrongnesses like that cigar, small and domestic and perfectly deniable, that do not alarm you at all: they simply move in behind your ribs and begin, very quietly, to rearrange the furniture.

Wilem, who had spent the whole watch tracking the men who entered the Low-House against the men who left it, said nothing. His pencil had stopped. His fingers pressed into the page of his little book hard enough to whiten.

"Right?" Sim leaned toward him, hungry for company. "Tell him. It's not possible."

Wil didn't look up. He ran his tally again. I watched him run it a third time, watched his lips part slightly, and Wilem's lips parting was another man's shout.

"There were twelve," he said. "Twelve went in. I know I counted twelve."

"What?" Sim blinked.

"Twelve went in," I said carefully. "I counted with you."

"Five have come out." Wil turned the pages back and forth, back and forth, as if the numbers might settle if shaken. "Five out. And I can see through the near window that there are still twelve inside. I have counted the room four times." He set the pencil down with terrible gentleness. "Numbers do not lie."

"Numbers don't lie," Sim agreed, in the voice of a man who dearly wished, just this once, that they would.

Bast had been pacing the rim of our vantage for the last hour, restless, tasting the air. Now he stopped. One hand came up, fingers spread (quiet) and he hissed softly through his teeth.

I listened.

Silence.

Perfect silence, and it took me a heartbeat to understand why that was wrong, and then it was the wrongest thing yet. No market is silent, not even a dead one at night in the fog. There is always the mouse-work of a city: boots somewhere, a cough somewhere, wind fingering canvas, the far-off clang and mutter of ten thousand lives. It had all stopped: not faded, stopped, between one breath and the next, the way sound stops in the instant after a great bell rings, as though the air itself were holding still to let something pass.

The fog thickened. I saw it happen: it leaned in around us, pulsing closer like a slow heart contracting. And then it thinned again, easing back, and the sounds of the world returned as though they had never been anywhere else, and the whole thing had taken perhaps four heartbeats and might never have happened at all.

Nobody suggested it had never happened. We had by then stopped spending our comfort on suggestions like that.

More time crawled. A figure in a clerk's coat paused under a live lantern to fuss with the clasp of his satchel, fingers fumbling, and I found myself watching those hands without meaning to, the way you watch anything honest and clumsy in a place where everything else is smooth.

Then, movement at the mouth of the square. And I did not need Wil's tally or Sim's cigar to know it, because the fog knew it first.

Prince Trenati.

He came down the ruined market like a man crossing his own hall: step certain, unhurried, hands loose, no guard, no lantern, no glance spared for the dark doorways that would have made any sane man's neck prickle. The fog was thicker where he walked. I tell you that plainly and I will not soften it into a trick of the lamplight, though I tried to at the time: it gathered at his back and sides the way a wake gathers behind a hull, and where he had passed, the street stood emptier than empty.

And here is the thing I have never found adequate words for, though I have had years to look. Watching him move, I felt him fade. Not from sight: from account. As though with each step forward, the fact of where he had been a step ago mattered less, weighed less, was less kept: a man writing himself in fresh ink at the front while the pages behind him dried to blank. My eyes held him the whole way. Something under my eyes kept losing its grip.

He glanced at a passing street vendor: one of the handful of souls still trading at the Quarter's live edge. The man nodded back. It was a good nod, warm, reflexive, the nod you give a regular.

He was nodding to someone he would not remember seeing. You could watch the account close as he did it.

"We don't belong here," Bast murmured.

I knew better than to stay. I kept watching Trenati's back. "He does."

"For now," Bast said, very softly. "Belonging is a debt, in a place like this. It will come back to collect. It is already collecting; you're watching the payments."

"Do people come back?" Sim asked. "From—however far he's gone. Do they come back?"

Bast gave a shrug. I have seen Bast lie beautifully, at length, with garnish. That shrug was the worst lie I ever saw him attempt.

Wil's fingers had gone tight around his notebook. "We should reposition," he murmured. "Four men. One table. No trade, no drink, no dice, no movement, four hours. We look like exactly what we are."

He was right, and it was already too late, and both of those facts arrived together the way they usually do.

"Shit," Sim said, with feeling and scholarship. "Shit. Shit. Shit. Shit."

The heavy-jawed man with the cigar had left his stall-post and was walking toward us: strolling, unhurried, the cigar gone. The clerk with the troublesome satchel had angled back down the lane and was no longer troubled by it, or clumsy. The street vendor had stopped selling, because he had never, I understood with a distant coldness, really been selling.

They closed in a loose easy arc with fifty years of soldiering distributed among them, and the first man raised an open hand.

"Peace."

The word sat badly in his mouth, like an ill-forged coin passed with a straight face. His voice was rough-sewn canvas, a voice built by giving orders in cold places, and peace was not what it had been built for.

The others fanned wider: hands not on weapons, merely resting in weapon country, that studied nearness which is itself a sentence in the old grammar. Wilem came up straight beside me. Sim's fingers curled into his sleeve where he kept the small knife he believed we did not know about. Bast only sighed, low and put-upon, the sigh of a theatergoer as the evening chooses, against his advice, its next act.

"And who," I asked, "are you, to be claiming peace in a place like this?"

"Not me." He was already looking past us, up the lane, with a subordinate's economy. "Regent Lugosi. He'd like a word."

"Strange," I said. "I'd have thought a regent preferred quills and couriers to back-alley introductions."

"He prefers," the man said, "what works."

I glanced around our table. Sim's eyes had gone resigned. Wil was giving me the very slight, very slow headshake he had been refining since the day we met, the one that meant whatever you are pricing, it costs more than that. We could have fought free. I ran it, out of habit, the way you run any room: the arc too loose on its left, the clerk light on his feet but young, Bast worth any three of them in the dark and the dark on our side. We could have done it. And been fugitives in the one city where Auri was, hunted by the one faction that had bothered to say peace first.

I let my arm relax, and gave a slow shrug, and stood.

"Then lead the way."

  *

They took us two streets over, and by the second street the roads had given up being part of the city at all. I mean that soberly. The houses still stood, and the cobbles still lay, but the cityness had gone out of them: no signs, no thresholds worn by particular feet, no cat, no smell of anyone's supper. It was the theater-set of a street, struck and stored. Our footsteps arrived without echoes, and the fog closed the lane behind us like water closing over a dropped stone.

Lugosi waited under the one live lamp.

He wore no finery. I want to put that on the record, because everything else in Renere wore finery the way soldiers wear armor: a plain dark coat, good boots, no rings at all, which in Vintas is itself a statement loud enough to hear across a room. And yet the space had already arranged itself around him (the lamp above him, his men at the distances he preferred, the fog itself seeming to keep a respectful step back) the way space arranges itself around men who have stopped needing to ask for anything twice.

"Regent Lugosi," I said.

"Kvothe of Nowhere." He offered a half-bow with exactly enough mockery in it to be honest. "When four strangers make camp at a dead market and watch one door for four hours, some of us take notice. Time presses, so I will be plain: you'll find I'm the only man in this city who is, and you may consider that my letter of introduction. Ariel has much to say in your favor. From what I hear of her University years, it was your doing, not that Jakis boy's, that kept her safe."

"She is dear to me," I said. "But she is stronger than most realize, and she kept herself. Anything I did was small. Food. Music. Clothes bought new: she'd take nothing that had known another back. A place where nothing was asked of her."

"That she accepted anything at all," Lugosi said, "speaks volumes. I have watched her refuse a king's own table." He studied me a moment. "When I first saw you erupt in court, I had hopes you might be of use. Well. Then you went and killed Lord Vatis."

"He pushed the duel. He demanded satisfaction. I gave him precisely what he demanded and not one drop more."

"No," Lugosi corrected, mild as a clerk amending a sum. "You gave the court an excuse to shun you. Those are different services, and only one of them was wanted."

"And if I told you I know for a fact that wound wasn't fatal? I placed it. I could draw you its depth to the width of a straw."

"That doesn't matter in Renere." His voice stayed even, and the evenness was the frightening part. "Facts are fluid here. Surely you've noticed. You've spent four hours tonight watching them evaporate."

"Then why summon me?"

"I didn't." He glanced past my shoulder as he said it (briefly, involuntarily, toward the mouth of the lane where the street no longer remembered its own name) and for one moment the plain blunt man under the lamp looked like what he actually was, which was tired, and afraid at a depth where fear becomes indistinguishable from patience. "Until this season, I believed I understood the weave of this court. Every thread, every knot; it was my trade to. Now I suspect someone is unraveling the cloth itself, and I find that my trade has no word for that."

He looked us over then, one at a time, the way a moneylender looks over offered collateral: a look I knew intimately, having been on the wrong end of its finest practitioner for years. Me: damaged, notorious, encumbered. Bast: unpriceable, and therefore set aside. Wil: sound, foreign, hard to spend.

His gaze settled on Sim, and stayed.

Sim stared back. "Me?"

"You bear a name worth listening to," Lugosi said. "Even if House Cautrine is not what it was."

I confess the name meant nothing to me for a full breath (I had only ever had the duchy from him, Dalonir, the title he kept like a sword over a door) until I saw Sim's face and understood I was hearing the family's own name, the older one, the one that owned the blood while Dalonir merely named the land.

"I'm no diplomat," Sim muttered, a touch too tight.

"You were trained as one," Lugosi corrected mildly. "Rhetoric, heraldry, three languages, and the entire dreary science of who sits where. I know your father's table. And yet here you are regardless, four hours at a dead market, meddling in the politics of a foreign crown for love of a friend. Training will out."

Sim straightened by degrees. And something crossed his face I had never once seen there in three years of knowing him better than I knew myself. Pride. Not the borrowed kind he wore when Wil or I did something outrageous; his own, fitting badly, like a coat left hanging for a decade. "Dad always said the name could still mean something," he said. "I thought he was clinging to the past."

Lugosi let that sit exactly as long as it needed to. Then, quieter:

"Fascino moves against Roderic. House Jakis follows that power. Other houses are already shifting their weight off the throne's floor."

The ground went out from under every plan I had. I want you to appreciate the architecture of that moment: everything I had built or half-built toward freeing Auri (the leverage on Trenati, the evidence, even the mad frontal fantasies I did not admit to) every one of them stood on a single unexamined joist, the throne is secure. Kings were weather. Kings were scenery. And Lugosi had just said, in the tone of a man reporting rot in a beam, that the scenery was moving.

Wilem swore softly in Siaru. It was a long one, with clauses.

"And Trenati?" Sim asked. "Where is he in it?"

"Ambitious. Wounded in the way younger sons are wounded, which is to say invisibly and forever. But he is still his father's son, and I have chosen to go on believing there is a floor under him somewhere." Lugosi's jaw worked. "I've counseled him. Covered his tracks: you found some of my covering tonight, I don't doubt; I'm told I'm thorough. Bought him time to step back from whatever he has waded into." He looked at the fog. "But if Trenati falls (or fails, or is spent by cleverer men) I will not be remembered as the man who counseled restraint. There are no monuments to restraint. I'll be remembered as the man who fanned the flames, because that is the story that will fit the mouths."

"Your Quarter's got threads sunk in that prince now," Bast broke in, and his voice had none of its lace on. "Hear me, regent, because I'll say this once and I am the only one in this street qualified to. Whatever he thinks he's bargained with, it is not pulling him out of the world. It is pulling the world out of him. Tonight he walked past a man who greeted him and forgot him in the same motion. You think you are protecting him. You are embalming him. Keep covering his tracks and soon there will be no him left to step back: only tracks, and then not even those."

"I know." Lugosi said it at once, flatly, and I recognized the look that came with it, because every politician alive wears it in the moment somebody finally names the thing they have been dancing around for a season: relief, and hatred of the relief. "I know. But for me to carry this to Roderic is to stand in front of a frightened king and explain how I know: to implicate myself in the covering, in the Quarter, in all of it. I would spend my head to buy him a warning he would not believe." His eyes went back to Sim. "You, though. Persimmon Cautrine. I don't believe most of the court knows you are even in the city. Your name is not tangled in the Ruh rumors. You were raised clean, away from these shadows: anyone who checks will find exactly the wholesome nothing they hope to find. If I make one or two delicate introductions, to the right ears, you could at the least put the king's own men on their guard." A beat. "There is a certain Lord Veldren Alstair. He and your father studied together, at Tarvintas, in better days."

"Alstair." Sim frowned, and I watched him reach a long way back for it, past rhetoric tutors and seating charts, into the actual childhood underneath. "Ink and oranges," he said at last, half to himself. "That's what I remember. His letters smelled of ink and oranges. He wrote to me (to a child, proper letters, sealed) for years. About history. Kings, treaties, the barrow wars, things a boy wants." He looked up. "I think, looking back, he was afraid our official tutor was leaving things out. Is he still at court?"

"He is. And still Roderic's man, to the bone: there are perhaps four of those left, and I am not certain I am one of them." Lugosi's mouth was a line. "Your connection to Alstair may carry weight, or nothing. Old fondness is a currency that devalues quietly. But persuasion works best before a city starts burning, and this one is laid like a bonfire. If you can get his ear, he may see to it that Roderic hears the truth while there is still time to act on it: before Trenati is lost, and Ariel with him."

"Auri," I said. "Not Ariel."

Lugosi regarded me for a moment, too polite and too practical to argue a name with a man who plainly meant to die over it. "As you say." Then, to all of us: "Understand what is actually at stake, since you are strangers and may be forgiven the romance of thinking this is about one girl. Roderic is no saint. His court is glass held together by habit and fear, and I am under no illusions about the glazier. But if he falls the way Fascino means him to fall, the glass does not become something better. It shatters, and a dozen small tyrannies knife each other over the pieces for a generation, and the war in the north walks in through the broken window. I have seen a succession fail once. I planted trees as a boy that were burned as timber before I was thirty."

"And what about me?" I asked.

"Careful, Kvothe," Bast murmured behind me, pitched for my ear alone. "You might not be the knife they wanted. Only the one that was lying closest to hand."

Lugosi's smile was thin as a paper's edge. "The court is closed to you. Wholly. After Vatis, you would be seized before you reached the second gallery, and your seizure would be the evening's entertainment, and three factions would find it useful. There is no version of you walking up that hill that helps her."

"I won't just do nothing." It came out harder than I intended, and I let it. Every day that Ariel smiled correctly beneath court silk, Auri went a little further down under the sanded surface, and I could feel the days the way you feel coins leaving a thin purse. "If the court is closed and the king is blind: then what about weight from outside it? What if I went to the Maer? I hold his writ. I held his favor once, and better than favor, I am useful to him, and he has no love for the Jakis name. If any power outside Renere can lean against a coup, it is Alveron."

Lugosi considered me (the whole of me this time, damage and encumbrances and all) and for the first time that night the moneylender's look came back different, as though a piece of collateral had unexpectedly appraised higher on the second pass.

"Then go with speed," he said. "And pray the Maer still knows what you're worth. Perhaps he comes to our aid before we run out of time. Perhaps you simply put yourself beyond the walls before this city remembers it has your name written down." He turned to go, then paused, a courtesy occurring to him like an afterthought he had planned. "They are saying the wedding announcement is a matter of spans now, incidentally. Not seasons. I would not ride slowly."


CHAPTER 25

RESHI

As we left Lugosi's alley, his men melted back into doorways and lamplight, and within a dozen steps there was no sign they had ever stood there at all. That is a soldier's trick, and I admired it for perhaps a minute.

Then I understood that the Quarter did it better.

The walk back should have been simple. Straight out the way we'd come, four streets, a left at the dead fountain. But the Quarter had changed while our attention was elsewhere, or we had changed, had been marked somehow in that alley, and the Quarter had noticed us the way still water notices the first drop of blood. A street we had walked an hour before now bent in the wrong direction, mildly, apologetically, the way a dishonest answer bends. The lanterns along it had burned low, all together, though no hand had touched them. The cobbles underfoot had gone subtly uneven: tilted, canted out of their beds, as if the ground beneath had shifted its sleeping weight while nobody watched.

Sim stumbled first. Not on the stones. He had been talking. Sim met fear by talking, always had, the words running ahead of the dread like a drummer ahead of bad news. Something about Lugosi, about Lord Alstair, about how strange it was that a man's letters could matter twenty years after—

"—what was I saying?"

He stopped walking. His hand drifted up beside his head, fingers half-curled, groping gently after a thought in the way you grope after a dream at the moment of waking, when you can still feel its warmth on the pillow and nothing else.

Wilem glanced over. "Alstair. The letters."

"Right. Right." Sim nodded, but the pause before the nod had been too long, and we all heard it. He rubbed his arms. "Strange. I had it, and then I didn't. It didn't feel like forgetting. Forgetting has a—a shape, doesn't it, an it'll come to me. This was just. Smooth."

I knew that smoothness. I had been living on its coastline for a season: the lost hours, the holes with bells at the bottom. But those were mine, cracks in my own masonry, and I had earned them. Sim's masonry was whole. Sim had no business losing anything.

I should have taken that for the warning it was. I have made a collection of the warnings I should have taken, and it is displayed prominently in the gallery of this story, and this one hangs near the center.

Because then the fog thickened around me. Around me, drawing in with a terrible gentle purpose, muting the lamplight to a smear. And it started in on my father's hands.

I want to tell this part correctly, and slowly, because it is the truest thing I know about the Whispering Quarter, and because you will not believe the shape of the theft unless I draw it exactly. It did not take my memories of my father. I could still summon the wagon, the firelight, his profile bent over the strings. What it reached for was underneath memory: the knowledge of his hands. The specific way his fingers found the strings without being sent, the geography of his calluses, thicker on the second and third fingers of the left hand where the strings bit deepest, the little habit his thumb had of tapping twice on the lute's belly in the silence between songs, a sound I had heard through the wall of the world for eleven years and never once thought to treasure because it was load and lintel of the world itself.

And as I walked, the image thinned. I felt it thin. The calluses lost their shape first, going general, becoming anyone's calluses. Then the fingers lost the way of them. Then the hands lost his hands.

I stopped in the street and reached after them, the way Sim had reached, fingers half-curled beside my head, and there was nothing to close on. Smooth.

They have never come back. I want that in the record here, in its place, plainly, and then I will not say it again: what the Quarter took that night, it kept. I have since recovered stranger things than memory. I have spoken to the dead in dreams, walked in places where time pools, done three things I have promised this account I would not lie about. And my father's hands are gone. I know that his thumb tapped the lute's belly between songs because I wrote the fact into a song of my own, later, as a man builds a cairn where the body could not be recovered. The fact remains. The hands are gone.

The tremor was back in my own hands by then, fine as a plucked string's last shiver. The potion's old work, and the new work arriving on top of it. I set my jaw and kept walking, because walking was the whole of my plan and I was sticking to it.

Next it took the sound of Denna.

Her words stayed. I could have recited a hundred of our conversations then, and can recite them now, every clever cruel kind sentence in its place. What thinned was the sound. The particular way she rounded the vowel of my name and drew it out half a beat past sense, until one syllable meant more than the sentence it began. The grain of her voice, that roughness at the bottom of it like honey with the crystals still in. It went as I listened for it. It went because I listened for it: the fog followed my attention down and ate where I looked, so that loving a thing and losing it became a single motion. What was left was like a song heard through a wall: melody intact, resonance gone. You know the tune is beautiful. You are no longer in the room with it.

The fog pressed closer. Bast's hand closed on my arm, hard.

"We need to keep moving."

"I'm fine." I shook him off. It is what I say. If I am ever found dead somewhere improbable, know that my last words were likely I'm fine, and judge the source accordingly.

"No. You are not." He was not looking at me. He was looking at the air around me, at a depth of it. "The fog. It's different around you. It's organized around you. Walk. Now."

I walked. The fog came with me, courteous as a creditor who has decided there is no longer any need to hurry.

The memories went faster now, and smaller, which was worse. Auri's laugh went next: that small startled sound she made when the world delighted her, half a bell-note, half a caught breath. It wore smooth as I held it, until what remained was the flat dry fact that a laugh had existed and had once made me happy. The fact without the warmth. A pressed flower where there had been a meadow. And then, feeling it turn toward this the way you feel a shadow cross the sun, I threw everything I had left in front of it—and everything I had left was nothing. My mother's song.

The words stayed. Every verse.

Her voice went. Thinning like smoke in an open room. Going, going.

Then Bast was in front of me. Both hands on my shoulders. He shook me, hard enough to rattle teeth.

"Kvothe!"

The glamourie was gone. I do not think he shed it; I think it was taken, stripped off him by the same tide, or thrown off, spent for speed the way a fleeing man throws off his coat. And I saw what stood under it. I will not describe that here except to say it was older than his face by more than I can spell, and it was frightened. That, more than anything, more than my own dissolving, is the last clear image I own of the street: the sight of that ancient thing frightened, for me.

Because then his face swam in front of mine, familiar and receding, familiar and receding, like a lantern on a boat pulling away. And I reached for his name, the name I had been using for days, two soft syllables I had spoken a hundred times.

And I found a smooth space where it had been.

What happened next I must give you in two parts, because I was present for only one of them.

From the outside, and I have this from the three of them, gathered afterward the way you gather accounts of a fire: I stopped walking and stood in the middle of the street with my arms at my sides. Bast had me by the shoulders, shouting into my face. Sim was hauling at my cloak with both hands, crying, though he does not remember crying. Wilem had his knife out and stood turning in a slow circle, guarding me from a street that was perfectly, absolutely empty. Wilem, who does not spend steel on shadows, will tell you to this day it was the only sensible act available and he would do it again. They say my eyes were open. They say I was not there behind them. They say the fog stood around us like a wall.

From the inside, it was this.

The fog thickened, and I felt it pulling. Not at my thoughts, not at my memories; those were the outworks, and the outworks had fallen. It pulled deep in the center of my chest, in the place where my names lived. And something gave way in me, somewhere far below the potion's crack, below anything my naming had ever sounded, and the Quarter poured in through every seam of me at once, patient as water, and went down. I felt it pass my names on the way. Kvothe. Maedre. Six-String. Lightfinger. Bloodless. Names I had built, names I had bought, names I had bled for: to that descending hunger they were nothing, branches, leaves, the dressed surface of a thing, and it wanted the root. The name beneath all the names. The one every other name of mine was only a coat hung over. Down where the waking mind ends and the sleeping mind opens out into its own dark country, the Quarter's hunger found the shape of what it had been reaching for all evening, all always; I understood, even mid-devouring, that this was simply what it did and had done under that city since before the city. And my names were thinning, all of them, every handhold going smooth at once, and the deepest of me lay exposed to a mouth as wide as forgetting.

And it closed around me with the unhurried patience of a thing that has been feeding for longer than there have been cities to feed on.

Then the shouting stopped.

I could not see. I could not hear, not as hearing goes. But I felt the hands on my shoulders go still, felt the shaking stop, and the grip change, settle, shift its weight with a terrible deliberate care. The way a musician's hands settle on an instrument before the first note. That exactly. I have spent my life on one side of that settling. I knew it from the other side, once, and it is the reason I have never since picked up an instrument without a moment of apology.

Then a word, very close, spoken down into the middle of me.

"Reshi."

And it was new.

You must understand what new meant, there, that night. Everything else in me had a history, and history was the handle by which I was being eaten: every name worn by use, every name spoken by other mouths in other years, every name already coated with the world's spit and therefore already in the Quarter's mouth, already thinning, already halfway down that patient throat. And here came two syllables with no history at all. Never spoken before, by anyone, anywhere. Minted that instant, in the dark, in fear and hope together, by something old enough to know, in the way of knowing that is below all craft, that the only rope you can throw a drowning man in that water is a rope the water has never touched.

It carried no past. The Quarter had never tasted it. And the deep part of me, below thought, below instinct, the part that knows names before they are spoken, the part Elodin spent two years failing to introduce me to and one old emptiness succeeded: that part caught the new name and closed around it like a fist around a coal.

And holding it, for two heartbeats, perhaps three, I saw.

I saw the visible edge of an emptiness so vast that my mind refused the sight and issued me fog in its place, the way the mind gives you a white sky rather than the sun. But at the edge, where refusing failed: the world was thin. The street, the stones, the lamplight, Wilem's knife, the beloved terrified faces, all of it a skin. A drumhead stretched taut over a depth that had no bottom and no far side, and the skin was not old, and was not thick, and was not strong enough to be leaned on — I understood this with the last of my capacity for understanding. It was maintained. It was tended, the way a fire is tended, by I will never know what.

And I saw how the emptiness moved. It moved with gravity. With blind unhurried patience, the patience of water finding level, and it consumed because consuming was its whole grammar: subject, verb, and silence. There was no malice anywhere in it. I want that understood, because it is the most frightening thing I know. Malice can be argued with, bargained with, tricked; malice went to the same school as I did. This had only appetite, and its appetite was older than hunger. It was old as forgetting. It was forgetting, perhaps: the thing itself, of which every lost key and faded face and swallowed name in the world is a single falling crumb.

Then whatever had opened in me slammed shut.

Hard, all at once, a hand closing on a coal. And I came back into my body with a gasp like a man surfacing from deep water, and caught myself against a wall, one palm flat on blessed gritty ordinary stone, the other hand shaking at my side. The fog thinned. Around me, just around me, in a neat circle, a courtesy, and the street rushed back in: lamplight, cobbles, cold air with coal smoke in it, and the sound of my own breathing, ragged, too fast, mine.

I stood there and worked at breathing. The tremor had spread. Not just my fingers now, my wrists, my forearms, a fine continuous vibration running through the whole rigging of me, as though I were a string wound past its proper tension and something had just tried the note. I flexed my hands. They declined. I flexed them again, because I have never in my life had the sense to stop doing a thing merely because it isn't working.

Bast stood where I had left him. Two feet away. Hands at his sides now, empty, quiet. His glamourie was still gone and he had not noticed or did not care, and his eyes were all blue, that impossible burning blue, and very still. The fear in them I expected.

What stopped me was the hope.

"What did you call me?" My voice came out scraped and wrong, a fiddle restrung with wire.

"Reshi." He said it again carefully, listening to it, as though he too were hearing it for the first time and checking it against something. Then, quieter, with a helplessness I never heard from him before and have heard from him only twice since: "I don't know. It just—it came."

That was not like Bast. Even in the short time I had known him then, I knew this much: Bast was never without a reason for what he did, or failing a reason, a beautiful lie, hand-finished, ready to wear. But his hands were not steady either, and his seeming was still off him like a thrown coat, and whatever that word was, wherever it had been minted, it had come up out of a place deeper than his charm had ever had to reach. I have learned some of what the word might mean, in the years between that street and this table: it has cousins in old Fae speech, and its cousins mean teacher, and they also mean the flame at the heart of the hearth, that must not be let go out. I have never asked him which he meant.

He calls me by it still. You have heard him, these three days, a hundred times, and thought it a servant's habit or a student's. Now you know what it is. It is the rope the water never touched. He has never once, since that night, called me anything else. And I believe, though I have never tested it and never will, that he keeps the name in daily use the way you keep a lamp lit in a window: so that it will be warm, and bright, and easy to find, should I ever again need something to close around.

I didn't press him, that night in the street. My hands would not stop trembling, and my father's hands were gone out of the world's records entirely, and the space between those two facts was more than I could hold.

Bast looked away, toward the thinning fog, and something in his shoulders came down and settled, nearer to resolve than to rest.

"Come on," he said, and his voice had found its way back to its usual music, or within a street of it. "We've been in this place too long. Even I can feel it working at me, and I'm a great deal harder to chew than the rest of you."

He turned toward the Quarter's edge, and I pushed off the wall and followed. My legs were unsteady. My hands went on with their fine private shaking, which they have, in one weather or another, done ever since. But the fog drew back from me as I walked, from me, in that same neat courteous circle, and there was a quality to its retreat that I have turned over many nights since. It did not feel like defeat. It felt like patience. Like respect, of the kind one professional pays another at the end of a hand both of them intend to replay.

It had my names half-swallowed when the new one came. It knows the taste of me now.

I try not to finish that thought, as a rule. Tonight I am telling everything, so there it is, unfinished, yours.

Sim fell in on my left without a word, which for Sim was eloquence. Wilem took my right, knife away, and said nothing either, and his silence was the other kind: the steady kind, the kind you can put weight on, the kind that has been holding up bridges in the Ceald for a thousand years.

We crossed out of the Whispering Quarter just before dawn. There was no border going out either; there was simply an alley that smelled of baking bread and coal smoke, a cart horse complaining somewhere, a shutter banging, a woman's voice scolding a child in the ordinary furious music of love: the world, solid and present and kept, thick enough to lean on.

I stopped in that alley and put my hand against a wall somebody had built, and I will not pretend to you that I did not nearly weep.


CHAPTER 26

STORIES WE TELL OURSELVES

I spotted him from across the square.

He was moving quickly, head down, threading the afternoon crowd with the practiced ease of a man who does not wish to be stopped. That ease was itself the first disguise, because the Stapes I knew had never in his life moved through a crowd; crowds had moved around him. He had traded his court blacks for something drab and common, wool the color of weak tea, and he walked without the careful upright posture I remembered, shoulders let down like a man off duty from being himself.

I nearly missed him. Half the city walked that way.

The hands gave him away. A man can change his coat in a minute and his walk in a day, but hands take years, and Stapes had always carried his the same way: close to his chest, fingers working quietly at nothing, smoothing a seam that did not exist, counting through worries like beads. I had watched those hands manage the domestic weather of the most powerful court in Vintas. I would have known them across a larger square than that one.

I was already late. I had slipped my friends an hour past: Sim deep in the drafting of his letter to Lord Alstair, Wil standing over him like punctuation, Bast off making his own arrangements with the city, which I had learned not to inquire into. And if I lingered much longer, Bast would come looking, and Bast looking for you in a crowd was not a subtle event. But I had spent three days hunting this one man through Renere's markets, and the city was not going to hand him to me twice.

"Stapes."

He paused mid-stride. Only a half-step, but I saw the hesitation catch him, a small hitch in the shoulders, and his hand drifted toward his belt in the old habitual way men have of bracing for the worst while pretending to adjust their coats.

He turned slowly. His eyes squinted through the crosshatch of awning-shadow and afternoon light, searching the shape of me the way you read a name you have not seen written in years: knowing it, and checking the knowing.

"By the Lady's breath," he said at last, with the tired weight of a man for whom surprise had long ago become just another chore. "Kvothe."

I stepped from the shadow and let the light find my face, cloak hanging deliberately loose, hands bare and open at my sides. It was a Ruh entrance if ever there was one, declared, lit, harmless by design, and I leaned into it without shame. You use the tools you were raised with.

"I wasn't sure you'd still recognize me."

"I recognize ghosts well enough." He did not approach, but his gaze had sharpened, cautious and appraising in equal measure. "The real question is whether they leave footprints."

"Only when the snow is fresh."

That drew the shadow of a smile out of him, though none of it reached his voice. Looking at him properly, I saw the years had not so much aged him as polished him down: the way a stair tread is polished down, by weight faithfully carried. Grey at the brow now, a quiet carving at the corners of the eyes. The Maer's man, still. Some appointments are for life whatever the paper says.

"If Lady Meluan sees me on this street with you—" he began, and it was half warning and half lament, and both halves were fluent.

"She won't. I need five minutes."

And then, because five minutes had to begin somewhere, I pulled back my cloak and worked the bone ring from my finger, and held it out to him on my open palm.

You will remember the ring, if you have been listening closely across these three days. Pale bone, plainly carved, worn smooth now where it had pressed against my skin through every year and country since Severen. Stapes had given it to me himself, with two sentences and no explanation, after the business with the Maer's health. And among the Vintish, a bone ring is not court currency; it is older than that, and deeper, and is not spoken of in front of the rings of gold and silver. I had been offered money for it once by a man who collected such things. I had let him leave the shop alive, which I still count to my credit.

"You still carry it," Stapes said. His voice had dropped low.

"Some debts don't wash off," I said. "No matter how far downriver you wander."

He didn't speak at once. He only looked: first at the ring, a long moment, then up at me, a longer one. Whatever sums a man like Stapes runs behind his eyes, they are not the court's sums, and I have always liked him for it.

"You shouldn't have come," he said finally. "Not here. Not after what came down in Severen."

"I didn't come to replay Severen. I came to do the thing I failed to do the last time I stood in front of that man." I closed my hand around the ring. "I came to warn him."

That stopped him. Not from stepping back: from stepping forward, which he had, I realized, been about to do.

He looked away, over the rooftops, toward anywhere that was not me, and I let him have the silence and watched him weigh it: the risk of helping me against the cost of turning away, with the ring in the scale and thirty years of service in the other pan.

"Things have changed since you left," he said at length. "Her ladyship saw to that. She turned the old bloods against him, patiently, you understand, the way she does everything. The story got told that the Maer had been made a fool of by a stage magician." His mouth went flat. "The court laughed. Enough of it did. A court only needs enough."

"I'm not here to ask forgiveness. I've brought something worse than old grudges."

For the first time, he stepped closer, close enough that I could smell the road on him, wool and dust and under it something sharper, a traveling man's medicine or a frightened man's sweat.

"Then say it plain."

"There's a coup coming," I said. "Fascino is moving against Roderic, and House Jakis moves with him, and other houses are shifting their feet. Renere may be burning by autumn. The Maer needs to know, and he needs to hear it from further up the stream than his wife's friends."

For a long moment the two of us stood unmoving in the crowd's flow, two stones the water went around.

At last he reached beneath his coat and brought out a small pouch, worn soft. He opened it slowly, with ceremony, the way he did everything that mattered and nothing that didn't, and drew out a ring. Silver, dulled by years in the dark, old sigils lingering faint on its band. Faded. Not forgotten. I knew enough of Vintish custom by then to read it at arm's length: a court ring of standing, decades old, the kind a man is given once and keeps clean his whole life against a need he prays will never come.

"If I give you this," he said quietly, "I lose something I kept clean." He turned it once in his fingers, watching the light move on the worn sigils. "But clean things don't do much good sitting in a pouch, do they."

He pressed it into my palm.

"It will get you through the gate," he said. "The outer gate, mind, and a bailiff's patience, and not one stride more. Don't mistake it for welcome. Name or no name, ring or no ring: you don't belong in that court anymore, and the court knows it with the whole of its small mind."

"I'm not expecting warmth. Just space enough to speak."

He nodded once, and then began patting his pockets with sudden purpose, frowning. "I ought to send a name along with you. A note, in my hand: the ring says hear him, the note says why. Damn. No pen."

I already had my satchel open. Quill, ink-bottle, paper, laid out across my forearm like old friends taking their bows.

Stapes looked at the arrangement, then at me. "You always travel like a scribe?"

"Scholars carry books," I murmured. "I carry reasons."

It is the sort of line that sounds better before you think about it. He was kind enough not to think about it, and bent over the paper against a stall-board, and wrote efficiently, each letter pressed firm and deliberate, a man whose hand had drafted a great house's private business for three decades and had no flourish left to prove. He folded it, sealed it with a smear of vendor's candle-wax and his thumb, and when he passed it over, his fingers stayed on it a moment longer than the handing needed.

"I remember," he said softly.

"What I did?" I asked, though I knew.

He shook his head, and looked at me with those tired appraising eyes, and paid me the only wages I collected in the whole city of Renere.

"Who you were."

He turned to go, was three steps into becoming just another drab-coated man in a market crowd, and then paused, without turning back.

"He kept your ring, too," Stapes said. "The Maer. Never spoke of it. Never wore it. Never sent it back, and never melted it down, either." A pause, precisely long enough. "A man keeps a thing like that on purpose, or he doesn't keep it at all."

I folded both rings into the lining of my coat, bone and silver, side by side over my heart, one a debt I would not surrender and one a cleanness spent on me, and found my voice a beat late. "That's more than I expected."

He glanced back then, just once, already mostly crowd.

"You never did expect too much," he said. "That was always your trouble." And then, quieter, nearly lost in the market's noise: "And your strength."

Then he was gone, swallowed whole, and the street closed over him the way water closes, and I stood there longer than a hunted man should, watching the place where he wasn't.

  *

The streets near the fountain had gone quiet with the supper hour, the day's noise packing up around me: the slow complaint of a grocer's cart rolling home, a shutter here, a bell there. I took the back lanes toward the Blind Beggar, weaving through shadow and brick with my hood up.

Faster, I told myself. And if I am honest at this table, where honesty is the only trade left me: I took the back lanes because I hoped they would keep me from crossing paths with Denna. I had a hard road ahead and one goodbye in me, and I did not trust myself to spend it and still leave.

It wasn't enough. With her it never was.

"Leaving without saying goodbye?"

The words were not loud. They did not need to be; they clung to the air the way a single harp-note clings after the hand has stilled, and my breath caught somewhere breath has no business catching. She stood in the slivered shade by an old stone bench, arms crossed, loose strands of hair taking the last amber light and keeping it. I had not seen her approach. I never did. Not once in all the years, not when it mattered.

"Denna." Her name came out wrong, the way it always did when I least deserved to be saying it. "I wasn't—"

"You weren't what?" She came a step closer, arms wrapped tight. "Standing me up? Disappearing again? Slipping off like a badly penned epilogue?"

"I didn't want to complicate things."

Her smile went thin, sharp at its edge, a blade shown in a shop window. "Ah. So vanishing without a word is your way of simplifying. Curious method. I suppose for some it works. I've known men it worked on beautifully."

"It's not like that." The truth arrived too clumsy for the moment, so I gave her the plainest piece of it. "I have to go to Severen."

"Severen." She repeated it thoughtfully, tasting the word rather than questioning it, the way she took everything, sideways, at her own angle. "I see."

Her eyes searched mine, and they were gentler than her words by a distance that has always undone me. Then: "You know, it just so happens I've been summoned there myself."

That stopped me flat. "You have?"

She nodded, and something like mischief tugged the corner of her mouth without ever committing to it. "There's a noble in Severen. One of the old bloodlines. My patron's asked me to look into their sigils and histories, for authenticity's sake. Apparently the melancholy in my last sonnet wanted a touch more genealogical depth."

"You're writing songs about family trees now?"

"Only the tragic branches," she said. "The ones struck by lightning. They make the best verses."

"Does your patron often make such peculiar requests?"

Something crossed her face, quick, cool, gone. She looked past me, down the cobbled lane going blue with twilight. "He's a patron," she said softly. "They all have their peculiarities." Then her gaze came back, steady in the way she was only ever steady on purpose. "But I don't mind indulging this one. Not when it happens to align with my own curiosity."

"And what are you curious about, exactly?"

"Old names." A small pause, and she watched my face while she said the rest, and I have wondered since, many nights, in this chair, with the fire down, exactly what she was watching for. "Lines inherited but never spoken aloud. Some names don't want to be remembered, Kvothe. Some songs only make sense sung in reverse."

Standing in that lane, tired and hunted and full of my own errand, I heard it only as Denna being Denna, beautiful and oblique, a door ajar on a dark room. I have had years since to stand at that door. I am not going to tell you now what I think is in the room. We will come to it; this story keeps all its appointments; but we will come to it in its place, and you will see it in the order I saw it, because that is the only honest way to show you how long I stood next to the answer and did not look.

"I thought you traveled where wind and whim took you," I said instead, light as I could pitch it.

"I do." She drew her cloak tighter, and the mischief finally landed at the corner of her mouth and stayed. "And it seems the wind's blowing toward Severen. So unless you mean to turn me away, I'd say we have a shared direction."

She said it all as though it were simple truth: a commission, a patron, a sonnet's whim, a coincidence of weather. Straight back. Tilted chin. That quirk of a smile daring the world to file an objection.

But I knew, even then.

Not with certainty: not the way I know a true chord or the weight of a jot in the dark. It was the deeper kind of knowing, the kind that never announces itself, only sits quietly in the back row of you, already sure.

She was lying. There was no summons that could not have waited, or none at all. She had heard I was leaving. She heard everything in that city; I never learned how. And she had built herself a reason to come with me, built it quickly and well, the way she built all her shelters.

And I let her have the lie. I want to be clear that this was the best thing I did in Renere, better than the duel, better than the warning I carried: I smiled, and I nodded, and I received her story as if I believed every stitch of it. Because the truth would have admitted too much, hers or mine, it no longer matters which, and I would rather a beautiful fiction offered for my sake than an honest silence neither of us knew how to fill.

That was what we did, she and I. That was our whole craft, our shared and secret trade: we gave each other stories, when the truths were too sharp to hold barehanded.

At least this time, for once, for a little while, we were walking the same road.

  *

The road took us by degrees, the way long roads do.

Dust settled on us mile over mile, clinging thick in the hems of my cloak, dulling Denna's dark hair to something older than its years. Her horse was a dappled grey mare with old Khershaen blood in her lines and a gait like poured water; she barely condescended to notice the road. Mine was a stubborn brown gelding, hired cheap for good reason, who breathed the dust in like a grievance and plodded out each mile begrudgingly, with the put-upon dignity of a dockworker carrying someone else's trunk. Denna named him Magistrate, for his expression. It stuck. He answered to nothing anyway.

We took more rests than the miles required. I told myself it was for the horses. The horses, who were variously bred for war and bored beyond language, did not need them. Some lies are load enough to walk on; I have built bridges of worse.

And at rest, our talk fell into its old habits, easy as tuning. Half-lies dressed as cleverness. Truths slipped sideways into banter where they could pass as jokes if challenged at the border. She spoke of patrons and of cities half-remembered, places where men mangled poetry at her and women left town before anyone thought to ask them to stay, and the details blurred at their edges, as her details always did, tide-lines rather than maps. I did not press. She did not press. Unless I dropped my guard and said too much, whereupon she pocketed what I'd dropped, gently, like a coin found in the road. That was our rhythm. The silent bargain, older than either of us was wise.

It broke, as it always broke, at the strangest of moments. We had stopped beneath a big split-beamed oak, the horses chewing with shared disinterest, Magistrate investigating a thistle with the gravity of a scholar mid-citation.

"So tell me," Denna said. "Why Severen? Really."

I hesitated. Too long by half.

"It's complicated."

"Oh, come now." She turned to face me fully, delighted and merciless. "You're terrible at avoiding questions; it's one of your best features. It's complicated has all the shape of a lie and none of the poetry. If you're going to fob me off, at least scan."

I pulled in a breath. "There's someone in trouble."

She blinked. "A lover?"

"No," I said. Too quickly. The word came out at a speed that testified against itself.

That earned me the smirk it deserved. "Said every guilty man ever hanged."

"It's not like that. She's a friend." And I saw it happen: saw Denna go very slightly still, the way she did, not stiffening so much as taking her weight off the conversation, ready to step out of it. The talk was unraveling and I was the one pulling the wrong thread. So I chose my words the way you choose footing on scree. "She's from the University. You'd know her now by another name, the whole world knows her by another name. Princess Ariel."

Her eyebrow rose, and beneath the irony of it something sharpened. "And what did you know her as?"

"Auri." Saying it out loud on an open road felt like setting something fragile on a wall. "She lived free and wild, under the University. No one told her who to be. No one could."

"And you think she's in danger."

"I know she's in danger. Five ways to Felling, they are trapping her." My voice didn't flinch this time; I had stopped wanting it to. "They've hung the wrong name on her, and the name is pressing her down. I've watched it happen. It's like watching someone drown in a room full of people discussing the gown."

Denna cocked her head. "Princesses hardly need rescuing. It's rather the definition."

"They do," I said quietly. "Sometimes most of all."

She laughed at that, but the sound had something brittle at its edge, hairline, the way fine glaze crazes. "Listen to yourself. You talk like turning a girl into a lady is a kind of violence."

"For a girl who lived by moonlight and music?" I said it softer than I meant to. "Yes. That is exactly what I am telling you. They feed her, they dress her in silk, they surround her with courtesy, and every single moment of it, she is wearing a mask they fitted for her, and she was never once asked, and for her the asking is everything."

Denna looked down. She brushed a scrap of dried bark from her cloak, taking her time about it, and when she spoke her voice had changed registers entirely: quiet, level, stripped of all its lovely fencing.

"Some of us learn to live behind masks," she said. "You forget, Kvothe. Or no, you don't forget. You've just never had to know it. Lace is armor just as much as steel is. You look at her gowns and see cruelty. For some of us that mask is safety. It's a roof. It's a bed with no one else's claim on it. It's hot meals arriving without conditions attached, or with conditions you at least chose from the menu." She let out a slow breath. "It's more than I had, once."

"I know," I said.

And I did not say anything else, and here at the end of everything I count that among my better silences. The quiet stretched between us, not comfortable, but honest: a rarer thing.

After a long moment Denna glanced sideways at me and tried on a smile, and it mostly fit.

"Well," she said, changing the song before I'd heard its final verse. She always changed the song before the final verse; I could fill a book with her penultimate verses. "If you're going to be a gallant rescuer, I suppose I'll be a dutiful scholar. My patron's little errand won't research itself."

"The sigils of old bloodlines," I said, watching her.

"The tragic ones." She nodded, a touch too quickly, her eyes already off down the road. "Family trees pruned by sharp things. Dead sisters. Lost sons. Lines that end mid-verse." A small shrug. "It's a poem, I think. It has that feel: of something that wants to be read aloud exactly once, and then burned."

"That sounds like a song worth hearing."

"Funny thing," she said. "I was meant to head this way spans ago. But I waited. For weather, mostly." A beat. "Hard to say, really."

She didn't look at me when she said it. She looked at the road, and the failing light, and the far hills the color of smoke.

And I was grateful. Because if she had looked at me, if she had turned in that gold-going-grey light with the dust in her hair and hard to say, really still on her mouth, I might have said something foolish. Something tender.

Something true.

And neither of us was ready for that. We were, the two of us, the best-armed and worst-armored people I have ever known, and we had a long road yet to walk, and stories are lighter to carry than truths.

So we mounted, and rode, and told them.


CHAPTER 27

OLD ACQUAINTANCES

Severen had changed.

I had left a city that knew exactly what it was: the Maer's town, prosperous and stratified, wearing its two tiers like a well-fitted coat: the Sheer running its clean grey line between the high city and the low, and everyone beneath it certain of everything above. What Denna and I rode into was still Severen, the way a worried man is still himself. Brown-robed figures chanted at the intersections now, in the same rough cloth I had seen shoving against soldiers in Renere; the same movement, or the same weather, five hundred miles apart, and neither possibility was comfortable. Soldiers watched from tavern doorways with their thumbs hooked in their belts, doing the professional nothing that soldiers do before something. Wagons rattled the cobbles in loose columns under an iron regent's seal. And proclamations fluttered from the doorposts, layer pasted over layer, like the brittle skins of trees long dead: you could read the season's whole anxiety in the strata, edict over rumor over edict, nobody bothering to scrape yesterday's fear before pasting up today's.

Denna caught me reading her face for the third time. "I'll be fine," she said, tucking her sheaf of genealogies tighter under her arm. "I survived Tarbean at twelve. I believe I can manage an afternoon of archives while you go find your Maer."

She said it lightly. But I marked that she chose the street that led away from the brown robes, and that her hand came to rest, casual as weather, near the knife she kept beneath her cloak. Denna's lightness was never carelessness; it was lacquer. I watched her until the crowd closed behind her, and then I turned uphill, toward the estate.

I was not fool enough to present myself at the main gates: the Maer's front door and I had a history, and history is exactly what gate captains are hired to remember. I went to the servants' gate instead and showed Stapes's letter, seal first. The under-steward read it. Then he read it again, slowly, with the particular slowness of a man recognizing a hand he has taken orders from for twenty years attached to a bearer he has been warned about. Then he vanished for most of an hour, and left me on a stone bench in a corridor that smelled of lamp oil and lye, watching servants pretend not to look at me.

I have waited longer for less. But rarely with a kingdom in the balance, and never while trying to decide, for a full hour, which face I could afford to be wearing when the door opened.

Dagon appeared without warning. He always had. Doors did not open for Dagon; hallways simply decided, from one blink to the next, to produce him, and you were left with the impression that he had been standing there since before the house was built and the masons had politely worked around him.

I knew him at once. The flat expression that was not blankness but economy: a face that spent nothing it didn't have to. The old sense, which four years had not dulled, that he had already decided three things about you before you finished your first sentence, and that all three would be acted upon. He was thinner than I remembered. The lines around his dark eyes had cut deeper, the way lines do in men who are used hard. Neither of us pretended the reunion was an honor. He searched me in silence, thorough as a tax man, and when he came to Caesura he drew her, looked down the grey length of her once, and hung her on a wall hook with the deliberate care of a man who respects a weapon even when he has reserved judgment on its owner.

Then he led me down through the servants' corridors without a word, and I followed his back through the bones of a house I had once, briefly, been welcome in.

Alveron sat alone at his desk.

The surface sprawled with documents (maps among them, I noted, and noted myself noting) and Stapes's letter lay already unfolded in the middle of it all, creased from its travels. The hearth turned the walls the color of autumn. He had aged the way rich men age, which is to say discreetly, with the losses distributed where they show least. He regarded me over the papers for a long moment, unreadable as ever. The Maer's face was the first court I ever studied, and I left that study as I entered it: with a grade of incomplete.

"Kvothe." He gestured to a chair. "Sit."

"Your grace." I bowed low, and meant at least the angle of it. "You seem—well?"

"I am. Though I confess to some curiosity as to why you are not in Imre, drawing against that extortionate tuition they demand of me." He tapped Stapes's letter once with a dry finger. "This tells me my manservant encountered you in Renere, and found you sufficiently alarming to break a protocol he has kept longer than you have been alive. It does not tell me why." A pause, measured to the grain. "Though I suspect it has something to do with the young lord you cut down in the Citadel courtyard."

"Lord Vatis pushed the duel, your grace. He demanded satisfaction. I gave it to him."

"You gave the court a dead nobleman and a story." Mild as milk, and twice as opaque. "Meluan wrote me. She was not amused." He leaned back, fingers steepled. "Now. What business brings a University student to my gate, carrying my own man's seal, when he should be back in Imre with his nose in a book?"

I had rehearsed a dozen approaches on the road and discarded them all at the door. With Alveron there was only ever one road in: value, offered plainly, price visible.

"A friend from the University is trapped in Renere. She needs help I cannot provide alone." I met his eyes. "And in the course of trying to reach her, I learned of something larger. There is a coup forming, your grace. Regent Fascino is moving against King Roderic. House Jakis moves with him."

The Maer's expression did not change. I want that recorded: I told the most powerful man in eastern Vintas that his king was about to be pulled down, and his face spent nothing at all.

"And how did this find its way to you?"

"Regent Lugosi."

He was quiet a moment, and something near amusement moved at the corner of his mouth without arriving. "Lugosi. A man who has spent twenty years whispering into every ear that will hold still long enough." He rubbed his dry hands together slowly in the firelight, a sound like paper. "And you carried his words five hundred miles for him. Tell me, Kvothe, did it never occur to you that a man of Lugosi's position might have his own reasons for wanting this particular story told in this particular city? That you might be the mouth, and he the puppeteer?"

"It occurred to me, your grace." It had, on the road, at length. "But I watched him say it. He is afraid. That much I saw clearly, and he is not a man who performs fear: it costs him too much."

"Afraid men are the easiest to use." He let that sit between us like a stone on a board. "They arrive already aimed. What of Roderic? Has any of this reached his ear?"

"I cannot say. His inner circle is insulated: that is half the design of the thing. Lugosi had plans to reach him through a side door. I left before they took shape."

The Maer looked into the fire for a time, and the fire told me nothing either; they had that in common.

"You were wise to bring this to me, Kvothe," he said at last. "I will consider what you have said. As it happens, I am due in the capital shortly, for the wedding of his daughter, in the coming days." My heart went through the floor and I kept my face above it. The wedding. Days. "Perhaps I shall expand my retinue accordingly. A man of my position travels with such numbers as seem prudent, and prudence, this season, may run large."

He gave it out measured, in the old way: exactly as much as he intended and not one syllable over, so that you left his study with your pockets full of implication and nothing that would testify.

"Will you send word to Roderic?" I pressed, because I have never yet left a room with only what I was given.

"I think," he said, with the careful courtesy that was his sharpest edge, "that Roderic keeps advisors for such things. And I think a man who arrives uninvited at my gate, wearing my colors' memory and my servant's goodwill, might benefit from a touch more humility regarding the limits of his influence." His eyes held mine, grey and level. "Return to the University. Stay there." A beat. "And Kvothe? Stapes took a risk for you today. He has taken precisely three in thirty years. Do not make him regret the spending of one on you."

I rose and bowed. "As you wish, your grace."

It was not a lie, quite. I did wish it could be as he wished. That is a kind of agreement, in the Vintish style, and I learned the style from him.

  *

Outside the Maer's chambers, Dagon was waiting, because of course he was; I doubt he had moved; I doubt he ever moved when no one was watching, the way you doubt a portrait does.

He held Caesura out to me with the same care he had taken her, and set off down the hall, not back through the servants' warren, I marked, but along the east gallery, where the corridors ran wide and the walls carried portraits instead of plain plaster. I did not ask why we went the long way. With men like Dagon you ride the route and read it after.

Between two tall windows hung a painting taller than a man.

That alcove had stood bare during my season in the household: I had passed it a hundred times, an empty gilded socket waiting for an eye. Now the frame held a woman not yet old. Dark hair. A straight proud carriage softened by something at the mouth. And grey-green eyes, done by a painter who earned his fee, eyes with actual light in them. Eyes that could have been looking at me over the neck of a lute, on a summer afternoon, from the far side of a fire that has been out for ten years.

I stopped walking. I did not decide to.

Dagon went a few steps before he noticed the absence of me. "Lady Meluan's mother," he said, turning back, in the tone of a man reciting a plaque. "Anastasia Lackless. They hung it when her ladyship moved into the estate."

I barely heard him. I was doing sums, and the sums were doing me.

Those were my mother's eyes. Not like my mother's eyes: the world is full of grey-green eyes, and I had told myself so in half a heartbeat and been overruled. The set of them. The particular way the left one sat a hair merrier than the right, so that she always looked to be a half-breath from laughing at something she was too kind to name. I had seen those eyes across ten thousand miles of road. I had seen them go flat with scolding and bright with mischief and soft, at the very last, in firelight I do not permit myself to remember before sleep.

My mother's eyes, in a dead noblewoman's face, over a little brass plate that said Lackless.

No. Not my mother's.

Netalia Lackless's.

And the world did what it does at such moments, which is nothing: the gallery went on being a gallery, the light went on slanting, and inside me a childhood rearranged itself with a sound like a lock going over.

I was eight years old, singing by the campfire. A silly rhyme, a skipping-verse every child in the four corners knows, about Lady Lackless and what she keeps. And my mother (my laughing mother, who mocked lords by their given names and feared nothing on any road) had gone strange and sharp, and scolded me. Not for the bawdiness. For the unkindness. Lady Lackless was a real person, she said, with a real family and real sorrows, and feelings that could be hurt, and did I like it when songs were made about people as if they weren't real? And I could make it up to Lady Lackless—and to her—by finding sweet nettle for the pot.

And to her. Eight years old, and the answer given to me in the same breath as the riddle, and twelve years spent not hearing it.

She had not been defending a stranger's feelings. There are no strangers whose feelings a trouper defends at her own fire. She had been eldest daughter of an old proud house (the eldest, the heir) and she had run off with my father, with a red-haired singer of no name at all, and her family had struck her from their line and their rolls the way you strike a debt you refuse to honor. And the rhyme (the silly skipping rhyme, with its riddles and its sly wordplay on the family's worn-down name) had carried her own name in it all along, close enough to touch. Netalia Lackless. She had heard it in her son's mouth, wrapped in mockery, by her own fire.

I stood in front of her mother's portrait (my grandmother's portrait; I had a grandmother; she had died, by the look of the frame's crape, and I had learned she existed and lost her inside a single minute) and I did what any man would do. I reached for my mother's voice. Her voice saying sweet nettle, saying my name, saying anything.

You already know why I could not find it. I had told you that loss would not be mentioned again, and I am not mentioning it; I am only telling you that in the east gallery of the Maer's estate I reached for the one thing that would have made that portrait bearable, and I touched the smooth place where it had been, and the Whispering Quarter collected a little more of its price, and I stood in front of my mother's mother with my hat in my hands like a beggar at the wrong door.

I touched the wooden ring on my finger. Meluan's ring: Meluan, who had sat in the shade at my duel hoping to watch me bleed; Meluan, who hated the Edema Ruh with her whole ancient blood because the Ruh had taken her sister; Meluan, who was my mother's sister. My aunt. The wooden ring she had sent to shame me sat on my finger, and in some other turning of the world it might have been a signet.

In this one, it was a gravestone.

Dagon cleared his throat. "Keep moving."

I turned from the portrait and moved, and the portrait did not stay behind. It has never stayed behind since.

We walked. And because I could not carry what I was carrying in silence, I asked him: some question, any question; the mouth performs while the house burns; it is a trouper's oldest trick and I no longer know if I can stop doing it.

"Why do you serve the Maer, Dagon?"

"His grace is a man of prominence." No hesitation. A coin worn smooth by being spent daily.

"And yet we remain instruments to him. Useful until inconvenient. Discarded with a ring and a letter."

He shrugged, a small economical motion. "We each have our role to play. This is mine. When the Maer offers the carrot, and the carrot fails—" he did not finish it with any relish; he finished it the way you close a ledger, "—I am the stick."

We walked on in the kind of silence that comes after honesty, which is a rarer silence than you would think in great houses, and more dangerous. The corridor narrowed. Evening came through the west windows and laid the shadows out long across the floor, bar after bar, like something ruled.

And because my whole life had just been picked up and set down askew, and because a man in that condition will gamble. I gambled.

"Tell me, Dagon. How is the road to Tinue these days?"

He paused. By the smallest margin (a half-step, the width of a held breath) but I had spent a season learning to read the ledger entries of men who spend nothing, and on Dagon that half-step was a shout. His dark eyes came around to me sidelong.

"Long," he said. "For those who walk the path."

Word for word. I want you to understand what I heard, standing in that corridor with my skin going cold. That was no proverb. I had raised that exact exchange (call, and answer, and the answer's answer) out of a copied page in the hidden room under Auri's courtyard, out of four-hundred-year-old Amyr correspondence, a recognition-phrase burnt out of every living book I had ever been permitted to touch. There were perhaps three people alive who had read it. I was one. I had just heard it spoken back to me, casually, in the Maer's east gallery, by the Maer's own stick.

"I heard that in a play once," Dagon added, flat as slate.

"So did I," I said, keeping my voice level with both hands. "A very old one."

He turned a corner, and with one small gesture waved a pair of household guards back to their alcove and out of earshot. When the corridor was ours again, he looked at me sidelong once more, waiting.

"And those who walk the path?" I asked.

"Don't often return by the same way." Flat again. Rehearsed—no, not rehearsed. Kept. A thing carried a long time in an inside pocket, taken out and polished in private, never once shown. There is a difference in the voice, and I heard it.

I should have stopped there. A sensible man stops there, banks the confirmation, walks on, lives. I have never been sensible where locked doors are concerned, and I had just found a door standing ajar in a man I had once watched ride out to end somebody.

"For the greater good," I said.

His hand went to his cudgel. Not a threat: a reflex, older than thought, the flinch of a man hearing his own name called in an empty house. For a long moment he said nothing at all, and the corridor was very quiet, and I became extremely aware that I had chosen to test a passphrase on the Maer's executioner in a windowed gallery with my sword newly returned and my hands past trusting.

When he finally spoke, it was barely above a whisper.

"That phrase was burnt from doctrine nearly two centuries ago."

"I didn't take an oath," I said, just as low. "But the cost was paid in full."

The silence held between us, weighed, and held. Then Dagon's shoulders came down, some standing order in him relaxing for what I would guess was the first time in years, and when he spoke again his voice had shifted back up into the register anyone might overhear, the plaque-reading register, bland as porridge.

"If you have that much interest in old theater," he said, "there's a man in Leventis. Claude. Runs a house called the Weeping Eye." A beat. "Order the finger tea."

"I'll keep that in mind."

"Do." He began walking again, unhurried, a servant escorting a guest, nothing more. "Three friends of mine have visited over the years. Two said it changed their thinking."

"And the third?"

"Never wrote back."

He let that sit for exactly one step. Then, brighter, in the voice of a man closing a pleasant social call: "All just an old play, of course."

I met his eye. "Of course."

  *

"How did it go?" Denna asked.

She was crossing the square from the direction of the lower markets as the lamps were being lit, her sheaf of genealogies visibly thicker than when she'd left me, which I filed away with everything else I was not looking at directly. "I'm guessing, from your expression—not well."

I had been scanning the crowd for her for a quarter hour, and even so she had arrived from the direction I wasn't watching. And even now, with her actually before me, the painting kept intruding: grey-green eyes over a brass plate, the left one a half-breath merrier, looking down the gallery at a grandson nobody had told them about.

"Alveron isn't going to lift a finger for Roderic," I said. "He'll go to the wedding with a large retinue and watch which way the wall falls, and stand clear of it, and be the first to offer the winner his condolences on the tragedy." I had spent enough hours in the man's company to know a decision wearing deliberation's coat.

"Ah." She fell in beside me. "What now, then? Do we ride back to Renere?"

"Not yet." I turned and looked back up the hill, at the Maer's estate going gold and shadow in the last light, and I felt the shape of the night ahead of me the way you feel a note coming three bars off. "I need to go north. But before that, there's one thing left for me to do here."

  *

The Maer's estate stretched out beneath a darkening sky, and somewhere inside it was the Lackless box.

Meluan had shown it to me herself, years before: drawn it from a chest she kept close, with the only key hung on a chain around her neck, and watched my face while I held it. A test, I had thought then. It was only tonight, standing on a merchant's roof with my whole ancestry rearranged, that I understood what she had actually done: she had put her family's oldest thing into the hands of her sister's son, in ignorance, and taken it back, in ignorance, and the world had let the moment pass without so much as a chime.

The box was mine. Hear me out on this, because I have argued it with myself for years and I want the argument on the record. Not mine by law: the law and I had parted company long since, by mutual consent. Mine the way a name is yours: by blood, by right of the striking-off, by the arithmetic of a house that had erased my mother and thereby, all unknowing, willed her share of its secrets to the road. Meluan was in Renere, dancing attendance on a false princess. Her rooms stood empty. Some opportunities come once, and you learn to know them by the feel, like a note that will never be offered again if you let it pass unplayed.

Denna waited at the treeline with the horses. I told her only that there was a thing in the house that belonged to my family and had been kept from it, which had the advantage (rare among the things I told people that season) of being purely true. She looked at me for a long moment, and asked no questions, and I have loved her for a great many things but seldom more than for that.

From the merchant's roof I watched the patrols. Lanterns lined the garden walks in careful rows, set as much for beauty as for light, which is the sort of decision that gets estates burgled. The guards moved in patterns I knew by heart from my months of residence: staggered intervals, three-count rotations at the eastern corners, the same choreography four years stale. Great houses change their linens more often than their habits.

I pulled the flask from my coat and forced down the last swallow of nahlrout, cold and dead-bitter, and shook the flask once out of animal hope, and it was empty. So was the paper twist at the bottom of my satchel. That was the whole of it, then: a couple of hours of borrowed steadiness, less if I spent hard, and after that the bill, with no more credit behind it. There was no turning back now, and I will not pretend that the no-turning-back was entirely unwelcome. Committal is its own kind of calm.

Overcast had rolled in from the west, smelling of rain. By the time I dropped from the roof and crossed the open ground to the outer wall, the first drizzle had begun, and I wrapped my shaed close and began to climb.

The outer wall curved treacherously: built with an outward belly precisely to deny grip to fools like me. I had no ladder and no rope. What I had was a memory's worth of footholds, mapped in idler days when climbing was a pastime instead of a felony, and hands calloused by harder trades than lutework. I settled my weight against the stone and found the first hold by touch, fingertips fitting into divots where mortar had receded over decades, knees pressed to the wall's cold face. Over the wind in the ivy I could hear a guard's boots on gravel, thirty yards east and fading. The drizzle slicked the stone by degrees. Halfway up, a handhold shifted under my left hand (a whole flake of facing coming loose) and I caught the fault-line behind it by reflex, knuckles jamming into the crack before the rest of me could follow the flake down. A splinter of masonry drove itself under my thumbnail, neat as a needle. I bit the inside of my cheek and climbed.

At the top, a row of iron spikes jutted from the capstone like broken teeth. I threaded myself between two of them and lay flat, catching my breath. And felt it. A faint hum against the skin, a pressure on the fine hairs of the arm, like standing too near a sygaldry lamp. Ward. I found it by fingertip on the capstone's underside: a glyph scored deep, pulsing faint warmth into the rain.

Lying flat between spikes in the drizzle, I worked the copper ribbon and the little vial of cedar ash out of my satchel by feel. Even that simple binding cost me now (I felt the effort drag against the nahlrout's floor like a keel touching gravel) but the craft held. I whispered a shape into the ash, one syllable, a deadening laid over the glyph's trigger the way you lay a finger on a bell. The shimmer slowed. Stopped.

I swung down into the gardens.

The servants' chute in the west kitchen wall had been bricked over (someone's small promotion, no doubt) so I took the garden arch instead, waited flat in the wet dark for the rounds to stagger, and slipped across to the servants' sub-wing. Another glyph waited near the molding of the low door; I ducked beneath its reach, but a gust took the trailing edge of my shaed and fluttered it up against the wall.

A flash. Then a chime: brittle, bright, and not far off.

I found an alcove by smell (polished pewter, clean linen, a plate-store) and folded myself behind a wardrobe with my breathing forced down to a thread. Footsteps came. A guard rounded the corner with his lantern up, stood a ten-count in the doorway while my heart tried to leave through my ears, muttered "Damn rats," and moved on. I thanked the rats of Severen, sincerely, and moved.

Through the servants' hallway, keeping to the seams of shadow, stepping high over the fine threads strung ankle-height across certain doorways: not alarms, those; tattletales, set to tell a careful someone which rooms had been walked. Meluan ran a taut house. I knew her chambers from my season in the Maer's service: third floor, east wing, behind a door inlaid with the Lackless crest. And I knew, because I had spent my idle months learning this house the way I learn everything I am forbidden, that one of the hidden corridors opened into her dressing room through a panel dressed as wainscoting.

The panel gave with a soft click, and the room beyond breathed cedar and rosewater into my face. And under them both, faint, that other smell, the one I had carried four years without a name for it.

My eyes adjusted. A vanity. A wardrobe. A writing desk, correspondence stacked in squared piles. And against the far wall, beneath a hanging tapestry: the chest. Oak and iron, banded in heavy straps, squatting there with the patience of everything that guards something.

I crossed, knelt, and drew my picks from the lining of my coat, from beside the bone ring and the silver. My hands were steady: the nahlrout's last hour, spending itself. The first tumbler gave easily, almost socially. The second took longer. The third would not turn.

I adjusted, tried again, and began to understand what I was inside of. The mechanism was layered: Cealdish work or better, each tumbler gated behind the last, tolerances finer than anything I had ever picked, a lock built by someone who had imagined me specifically. Time went. Rain ticked the window glass. The third tumbler shifted at last with a click I felt in my teeth.

Then the fourth.

The fifth was frozen.

I changed picks (the thin one with the tip bent for deep gates), worked it in, read the tumbler's profile through the steel, applied pressure. Nothing. My right hand fluttered.

Just once. A flutter, a moth against a lamp. But I knew that moth.

The nahlrout was burning down: faster than its promise, fast the way it always went when I spent hard, and I had been spending since the wall. The pick slipped; I caught it against the plate before it rang. My fingers had taken up the fine vibration now, the string wound past tension, and I steadied my right hand with my left the way an old man steadies a cup, guided the pick to the keyhole, and watched (from a strange calm distance, as if through a window) as my own fingers refused the line. The tip skated the plate. Skated it again. I could see the keyhole. I knew precisely, exactly, in three languages and one philosophy, what my hands needed to do.

They would not do it.

I knelt in the dark of my aunt's dressing room with a pick I could no longer use, the tremor climbing my wrists, the last of the bright hours guttering, and everything I was ended at my elbows.

But here is the thing about cracks, which I had been learning all that season at a terrible tuition: they let things out as readily as they let things in. The damage in my waking mind that had cost me so much (the walls holed, the doors sprung) meant that the other mind, the deep one, the sleeping one, no longer waited politely to be summoned.

It seeped.

And kneeling there, empty-handed, I could feel the iron. Not think about it. Feel it, the way you feel a note hanging unresolved in a quiet room, an itch in the resolving finger. The bands. The straps. The pins nested in their housings, each one distinct, a choir standing silent. All of it drawn up out of deep earth an age ago, all of it broken and beaten and burned into shape by men. And underneath the shape, all the way down, never once forgetting what it had been when it slept in the dark and the dark was enough.

I opened my mouth, and the name was already in it.

"Feralthalien."

The bands went soft.

The iron straps sagged like warm wax, slumping over the oak shoulders of the chest with a sound like a sigh let out after years. The lock's pins wept from their housings in slow dark drops that fell, and pooled on the floorboards, and went still: iron, remembering itself all the way back down, past tool, past ore, to the old quiet. The lid, unburdened, drifted open an inch of its own accord.

I knelt in the smell of cedar and rosewater and rain, shaking, with a dead flask in my coat and a name of power going quiet in my mouth, and I looked at what I had done, and a distant bookkeeping part of me noted: no hiding this. Picked locks close again. Ruined iron testifies. Meluan would come home to a chest that had melted like a candle-end, and she would know that no thief in the world does that, and the story would go where such stories go.

A problem for tomorrow. And I might not own a tomorrow if I lingered. I opened the lid.

Inside, wrapped in dark velvet like a sleeping thing: the box.

Dark wood, so dense it drank the little light, its grain a deep red like old blood under lacquer. Heavier than it should have been, the way it had been heavier four years ago. And rising off it faint as memory, that scent: spice and lemon tangled together, elusive, the smell of no tree I ever found in any book. My family's oldest thing. My family's oldest thing.

I lifted it out and pressed it against my chest with both forearms, like a man carrying a child down a ladder, because my hands were no longer to be trusted with anything I loved.

Getting out was harder. It always is; anyone who has done this work will tell you, though few will tell you why, and the why is this: the thing that carries you in is purpose, and purpose burns like fine spirits, hot and clean and all at once, and then it is spent, and what carries you out is only what you actually are. What I actually was, that night, was a spent boy with ruined hands, a stolen birthright hugged to his ribs, and no more medicine.

The nahlrout was gone entire. The tremors had the whole of me now, wrists to shoulders, and my legs had begun to consult one another about the management of stairs. The hidden corridor back ran twice as long as it had run coming in (corridors do that; it is one of the constants of the trade) and I navigated it by memory alone, one shoulder brushing the wall, counting doorframes in the dark like a blind man counting fence posts.

The wall nearly ended me. I got one leg over the parapet, threaded the spikes by feel, deadened glyph humming cold and harmless under my palm, and looked down the curved face at the holds I had come up by, and my fingers twitched against the capstone like something dying, and I understood with perfect clarity that I could not climb down. Not tonight. Possibly not ever; the thought arrived with that flat enormity that exhausted men mistake for calm.

A low whistle from below.

"You look terrible," Denna called up, softly, from the dark at the wall's foot, and there was rope already loose in her hand: because of course there was; she had watched me go in with an empty flask and a lit fuse where my judgment should have been, and she had gone back to the horses and gotten rope. "Catch."

It came up in a neat coil. I caught it against my chest, because catching it with my hands was no longer among my accomplishments, looped it under my arms with fingers like borrowed things, snubbed it round a spike, braced my boots against the wet stone, and let myself down the belly of the wall in a barely governed slide that stripped my palms raw and cost the rope a scorched foot of its length.

Denna caught my arm as my boots found ground, and steadied me, and did not let go. I was shaking hard enough that she felt it come up through the shaed's cloth, and I felt her feel it.

"Can you ride?" was all she asked.

"It probably wouldn't hurt," I said, "to tie me down."

  *

Dawn came up thin and rose-grey as we rode north, and the box rode in my pack against the small of my back, and I felt it there the way you feel an unresolved chord: an itch, a pull, a weight beyond its weight. I had been turning it over in my mind for ten miles, and it had been turning me over in return.

"Denna."

I broke the rhythm of the hoofbeats, drew the box from my pack, and, before the part of me that hoards could convene a meeting, handed it across the gap between our horses.

She took it and went quiet.

She turned it in her hands without a word, ran her thumb slow along that blood-red grain, hefted it once and frowned at the answer her arms gave her. Tipped it, gently. Something inside shifted (a small dense clink, metal or stone) and the frown deepened.

"These are Yllish knots." Her fingers had found the carvings and begun to move across them the way a musician's move across a new instrument, learning it, asking it things. "Story knots, but the grammar is old, Kvothe. Older than anything my patron's ever shown me, and he trades in old." She looked up, and her eyes were careful. "This is a family piece. The kind of thing that sits in the dark at the middle of a house for twenty generations. The kind that gets people killed."

"I know."

She held my gaze a moment, leaving me a door's width of silence to say more into. I looked at the door and did not go through it. She took her eyes back to the box, and let me keep my silence, and that was the toll paid both ways: our old road, the one we knew.

"Can you read them?" I asked.

"Some. Maybe." Her fingertips moved knot to knot, slow as a prayer. "The outer ring is a lineage marker. Like a signature, but for a whole bloodline: it doesn't say a name, it says of the name, if that makes sense. Woven so it can't be picked out without unmaking the whole cord." Her finger stopped on the inner band. "This is different. Denser. The syntax is layered: knots inside knots, statements tied through other statements. I think it's instructions." She glanced up. "I'd need time. A flat surface, better light, and nobody galloping." A pause, delicate as everything she did on purpose. "May I hold onto it?"

Consider what was being asked, though neither of the askers knew it. I was handing the oldest secret of my mother's house (my blood, boxed and knotted, the thing two dozen generations of Lacklesses had kept behind iron) to a woman who did not know she held it, who had been sent by a nameless patron to research old bloodlines and songs sung in reverse, and every part of me that had survived this long by suspicion stood up at the back of the room and objected.

And I overruled it. Not from carelessness. From the plain arithmetic of my life: if I could not trust Denna with this, then there was no one in the four corners I could trust with anything, and a man in that condition is already dead and merely hasn't been told.

"Just make sure you return it."

"When have I ever not?" she said, and smiled: a smile too bright to trust entirely, which she knew, which is why she wore it; we understood each other's counterfeits perfectly; that was the whole tragedy and the whole gift.

We rode on in silence, the box wrapped in her saddlecloth, dawn strengthening off to our right, the road running north toward Leventis and whatever was waiting there behind a cup of finger tea.


CHAPTER 28

FOR THE GREATER GOOD

Leventis wasn't much to look at: a gathering of crooked rooftops and muddy streets at a place where three trade roads tangled and could not agree which of them was the main one. Wool went south through it, timber went east, and rumor went every direction at once, the way it does in towns that exist because of other places. Nothing about it demanded notice, and I have learned to pay close attention to places that demand no notice. Somebody usually went to some trouble over them.

We had stopped at an apothecary two towns back. I want that in the account, in its proper order, before the tavern and everything the tavern cost. A low doorway, a smell of dried bitterroot and camphor, an old woman who weighed out what I asked for without one flicker of curiosity, because men with shaking hands were simply weather to her. I paid four jots for a paper twist of nahlrout and refilled the flask in the alley beside her shop like any other errand of the road.

Mark the bookkeeping, because I kept it even then, somewhere in the back ledger where a man writes what he will not read: Denna had given me the remedy. Bast had brewed it and carried it and pressed it on me with a raised eyebrow. And now, two towns south of Leventis, I had bought it myself, with my own coin, unprompted, unwatched, and the transaction had felt like nothing at all. That is the third milestone on that particular road, and the last one anybody else can see you pass.

Denna fell into step beside me as we came into the center of town, her dappled mare trailing on a lazy rein, Magistrate plodding behind with his grievances. A breeze caught the ribbon in her hair: red, against all that road-dust, the one bright thing in the whole brown town.

"So. What's the plan?" she asked. "There's not much on offer in a place like this besides a quiet pint and a room with only some of the fleas. Unless you had something more exciting in mind."

"I need to do this alone."

Her eyebrow went up: the particular eyebrow, the one she flew like a flag whenever my reasoning amused her. "I didn't ride all this way to sit in a square by myself, Kvothe."

"It's not like that." I made myself keep walking, though each step arrived more awkward than the last. "There are things I haven't told you yet. Things I should have said long before now."

The amusement went out of her face like a tide. "Things," she repeated, slowly, and gave the word room to be as bad as it liked.

"Yes. And if what I'm looking for is truly inside that tavern—" I tipped my head toward it, a squat sagging building at the square's edge with a sign too weathered to read, which I did not need to read, "—then it could put you in danger just to be standing next to me."

She reached out and caught my arm, stopping me in the middle of the path, and her eyes found mine and held them with that level dark steadiness she could produce at will and rarely spent.

"Kvothe. I am a big girl. I was taking care of myself for years before you ever bought me a drink, and I will be taking care of myself long after—well." A flicker. "For a long time yet."

"I know that. I know it better than anyone alive." And I did; I had seen the ledgers of her survival, the parts she let me see. "But if it goes wrong in there, these are not people who take kindly to outsiders asking questions. If I'm alone, I can move without worrying."

"Without worrying about me, you mean."

I didn't answer, which was answer enough, and we both heard it.

Her grip loosened, though her fingers stayed a moment on my sleeve, deciding something. "You really are terrible at lying, Kvothe."

"Then it's fortunate I'm not lying."

She let me go and crossed her arms, and the wry came back up over the worry the way she always raised it, quick as a sail. "Fine. But I won't wait forever, and I will not fish you out of a ditch if you stir up trouble." A beat. "Don't linger too long."

I turned toward the tavern. And behind me, as I went, I heard her cough: once, into her hand. A dry, thin sound, small as a page turning.

I nearly looked back. It was nothing; the road was all dust; half of Vintas was coughing that summer. I nearly looked back, and looking back at Denna was a luxury I could not afford just then, and so I logged the little sound in the back ledger with everything else I was not reading, and I walked on.

You keep accounts long enough, they come due all together. But that is for later in this story, and I will not borrow against it here.

  *

The Weeping Eye was nearly empty, and there was nothing welcoming in the emptiness. Some rooms are quiet the way churches are quiet. This one was quiet the way traps are.

Dust drifted through a single blade of sunlight from a twisted window. The air hung heavy with must and old tallow. A handful of patrons sat in the shadowed corners (spread out, I noted, one to a table, facing the door, the arithmetic of men who drink on duty) and their voices died as I pushed the door shut behind me. The barkeep glanced my way with a lack of interest so complete it had to be maintained. I crossed to the counter over floorboards worn into troughs, sagging under a pattern of weight that had not changed in years. Regulars. Always the same regulars. A tavern that never gains a customer and never loses one is not a tavern.

"Finger tea," I said, softly.

The barkeep grunted, took down a cup, and poured with all the ceremony a man lends to washing his hands.

The room behind me made no sound at all. I could hear the patrons breathing (that is how quiet; four men breathing in a public house at midday) and I could feel every eye pressing between my shoulders, patient as awls. The cup arrived in front of me. I slid it aside untouched and leaned close over the counter.

"I'm looking for Claude."

The barkeep's hand stopped mid-motion. His face changed not at all (the face was good; the hand needed work) and his eyes went, briefly, over my shoulder.

Footsteps scraped behind me. Then the heavy wooden sound of a bar dropping into its brackets. Someone had just closed the door in the only way that matters.

My hand found Caesura's scabbard, not the hilt: the trouper's compromise, visible restraint, a hand that says not yet in a language every armed room reads. The morning's nahlrout still held, but I could feel the old tension gathering in my knuckles underneath it, the tremor straining its thin leash, and I did the sum every man in that room was also doing and liked my totals even less than they liked theirs.

"I'd leave that sword be, if I were you."

The speaker sat alone at a nearby table, and I would have sworn on strings the table had been empty when I came in. He was old. White hair gone sparse, a freckled scalp showing through at the crown. His face carried the deep-set lines of a man who had never in his life made any effort to come in out of bad weather, and at his hip, worn plain as a carpenter's hammer, hung a dagger of Ramston steel: folded, grey-watered, the kind of blade you inherit or take. He was not large. He was not armed beyond the dagger. And the room was smaller for him the way a room is smaller for a banked fire: quietly, from the middle out.

"You wanted Claude," he said, holding my gaze with pale unblinking eyes. "You've found him. Sit."

Men had risen along the room's edges (the drinking sentries, hands resting easy on clubs and long knives) and not one of them moved as I crossed the floor and eased into the chair across from him. That was the most eloquent thing about the whole arrangement. They did not consider me a problem requiring adjustment. They were the walls. He was the room.

"Who sent you?" Claude asked.

"Dagon."

"Dagon." He said the name the way you test a coin against your teeth. "If that's true, he gave you no token. No sign known to us. Which leaves me wondering why a careful man would send a boy to this door without a proper mark on him."

Because a careful man leaves himself a door to deny you through, I thought, and did not say, because it was true and unhelpful, which describes most of what I know.

"I told him I had questions," I said. "He told me you might have answers."

Claude let out a dry laugh, a sound like a boot on gravel. "The Amyr rarely speak to outsiders." He said the name flat out, in his own house, and the ease of it told me more than a sermon would have. He leaned back, fingers drumming lightly on the tabletop: once, twice, and I thought of a cane on marble and put the thought away for later. "But you've come a long way, and you knew the tea, and Dagon does not hand my name to fools more than once a decade. So I'll humor you. One question." He held up a single weathered finger. "Make it worth both our time."

One question.

I had ridden north with a dozen. Where were the Amyr, and how many, and what did they know of Feyda, and of the doors of stone, and of a black-eyed man who smiled over my parents' bodies, and would they help me, help Auri, help Renere: a dozen questions, and a dozen would buy me nothing from a man like this. Old men who guard doors do not reward breadth. They reward aim.

So I asked the one underneath all the others.

"How do I find the Seven?"

The change in the room was not dramatic. Nobody drew steel. It was worse than that: everything simply stopped, the breathing included, and Claude regarded me across the table for a long moment, and when he spoke his voice had dropped to something barely past a whisper, pitched to reach me and die an inch behind my head.

"You will not speak of them here. Not their names. Not their titles. Not even the number of them." No anger in it. Anger would have been comforting. It had the tone of a man reciting the safety rules of his own trade, the ones written in other men's blood. "You've had that from me free, once, because Dagon sent you. Next time you won't get the chance to finish."

I nodded, slowly, with my whole body, the way you make the kind of promise that anything less than your whole body would get you killed over.

He watched the promise land and settle. Then he folded his hands on the table, and answered the question I was no longer permitted to have asked.

"You don't find them, boy. That is the first thing and the last thing. You make enough noise in the wrong places, and they find you. Names are a summons. Every name is a summons (that's all a name has ever been) and theirs are old and short-hafted and they answer quick. Speak them in the wrong shadow, and they will be at your door before you can draw that pretty sword you're so fond of touching."

I sat with that. And while I sat with it, something in me went down a long stair and opened a door I keep shut, and looked, once, at what lives there: a wagon, and a fire, and a man who had spent a year assembling old names into a song: polishing them, rehearsing them, speaking them in camp after camp across half the world, in every wrong shadow the road owned.

Names are a summons. My father had written one. It was a very good song. They came.

I had known it for years, understand: known it the way you know a fact. Claude gave me the mechanics, plain as a tradesman, and the mechanics are worse than the fact. They always are.

Claude watched my face while all this went down and came back up, and something in his own face shifted: some decision arriving. When he spoke again it was quieter, and older.

"Others have tried what you're thinking. What you're sitting there being young at me about." He turned one hand over on the table, palm up, empty. "Once, they managed it. I'll grant the past its due: fire and iron and twenty years of preparation, plans within plans, good people spent like coin. And they killed one of them. Truly killed. It was done." A pause. "And do you know what happened?"

I waited.

"He came back. Ash and ruin." The words fell one at a time, worn round with carrying. "The stories always end the same way, boy, and we are the ones who collect the stories, so believe me when I say always. You cannot kill the wind. You cannot drown the sea. You can only wall against them, and mend the wall, and teach your sons to mend the wall, forever."

"Then what is the point of all this?" It came out of me harder than was safe in that room, and I did not care. "What do you do? Hiding here in shadow, in a bad tavern at the end of a mud road: what is the war?"

"We thwart them." No heat in it at all; heat had burned off this man decades ago, and what was left ran like a millrace. "We silence their stories. We hunt down every rhyme and record and ballad that carries them, and we bury it, or burn it, or teach it to say something else. We erase their names from the world's memory, one book, one grave, one gossiping town at a time." His pale gaze held mine. "A thing with no name has no purchase in the world. It cannot be called. It cannot be prayed to. It cannot be found: not even by its own. That is the war we fight. It is slow, and silent, and we have been losing it very slowly for a very long time, which in this war is what winning looks like. Not with swords, boy. Never with swords. Swords are for the ones who won't last."

The floor of my life tilted a few degrees while he spoke, and settled at the new angle, where it has sat ever since.

Because I had spent three years cursing the gaps. The pruned shelves, the missing books, the four decades of scorched margins: I had blamed Lorren's caution and Ambrose's spite and the University's cowardice, and I had dug through a courtyard with acid to get underneath the censorship. And here was the third hand, the oldest hand. Half the silence I had been fighting all my life had been placed there on purpose, by tired careful men in rooms like this one, as rampart: the same silence that had kept me ignorant, and the same silence that had kept me alive, eleven years old and asking my questions into a merciful emptiness that did not answer. I have never fully untangled which of my walls were prison and which were shelter. I am no longer certain the distinction survives close examination. That is what Claude gave me for my one question, and it was more than I paid for, and I have wished on dark nights that he had kept it.

"For the greater good," I said quietly.

"For the greater good," he echoed. And for the first time the weariness showed through him, plain as a crack in old stone: two centuries of doctrine in a voice with maybe ten winters left in it, a motto worn down to a habit worn down to a wound.

The Amyr. Since I was eleven years old I had whispered that name into the dark like a prayer's address: bright-armored, terrible, righteous, the ones who would stand at my side when I finally found them, the answer waiting at the end of every archive. I had found them. An old man in a bad tavern, tending a war on memory with a dagger and an index of the world's songs, whose great weapon was the same forgetting I had fought my whole life.

Be careful what you pray to. It may keep accounts.

But there was still Auri. Still Renere, laid like a bonfire.

"A coup is stirring," I pressed. "Fascino moves against Roderic. Renere will fall inside the season if no one acts, and the war in the north will walk in through the wreckage."

Claude looked at me the way you look at a child who has said something perfectly true and perfectly beside the point. "We don't meddle in affairs of state unless the Seven are in it. Even at our height (when we sat on councils, when we judged in the open, when there were more of us in one city than there are now in the world) we did not fight for kings, or their crowns, or their pretty daughters."

"Even if kingdoms collapse?"

"Even then." He set his hands flat on the table, and the conversation died under them. "We have one enemy, boy. Everything else is weather."

I stood. The chair ground back against the stone floor, and in all that quiet the sound rang like a wrong note in a funeral song. None of the wall-men moved. Claude did not try to stop me. I was halfway to the barred door, my whole errand ash in my mouth, when he spoke one last time.

"Boy."

I paused. Did not turn.

"The strong ones never ask for help." His voice came level across the room, neither kind nor unkind, a man reading out a finding. "That's how you can tell which ones won't last."

I have carried that sentence for years, and I will tell you honestly: I have never finally decided what it was. A warning. A diagnosis. An old man's apology, folded so many times it could pass through a keyhole. Perhaps an offer, even: the door left open a finger's width, for a boy with sense enough to stop, and turn, and ask.

I did not stop, and I did not turn, and I did not ask. You knew that already. You have met me.

The bar scraped free behind me, and the door swung open, and the late sun of the afternoon came in gold over the mud of Leventis like a blessing spent on the wrong town.

  *

Denna was sitting on the edge of the stone horse-trough near the square, legs crossed at the ankle, one hand idly tracing the carvings of the Lackless box where it lay in her lap. The low sun had turned all the hanging dust to gold around her, and for a moment, coming across the square with my ruin in my hands, I stopped and simply looked, because a man should bank such moments when the road offers them. It offers fewer than you'd think, and no receipts.

"Stoic, angry, and frustrated," she said as I came up, reading me at forty feet the way other people read signboards. "I'd know that expression anywhere. It didn't go well, did it."

"No," I admitted, and set to untying the horses because my hands wanted a task that could be completed.

The Amyr would not act; they had one enemy, and everything else was weather. The Maer would not act; he was busy adjusting his seat to watch the wall fall. Lugosi could not act, and Roderic would not hear, and the wedding was a matter of days. I had ridden the length of Vintas collecting the same answer from every power in it, and somewhere between the tavern door and the horse-trough I had finished grieving the allies I had never really had.

So. I would do what I had always done, since Tarbean, since before Tarbean. I would find another way.

Or I would make one.

Behind me, Denna slid the box back into the fold of her saddlecloth and stood, brushing road-dust from her skirts, and when she spoke her voice was light again, resettled, our old key.

"That's a shame," she said. "It would have been nice to stop here for the night."


CHAPTER 29

LOCKLESS

The road south to Renere wound through low hills gone soft and green with yesterday's rain, and I ached in every place a horse can teach a man he owns.

Two days in the saddle. I shifted my weight for the hundredth time, hunting a position that didn't punish me for a lifetime of preferring my own two feet, and found, for the hundredth time, that Magistrate did not stock one. Beside me Denna rode loose and easy, the reins forgotten in one hand, the whole of her attention bent on the Lockless box where it sat cradled in the crook of her arm. Her lips moved now and then, shaping a word, discarding it, shaping another. My own hands sat useless on the reins, which was as good a portrait of the pair of us as any painter could have managed.

I spent the morning turning the Amyr over, looking for a seam that wasn't there.

For years I had pinned my hopes on them the way a child pins hopes on a rich uncle he has never met. Bright-armored champions, terrible and just, who would stand at my shoulder when I finally ran my family's murderers to ground. I had found instead old men in a bad tavern, tending a war on memory: an order content to endure rather than act, to bury rather than strike, whose whole long victory was that things got worse slowly. If the Chandrian were ever to be confronted, the task would not be shared. It would fall to me, alone, with whatever I could carry.

I had known that, truthfully, for a long time. There is a kind of knowing that waits in you like a letter you refuse to open, and someone else's plain voice breaks the seal, and you find you had the whole text by heart. Claude had done me that service, along with the rest. I rode south with the letter open in my lap, and mile by mile it weighed less. That surprised me. It has kept surprising me all my life: certainty is lighter than hope. You can walk much further under it.

We stopped to water the horses where a creek cut across the road, running quick and cider-colored with the rain. Magistrate drank like he held a personal grudge against the creek and meant to see it punished. I crouched at the bank to wash my hands, and my thoughts went back to their digging, worrying at the morning's disappointment for a seam, and I was elbow-deep in that profitless work when Denna's voice pulled me out of it.

"Kvothe."

Something in her tone made me look over at once. She had settled beneath a bankside tree with her knees drawn up, holding the box out at arm's length, tilting it so the low light ran raking across the carvings.

"I've found some things."

I crossed and sat down beside her in the grass, close enough that our shoulders traded warmth.

"Look here." Her fingertips brushed a symbol carved in the top left corner of the lid, a knot so fine it read as texture until you knew to look. "This section: I'm fairly sure it speaks of dual ownership. Two hands. A thing held between, not by." She moved on, tracing a line I could hardly find in the grain even following her finger. "And here it mentions a key. Not. I don't think it means a key of metal. The knot's tied through the word for it, sideways. But key is the bone of it." She studied the next cluster longer, and her lips pressed thin. "And this part is strange. It speaks of a 'lasting male essence.'"

"Male essence," I echoed, with the eyebrow the phrase deserved.

"I did say it was strange." A breath of laughter went through the words. Then the laughter drained, and her voice fell to the register she kept for true things. "Some of these I still can't make out. There's one word I keep circling: it's either 'cage' or 'coop.' The knot's worn; they differ by half a twist; and I confess it bothers me more than it should, because a coop is for keeping something safe and a cage is for keeping something in, and whoever tied this knew the difference." She turned the box a quarter-turn and met my eyes. "But the last part of this ring is clear. By their blood, the ring remains closed."

"The ring?"

"Exactly." Her fingers went on feeling their way along the carvings, the way a musician's find their way over unfamiliar strings, listening through the skin. "It's the largest knot on the lid, and everything else ties back into it. The ring. Closed by blood, kept closed by blood: the grammar could carry either. I was hoping you might know what it means."

I shook my head. And it was not entirely a lie, because I did not know. I only had a coat pocket full of things it rhymed with (a door in a story, a rhyme by a fire, a portrait with my mother's eyes) and rhyme is not knowledge, whatever poets tell you.

"What about this part?" I drew her eye to the last band of carving, a series of flowing patterns near the base, denser than all the rest.

She took my hand.

I want to mark that plainly, because at the time I nearly missed it under everything else: she took my hand, without ceremony, as if hands were held in common between us. And guided it over the final line of carvings, pressing my fingertips into the knots one by one, teaching me the words through the skin the way her grandmother must once have taught her. Her fingers were warm and sure over my knuckles.

"Never free," she whispered, moving my hand along the cord of it, "for only the—this word I can't solve—of death lies beyond."

The carved words hung between us in the still afternoon. Neither of us spoke. The creek went on with its small bright business, and a soft wind turned the leaves overhead, and my fingertips rested on a sentence four hundred years older than any grief I owned.

"Well," I said at last, managing half a smile. "That sounds cheerful."

Denna gave me a look, but the worry didn't leave her face to make room for it. "That's all I can make of it for now." She set the box down on the grass between us, gently, the way you set down a sleeping thing. "If only my grandmother were still here. She'd have read the whole of it by firelight and told me I tie like a fisherman."

I filed that away with the other rare coins (a grandmother, Yllish knots by firelight, a child-Denna somewhere in it) and knew better than to ask for change. "You've done more than enough. There aren't a dozen people in the four corners who could have managed this much."

"You flatter me too much," she said, though the faintest smile pulled at the corner of her mouth. "And you're a fine one to judge translation. Where in the four corners did you ever get dance from? That wasn't even close."

"Like I said. I'm still learning." I stood and offered her up. "Or I was."

We walked back to the horses, and as I worked the tethers loose I glanced over at her. "What do you think it means? All of it. Truly."

The lightness went out of her like a candle pinched between two fingers.

"Honestly?" She looked down at the box in her hands, and her thumb moved once over the great closed ring of the central knot. "I'm not sure I want to find out."

  *

We rode until twilight, then turned off the main road and made camp beside a still pond where a toppled greystone jutted from the shallows, aslant, like the finger of some monument the world had otherwise misplaced. Fallen, it should have troubled me less than a standing circle. It troubled me more, the way a sleeping dog troubles you more than a fence. But the grass was soft and the water was clean, and I had learned the tinker's rule too well to argue with where the road put us.

We saw to the horses first, the way anyone with sense does before tending to themselves. Denna loosened girths while I rubbed the animals down with handfuls of dry grass, and Magistrate stood still for it: actually still, for the first time in our acquaintance, grateful that I was finally paying into an account I had only ever drawn on. Denna's mare nipped at her sleeve, insistent, until Denna surrendered the apple she'd been hiding in it since noon.

"Hungry thing," Denna said, scratching behind the mare's ear.

"She knows who's carrying the food."

As I hauled my saddlebag down, something inside gave a familiar clink, and I reached in and drew out the bottle I'd been hauling the length of Vintas: strawberry wine, bought in Renere in another lifetime, wrapped in my spare shirt like contraband. I turned it in the last of the light.

"I've been saving this," I announced, "for just the right occasion."

Denna looked at the bottle. Then she shook her head and grinned, a grin with a secret's shape to it. "You've been hauling that all this while?"

"What's wrong with strawberry wine?" I drew myself up with my full wounded dignity, which is considerable and has never once worked on her.

"Nothing," she said. "Nothing at all. It's just funny you should say that." And she went to her own saddlebag and brought out a bottle of her own: thick old glass, amber-dark, the wax on its neck stamped and whole. In the failing light it looked like trapped honey, which is very nearly what it was.

I took it from her and turned it, and read the seal, and my voice came out quieter than I had planned it. "Metheglin. Where did you find this?"

"Anilin." She said the city's name lightly, the way she said everything that wasn't light. "I meant to bring it out that night in Renere: the lanterns, the fountain. But then that Lord Vatis—" she flicked her fingers, consigning Vatis and all his works to a category, "—and after, the moment simply never felt right. So it rode with me. Occasions are like that. You carry them until they're true."

"You, Denna," I said, and swept her a bow with the whole troupe in it, "are truly extraordinary."

"And you," she replied, "are far too easily impressed."

We opened the strawberry wine first, passing the bottle between us while I built the fire small and neat and Denna laid out our stores on the grass like a woman setting a table she meant to be remembered: thick bread from the last town, figs we'd stolen fair and square from a roadside tree, the hard cheese I'd been hoarding, and butter so rich and firm it might as well have been a second cheese with ambitions. The pond gave back the last copper of the sky. Somewhere in the reeds a frog sang the same two notes over and over, patient as a student practicing, and by any honest measure it was already a feast. I have eaten at a king's table since, and I stand by the accounting.

When the wine was gone we broke the wax on the metheglin, and the stars kindled over us in their slow thousands. The fire pressed its heat against my knees while the night leaned its cold against my back, that old fair bargain, and we talked in low voices while the coals burned down to a fist of orange.

"The Vesumbri Islands," I said. The bottle between us stood half-empty by then, and the drink had put a hint of song under my voice. "They say a volcano god still gathers worship there. Fire under the sea, and boats with painted eyes. I have always wanted to see those islands with my own two eyes."

Denna laughed low, turning the bottle slowly in her hands, watching the coal-light move in the honey of it. "Exotic. I've always wanted to hear the singing trees, myself. In the stories you can't tell where the wood ends and the song begins, and I have opinions about that boundary." She considered me over the bottle a moment. "Though unfinished business keeps me close to home, these days."

The lightness left her voice on the last words, the way a tide leaves: nothing dramatic, only a withdrawal, and things standing exposed that the water had covered.

I watched her, weighing whether to speak or let the silence do its patient work.

Then she coughed.

Not the small dry page-turn from Leventis. This one came up from deep in her chest, rattling loose like something shaken free of a high shelf, and she turned away from me and pressed the back of her wrist to her mouth, shoulders drawn tight, and it went on. It went on longer than it should have. The frog stopped. I counted, because counting is what I do instead of praying, and I got to eleven before her breath came back to her.

"Denna."

"It's nothing." Quick and practiced, a door closed by habit before checking who knocked. But her hand had stayed pressed flat against her breastbone, holding something in place, and she would not look at me. Then, because she heard her own door close, she opened it the width of a truth: "That remedy you gave me: it did help, for a while. It truly did." A breath. "But it hurts more than it used to."

"How long?"

"A while." A shaky breath, steadied by main strength. "I saw a physician in Atur. A real one: University-trained, brass plate, the whole theater." She kept her eyes on the pond. "He called it phthisis. A wasting in the lungs. Scarring, he said. He showed me a drawing." Her mouth did something that was not a smile. "He said the scarring only spreads. That it doesn't—" She stopped. Started again, and I could hear what the next words cost, because she paid it in front of me, which she had never done. "He said to settle my accounts while settling them was cheap."

Neither of us spoke. The fire ticked. The stars went on being stars, which is the worst of them.

"No." I leaned forward, and everything in me arrived at once, the way it does. "Come back to the University with me. Master Arwyl is the finest healer alive: I have watched that man re-string a lung the way I'd re-string a lute. The Medica sees things Atur's physicians read about in letters. If anyone alive can help you, it's him."

Denna turned from the pond and placed her hand against my cheek: cool palm, warm fingers, the whole night balanced in it.

"You're kind, Kvothe. Truly."

"No." I would not let it be kindness; kindness is what you call a thing to make it small enough to decline. "I don't care about your patron. Forget him. Forget whatever he expects and whoever expects it. Come with me. Please."

She took her hand back, and looked out over the pond. The still water held the stars, all of them, and for a long time she watched them the way you watch a thing that might rearrange itself into an answer if you are only patient enough. I have looked at many skies the same way. They never have. She knew that better than I did, and watched anyway, and that was Denna entire.

"It isn't that simple," she said. "There are things I've promised. People who expect me in certain places, at certain times."

"I know."

"You don't." No anger in it. Only the flat sound of a truth she was weary of carrying alone, set down for a moment between us so she could shift her grip. "You don't know the half of it, Kvothe."

"Then tell me."

Her jaw tightened. And for one moment (I felt it, the way you feel a string tighten in the instant before it breaks, that fine trembling that comes up through the air itself) for one moment I thought she would. The whole dark hinterland of her, the patron and the promises and the bruises with rearranged names, all of it stood at the border with its papers in its hand.

The moment passed. The border closed. When she spoke again her voice was steady, and it had made a decision that was not the one I'd begged for, and was more than I had any right to hope.

"For you," she said, so low the wind nearly had it instead of me. "I'll come."

She looked at me then, and what was in her face was not surrender and was not romance. I have stood on high ledges. I know the look of someone stepping off one, having checked the fall, having decided the falling was hers to spend.

The dark settled closer around the coals. We lay side by side on the soft grass with the blanket thrown over the both of us, not touching, in the way of not-touching that is a held breath, and Denna gazed up at the scattered stars, and when she spoke her words barely carried the space between us.

"I thought you would kiss me that night in Roent's caravan."

Years of wit stood ready. I had lines for such a moment the way an armory has swords: racked, oiled, catalogued. I should have said something clever, something charming, something worthy of being remembered and repeated.

"I wanted to," I said.

Which was true, and nothing more than true, and not at all what I had planned, and the only right thing I have ever said with a whole heart's warning.

Denna didn't answer for a while. When she finally turned her head toward me, the firelight caught the edge of her lips and nothing else of her, one warm line drawn on the dark.

"You could, you know," she said. "If you wanted."

There was no art in what followed. I want that recorded by a man who has spent his life on art: none. I leaned in and our noses bumped, and I felt her smile against my mouth (felt it arrive, felt it widen) before we found our way together to something that worked. It was graceless, and honest, and it was Denna, and those three things are one thing.

Against my shoulder, later, softly, she said: "I always knew you were like this."

An old sentence, from under a bridge in another life, finally come round to its second half. I had not answered it then. I did not answer it now. Some sentences are not asking.

I won't share more than that. The rest is mine alone: hers and mine, and she is not here to give her half's permission, so the whole of it stays shut.

But I will tell you this much, because it belongs to the craft of this story and not only to the heart of it. There are moments that refuse to become memories. They will not go into the book. They stay too close for that, too warm (behind the breastbone instead of behind the eyes) and the years that strip everything else somehow cannot reach them. I have lost things you would not believe a man could lose, and keep the losses catalogued, and you have heard me count some of them. That night is not among the losses, because it was never among the memories. The words are mostly gone and the light is entirely gone, and it is still there, present tense, the way a singer feels the ring of a note in the bone of his chest long after the hall has emptied and the benches are stacked and the lamps are out.

Somewhere against my heart, in the lining of a coat thrown over us both against the dew, a small square of paper worn soft at its creases had finally, after all its patient miles, been honored. Next time. It had been next time all along.

Afterward we lay tangled together beneath the open sky, and she was perfect. I am aware no one is; I have heard the arguments; the arguments were not there. When she caught me staring (I was struggling to find my breath, and spending what I found of it staring) she propped herself up on one elbow and gave me a look with several volumes in it.

"What?" I asked, and tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear. She caught my hand before I could take it back, and held it where it was, against the warm side of her face.

"You just reminded me of a story," she said. "'The Dulator.'"

"I can't say I know that one."

She poked me in the ribs, hard, and did not explain. "I'll tell it to you sometime. When you've earned it." And then, settling back against me, in a voice gone soft at its edges: "My Dulator."

I chuckled into her hair. "I've been called worse."

"Have you, though?" she said, and kissed me before I could answer, which remains the finest argument I have ever lost.

After a time her breathing slowed and deepened. The coals dimmed to a dull rose. She pressed her back against me, fitting herself into the curve of me the way a thing fits its case, and I drew the coat closer over her shoulder against the cold coming off the pond.

"Don't let go," she said.

And there was nothing clever in it. No wit, no wordplay, no door left ajar for retreat. Just Denna, at the bottom of all her armor, asking.

And I didn't.


CHAPTER 30

SWIRLS IN THE WATER

I woke with Denna pressed against me, her back warm along my chest, my arm still draped across her ribs where sleep had left it. The fire had burned itself all the way to nothing. Above us the stars had shifted in their slow wheel, and the night had gone into that deep hour that belongs to no one.

I lay still, trying to sort out what had woken me. The pond was quiet, its surface smooth under a fading moon. The thin stream that fed it from the east ran on over its stones, barely more than a trickle, saying the small things streams say. Beyond that, silence. The deep kind, the kind that presses against your ears until your own blood becomes a sound, and your mind starts furnishing the dark with whatever it keeps in storage.

I almost let sleep take me back. Denna's breathing was slow and even against my arm, and for a few breaths I let the warmth of her hold me where I was, and my thoughts drifted somewhere half-formed and impossibly pleasant. What might life look like, after? When Auri was safe and the box was solved and the whole tangled business was done: Ralien, maybe, in the Ceald, where the money was honest and nobody cared what your name had done. Or distant Junpui, out at the ragged edge of the Small Kingdoms, where I could play in taprooms for bread and she could argue with spice merchants, in a place with no Chandrian and no Amyr and no shadow older than the afternoon.

I want it recorded that I had that thought. That for the length of perhaps twenty heartbeats, lying in wet grass beside a fallen greystone, I held the whole imaginary shape of an ordinary life, and it was good, and it was warm, and I have never gotten another one.

Then I heard it. Faint, carried flat across the water: the clink of metal on metal.

I eased up onto one elbow, careful of her, and listened with everything I had. For a moment, only the stream and the soft wind combing the grass. Then I caught the pattern underneath: a rhythm below the hearing, felt in the ground before the ear admits it. Hoofbeats. Dozens.

No. More than dozens. Coming fast, from the north.

"Denna." I touched her shoulder. "Denna, wake up."

She groaned softly and turned toward me, warm and unwilling, and there was no time to be gentle with the last soft moment either of us would get. "Denna. Up. Someone's coming."

Her eyes shot open, confusion sharpening into alarm in the space of one blink; she woke the way people wake who have been found before. "What—"

"No time." I was already on my feet. "We move."

We threw what mattered into the nearest packs and abandoned the rest to the dark. My good pot stayed by the dead fire. The bag of dried nahlrout leaf went into my saddlebag first, before the food, before the flint. I noticed my own hands doing it, and I have not forgotten what my hands chose while the hoofbeats grew, and I offer the fact without decoration, because it decorates itself. The buckles fought me. Straps that should have taken two heartbeats took ten, my fingers thick and traitorous with sleep and worse than sleep, and Denna's mare was pawing the earth by the time I cinched the last of it, and then we were up and riding hard into the dark.

The hoofbeats came on behind us, louder by the stride.

Magistrate had seen better days, and all of them years ago. He labored under me, game and failing, while Denna's mare fought her reins, wild-eyed, wanting to run faster than the dark allowed. I gripped my own reins and felt my hands decline the work: the tremor ran wrist-deep now, and riding fed it, every jolt of the stride jarring a fresh jag up through my forearms, so that my attention split three ways: keeping my seat, keeping my grip, and keeping the walls of my mind standing while everything shook. A cracked instrument, ridden hard. Under every note, the flaw.

Denna pulled ahead without meaning to. "This way!" She cut left through a stand of birch where the ground rose and the roots laced into a natural barrier, and I understood, following her line through the dark, that she was reading the terrain the way I read music, by instinct, finding the pattern a half-beat before it could be named, choosing the ground a pursuer's horse would hate. Whatever life had taught her that particular literacy, it had taught her thoroughly, and I did not have breath to grieve the lessons.

I followed, and fell behind, riding with my knees like a trick-show boy because my hands could not be trusted with the reins. They slipped through my fingers twice. The second time I gave up dignity and pressed them flat against the pommel under my palm.

"Could they just be patrols?" I called ahead: the fog in me still hunting a soft explanation.

"No." Flat, over her shoulder, certain. "They're tracking us too closely."

She was right. We angled off our line, and they angled. We tried a dry streambed, and it bought us forty heartbeats. We doubled back through a gap in an old stone wall, and the hoofbeats behind found their rhythm again inside a minute, matching us change for change, patient and total, like a melody that refuses to resolve, that follows your key through every modulation because it has decided to end on you.

Then the first shouts reached us. Jeers, carried on the wind, in the tone men use when the outcome has stopped being in question and the entertainment has begun. I looked back once. Pale faces flickered between the birches. Torchlight ran along drawn steel.

"Faster," I urged, and knew it for a prayer, not a plan. Magistrate was flagging under me, breath coming in great tearing sobs, and the ground had gone treacherous with stones.

We burst out of the trees into open air, and there was the lake.

It lay before us still and enormous, filling the whole bowl of the valley, its surface holding the setting moon like a coin at the bottom of a well. Beautiful, and a wall. Our horses slowed of their own accord, hooves splashing into the shallows, and balked, and there was nowhere left that hooves could take us.

Denna reined the mare around and turned in her saddle, measuring the darkness behind and the water ahead: I watched her do the arithmetic I had just done, watched her get the same remainder. She had drawn a knife from under her cloak, a thin steel blade I had never seen before that moment. Her hands trembled around it. Her eyes were very wide.

Something in my chest went tight and cold and very quiet.

"Denna. When I say go, swim for the far shore, and don't stop. Head south. Don't look back."

She looked at my hands where they lay useless on the reins. At the black water. Back at my face.

"And you?"

I didn't answer.

"I'm not leaving you," she said.

I held her eyes, and said nothing, because there was nothing to say that she had not already worked out for herself, and we had never once succeeded in lying to each other about anything that mattered. Only about everything else.

The riders came out of the treeline along the lakeshore, silhouettes hardening into men. A dozen at least, fanning wide along the bank with the unhurried competence of men closing a purse-string. At their center rode a big man in leather armor, his thick black beard woven into braids, and I marked him at once the way you mark the tonic chord: everything else on that shore was arranged around him. He sat his horse the way a man sits when violence is a profession and not a passion, weight settled low, hand easy on the pommel, and he looked at the two of us in the shallows the way I had watched Dagon look at rooms. Not hunting anything. Confirming.

Denna looked at me one last time, and everything unsaid between us was in her face, etched into every line of it, and then she turned the mare and drove her south along the shallows toward the far shore.

Three riders peeled off the flank and spurred after her.

The bearded man raised his torch high, and his voice came across the water, reasonable and carrying, a tradesman quoting terms.

"Come out o' the water, and I promise to make it quick." A pause. I heard the grin arrive before the words did. "Cross me, and I'll give my men more than one turn with your lady."

I slid from my saddle in surrender.

I dropped into the shallows and the cold came up through my boots to my shins, and I stood there with my empty hands at my sides, and my hands were shaking freely now, shaking hard, and, this is the part I need you to hear, I let them.

All night, all month, all season, I had spent myself holding those hands still. On reins, on hilts, on lock picks, on lies. Stillness had been the performance, and the performance had been costing me everything I had, every waking hour, a tax on every act. Standing in the cold shallows with a dozen armed men arranging my death, I stopped paying it. I let the tremor have my hands the way a musician lets silence into a song: not as failure. As part of the music.

And into all that surrendered space, something rose.

My sleeping mind came up through the cracks the way water rises through broken stone: no summons, no straining, nothing of Elodin's classroom in it. The waking walls were down; they had been coming down all season, one ruin at a time, and I had reckoned every fallen wall a loss. That night I learned what the ruins were worth.

The Name of the water was all around me.

It had been there the whole time. I had slept beside it with Denna's breath on my arm. I had heard the little stream feeding the pond in the dark, patient as a tutor repeating a phrase. I had felt it cold on my face at the creek while Denna traced knots, drunk it, crossed it, made camp by it. And all the while, all unknowing, in the country below thought, I had been learning it. The way you learn a language living among its speakers. The way you learn a lover's breathing. My sleeping mind had spent the whole sweet night in school.

I spoke its Name.

The lake answered.

The sound of it was enormous: not a crash but a lifting, the whole shallows gathering itself up the bank in one swell that rose taller than a mounted man and went out from me like a decision. It broke over them.

Their horses screamed. Men who had been shapes of torchlight and confidence were gone into churning black. The wave took riders and mounts together, dragged them off the bank and down, and the torches went out all together, hissing, and the water worked, and then the lake was smoothing itself again, finding its level, holding the moon.

Twelve men. Perhaps fourteen. I will not pretend I counted, and I will not pretend the not-counting was innocent. It was quick. That is the whole of the eulogy I have, and I have had years to compose a better one, and there is none: it was quick, and it was the water, and it was me.

I fought my way back into the saddle. It took two tries; Magistrate was spent, foaming at the bit, trembling nearly as badly as I was; but when I dug my heels in he ran, ran harder than an honest horse should have had left in him, as if my fear had poured down through my knees into his blood. I clung to his mane with one ruined hand and let him do the work.

Around the far curve of the lake, ahead in the grey beginnings of dawn: the three riders, and Denna. They had cut her off short of the boulders, her mare rearing, striking out with both forehooves, Denna wrenched half around in the saddle with her little knife bright in her fist, and the Name of the wind was in my mouth before I had finished seeing it.

I have called the wind in anger before. You have heard those stories; some of them are even mine. I had never called it like this: unshaped, unbudgeted, everything at once.

The blast struck all of them. The three men went out of their saddles like dolls off a shelf. The horses shrieked and scattered. And Denna, Denna was flung too, hit the ground hard and rolled, and dragged herself behind the nearest boulder; and her mare tried to rise, and stumbled, and went down on a foreleg with a sound that I will carry to whatever end I get.

The wind does not distinguish. That is the lesson of that grey morning, and I paid three lives and one good mare to learn what one turn through Elodin's classroom should have taught me free: the wind does not distinguish, and the man who calls it in wrath has chosen not to distinguish either, whatever he tells the table afterward.

By the time I reached them, the three men were picking themselves up out of the dirt. Dazed. Angry. Alive.

I half-fell from the saddle and hit the ground with both feet, knees nearly folding. My hand found Saicere's hilt and she came free of the scabbard with her muffled ringing, and I wrapped both hands around the grip, because one was no longer enough, and I could feel the blade's tip drawing little circles in the air, shivering with my shivering.

The first man was still finding his feet. He got his sword up, but loose, unsteady, half-stunned. I swung with both arms and all my weight, an arc with more desperation in it than technique, no Ketan, no name for it, nothing Vashet would have owned, and Saicere bit into his neck and did not stop, and he crumpled, and I was already turning.

Short sentences now. This is how it goes when it is true.

The second came at me with a growl, torch in one hand, notched sword in the other. I caught his first cut on Saicere's edge and the impact jarred up both arms into my teeth. I tried the riposte. My hands betrayed me, the blade dipped wide, the line gone, and his sword hammered down on Saicere's flat and the shock went through my wrists like a struck bell, and my fingers opened.

They just opened. Caesura rang away across the stones.

For one whole breath my hands held nothing but air. He saw it. He pressed in and his sword went up for the stroke, and the torchlight was on his face, and his face was glad.

A word rose in me. Unbidden. Not reached for, rising, sharp on the tongue, already leaving.

"Fire."

The torchbearer burst into flame.

Not his clothes. Him. Fire poured out of him as if he had been full of it all along and I had only opened the tap: it took his beard, his breath; it came out of his mouth with his scream and melted his scream into a high choking whistle; and he dropped his sword and beat at himself with burning hands and fell, and was a heap, blazing, before he finished falling.

I stood very still. The heat of him reached my face like a hearth.

The third man had frozen where he stood. His sword hung from an arm bent wrong at the forearm, and his lips were moving, fast and wet, and I heard it: "Merciful Tehlu. Merciful Tehlu, save me—"

"I am not Tehlu," I said.

I did not decide to say it, and I have never decided whether it was a mercy or the opposite: a correction, offered to a praying man, so that his last accounting would at least be addressed correctly. The words had barely left me when I felt the Name of the wind gather in my chest, gather the way a breath gathers when you have held it too long, and leave me all at once.

The man staggered back, clawing at his own throat, at air that had been ordered elsewhere. Then he fell. The sound he made when he hit the ground was final, and the morning was quiet, and the fire crackled to itself, and that was all.

  *

I found her huddled at the base of the boulder, her back pressed hard against the stone as if she could get further from the world by pressing.

Her face had gone the color of ash under its streaks of dirt. Her lips were trembling. And her eyes. Her eyes were fixed on me, wide and unblinking, and I want to be exact here, because exactness is the only honesty left for this part: she was not looking at me the way you look at a rescuer. She was looking at me the way you look at weather that has just torn the roof off the house next door. Somewhere behind me her mare whinnied, soft and terrible.

"Denna." I dropped to my knees beside her and reached out.

She flinched from my hand as if it would burn her.

Understand: I have been struck by masters and lords and men paid for the work. Nothing has ever landed like that flinch. And understand this too, which took me years: she was right to flinch. I had spent the night proving exactly what I was capable of when the walls were down, and she had watched all of it, every Name, and her body had done the sum before her heart could argue. The body's arithmetic is honest. It had watched a man burn.

"Denna," I whispered, and made my hand slow, and reached again: asking this time, the way you'd offer a hand to something wild.

Her little knife slipped out of her fingers and fell to the dirt with a soft clink, and that small sound broke her. She shuddered once, all over, and then the sobs came, great buckling waves of them, and she folded. And I caught her before she reached the ground, and pulled her in, and held on.

"It's over," I whispered into her hair, which was a lie, and "You're safe now," which I meant with everything in me and had no right to say, and I held her until our shaking, hers and mine, indistinguishable by then, finally stopped.

For all we'd endured, our wounds were merciful ones. Denna had struck the ground hard when my wind hit, my wind; I will keep the possessive; it keeps me honest, and she brushed it off, but the streak of dried blood in her hair testified over her objections. I carried nothing visible at all. Only the kind you carry home, and keep, and pay storage on for the rest of your life.

The mare had not been lucky. Her leg had twisted beneath her when she fell, badly, finally, and there were no kind roads left for her to walk. I did what the road requires, and did it swiftly, and I will not dress the doing. I murmured soft nonsense the whole while, the sounds you make to horses, as if any sound could quiet the breaking of her breath. And the worst part was not the act. The worst part was how the murmuring lingered in the air after she was gone, my own voice still comforting something that no longer needed it. Afterward I pulled the Lockless box and what we could carry from her saddlebags, and left the rest where it lay for the crows and the rain.

Denna said little. She moved to keep a careful distance between us, two steps, three, and I did not close it.

I didn't blame her. I needed distance from myself as well that morning, and had nowhere to stand.

So, to have something for my hands and my head that was not the smell of burning, I turned to a quieter kind of working. I had been practicing it on the road north in stolen hours, the way you practice scales: small proofs, private ones, each Name asked politely for some small cooperation, to learn whether it would still answer when I was not drowning. From the scavenged water bottle I poured a ribbon into my cupped palm and reached out with a word, asking, not commanding; there is all the difference in the world, and most of the world's grief lives in it, and the water answered, cold and clean and willing. It curled between my fingers, found its circle, and stilled: a ring of living water, turning slowly around my finger, holding its shape because I had asked it to and it did not mind.

It joined the others on my hand. Wind, made of moving air on a hilltop two nights past, felt rather than seen. Stone, grey and seamless, from a cart's floor a lifetime ago. Iron, dark and plain, worked small from a melted lock's weeping. And now water. Four rings for four Names, each one learned the hard way, at prices I have itemized for you as we went.

The rest of the rings a man of my reputation is said to wear, you know the rhyme; everyone knows the rhyme, those I'd earned in other ways, and some I had not earned yet, and one I pray nightly I never do.

"That's a pretty thing you've made there."

Denna's voice caught me between surprise and shame: she had been watching longer than I'd known, from her careful distance, the box held against her hip. Her words were careful too. Measured. The voice you use with someone when you have not yet decided how close you are willing to stand, and are conducting the negotiation with yourself in public.

"Comes in handy," I said, matching her lightness coin for coin, and held out the water bottle.

She hesitated. Then pulled back, just slightly. "No. Thank you." Simple as that, her eyes going to the horizon instead of to me, and the horizon got the rest of the conversation.

At dawn we set out. Denna rode Magistrate, looking small in my saddle, her arms wrapped around herself like armor and the Lockless box bundled in cloth against her knee. I walked alongside, leading him by the reins (my hands could manage leading), and the road was slick with mud and pocked with old ruts, and for a long while the only sounds in the world were the creak of the saddle and the wet honest squelch of my boots.

"How do you think they found us?" Denna asked at last.

I turned the question over, and answered it too quickly for the answer to sound like anything but what it was. "Campfire. Most likely they marked our fire and reckoned us easy pickings. Bandits move fast when desperation bites."

She kept her eyes on the road ahead and said nothing at all, which from Denna was a complete review of the performance.

Neither of us believed it was that simple. They had moved too cleanly. They had tracked too well, matched us turn for turn in the dark, and bandits do not post a dozen riders on one campfire's rumor. Someone had set them on us, someone who knew what we carried, or who we were, or both, and behind that thought stood a small crowd of candidates I did not want to introduce to her: a melted chest in Severen telling its story to anyone with coin; a court with my name written down; a patron with peculiar interests in old bloodlines, whose commissions dovetailed so neatly with my road. I swallowed all of it. Add it to the ledger of things I was not reading aloud.

The crags slowed us to a crawl. Jagged stone bit at my boots, Denna's cloak cracked and snapped in the rising wind, and the sun came up bright and heatless, giving light the way a miser gives references. By midmorning we had climbed to an old pass high in the hills, where the narrow path bent around a shoulder of rock and the whole valley south opened out below us like a map unrolled.

I almost missed it. A flicker of movement down in the canyon's throat, too straight to be natural, too regular to be herds. I stopped, and looked properly, and went cold.

Tents. Rows of them, pitched in neat formation, streets of canvas laid out with a drillmaster's square. Cookfires burning low and smokeless. And men moving among them in ordered clusters, drilling, hauling, standing post, the disciplined ant-work of an army in waiting.

I dropped into a crouch and motioned Denna down beside me.

"There must be five hundred soldiers down there," I murmured, counting by tent-rows and hating each new row the arithmetic found. "More. They're still raising canvas at the north end."

"Do you recognize the uniforms?" she asked softly.

"No." And that itself said something, not Roderic's blue and gold, not the Maer's sapphire and ivory, no city watch in the world drilling in a hidden canyon. But then the wind moved down the valley, and above the great white pavilion at the camp's center a pale banner lifted and snapped out full, and I stopped needing uniforms.

Silver-trimmed. And blazoned down its length, a coiled serpent.

"Jakis," I said. The name came out of me flat as a dropped stone. "That many men, this close to Renere, under that banner: the Baron isn't backing Fascino's coup. He's armed it." I stood up out of the crouch, too fast, the valley swimming. "We've lost too much time already. We need to get back to Renere."

Denna nodded. But her gaze stayed on the camp below a moment longer, sharp with some thought she did not offer me, reading the tent-rows the way she read terrain, the way she read everything: finding the pattern before she could name it, or without choosing to.

The wind stirred again, and the banner snapped, and the serpent on it seemed to coil a little tighter.


CHAPTER 31

THE DECEITS

Dirt clung to every inch of me by the time Renere took us back: boots, shirt, teeth. My ribs ached with each breath and I did not let us slow, and Denna followed without a sound, which was its own kind of ache, because there had been a time, four days and one lifetime ago, when she would have complained beautifully the whole way. By the time we reached the Blind Beggar the city had gone dark around us, and the dark of Renere had changed while we were gone. It had a held-breath quality now. Cities know.

I knocked. A shuffle, the scrape of a chair going back, and Bast swung the door open already talking.

"Finally. I was starting to think you'd gone and gotten yourself—" He stopped short, seeing past my shoulder. "Oh!"

Behind him Sim half-rose from his chair. Wil set down the notebook he'd been writing in and did not pick it up again, which was Wilem's equivalent of a shout. For a moment nobody said anything at all.

"Denna," Bast said carefully. His eyes went from her, to me, and back, reading the road-dirt, the missing mare, the distance she kept at my shoulder like a third traveler, gathering up everything neither of us had offered and filing it where Bast filed things.

"Fell off my horse," Denna said, and brushed past all three of them into the room as though she owned the lease. "Got anything to eat?" She stopped in the middle of the floor, and her empty hands hung loose at her sides for just a moment, and the shadows under her eyes said the rest. "I'm starving."

"Er." Sim was still catching up, half-standing, chivalry and confusion fighting over the wreckage of his posture. "I think Wil has half an onion left. From earlier."

"An onion?" Denna blinked at him. "Just an onion?"

"It is on a stick," Wil said, already holding it out.

"God's body, it might as well be roasted lamb." She held out both hands like a woman at a shrine. "Pass it over."

And she moved through that miserable room trailing that odd unshakable air of hers, eating a cold half-onion off a stick like a countess at a fair, and I watched Sim and Wil and even Bast rearrange themselves around her the way rooms always did. I collapsed into a chair and fought my boots, and lost the first fall, and called it a draw.

The Blind Beggar's back room smelled of tallow and old beer. A single lamp burned on the table between Wil's notes and Sim's cup, and the walls leaned in close as if eavesdropping, which in Renere was not a figure of speech I trusted anymore. It was a miserable room. It was the best we had, and by then I had learned to price rooms by their company, which made it a palace.

"Since when has Denna been—" Wil started, low.

"Later," I said.

Sim was looking at me with that hopeful expression he always wore, too kind by half for what I was carrying. So I gave it to him plainly, the way you pull a bandage. "The Maer wasn't cruel. Just absent. Drowning in caution, in a house full of maps. He knows something's coming, he's known longer than we have, I'd wager, and he means to be well-dressed and elsewhere when it arrives."

"So he won't help," Wil said, filing the total.

"He'll attend the wedding with a retinue and condole whoever wins." I looked between them. "What about you? Any luck with the letter?"

Sim's voice came out clipped, and clipped was new on Sim. "We got it into Alstair's hands. Taliver helped, one of his under-stewards, an ink-and-oranges man from the old days. But either the letter never left the servants' floor, or Alstair read it and set it in the fire. There's been nothing. Not even a no."

"Then the court is deaf on both ends."

Bast made a low sound in his chest, less growl than weather, and rolled his shoulders. "We are running out of cards." He looked at me and waited, because he had heard something in my voice when I came through the door, and Bast never missed a note he could later collect on.

"It's worse than you think."

"Oh, lovely." Bright, in the way that meant nothing good. "Let me guess. A horde of shamble-men is about to crash the city gates."

"We spotted an army on the way back. Jakis colors on every tent pole: the serpent, silver-trimmed, over a white pavilion. Five hundred men at the least, camped in a ravine less than two hours' ride from where you're sitting. Provisioned. Drilling. Waiting."

Sim leaned back as if the words had weight enough to push him. Wil cursed softly in Siaru, one of the short ones this time, which was somehow worse. Bast's whole posture changed, sharpened, drew taut, a bow remembering its trade.

"If they're that close," he said, "why not take it straight to the king?"

I shook my head. "Roderic is buried under silk. Every word that reaches him passes through six mouths first, and half those mouths are bought. News as bad as ours won't reach the throne inside a month."

"Or ever," Sim said, with a bitterness I had never heard from him: three days of watching a good letter die in a great house will teach a man things his tutors declined to.

Then Wil and Sim exchanged a look. The kind of look that has a whole conversation in it, with clauses, and a signature at the bottom.

"What?" I said.

Wil cleared his throat and folded his hands on the table, formal as a banker declining to be shocked by his own proposal. "It is not that we don't agree. We agree. It is only that, while you were away, we began cooking something else. It is not elegant. It is not even lawful." He paused. "But it may be the only thing left that works."

"Tell me."

Sim glanced at Denna, she had settled onto the cot with her onion, watching us all over it like theater, then back to me, and squared himself, and said it.

"We start with kidnapping."

  *

Three days we spent on it. Three days of watching and waiting, which is the hardest work there is, because it looks exactly like doing nothing, and feels like it too, every hour of it spent listening to a wedding coming up the calendar behind you like hoofbeats.

We learned the king's personal tailor the way you learn a song. Artemi Ilario: his habits, his hours, his temper, the coffee-house where he abused his apprentices and the route he walked each morning up to the Citadel with his chin leading. On the second night we took what we needed from his shop, took it gently, professionally, leaving silver where we took cloth, because I steal many things but never from craftsmen without paying; we have that much guild-feeling between us. And by the third morning Denna had re-cut the tailor's spare uniform to fit me, working half the night with pins between her teeth and a fixed, furious precision I recognized. It was the same attention she gave to Yllish knots. Denna did not sew a seam. She interrogated it.

I have been many things in my life. Musician, student, beggar, thief, arcanist, and several occupations with no polite name. I had never been a tailor, and I learned on that third morning that I had no gift for it, the role sat on me the way a borrowed coat sits, close enough to wear, wrong enough to notice. Which is precisely as wrong as a disguise can afford to be, and no wronger, and we were about to spend the whole margin.

I drank my cup that morning, cold and bitter, before Bast set to work on my face. I record it because I recorded all the others.

The sound of my boots rang too loud on the cold stone of the Citadel halls. Every step came back off the walls at me like a creditor.

"Not much further, sir," said my escort, a short brisk man named Galeshim, some fourth under-chamberlain who walked as if lateness were a personal insult being done to him continuously, and who cleared our way by snapping at everything that moved. "Out of the way! Move aside! Urgent business of His Majesty's household!" I could not have designed him better. Officious men are a disguise's best friends; they do the believing for the whole hallway.

My skin chafed under Bast's glamourie. It had gone on like cold water and settled like a sunburn, my flame of hair smoothed away to a sensible brown, my eyes dulled to a clerk's patient grey, the bones of my face politely rearranged for any eye that asked. When I caught my reflection in a polished shield on the wall, it was Artemi Ilario who looked back: a middle-sized man of middle years who had stopped expecting good news and had opinions about hems. I held the stranger's gaze a moment, the way you hold a role's face before the curtain: finding where it kept its weight, what it did with its mouth.

Then I walked on, wearing him like a second skin.

We all wear faces that aren't ours. I had simply gotten better at choosing mine, and had a Fae prince for a costumer, and I want it noted that of all the room's deceits that morning, mine was merely the most literal.

I shifted the bundle in my arms, the gown, boned and vast, impossibly white, smelling faintly of starch and cedar. And here, in hindsight, was the first mistake, and I made it in full knowledge: a master tailor does not carry his own garments. He has a boy for it; the boy is half the rank. I knew this. I had learned this watching tailors for three days. But we had no one to spare for a boy, and I told myself that in the rush of a royal wedding no one would count arms.

It mattered. It always matters. The detail you argue yourself out of is the one they hang you with.

We reached a doorway flanked by two soldiers in the king's crimson and gold, standing with the particular immovability of men who have already refused you in their hearts.

"Open the door," Galeshim commanded, flapping his hands.

Neither guard stirred. The older one's gaze had gone to the bundle in my arms. Then to my hands. Then up to my face, and stayed there, and though he said nothing I could hear him thinking, the way you can always hear the audience member who isn't laughing. Something about this picture sits wrong.

"Are you deaf?" Galeshim's voice climbed a register. "This is the king's own tailor! Let us through at once!"

The guards traded a glance and did not budge, and Galeshim's mouth twitched, and his next attempt came out more wary than commanding. I watched my best prop wobble on its stand. "Gentlemen. I assure you, this delay is not merely discourteous, it is dangerous. If His Majesty finds fault in the gown's fit this afternoon, it will not be my name he speaks with displeasure."

Still they held. And Galeshim turned to me with a stiff, apologetic little gesture: perhaps the master himself might impress upon them.

Everything I had was in the next five heartbeats, so I spent it all. I stepped forward, lifted Ilario's chin the way Ilario lifted it at his apprentices, let the torchlight find the face Bast had built me, and spoke in the man's own Renere-and-lemon accent, which I had spent two sleepless nights sanding smooth.

"I would love to waste the morning here, exchanging empty words with the household's finest statuary." I let the consonants bite. "But I have a royal fitting at the next bell, and no patience left for thick-headed guards who confuse stubbornness with duty. Shall we all go and explain the delay together? I'll want your names for it."

The younger guard flinched. The older one looked at me for a heartbeat more, and stepped aside, mumbling something that had an apology's shape.

An accent, a chin, and the promise of paperwork. Kingdoms are held together with less. I know; I have since held one together with less.

Within, lamplight fell from high windows across mirrors edged in gold, and the room was all pale fabric and moving hands, maids at their hemming, ribbons and pins, a fitting in full sail. And at the center of it, seated before the largest mirror with her back to me, a small figure in white.

I shook the thin stick hidden in my sleeve: two quick flicks. Wil had inscribed it the night before, paired to a twin he carried at the outer gates: simple sygaldry, motion answering motion, a whisper down a taut string five hundred yards long. At the gates, they would feel it stir and know I was in the room.

"Ladies." My voice found the register the coat required, brisk, put-upon, entitled to the air it used. The maids froze mid-stitch. "His Majesty has sent me to make the final adjustments personally. Unburden yourselves of this task. Quickly, please; the light is already going."

"We weren't expecting—" one began.

I clapped twice. It is remarkable what two claps will do, in a great house, delivered by a man in the right coat. "Go. Now."

They gathered their baskets and hurried out in a rustle of apology, and the door sighed shut, and I stood alone in all that pale light with the figure at the dressing table.

Her head was bowed slightly. Her hands lay folded in her lap, perfectly still: folded the way you keep something safe for someone, against their return.

There are moments that refuse to move at the proper speed. Some rush past before you can close your hand on them. Others slow, and go on slowing, until you can feel the grain of the floorboards through your boots and hear the dust settle. This was the second kind. I crossed that room in six steps, and it took a hundred years, and I remember every one of them.

"Auri," I breathed. It came out half a question, though I had not meant it to. The glamourie sat on me whole; the mirror still held Artemi Ilario; the voice was still half his.

Slowly, she turned.

Her wide eyes moved over the face that was not mine, over the brown hair, the grey eyes, the stranger's bones. Glamourie is the art of seeming, and seeming, as I have told you, only asks the eyes to be polite.

Auri's eyes had never once been polite. They had only ever been true.

One heartbeat passed. Another. And then she smiled, small, and certain, the first true thing I had seen in that whole white city.

"You are still you," she said.

The words went through me the way her voice had come through a Haven door: past every wall I had, straight to the deep place where the names live. Her exact words, handed back across all the ruin between that door and this room. And before the sound of them had left the air she was up and in my arms, and she weighed almost nothing, and she made a sound that was half a laugh and half a thing with no name in any language I've studied, and her arms went tight around my neck, and against my ear, gravely, in her own private grammar, she whispered:

"And what have you brought me?"

"A way out," I whispered back. "If you'll have it."

I felt her nod against my neck. Weighing had never taken Auri long when the gift was true.

Then a heavy crash shook the door on its hinges, and the world resumed its proper speed.

My body tensed and the tremors answered it, right on schedule. I pressed my hands flat against my thighs for the space of one breath until they steadied enough to spend. "We need to leave," I whispered, and pulled out the alchemical vial Sim had pressed on me that morning with far more confidence than any of his explanations had earned.

The liquid inside smelled like vinegar that had died of something. I smeared it across both palms, then knelt and worked what remained into the soles of my boots. When I pressed a hand flat against the stone of the window frame, it held, not firmly. Not reassuringly. The way a handshake holds when one party is still deciding.

Auri had climbed to the sill and peered over the ledge, down the long pale drop of the outer wall. She looked at the stone. At the gel on my hands. At the distance, which was the kind of distance that has opinions.

"The stones know you're coming," she said softly, with the calm of a hostess smoothing a guest's worry. "They'll remember where to hold."

The door shuddered again, harder, wood beginning to argue with its own hinges, as I eased myself out onto the face of the wall, and Auri wrapped her arms around my neck and her weight settled against my back, slight and present and entire, the whole of my life in eight stone.

I climbed down.

I will not pretend to make it beautiful. The Citadel sprawled below us in the late-morning sun, pale stone and copper roofs shrinking with terrible slowness, and I went one handhold at a time, and the stone was cold against my knuckles, and every time I peeled a palm free the gel let go with a faint wet sound, like a promise deciding, each time, freshly deciding, whether to keep itself.

From above: "There! He's on the wall! After him!"

Then my right hand slipped.

The gel had thinned, gone slick against the rain-smoothed stone, and for one long lurching moment I held our combined weight on three points while my fingers scraped and skated for purchase. And the wind found me there. It pressed my hair flat and stung my eyes and filled up the narrow space between my ribs and the wall, and it came with a thought riding it, whole and shining and not entirely mine: Let go. Trust it. Let it carry you, the way it carried Taborlin from the high tower, and the wind loves you, and you know its name—

I considered it. For half a heartbeat, hanging over the copper roofs of Renere with Auri's breath against my ear, I honestly considered it, and my fingers made the decision without consulting me: they tightened on the stone. Such endings suit Taborlin the Great. I was not great. Not yet. And I was carrying something the wind had not been introduced to.

Auri's whisper came small and sure at my ear. "No. The stones won't let you fall." And then, as if explaining the simplest thing in the world, the thing everyone forgets: "They remember how to hold hands."

So I asked the stones.

I made myself see them under my fingers, the same thick grey blocks that held up every wall of the Citadel, quarried together, dressed together, four hundred years shoulder to shoulder in the weather, felt the cold patient weight of them, and then, clear as my own name, it was there: not one stone but three, and the name that bound them where they touched. My sleeping mind handed it up through the cracks like a workman passing a tool. I spoke, low, and the tension in the rock eased, and the block beneath my toes slid itself out from the wall's face a hand's width.

A step.

I reached for the Name again, and it came slower, the sleeping mind wading now, the way a familiar word backs away when you chase it, but it came. Another block shunted out. Then another. Stone by stone the Citadel's wall made us a ladder of itself, quietly, three names at a time, and we crawled down the face of the king's own fortress on handholds that had not existed that morning, my hands trembling against every one of them, the gel whispering its little wet promises, Auri light as a held breath on my back.

Below us: a balcony. I dropped the last few feet onto slick stone and let myself breathe twice.

Through the open balcony doors an empty chamber stretched ahead, floors worn to a dull shine, an iron chandelier burning low, one long oak table running the room's length like a sentence nobody had finished. I lowered Auri and took her hand. "Come on." Above us, faint, boots were finding stairs.

The first door I tried was locked. I rattled the handle once and was already moving on when Auri pulled at my sleeve.

"That's the one," she said softly. "There's a passage behind it. It runs north, to the old tower."

"Where does it come out?"

"It doesn't." Her voice went small, apologetic on the architecture's behalf. "The tower sits at the end."

A dead end. I left it and tried the second door: it gave a pitiful inch and stopped, bolted from beyond. And then the third door swung wide before I reached it, and four knights spilled into the chamber with swords already drawn.

I pulled Auri close against me as they fanned out. A man with a captain's sash across his breastplate threw out one hand. "Hold!" And his eyes went between me, the open balcony, and Auri, doing honest arithmetic and getting a dishonest answer, which was precisely what I needed him to have.

"Trust me," I murmured into her ear.

Then, quick as a card turning over, I drew the knife from my boot and set it at her throat.

Understand the craft, because the craft was everything: my hand was shaking, and I knew my hand was shaking, and so the blade never touched her: I held it a careful inch off her skin, angled flat to the room so the torchlight would run along it and every eye would swear it kissed her neck. A trouper's cheat. The audience sees the light, not the distance.

"Stay back!" I filled the room with it, wall to wall.

And Auri, oh, remember this of her, whatever else this story does, Auri performed. She gasped, and trembled against me like a leaf in October, and her eyes went glass-bright with terror, and in a voice pitched to carry to the cheap seats she whimpered:

"Oh, please, he'll cut the moon right out of me."

I nearly broke. Half a year among the finest liars in two courts, and the best performance I saw in Vintas was given by a barefoot girl who could not tell an untruth: because she wasn't telling one; she had simply found the version of true that the room required, the way she found the rightness of everything. He'll cut the moon right out of me. No line I ever wrote worked half so hard.

The captain froze, hand settling on his hilt and staying there. "Easy," he said, careful as a man on ice. "Easy. No one has to get hurt."

"Over there." I motioned with the knife, herding. "All of you. Backs to the far wall."

The steel-clad men obeyed, boots scraping over the grout until stone stopped them, and I walked us backward toward the third door, the open one, the one they'd come through, the one that led anywhere at all, and I was three paces from it when I heard new footsteps in the passage beyond. Many, and deliberate, and arriving.

Roderic entered with his chest heaving and his crimson cloak dragging like something wounded.

Baron Jakis hovered at his right elbow, flanked by two men in serpent livery. And behind them, half-hidden in the press of armored bodies, I caught one glimpse of an ink-stained apron and a face crimson with outrage: the real Artemi Ilario, produced like an exhibit.

A good thief accounts for the person he has stolen from: buys him a morning's delay, a false errand, a bottle. We hadn't. We'd had no one to spare, and I had told myself it wouldn't matter, and here was the bill, wearing an apron.

Jakis stood very still at the king's shoulder. His face was composed with tremendous care: the stillness of a liar who knows that his whole fortune rides on the next few minutes and that a single twitch is a confession. I marked it even then. Behind Roderic, more armored men filed in along the walls, metal whispering on metal, like instruments tuning toward the same ugly chord.

"Unhand her!" Roderic's voice cracked clean across the second word, and the crack told the truth the crown could not: a father, arriving breathless, having run. "If she is harmed, if one hair of her is harmed, I will have you opened from throat to navel and left for the dogs."

"You've left me no choices, Your Majesty." My words came out angling instead of striking; even mid-catastrophe some part of me was still trying to steer. "Your city isn't safe. Your court isn't safe. Your daughter least of all, ask Jakis. Ask him about the army camped two hours from your gates, under his own serpent."

And before the Baron could shape his outrage, Regent Fascino appeared at the edge of the room.

His stride was unhurried. He was smiling. And his guards came in behind him, and did not acknowledge the king. They did not salute, did not take positions along the walls beside the crimson-and-gold. They spread instead to the doorways, all three, and blocked them, and turned to face inward.

Every man in the room saw it. Soldiers know that grammar the way musicians know a wrong tuning; I watched it land on the captain's face, on the knights', on Baron Jakis, who did not look surprised, only ready, which told me the last thing I needed to know about the evening's authorship.

Every man in the room saw it. Every man but Roderic.

"Fascino." The king's voice loosened with relief, and the sound of that relief is one of the things I still hear on bad nights. "Thank Tehlu. Secure this room."

Fascino met the king's eyes without deference, without hurry, without fear, and folded his hands.

"Jakis brought his little forces," he said pleasantly. "Mine never truly left."

For a moment Roderic's face held nothing at all. And then it held everything: the whole ledger, every warning dismissed and door closed and honest man exiled, tallied in a single second and paid in full.

"You," he said. "You. After everything I've done—"

"Spare us the lamentations, Roderic." Fascino waved him off, lazy as a man declining a second dessert, and then his voice dropped, and the smile went with it, and underneath was the thing the coat and the rings and the mustache had been upholstering all season. "You ruled with song, when the world demanded flame."

What followed came all at once, and I will give it to you the way it came: without order. Screams from somewhere below us, sudden, many. Metal on metal, too close. Roderic shouting a command that no one alive was obeying. Fascino's men drawing together, blades coming out along three doorways at once, and the king's knights turning to meet them, and the room folding in on itself the way rooms do when the thing everyone half-knew arrives, and blood, the first of it, spilling mute and black across the pale stone in the lamplight, without any of the ceremony that blood is owed.

I looked for our way out and there was none. The third door was choked with Fascino's men, killing. The second was bolted. That left the first.

The dead end. The tower.

The lock was old iron, heavy in its housing, and there was no time to pick it and no hands to pick it with.

I didn't need either anymore.

"Feralthalien," I whispered, and the old bolt slid itself free with a sound like a long-held sigh: softly, obligingly, iron remembering me. Twice now. It was getting easier, and I did not have time to be afraid of that, so I filed the fear for later, where it has been drawing interest ever since.

"Through here!" I hauled the door wide and pulled Roderic by the arm, laid hands on the King of Vintas and dragged him like a drunk uncle, and no one in that room of dying etiquette so much as blinked. He saw the corridor beyond and balked, planting his feet.

"That tower is a dead end. We'll be trapped—"

"We're already trapped." I put my face close to his. "At least the tower has walls and a door."

He looked back once at the room where his men were dying for him in the wrong order, the loyal ones first; it is always the loyal ones first, and then he went through. Auri followed, light on her feet, past me and ahead, and Roderic went after his daughter, and I came last and pulled the ruined door to behind us.

The passage beyond ran narrow and north, stones damp, air stale with long disuse: a servants' corridor from some older draft of the Citadel, the kind of space great houses forget they have. Auri ran ahead as though she had walked it before.

Perhaps she had. It occurred to me, pelting through the dark behind her small sure shape, that we had taken a girl out of a palace, and palaces have underneaths, and Auri had never in her life met an underneath she did not learn.

As we ran I snapped the sygaldry sticks in my pocket, both at once, breaking them clean. The crack of it stung my palm. At the outer gates, the paired set would not just stir now, it would break in Bast's pocket with the same sharp snap, and Denna and Bast would know: it has all gone wrong; it is running; come to the falling-back place.

"Kvothe!"

Auri's cry snapped me around. Back down the corridor, filling it wall to wall in the torchlight: knights. A dozen of them, mailed, helmed, Fascino's sigil bright on every chest, coming on at a trot with the unhurried certainty of men herding something into a sack.

I stopped without deciding to. Planted myself in the middle of that narrow stone throat between them and everything I had left.

"Keep going!" I shouted over my shoulder. "Get to the tower!"

"Kvothe, no—" Auri's voice broke on it, and I heard Roderic (to his lasting credit, the one unqualified credit I can pay the man) grab his daughter and pull her onward.

I turned to face them.

Take the measure of the ground with me, as I took it then, because the ground was all I had. The passage ran narrow: three men abreast at the widest, and they would have to come to me down its length like water down a millrace. Iron torch brackets jutted from the walls at shoulder height, six of them in sight. Low ceiling. No armor on me, no shield, a sword my hands could no longer be sworn to, and one thing more: I could feel the Name of the wind the way you feel a word caught in your throat. Not yet spoken. Already true.

They came, and I let it go.

The walls themselves seemed to lean away from the sound of it. The wind hit that passage like a river handed a channel too small for it: tearing forward with nowhere to go but through, and it went through. It ripped the torch brackets from the stone and sent them scything. It caught the front rank of soldiers like leaves off a table and flung them back into the men behind, armor crashing on armor, bodies on stone, helms ringing off the low ceiling. And somewhere in the middle of that tangle a window I had not even marked burst outward, and a man went with it, out into all that bright morning air, his arms reaching for something that was not there and had never been there.

Then the wind passed, and what it left was dust, and groaning, and me.

But not all of them were down. Even as the front ranks flew, the second had knelt, trained men, curse them, drilled for wizardry or lucky beyond forgiveness, knelt behind their falling fellows with crossbows braced against the floor.

One of them fired.

I did not see the bolt. You never see the bolt. I felt it: a punch below my left collarbone, absurdly blunt, like the kick of a cart-horse delivered by a fist, and it drove me backward off my feet, and then came the second impact as the bolt's head struck the wall behind me and bit deep into the mortar seam.

And held.

For a moment I hung there. Pinned between the bolt and the stone like a moth to a board, my boot-toes just brushing the floor, my mind still two heartbeats behind my body, filing the wrong reports. You have been pushed. You have snagged your coat on something.

Then the pain arrived, all of it at once, filling the entire left side of my chest with a bright wrongness that made thinking feel like swimming through sand. My left arm went heavy as wet rope. My fingers stopped answering entirely.

The remaining knights were picking themselves up out of the wreckage, and the kneeling bowman was recranking his string with terrible professional calm, and I reached for what I had left, not wind; there was no breath in me for wind, and found stone.

The floor. The same grey blocks, four hundred years shoulder to shoulder. I spoke what I could of the Name with the air I could spare, and the floor beneath their boots remembered, briefly, that it was solid all the way through and always had been, and the mortar flowed like cold honey around two men's boots and set. They stumbled mid-stride, caught fast, ankle-deep in stone that had never let go of anything, and their shouts went up an octave.

Then something moved at the edge of my sight. Low, and fast, and coming from behind me, where there was nothing but empty corridor and the way to the tower.

Steel caught torchlight.

The bowman who had shot me looked down, folded over with a sound like a small cough, and did not rise.

I tried to turn my head and the bolt held me short, so I heard the rest before I saw any of it: quick breathing, a scuffle, a blade withdrawn. And then Sim's hands found me: Sim, white to the lips, his knife red to the guard and his eyes not looking at it, not looking at the man behind him, not looking at anything but me. One hand braced flat against my chest. The other gripped the bolt's shaft where it met the wall.

He hesitated half a breath, searching the stranger's face Bast had built over mine. And then our eyes met through the glamourie, and whatever Auri had seen he saw too, or enough of it, and he set his jaw and twisted the head free of the mortar.

I came off the wall like a nail out of green wood. Sim caught me before the floor could, both arms, staggering.

I want one thing marked here, in its place, before the story runs on, because the story always runs on and some debts get trampled: Simmon killed a man that morning. His first, and (I would learn much later) not his last, but the first is the one that changes the money. The gentlest soul I have ever known came down a corridor into blood and wind and wreckage, saw a stranger pinned to a wall, worked out in one heartbeat who the stranger had to be, and put his knife into a trained soldier from behind without a word, for me. He never spoke of it after. He fumbled his cup at supper for a span, and hummed more than usual, and once I woke in the night to hear him being quietly sick, and we never once discussed why. There is a price the gentle pay for our wars that the rest of us never fully see. It does not appear in any song about me. It appears here.

Wil arrived beside him out of the same shadows, a short-handled hatchet in a grip that said he knew its weight and its work, his dark eyes running the corridor behind us, the wreckage, the two men mewling ankle-deep in stone, and coming back to me with a scriv's flat assessment.

"Charred body of Tehlu," he said. "I thought you would be dead by now."

"So did I," I croaked.

Sim was scanning the corridor, stopping on every shadow, his voice not entirely his yet. "Where's Auri?"

"With Roderic. Ahead of us, the tower." I coughed, and tasted iron, and declined to think about what that meant with a hole below my collarbone.

Wil's eyes went to the corridor behind, to the shouting rising through the Citadel's bones, the metal-on-metal now general, spreading floor to floor like fire in a granary. "The coup is happening," he said. "Now. All of it, everywhere at once."

"Denna and Bast are at the gate." Sim was already working his shoulder under my good arm, hauling me upright with a strength none of us ever gave him credit for. "The signal broke, they'll be moving. Kvothe, we need to run."

The screaming above us went on. Somewhere below, something vast fell over. And ahead, up the narrow dark, a dead-end tower with a king and Auri in it and every sword in Renere coming.

"Not without them," I said.

And with steel crashing at our backs, we ran toward what remained.


CHAPTER 32

THE TOWER

Sour ale had soaked so deep into the floorboards that the wood itself seemed drunk.

Rancid lamp oil filmed the walls, thick and yellow as old varnish. Bottles lay where they had fallen and been left, a little history of surrenders, and swords leaned in the corners like tired men who had stopped pretending they meant to stand back up. No one had cleaned that room in years, and it was worse than filth, because filth is only the absence of effort, and this was the absence of reason: the particular neglect that fills a hearth when the last ember dies and nobody in the house can any longer say why they would reach for the kindling.

I knew that neglect. I had met it in Tarbean, in rooms where men outlived their own stories. I would meet it again. But that is the frame's business, not the telling's, and I'll thank you not to look at me that way, Bast.

Seven guards filled a round room built for twenty. Some sat with bottles cradled against their chests like infants they were minding for someone. Others stared at nothing with the doomed, patient blindness that comes from years of boredom: the look of men set to watch a door that nothing ever came through, until the watching wore through them instead. Forgotten men in a forgotten tower, remembered by their king exactly as often as he needed blood.

Today he needed blood.

"Ready yourselves!" Roderic's voice cracked against their indifference like a wave against a harbor stone: all noise, no purchase. "On your feet! Get moving! They will be at the gates any moment!"

The words failed. Of course they failed. They fail the same way every time, and every king is astonished fresh: you cannot command loyalty you never once troubled to earn. I watched him pace the center of that sour room, movements frantic and floundering, each gesture snatching at an authority these men had no reason left to grant. And under the commands, audible to anyone raised on stages, ran the true melody. Fear, trying to sound like power. A man speaking to keep the silence off him, because the silence had begun to sound like his whole reign answering back.

One of the seven (grey-stubbled, oldest, with a sergeant's ruined knuckles) did finally rise, and began kicking the others up one by one, not for the king's sake, I judged, but because men were coming to kill everyone in the room impartially, and that argument required no loyalty at all. It is the argument I have seen move more soldiers than every flag ever sewn.

"Oh."

Auri's voice drifted from the corner, small and bright, cutting through the room's whole grey weather like a finch through fog. Three light steps and she stood before me, her eyes gone to my shoulder, wide with what I can only call delighted concern, which no other face I've known could hold both halves of.

"You've brought me a quill!"

I looked down at the crossbow bolt jutting from below my collarbone. A length of blackened oak, its shaft split and splintered where Sim had wrenched it from the mortar, riding my every breath like a mast in weather. I could feel the pressure of the head lodged at my back, a knuckle of iron knocking politely against the inside of my shoulder blade.

"I did," I said, my voice tight over the pain. "Tricked a porcupine out of it." A breath. "Though I'm afraid I've stained it red."

"That happens sometimes," Auri said, with the gravity of a scholar confirming a known property of quills, and took my arm with a firmness that surprised me: it always surprised me; her lightness made you forget her hands had spent years moving things that mattered. "Sit here. We'll make it proper again."

Sim came close and got his first real look at the wound since we'd stopped running. What was left of his color left. "Merciful Tehlu. That looks awful."

Auri paid him no mind whatsoever. She tore a strip from her own sleeve with brisk economy (Auri, who would not wear a garment another body had touched, ruining her own without one flicker of hesitation, and if you understand what her clothes were to her, you understand what that strip cost and how little she counted the cost) and set it aside, squared, ready. Her fingers walked the splintered shaft, testing how it held, learning it. Then she looked up at me, and her eyes were worried in their own particular way: not for the blood. For the order of things.

"It kissed the stone too hard," she whispered. "Broke itself trying. It won't come out whole."

Wil leaned in, tracing the bolt's length with a scriv's eye. "The fletching is in the way. It cannot go back the way it came."

She nodded as though Wil had passed an examination, and pressed the folded cloth between my teeth, her touch gentle as everything she had ever set before me on a rooftop. "This will help," she said softly, and it was not a lie, because nothing she ever said was, only sometimes the help was small.

I looked to Sim and Wil over the gag. "Sim. Hold it steady." Then Wil, and I met his dark eyes. "Quick and clean."

"Quick I can manage," Wil said, setting his grip on the shaft, testing it once, twice, a craftsman confirming his purchase. "Clean is another matter."

Cealdish honesty. You could build on it or bleed on it, and tonight I would do both. I braced. Nodded once.

Wil snapped the bolt.

The pain came white and total, scattering thought like a struck flock. Somewhere beyond the white I felt Auri's small hands arrive against my shoulder, steadying, and then the broken shaft moved, driven on through, scraping past bone and muscle in one long moment of white fire, and burst free of my back, and someone's breath was sobbing through a cloth and the cloth was in my teeth so the arithmetic was simple. Then her touch again, front and back at once, pressing linen to both mouths of the wound with a certainty that had no hurry in it and no doubt anywhere.

When the white finally drained out of my vision, she was bent close over the wound, examining what the bolt had left behind. Her fingers worked at the wound's edge with impossible delicacy, and something grated, deep in the raw of me, and I heard her make a soft, troubled sound, the sound she made for things in the wrong place. Her fingertips came away gritty and dark.

"Stone dust," I managed, understanding. "From the ricochet. The bolt-head bit the mortar before Sim pulled it."

She nodded, wholly absorbed. "Bits that don't belong," she whispered: to me, to the wound, to the bits themselves, I have never been sure which, and I suspect the answer is all three, and that they all listened. "They want to stay. But they mustn't. They'll turn things wrong."

"How bad?" Sim asked, tight.

I looked down at her careful working hands. "Bad enough."

What followed took the better part of an hour, or a year. Each grain of debris she drew free brought its own small star of pain, and gasps broke out of me unbidden, and men were coming to kill us and a king was pacing and a kingdom was ending somewhere below. And Auri never wavered. Never hurried, never slowed. She worked through my flinching the way rain works, patient, total, until the wound was only a wound.

And somewhere in that hour, between one star of pain and the next, she pressed her ear flat to my chest, listened to me breathe (I had told no one about the iron taste; I had been careful not to cough where they could hear) and sat back, satisfied. "Your bellows are only bruised," she said. "They'll sing. They're just sulking."

I had never seen such steadiness in her hands. I had never witnessed such certainty: not in the Medica, not in Arwyl's own theater. And the question rose in me, watching her, that I had spent three years too delicate to ask: where had she learned this? Had she studied medicine, before? At the University, in whatever life came before the Underthing? No—I would have known.

Wouldn't I?

I looked at her small bent head, gold hair pinned in the wreck of a court braid, hands bright with my blood and sure as a master's, and I understood how enormous the country was that I had agreed never to map. I had loved her for years the way you love a song in a language you don't speak. I had never once learned the words. I had told myself that was respect. Sitting in that tower, it felt like something else, something closer to the way Roderic was standing across the room: adjacent to a treasure for years, and proud of never opening it.

When she finished, she tied off the last bandage with a knot that would hold but not bind (of course it was that knot; everything she ever tied held without binding; I have spent years since trying to learn it in every sense) and she looked up at me with those wide eyes and delivered her findings.

"The red's stopped running away now," she said softly.

"Thank you," I said, and meant it past the wound.

Across the room, Roderic had stopped pacing.

He had been watching for some time (I don't know how long; the white had eaten my sense of the room) watching his daughter's hands do their sure and gentle work on a wanted criminal's shoulder, and his face was doing something no court had ever trained it for. Pride and guilt, twisted into one strand. Recognition, and the regret that only recognition can carve. The look of a man seeing, plainly and too late, that the stranger everyone pitied had come home from her lost years carrying competencies, and gravities, and a whole soul, none of which he had been present for and none of which his palace had put there.

"Did you learn that at the University?" he asked.

It was not a question. It was an offering. A door held open toward the only version of her story he could bear: education, mishap, recovery. A princess who had been away at her studies.

Auri's eyes lifted to his. Just for a breath. Just long enough for him to see what actually lived there. And I watched him see it, watched it go into him, all of it, the Underthing and the fear of Haven and the years of naming broken things in the dark, everything his kingdom's version left out.

"Of course," she said softly, and looked away.

Two words, given gently, the way you give a coin to a man who needs the coin less than he needs to not be seen needing it.

The King of all Vintas opened his mouth. Closed it. And turned away toward the arrow-slit window and the sounds of his city being taken from him. And I watched the weight of every lost year settle onto his shoulders at once, and settle in for the duration, the way weights do when they have finally found their rightful owner.

Below us, faint but rising, came the sound of boots in the passage.


CHAPTER 33

COMMAND IN THE CHAOS

Within the hour, the screaming began to fade.

The clash of steel that had rung up through the Citadel's bones grew sporadic, then scattered, then stopped entirely. And understand that in a battle, silence is not relief. Silence is a verdict. Somewhere below us the question of who held the Citadel had been asked and answered, and the new sounds that rose in the quiet told us whose answer it was: measured footsteps. Voices carrying orders. The unhurried housekeeping of victors.

I took stock of where we had run to, because it was becoming clear we would die in the particulars.

The tower hung like a stone fist thrust out from the Citadel's outer wall, older than everything around it, built in some harder century. Three parapets bound it to the world. One stretched east along the very cliff's edge, a narrow walk with the sea-fog on one side. Another ran west, where the wall curved back above the courtyard. A third reached inward to kiss the inner wall of the keep. Below the eastern parapet there was nothing at all: no roofs, no wall, no ledge. Just air and appetite, a drop so clean and so terrible that fog drifted below us, and looking down at it did something to the back of the knees that I chose not to repeat.

I moved to an arrow slit for a better view of the west. Below, Fascino's men were filtering into the courtyard. Thirty, perhaps. Perhaps more; men in formation are hard to count and easy to overcount, and I made myself count twice. They spread themselves around the tower's base with professional economy.

And stopped. No ladders. No torches. No ram, yet.

They simply waited, and their waiting was the worst news of the morning. Men who wait like that have been told they can afford to.

"We're trapped, aren't we." Sim's voice came from beside me. Not really a question. More the acknowledgment of a truth already resident, spoken aloud so it would stop pacing.

I said nothing. What was there?

Behind us, Roderic's breathing had gone quick and shallow. "Lugosi will come." His voice climbed with each word, building itself a ladder out of nothing. "He has to. He'll have rallied the loyal houses—any hour now—"

"No one's coming," I said.

It stopped him mid-breath. It was cruel, and it was the only kindness on offer: hope of that kind is a hole in a boat, and we could not spare the bailing. "The loyal houses are dead or kneeling or watching from their windows to see how it ends. This room is what we have."

Wilem muttered a curse, one of the long ones, with genealogy in it. Sim glanced at him, said nothing, and stood a moment with his fingers tracing the worn stone of the window frame. And I did not know it yet, but that was the last moment of the old Sim, and I am glad I happened to be watching.

He turned to the one guard sober enough to stand entirely unassisted. "What do we have left?"

The man's shrug carried the accumulated weight of a hundred disappointed mornings. "Oil. Pitch. Some gear in the loft: arrows, a few crossbows want restringing. There's the murder hole over the gate and the cauldron for it, if anyone remembers the winch." His eyes drifted to the floor stones. "And afore you ask: no tunnels out. We asked too, first year we was posted here. Asked every year since, some of us."

Sim nodded slowly, taking the inventory in. And then his attention shifted and settled on me, where I was holding up a wall and telling myself the wall needed it.

I had been trying to hide it: keeping my breath even, standing without visibly leaning, not favoring the left side where the pain bloomed brightest with every heartbeat. I had performed health for tougher rooms than this one.

"You're hurt worse than you're letting on," Sim said.

"I'll manage."

"You can barely stand." And there was an edge in his voice I had heard perhaps twice in three years, and never aimed at me. "Let me help."

I pushed off the wall to prove him wrong, which tells you the whole state of my judgment. My shoulder answered with a bright knife that whited the edges of the world; the floor tilted like a ship's deck; and I caught myself against the stone again, palm flat on its patient face, and waited for the brightness to drain. My pride had kept me upright this long. My body had just given notice that pride was no longer legal tender.

"All right," I said.

Sim was at my side in a heartbeat, his hand finding my good shoulder, and he walked me across the floor to where grain sacks stood stacked against the wall, and when I finally sat down, the relief was worth every scrap of the pride it cost, which is a lesson I have had to purchase separately at least nine times in my life and expect to purchase again.

We waited through the long afternoon and into evening. The light through the arrow slits went from gold to amber to ash. No rescue came. No herald, no horn. The city beyond our walls held its breath and said nothing, and a city's silence, like a battle's, is a verdict.

Roderic paced for a time, back and forth across the worn stone, muttering prayers that grew quieter as the hours went: bargaining first, as prayers do, then pleading, then only moving his lips. The guards found the last bottles and passed them hand to hand until there was nothing left to pass, and to their credit, or their training, none of them said aloud what the bottles were for. In her corner, Auri sat with her knees drawn up, humming something soft and circular that I couldn't name and that made the room easier to breathe in, and I have wondered since whether that was its purpose and have concluded that with Auri the question is meaningless: it was right, and rightness was her purpose, always, entire.

I closed my eyes and breathed through the pain in shifts.

At some point one of the guards sidled over to me, twisting his cap in his hands (a man of forty-some, seamed and sun-cracked, with the diffidence of someone about to impose). "Begging your pardon, sir," he said, not quite meeting my eyes. "Only—my boy's off to the University, come autumn. First of us ever to go." He turned the cap. "If we make it through this, I don't suppose you could see your way to a proper jacket for him? Nothing fancy, sir. Just something as would hold together through a winter or two. They say the winters there are cruel on clothes."

It took me a long moment to remember what face I was wearing. Bast's glamourie still sat on me: I was still the king's tailor, to this man; I had simply stopped being him to myself. And here at the end of everything, with thirty soldiers waiting below to kill us all impartially, a father was thinking about his son's shoulders in the wind off the Omethi, and had approached power the only way his life had taught him power could be approached: hat in hand, for someone else, apologizing.

"I'll see what I can do," I said.

He nodded, satisfied (actually satisfied, actually lighter) and went back to his post. I have made and broken promises to kings with less care than I have carried that one.

Then Sim moved.

He started at the arrow slit, studying the courtyard below with an attention I knew from somewhere, and it took me a moment to place it: it was the face he wore over a difficult translation, the patient furrow of a man who believes every text yields if you refuse to be embarrassed by how long you take. He read the courtyard. Then he turned to the nearest guard and said, "Show me where you keep the oil."

The man pointed him up the stairs, and Sim vanished into the dark of the loft. When he came back down his sleeves were rolled, and he knelt on the floor without one word of preamble and began drawing in the dust: the tower's footprint, the gate, the bridge, the angles. After a moment Wil drifted over to watch. Then knelt beside him.

"Here," Sim said, tapping the dust. "And here. Murder hole covers the gate; these two slits cover the bridge approach; this one's blind past the curve, so nobody wastes arrows from it. We'll want three men to each position, turn and turn about: tired archers miss." His voice carried none of its usual apology. It wasn't loud. It had simply stopped asking permission to exist. "Wil, help me move the cauldron."

They worked through the failing light. Sim studied windows and counted arrows twice, sorted the warped from the true. He tested the pitch pot's weight himself, and set the winch chain, and when one of the guards said what they were all thinking (hopeless, lad, save your back) Sim didn't argue. Sim never once argued that night. He squared his shoulders, picked up the heaviest oil jar in the loft, carried it the length of the room to the murder hole without a word, and knelt and began setting it in place, hands steady under a weight that should have staggered him.

The guard watched for a moment. Then he picked up a jar of his own.

Another followed. Then another. The bottles they had been nursing found the floor and stayed there. One by one those forgotten men rose and were drawn in, not commanded: drawn, the way you are drawn to a fire in a cold room, toward the one person present who refused to surrender when surrender was cheaper and no one would have blamed him. He could have stood on his name; he was the only man in that tower besides the king with a name worth standing on; instead he put himself at the worst angles and under the heaviest loads, and when they began to look to him (and they did, within the hour, all of them, glancing to Sim before they moved) he gave his guidance quietly, certainly, as if it were only sensible, which it was.

I watched him work in the dimming light and understood that I had never actually seen my friend before. I had seen the Sim who laughed too hard at bad jokes and worried at exams like a dog at a bone; I had guarded that Sim, condescended to him with my whole loving heart, for years. Once, over wine, very late, he had told me about his father: how the Duke of Dalonir had tried to hammer a commander out of him, drills and doctrine and cold mornings, pulled and pushed and molded. Tried and failed, Sim had said, wearing that self-deprecating smile like armor over an old wound. And I had believed the failure, because Sim believed it. He had no hunger for power, no thirst for the reins. Kind hearts seldom grasp for reins. They know too well what holding them costs, and who pays.

He had carried his rank all the years I knew him like a sword hung over a door: visibly, deliberately, not in use.

That night in the tower, quietly, without one raised word, he took it down.

Perhaps his father had seen truly after all, and only erred in the forging: you cannot hammer a commander out of a kind man. But necessity can call one out of him whole: necessity, and the plain arithmetic that someone has to stand when all the standing men have fallen. Leaders do not always grow from ambition's seed. The best ones I have known grew from exactly this: a locked tower, a broken friend, and no one else.

  *

Dawn came with the beat of drums.

I pushed myself up from the grain sacks with my shoulder screaming its long list of objections. Sim stood his vigil at the arrow slit, where he had been all night: through the dark hours he had organized every scrap of our defense, rationed oil and arrows, walked each man to the place he could fight best from and told him why it was his. He had not slept. It did not show. That is its own kind of naming, and no one teaches it.

"They're moving." His voice cut sharp and clear across the room. "Ready yourselves!"

I made it to the slit beside him. Below, Fascino's soldiers surged forward across the courtyard: some under shields broad as doors, locked edge to edge; others bent beneath the great ram, backs straining, and the whole formation moved like a centipede scuttling for our gate, all those legs rippling in waves, relentless and wrong. Behind us Roderic found his voice and tried to rally men already rallied, shouting "For Vintas! Hold the walls!" his pitch climbing until it broke on the last word like a boy's. No one looked at him. Every eye in the tower was on Sim.

The ram reached the bridge.

"Loose!"

Arrows fell like rain, and Sim had placed his archers well: they struck where the shield-roof grew thin at the joints, and men stumbled, and the great timber slewed sideways dragging its dead before fresh shoulders wedged in to take the weight. The gate shuddered under the first blow. I felt it in my bones, in the wound weeping under my shirt, in the teeth I clenched: each stroke of the ram a fist against my own chest, driving the breath out of me in time.

The tower groaned. Dust sifted down from stones that had stood their centuries.

"Ready the cauldron!" Sim was already moving, throwing his own weight against the great pot's arm alongside the guards: scholar's hands, quill hands, gripping black iron without a flicker of hesitation. They walked it over the murder hole, and Sim watched the rhythm of the ram below, and waited, and waited one stroke longer than I could have borne to.

"Now!"

We tipped the cauldron.

The oil found the men below with terrible accuracy. Scalding, clinging, working down through the shield-joints like rain finding a bad roof. And before the first scream had fully formed we threw the bottles of dreg after it, glass bursting on shields and stone, each one blooming, and the oil caught all at once, and the gate's approach became carnage painted in red and orange. The ram dropped. The centipede tore itself apart into burning men.

I will not linger on it. I had given fire permission once already in my life by then, and would again before that day was out, and I have learned that there is no way to tell this part that is honest and also bearable, so I will be honest: we cheered. Forgotten men and a broken boy and I: we watched men burn, and we cheered, because it meant we would live another hour, and I have never once judged a besieged town harshly since.

For a single, perfect moment, hope lived again in that tower.

Then I saw what they were building at the far side of the field.

A mangonel.

  *

The siege engine stood up against the morning sky like a monument raised early, before its occasion. Its arm drew back with the slow certainty of a season turning, ropes singing their strain-song as the crews walked the winches around. A stone the size of a wine barrel settled into the cradle, patient as death, which it was.

"We don't have defenses for this," I said. My back found the wall again and I let it hold me. Everything I had was going out with the tide, pulse by pulse.

Wil's hand found my good shoulder, warm and steady, and he said nothing at all, and stood there, which was Wilem's whole eloquence and worth a eulogy of any length. Sim joined us a moment later, and the three of us stood at the slit together and looked out at the engine, at its crew working with grim unhurried efficiency, at the arithmetic none of us said aloud.

"I'm sorry," I said. It came out small and entirely inadequate, the way true things do. "I'm sorry I dragged you both into this."

Sim was quiet for a breath. Then: "I have to admit, it's not exactly how I imagined going out."

"And how exactly were you planning on going out?" Wil asked, with something almost like amusement warming the gravel of his voice.

"Old," Sim said, with great dignity. "Very old. My head pillowed on Fela's magnificent breasts."

The laughter broke out of us all three at once: ragged, raw, half-mad, and entirely real, the kind of laughter that is grief getting dressed early. It lasted the space of four heartbeats.

Then the whistle cut the air. Rising. Growing. Arriving.

The impact came from above.

The world shook entire. Stone struck stone with a sound like thunder being broken over a knee, and the tower lurched beneath us like a kicked table. Dust and debris came down in a choking grey cloud; I hit the floor with my arms over my head while rock fragments clattered around us like hail; and through the floor, up into my bones, came the tower's own sound: a long grinding groan, the sound of an old thing deciding whether this insult, at last, was the one it would die of.

Then stillness. Dust hung so thick the arrow slits were only paler smears.

"Wil?" I croaked.

Coughing answered first. Then: "Here."

"Sim?"

"Still breathing." Hoarse, rough, and there.

I pushed to my knees, arms trembling. Above us, a ragged hole gaped where a quarter of the ceiling had been; blue morning light poured down through the settling dust, obscenely lovely; and the hole's edges hung wrong, sagging, the exposed beams cracked and considering. The tower had held.

Barely. Once.

We dragged ourselves upright, checking limbs, wiping blood-mud from our faces, three men standing in a space that death had passed through overhead like a landlord measuring for new tenants. Two of the guards were down (one stirring, one not) and Auri was already beside the still one, her small hands moving, and I looked away because there was nothing I could add.

Then Sim turned from the wound in our roof, and his face was grey with dust and his eyes were not.

"No," he said. Sharp and clean, a word with its boots planted. "We're not done. Not yet."

Wil raised one eyebrow, conveying doubt, curiosity, and a request for the figures, all in the one muscle. "I am not sure what you are seeing that we aren't, friend."

"We still have arrows. Oil. Pitch. We have the gate they can't come through and the bridge they have to." He turned to the guards flung along the wall, and his voice reached down and stood them up. "You've held worse posts than this. You—" to the grey sergeant, "—you served the frontier, didn't you? Faced worse odds than thirty men and one machine?"

The old sergeant straightened by degrees, and something moved behind his eyes that was not hope but was hope's sergeant. "Barely," he said.

"Barely keeps," Sim said. "Wil—take three men, get the cauldron recharged. Every drop we have left. When I give the word, we hold nothing back."

Wil snapped him a salute that was all flourish and mockery, heels together, wrist like a courtier. And his feet were already moving with entire seriousness. "On it, Commander Sim." The jest in it fooled no one, least of all Wil.

Sim turned to the rest. "Every bolt. Every arrow. If it flies, we spend it, and we spend it on the siege crew: not the shields, the crew. No mercy, no hesitation. Every man of them who falls buys every man of us a moment more alive. Understood?"

They nodded. And here is what I want you to see, because I was watching their faces and not the field: these were men whose whole service had been to be forgotten, posted to a tower nobody remembered, commanded by proxy and paid late, and here was someone looking each of them in the eye and speaking to them as though what they did in the next hour mattered: because it did, and he said so, and that is the entire secret of command, and most of the men born to it never learn what a drunk garrison taught my gentle friend in one night. He wasn't driving them. He was offering them something to hold, with the whole world falling, and they held it.

Then Sim looked at me, and his face changed: softened at the eyes while the voice stayed level, which is a trick I never taught him.

"I know what I'm asking. I wouldn't ask if I saw another way." A breath. "I need the Wind."

"Sim." My hands were trembling openly now, past hiding, past the little dishonesties. "I don't know if I can." And under those words, unspoken, the truer ones: that I had spent everything twice over; that the last time I had called the wind in extremity it had gone through friend and foe alike; that some cold ledger in me had begun to suspect each Name was a withdrawal against a principal I could not see the bottom of, and that the next one might break the bank entire, and the bank was me.

"You don't have to stop it." Sim's voice stayed gentle and did not stay soft. "Nobody could stop it. Just slow it. Turn it a degree. A glancing blow instead of a square one: that's all, Kvothe. That's everything." He paused. "A little time."

Something in the way he said it found the part of me that still knew how to stand, and stood it up. My body filed its objections; I overruled them; they had followed me here, Wil with his quiet ferocious loyalty, Sim with his gentle heart now bearing a garrison. And if all that remained in me was a handful of borrowed moments, then I would wring them out of the wind itself and count the cost in whatever was left to count with.

"All right."

Sim met my eyes, and the question hung between us plain as morning mist: will it be enough? We both knew. We didn't say it. It didn't have to be enough.

It only had to buy time.

  *

The next stone flew.

I was waiting for it. My hand lay pressed flat against the cold wall, feeling the sure ancient weight of it under my fingers, and I let that stillness settle the churn of me while I reached for the Wind.

The Wind came slow. Too slow: my body too battered, my mind too frayed to sing clearly to it, and when at last it understood me and came rushing in, I felt at once how the sums stood: the stone hurtling toward us was granite and momentum, a thing of terrible mass screaming down its arc, so heavy and so fast that I could feel it cutting the wind, parting my only tool around itself like a keel. I could ruffle it. I could not turn it. Panic came up my throat with a taste like a struck flint—

—and the wall pressed back against my palm. Patient. Certain.

The stone remembered standing. That is the only way I know to say it. Under my hand the wall remembered holding: against wind, against weather, against the piled weight of years, since before Fascino's treachery, before Roderic's crown, before the first course of the Citadel itself was laid by men whose names not even the Amyr could have erased, because no one had ever bothered to record them. Forgotten and overlooked, that old stone, like seven guards in a tower nobody could find on a map.

But not gone. Forgotten is not gone. If this story has one spine, there it is.

I stopped reaching for the Wind, and I listened instead.

The wall sang its slow song under my palm, the deep patient note of stone speaking to stone. And out there, hurtling toward us through the bright morning air, another stone sang back. Heavy and ancient, cut from the same bones of the earth, calling to its kindred as it came to kill us. They knew each other. They had always known each other.

"Cyaerbasalien."

The word came out of me like bedrock.

The flying stone split.

A clean break: it came apart along the lines written into it when it was still mountain, the old seams where it had always secretly been two stones waiting for permission to part. Both halves wheeled wide of us, spinning, suddenly wrong-weighted. One crashed into the Citadel's inner wall with a sound like thunder going home, tearing through the parapet that bound us to the keep. The other struck where the tower's western walk met the outer wall, and tore through parapet and merlon both, and half that walkway simply ceased: sliding away down the cliff face in a long cascade of masonry that ended, after far too long, in silence.

But the tower stood.

I sagged into the wall that had taught me, legs gone to water, shoulder screaming, and through blurring vision I saw what my salvation had made of us. The tower stood alone now: a peninsula of stone reaching out into open air. Of our three parapets, two were rubble. Only the eastern walk remained, that narrow bridge along the cliff's very edge, one cart wide, fog on its outer side: our single tether to the world of the living, and as fine a place to die as any architect ever drew.

Sim was at my side. His hand found my arm and gripped, sure, and said everything, and then he was gone again, sprinting back to his defenders, because below us fresh soldiers were already streaming into the courtyard, hauling timber, wrapping chains around the scorched fallen ram. They thought we were spent.

They were nearly right, which is not the same as right.

"Oil's ready!" Wil's voice rang down from the murder hole as the ram crew massed below.

A held breath. The hiss of boiling liquid meeting morning air. Then the roar (fire finding its second feast) and through the arrow slit I watched them scatter and burn and drop the great timber a second time, and it lay in the courtyard smoldering, abandoned, done. The ram was finished.

"They're still loading the mangonel," Sim said. His dust-grey face had gone dark. Far across the field, out past any cast of our oil and past any honest hope of our arrows, the engine's crew worked their winches with the grim patience of men who have been told the price is paid and the goods will be collected regardless.

The stones would keep coming until the tower didn't.

The world wavered at its edges. My shoulder pulsed with my heartbeat, and my heartbeat was getting opinions. I pressed my palm to the wall once more and reached down for the deep slow place where stone speaks to stone.

Nothing answered.

I reached deeper, and the Name slid away like sand through spread fingers. Stone speaks slowly. Stone demands patience (a quiet mind, a still hand, an hour that isn't on fire) and I had nothing quiet left anywhere in me. Only pain, and desperation, and the ragged fraying edges of a body drawing against closed accounts. You cannot ask stone's questions in a scream.

So I stopped asking downward, and asked near.

The courtyard below was still burning. And the flames spoke to me in their quick crackling tongue (eager, awake, already fed and wanting more) and I knew their Name the way you know a song learned as a child, before judgment, before fear, in the bone. I had learned it once against my will, in the dark, in a word that burned a man alive. It was still there. It is always still there. That is what no one tells you about fire.

Fire does not need coaxing. Fire only needs permission.

I gave it.

The flames leapt the courtyard wall like hounds off the leash and went across that field faster than sight: racing low through the dry grass, dividing, converging, joyous. The mangonel's crew saw it coming. There was nowhere to have run, and no time to run there. The fire pounced, and ravaged, and consumed, and I stood at my arrow slit with my palm flat on the old cold stone and watched it do all three, and I did not look away, because I had given the permission and looking away is how you teach yourself to give it again cheaply.

The great ropes parted with sounds like bowstrings breaking. The engine's arm lurched, shuddered, and fell slack; the stone rolled from its cradle and thudded to the earth like a body; and the mechanism groaned as the fire climbed its frame, finding footholds in the good seasoned wood, sending up smoke thick and black as a mourning band. What remained of the crew scattered, burning or beating at flames, and the machine died where it stood.

My legs went.

Sim caught me before the floor did (again; he was making a trade of it) and lowered me back against the wall with a gentleness that had survived everything the night and the morning had made of him.

"I've got you," he said quietly.

He did. He always had. I simply hadn't been watching, all those years, to see who was standing under me.


CHAPTER 34

THE PRICE OF LOYALTY

The smoke still rose from where the mangonel had been, black and thick against a clean blue sky. I leaned against the cold stone with my shoulder burning and my breath coming shallow. Every motion sent a sharpness through me, like shards of stone grinding under the skin, which by then some of it was.

Below, Fascino's men had already begun the next thing. They dragged timbers from the wreckage of the ram and lashed them into ladder frames. Others whirled grappling hooks, testing throws. And where the mangonel's first stone had torn open the inner parapet, a few were already at the rubble, hunting holds: patient men, working the problem, because we had cost them their engine and their ram and they had learned the only lesson armies ever learn from losses, which is thoroughness.

Sim stood at the top of the stair, exposed, reading the broken wall below. "There." He pointed to where the stone's blow had carved a rough climbing line. "That's the only way up the rubble. If anyone makes it past that lip, drop them. Make every arrow count." The guard beside him nocked without a word. That was simply how it went now. Sim pointed; the tower moved.

Behind them the first grappling hook cleared the wall. Wil pounced on it before it could bite, tore it free, and hurled it back down with its chain whipping after. A second hook struck and held fast. Wil took up his axe, reversed it, and brought the hammer poll down on the taut chain where it crossed the stone lip. Sparks. Metal ringing. On the third blow the link cracked. On the fourth the hook fell slack, and somewhere below a man swore as he landed.

But down in the courtyard, fresh soldiers were pouring in. Their armor was unmarked and bright. They had not spent themselves against our oil and our arrows; they had been held back all morning, and now Fascino's voice rang up clear across the courtyard, pleasant as ever, a man announcing a fair:

"A barony to the first man who brings me the crown! Land and title for the hand that takes the tower!"

They were rested. We could barely stand. They came in waves. Our arrows could be counted on two hands. We had no oil left to pour, and the math was simple, and everyone in that tower could do it, and no one said it aloud, because Sim had taught us all in one night that you spend your breath on the next hour and not the last one.

Then came the horns.

The sound split the morning, sharp and cold, riding over the crackle of fire and the cries of the dying: horns, many of them, from the outer gates. I made it to the arrow slit with the movement tearing at my wound, and looked down at a battlefield changing its mind. Fascino's men, wild with jeering half a breath before, froze as the sound washed across them.

Knights broke through their lines. Armor flashing sapphire and ivory. Two banners in the vanguard: the first, House Calanthis, red and gold, dragged through mud and blackened with soot: a rescued flag, a statement. The second, sapphire and silver.

Alveron.

Relief went through me like warmth through frozen hands, and it hurt the same way. The Maer had come. He had weighed it after all, weighed it and moved, and brought the whole strength of the east with him. Reinforcements. Rescue.

We were saved. I remember thinking it, in those words. I keep the memory the way you keep a receipt.

I watched the Maer's forces carve through Fascino's ranks with cold, clean precision: no fury in it, no glory, just professional subtraction. Dagon was there, unmistakable even at that distance, and his saber sang once through Fascino's neck as the regent turned to rally his guard. The body crumpled. The head struck the ground and rolled, and the coup that had unmade a kingdom in a morning ended before noon, in the mud, without a speech.

Beyond, Baron Jakis fled on foot: his fine cloak torn, his hands bloody, his face wide open with a kind of fear that fit him poorly, like everything else he hadn't paid for. The Maer pursued at a walk. A hunter's patience, closing ground stride by stride, and his voice carried up to us across the courtyard, level as a ledger line:

"You thought to poison me. You thought that would be enough."

Jakis did not die quickly. The Maer took his time, the way a cat takes its time with a mouse already caught, and I will not tell you more of it than that, and not for the Baron's sake.

When the screams ended, a hollow quiet filled our tower. It pressed against the walls and settled into the bones. Roderic's voice cracked into it, raw with hope: "Raise the gate!"

Something was wrong. I could not have told you what. It sat in the space between what I knew of Alveron and what I had just watched him do: the arithmetic of a man who would not spend one soldier to warn a king, spending an army to avenge him. The sums did not meet. Sums like that never fail by accident.

"Wait," I said.

But no one waited.

  *

The boots came first. Slow. Steady. Rising up the stair toward us one measured step at a time, a man who had never once hurried and was not going to begin on the day it all paid out.

Alveron entered, and his knights flowed in behind him, taking the walls, the doorway, the stair: filling every shadow in that room until none were left over. The Maer wore his calm the way he wore everything, perfectly fitted, and no man should be able to wear calm like that with blood still drying on his hands. I looked for the thing I had once or twice glimpsed under his sharp features: the dry wit, the almost-warmth, whatever it was that had made a sick old man human across a chessboard of a bedroom. It had been scoured away. What remained was purpose, all the way down, like a keel.

You have heard what happened next told many ways. Here is the only one I own.

Roderic stumbled forward with his hand outstretched, the silver seal of his house catching what light the arrow slits allowed. "Lerand." His voice broke on the relief in it. "You came. You saved me."

Alveron stopped him with one word.

"No."

The room went silent enough to hear leather creak as he drew his sword. Roderic stood motionless. He did not run, did not plead, did not reach for the blade at his own hip, and I have thought about that stillness for years: he had seen his death arrive, and after everything (the flatterers, the blindness, the daughter he had let strangers rename) he met it looking at it, which is more than most of us are given and more than many of us would use.

The stroke was small. The streak of crimson that followed was almost an afterthought, a thin bloom tracing his throat, and the King of Vintas folded down out of his own story, and his crown came free and rolled away across the stones as though eager, at the very last, to be rid of him.

Auri screamed.

She broke forward, toward her father, trembling, desperate, and my body moved before my mind had voted. My hand shot out and caught her wrist.

The pain was white. Something tore (Auri's careful stitches going, and then deeper, something giving way inside the socket itself with a sensation I have no decent words for) and a gasp lodged in my chest and my left arm simply ended. It fell to my side and stayed.

Auri froze. She stared at the blood spreading fresh through my shirt, and her face went from grief, to recognition, to a horror that was worse than either, in the space between heartbeats.

"No," she whispered. "No, no." Her small hands fluttered to my shoulder like birds refusing to land. "You've broken what I made proper." Her fingers found the wound's edge, probing with all their impossible certainty even as tears cut clean lines down the dust of her face, even with her father's blood spreading behind her, and her voice came out in her own grave grammar, mourning the only part of the morning she had been given any power over: "The stitches have run away. And the pieces inside: they were all lined up so nicely."

Across the room, Alveron's gaze made its survey. The dead king. The drunk guards, armed. The princess. The bleeding man hunched beside her, who knew his face, his voice, his letters, and the true shape of this morning.

He gave Dagon a nod so slight it could have been mistaken for a breath.

I understood it. I understood it entire, and there was nothing in me left to answer it with.

Wil answered it.

Before the first knight finished his first step, Wilem was between us and all of them: axe in both hands, feet set, a wall made of flesh and fury. He made a sound I had never heard from him and cannot spell, wordless, enormous, and the first knight who came on took the axe deep and went down, and the second, and Wil fought the way he had done everything else in the years I was privileged to stand beside him: without flourish, without waste, and utterly, past the last inch of himself.

He fought like a man who knew his ending and walked toward it with his eyes open.

The guards saw him. And something broke loose in them: not courage exactly; something older and plainer; the understanding that death was coming through that door regardless, and a man may at least choose how he stands to meet it. The one on Wil's left drove his blade through a knight's throat. Another caught a stroke meant for Wil's blind side and paid for it. Sim snatched up a fallen sword, his grip all wrong, and held the edges of the fight with the clumsy white-faced terror of a man who had never in his life wanted a sword to fit his hand. The room filled with the noises rooms fill with. Men grunted, and cursed, and bled, and the floor grew slick.

Too many blades found Wil. From every side at once, the way it finally takes the strong ones. His axe swung once more—once more, even then—and his knees went, and he folded to the floor under them with his hand still gripping the haft.

I will tell you about Wilem now, in one breath, because he would have hated more: he crossed half the world for a friend who lied to him, kept the accounts none of us could bear to keep, and died holding a doorway so that the people behind him might have one more minute. The minute was real. I spent part of it watching him die. That is the whole entry. He would have initialed it.

The guards fought on. One fell. Then another. They died buying moments: moments, plural, priced in blood, and every one of them was spent and none of them was wasted, and no song anywhere remembers a single one of their names, and I have looked.

And the chaos pulled Sim deeper. The knights pressed in. Death came on wearing steel and certainty.

Then something changed.

I saw it happen. I was perhaps the only one placed to see it, and I have replayed it more times than any other five heartbeats of my life. It did not break over him like thunder, and it did not whisper. It settled (into his grip, into his stance, into the line of his shoulders) the way a key settles into the lock it was cut for. A quiet truth arriving. As though the sword had always known his hand, and had merely been waiting, all these gentle years, for Sim to stop apologizing to it.

And the hardened Name of Steel lashed out.

His next stroke came swift and sure and wrong for him, bending his opponent's blade aside as if it weighed nothing and Sim's weighed the world. The knights stumbled under it. Their swords bowed away from his will (turned in their hands, went soft in the bindings, betrayed them by inches) and he cut through one man, and then another, and each one stripped something soft from his face that I had loved for years and would never see again.

The last guard fell. The grey sergeant, I think. I did not see it. I was watching Sim.

Sim stood alone in the doorway's wreckage, holding half the Maer's knights at bay with a Name no one alive had taught him, and his whole body was paying for it as I watched: shoulders bowing, limbs shaking, the mind demanding coin for coin what the steel required, and the body handing it over, and the purse going light, and Simmon spending anyway, spending it all, the way he had always paid for his friends without once counting first.

I reached then with everything left in me, which was begging. I begged the Wind. I begged Tehlu, whom I do not believe in. I begged the empty air, anything in it, anything at all that might be listening: please. Please hear me. Not him.

The captain's blade was already moving.

It slid into Sim, and the sound was soft, and awful, and small. Like something vital giving way in the next room. Like a lute string going, felt through the floor.

Sim turned toward me as he fell. His eyes were wide and wild and looking for mine, finding mine, and his lips were moving—shaping words, his last ones, given to me, at me, meant—and the Wind came.

It came then. It came exactly then, one breath too late for anything but grief, and it swallowed whatever Simmon meant to give me, took his words out of the air unheard and unheard forever. And then it tore through that room like a thing gone mad. Knights left their feet and struck stone with sounds like breaking branches. The dead were moved. The living were thrown. Dagon staggered backward, boots scraping grooves, and somehow, alone of all of them, kept his feet.

Through the storm I saw Alveron braced in the doorframe, cloak snapping behind him like a banner of himself, unafraid: watching me, only me, with those grey unreadable eyes. And when they found mine, I saw it happen: the cold settling of a final piece into a puzzle he had been assembling longer than I knew. Filed. Priced. Concluded.

The storm faltered when I did. My legs tangled beneath me; my Alar splintered from within like river ice; and I never saw Dagon's lunge. His saber found my chest before my eyes could find him, and my breath left me in a soundless gasp, and the gasp was all I had left, and it was already spent.

But close against my ear, under all the wind, came Auri's voice. Faint, and fragile, and exact, the way everything she ever gave me was exact.

"Kvothe. Live. Please."

The world tilted. My feet found the broken edge where the western parapet had been: where stone ended and sky began, the doorway that had led to the outer wall now opening onto nothing at all, a mouth gaping over the long fog-fall to the sea rocks. My balance fled like a debtor.

The tower let me go, the way you release a secret you cannot carry another hour.

And then I was falling, and the morning was very bright, and of everything I had ever owned or earned or stolen—the names, the songs, the friends, the ruin—the Wind was the only thing that remained.


CHAPTER 35

INTERLUDE: BURDENS

Kote stood behind the bar of the Waystone Inn, working his cloth over a mug that had been clean for a long while.

The hearth's amber light painted the mug gold, then copper, then gold again as it turned in his hands, in circles, endlessly. Outside, the wind worried at the shutters with a low insistent moan, searching for gaps that were not there. The Waystone's shutters were fitted tight as a shipwright's best work, and the inn stayed warm, and still, and not even a candle flame wavered. The inn was good at stillness. It had been built by a man who wanted exactly that, and had gotten it, and the wanting and the getting were both in the room that night, and neither was any comfort.

The scratch of Chronicler's quill had gone silent some while ago. Silent as a held breath.

"You've stopped writing," Kote said. His voice came out low and flat. He kept his eyes on the mug and his hands in their circles. "Why?"

Chronicler shifted, and his chair creaked a small question under him. "I thought," he said carefully, "that perhaps this part of your story might not be something you wanted written."

Kote let out a slow breath, the kind that carries more than words were ever meant to. He kept polishing. The circles went on. But the rhythm had changed now, anyone could hear it, tight and mechanical where it had been smooth and thoughtless. Three more circles. Four.

He set the mug down, and his hands were trembling.

He turned toward the hearth and braced himself against the bar, arms straight, head down. For a moment he stood perfectly still, and the inn held its practiced stillness around him, and the fire ticked.

Then his shoulders began to shake.

The sob, when it came, was ugly. There is no other word, and he of all men would not want one found. It was harsh and torn and graceless, a sound with years inside it, a sound that had been swallowed back down so many times it had forgotten how to be anything gentle on its way out. And it did not come alone, and for a while the man at the bar wept the way roofs give way, all at once, after long faithful service.

And it should be set down here, because it was true and the room knew it: the person weeping behind the bar of the Waystone that night was not Kote. Kote was a made thing, a fit of clothes, and the clothes were empty. It was Kvothe who stood gripping the bar's edge with white knuckles. Kvothe, whom the world calls Kingkiller, ten thousand years old that night, crying for two boys dead in a tower.

"I led them to their deaths." The words came out wet and level, which was worse than wailing. "Wil. Sim. They found me bleeding against a wall with a crossbow bolt through my shoulder. They could have left then. They should have left: Denna was waiting at the gates; the way out was behind them; every sane sum said go." His voice broke on the word gates and he did not stop for it. "But I told them we had to reach the tower. The others were trapped there. Auri. The king. I wouldn't leave them behind. I have never once been able to leave anyone behind, and every grave I have dug got dug by that exact virtue." He swallowed hard. "They walked behind me into that tower the way children follow their father through the dark. Certain I knew the path. I always seemed to know the path; seeming was my whole trade." He tried to laugh then. What came out was broken in the middle. "They died because I couldn't walk away. They died because they trusted me to lead them home."

His knuckles bloomed white along the bar's edge. Chronicler set down his pen with the deliberate care of a man moving slowly around something wounded.

"Kote—" he began.

"Let me finish what I've started."

He turned, and the firelight found his eyes, red-rimmed and glassy, and his voice had found its footing again: not steadiness; footing; the thing you find on a cliff path when steadiness is not on offer.

"Heroes are liars, Chronicler. Write that down first, if you write anything. We tell ourselves pretty stories about wit and triumph, about clever tongues and cleverer hands, and the stories are the armor and the armor is the lie. The truth tastes different. The truth is that good men die forgotten. No bard remembers their names. No song keeps their memory warm through the winter. The songs come to me, who lived: songs are lazy; they flock to survivors, because survivors can be asked."

He reached into his pocket then, and drew out a small vial.

For a moment he only held it, watching the firelight break and scatter through the glass. He did not pretend it was medicine, and he did not pretend not to be doing it, and he did not look at Bast. That particular lie needs privacy to live, and he had none left in the room, having just spent it all. By the hearth, Bast sat very still, with the face of someone hearing the first chapter of a story whose ending he has been pouring into cups for years.

"Wil was one of the forgotten," Kote said softly. "A man with an axe and a heart too large for his chest. No grace in his movements. No training in his bones: a scriv, a keeper of ledgers, hands made for ink. But when that room filled up with knights and drawn steel, when Sim and I stood at the edge of breaking, it was Wil who charged into the storm of blades."

He opened the vial and took a careful swallow, and his face softened by one degree while his words kept all their edges.

"He swung that axe like a prayer made of iron and fury. It bought us moments. Only moments. But he knew the price of a moment better than any man I ever met; he had been keeping true accounts his whole life." His voice dropped to barely more than breath. "Wil always knew where his road would end. He read the whole contract before he signed, the way he read everything, and he walked it anyway. Tehlu forgive me." A pause the width of a grave. "That road should have been mine to walk."

"And Sim." He set the vial down on the counter with hands gone steady—steadied; there is a difference, and everyone in the room knew which this was—and stared at it a long moment. "Simmon the gentle. Sim, who complained that every blade ever forged was balanced wrong, made for hands that weren't his. He was right, you know. That was the joke of it. They were all made for hands that weren't his. His hands were made for other work entirely, and the world never once let him do it uninterrupted." His voice went low. "I never thought to see what I saw that day. Tehlu help me. Not from Sim."

He drew a hand down his face.

"One moment he was the Sim I knew: all worry and careful thought, holding a sword like an apology. The next, he spoke the Name of Steel." His eyes closed. "No one taught it to him. No one could have. I have thought about it for years, and the nearest I can come is this: some Names you learn, and some Names have been waiting in you the whole time, closed up like a room in your father's house you were never allowed into. His father tried to break that door down for twenty years. It opened for love, in the end, from the inside." A breath. "I will never understand why steel, of all things, was hiding in that heart. There is a particular horror in watching gentleness turn to wrath—not because it is stranger than other wrath. Because it is better at it. He didn't wield his sword, Chronicler. He became it. And every stroke was an affront to the whole life he had lived, and he paid the affront gladly, coin for coin, for us."

Behind him, Bast moved. Quietly, without performance, he came around and laid one hand on his master's shoulder, steady, and said nothing at all. And something in the innkeeper's posture eased, the way a strung instrument eases when a hand damps it. As if the touch were permission.

"In his last moments, he turned to me." The words came evenly now, worn smooth with rehearsal, and the evenness was its own confession: this passage had been recited in an empty inn at night more times than any listener would ever know. "His lips moved. He was trying to give me something. Warning. Farewell. Forgiveness." A pause. "Absolution. A joke, even: it could have been a joke; it would have been like him, to spend his last breath making it easier for me." His hand closed slowly on the bar. "I will never know. My own wind took it. I called for help with everything I had, and help came one breath too late to save him, and instead of his words I got the sound of my own power, filling the room. I have hated many things in my life, Chronicler. I have never managed to hate the wind. But we do not speak, some days."

The fire popped and settled. A log shifted; the coals beneath it collapsed inward, softly, into grey.

After a long silence he spoke again, no louder than the fire's whisper.

"The world will forget Wil. It will forget Sim. Men like them fall through the cracks of history like rain through broken roof tiles. And the cracks are not accidents, I have learned that much; the cracks are where the stories about men like me stand." He looked up at Chronicler then, and his eyes were dry now, and worse for it. "But you remember things. It's your calling. Your burden (I chose that word a long time ago). I have been having this conversation with an empty room for years." He gestured at the waiting quill. "So write them true. Not today. Perhaps not this year. But someday, when you find yourself alone with ink and memory and an evening no one has claimed. Write them as they were. Give Wil his graceless glory. Give Sim his quiet brilliance. Let their whole lives breathe on your pages: the bad jokes and the metheglin and the mock salutes, not just the blood, not just the last hour. A man's death is the smallest thing about him. They deserve that much and more." His voice caught its only snag. "This is all we have left to give."

Chronicler nodded once. He did not speak. Of everything he did in his three days at the Waystone, that silence may have been the finest.

Then Kote straightened. And it was Kote again: you could watch it happen, the innkeeper's mask coming back over his features with a practiced ease that was, if you had just heard the last hour, the single saddest thing in the room. He smoothed his apron. He squared the vial away into his pocket. He gestured, host-like, at the pen in Chronicler's hand.

"Someday you'll write their stories whole and true, and that will be their monument. But for now: this piece of their ending belongs in my telling too. They are threads woven through my tale, all the way through, back to a tavern in Imre and a game of corners. To leave their deaths out would be to tell a lie through silence, and I have told enough of those to know the price runs higher than the honest kind." He nodded at the page. "So write it down, Chronicler. Write how they died for me.

"Then we move forward."

He turned back toward the hearth and squared his shoulders beneath it all, the way a man shoulders a familiar pack for the last long stage of a road.

"My story has far to go before it finds its rest," he said. "Best we continue while we can."


CHAPTER 36

THE BREATH AFTER THE FALL

I fell.

The world came undone around me. Wind hammered my ears until hearing was only pressure, and the white walls of the Citadel smeared to chalk overhead: the tower's broken doorway shrinking to a dark mouth, then to a fleck, then to nothing at all. Past the courtyard. Past the walls. The cliff face rushed up along beside me like a road stood on end, and my body understood before my mind did, the way bodies do: legs kicking against empty air, arms reaching for stone that wasn't there, ribs grinding where something had already given way.

Below waited scrub, and rock, and honest ground.

There is a particular terror that belongs to falling and to nothing else. Other fears leave room in you for thought, for bargaining, for prayer. Falling empties the house. Your whole body becomes an instrument playing a single sustained note of panic, and you cannot make it stop, and you cannot even properly hear it, and there is no audience left anywhere in the world except the ground.

But something older than fear stirred in me, down under the note.

My fingers grasped at nothing, and grasped again, because hands are faithful and stupid and keep working long after sense has left. And beneath it all, beneath the terror, beneath the wind's hammering, I felt the Name of the Wind. Not waiting for me. Not willing. Simply there, present the way a word sits on the tip of your tongue when your mouth has gone too dry to swallow.

I spoke it. Not gently. Not kindly, not with craft or courtesy or any of the things Elodin had tried for two years to teach me a Name deserves. I wrenched it up out of the deep place where desperate things are born, and I threw it at the sky like a drowning man throwing his own name at a boat.

The wind heard me.

And it sighed.

I want to dwell here a moment, because this is a true thing about power that no story had ever told me and mine will. I had called the wind too many times that day. Called it in wrath at a lakeshore. Called it too late in a tower, where it ate a dying man's last words. Called it like a master who forgets his servant is a living thing and needs rest: named it and named it until my voice had worn grooves in its nature. And the wind knew me now. It knew me the way a horse knows a cruel rider: it came when called, because it must, and it did precisely what was commanded.

And not one breath more.

It did not catch me. It did not cradle me down the way it might have: the way, in some kinder telling, it wraps Taborlin like a blanket and sets him on his feet. It leaned on my fall. Grudging. Exact. A hard hand slowing a cart it had been ordered to slow, with the whole of its opinion in the slowing. My plunge shallowed by degrees, the cliff's base slid away sideways, the ground came up at a slant instead of a point—

The scrub caught me before the ground did.

Branches snapped under me in a long tearing volley. Thorns opened my shirt and then the skin beneath it, raking my back in lines of fire. Something thick and woody drove itself into my side and broke (it or the rib, or both; the accounting came later). Each layer of brush slowed me and each layer billed me for the service, and then the ground took delivery of whatever was left. My head bounced off something hard. My teeth cracked together. Blood and dirt filled my mouth and I could not have told you which was which, and no longer greatly cared.

Far above me, at the Citadel's broken edge, faces appeared. Impossibly high. Small and pale as dropped coins. Their shouts came down muffled and slow, as though the air between us had thickened into water.

Then the darkness came up, certain as stone, and I stopped being anyone at all.

  *

I woke the way men wake from drowning: gasping, burning, my lungs remembering all at once what air was and demanding more of it than the world seemed prepared to issue.

A shape moved above me. Pale skin and ink-dark hair resolved, slowly, into something familiar. Into someone.

"You're alive." Bast's voice had an edge I had rarely heard in it: words honed sharp with fear pressed flat underneath, the way he sounded only when the mask over his own deeps slipped. "Congratulations. You are also broken in more ways than I can count, and several I haven't thought to look for yet. Lie still and let me hold you together before you finish what the fall started."

His hands settled on my shoulders, deliberate, placed: as though he could feel through the skin exactly where the pieces of me no longer met, which, I have since had cause to believe, he could. I tried to say his name. My throat produced the sound a door makes when its hinges have gone entirely to rust.

"Reshi. Stop that. Lie still."

Denna was already there beside him, pulling her cloak free and folding it into something soft beneath my head. They moved around each other with a tight, resentful efficiency: two people who had spent one entire terrible day in each other's company for my sake, and had used up every civility they had packed for the journey.

"His shoulder," Denna said, hands moving down me, checking.

"I can see his shoulder," Bast snapped. "I can also see three ribs that are not where ribs live."

They talked over me the way stagehands talk over a broken prop between scenes. Which part is damaged. What can be salvaged. Whether the show can possibly go on. I had run such inventories over props and men alike, in my time, and it is very restful to be the prop, and I recommend it to no one.

"Then we move fast," Denna said. She bent over me, and brushed the hair back from my forehead with two fingers: quickly, lightly, the way you test whether a thing is still too hot to hold. "Kvothe. Can you stand?"

She might as well have asked whether I could fly. Whether I could speak the moon down out of the sky and juggle it. My answer was a groan that only charity could have classed as human.

She didn't wait for better. My arm went over her shoulders and she lifted (and her strength surprised what little of me was still keeping score; Denna was made of wire and will under all that grace) but even she could not manage the whole ruin of me alone.

"Help me." Two words, aimed at Bast like arrows.

He showed his teeth. "If I break what's left of him, remember whose idea this was."

"I've carried heavier burdens than blame," she shot back, already moving.

Between the two of them they handled me with all the tenderness of people folding a map in a windstorm, and draped me at last over the waiting horse like a sack of grain that had learned, late in life, to feel pain. Someone pressed reins into my hands. My fingers declined them.

Between Bast and Denna there passed a look, then (a whole brief argument conducted in a single exchange of eyes, with positions taken and ground given) but I could not hold on to the shape of it. The darkness rose again like water standing up out of a well, and I let it take me, because it asked nothing, and everything else did.

  *

I surfaced once during the ride.

Their voices reached me in fragments, floating things I grabbed at without strength. Bast's voice all edges. Denna's all patience, which with Denna was itself a blade, only worn on the other side.

"How much farther?" It came out of Bast like a snap, but under it, unmistakable to anyone drifting close to death and past politeness, it sounded like desperation.

"Far enough to matter," Denna said. "Not far enough for you to complain about it."

And then she was humming. Low, half to herself, half to me: something that might have been a lullaby and might have been a dirge, and I remember thinking, in the loose-stringed way of the nearly gone, that in Modegan the two are often the same song sung in different keys, and that this told you everything about Modeg and possibly about everything else. Before I could catch the melody and pin it to anything I knew, we stopped. Hands drew me down from the saddle. A door. Stairs, each one its own negotiation. Bast's voice, strained with the awkward weight of me:

"Might as well steady smoke," he muttered. But his hands were there, every time, exactly where Denna needed them, and I noted even then (the noticing part of me dies last; it will be taking notes at my funeral) that for all their sniping, not once that whole long day did either of them let the other take my weight alone.

They laid me down on something soft. A bed, perhaps. It had stopped mattering. Cloth pressed against my chest; hands packed something into the wound that burned first and soothed after, the way everything true does; and then a bitter liquid came, thick as regret, tipped between my lips.

"Drink," Denna commanded. "And don't argue."

I drank. And whatever strength I had been hoarding, the swallow spent it all in a single breath, and the dark leaned in again.

But beneath the exhaustion, beneath everything, down at the very floor of me, a single thought put out its stubborn bloom. For Auri. For Sim. For Wil. My hands closed themselves into fists on the strange bedding: holding nothing, and holding it fiercely, which was by then the only trade I had left.

  *

The ceiling above me was walnut wood, striped with shadow from a shuttered window, and I studied it for a long while the way scholars study dead languages: slowly, and without much hope of understanding.

Light crept through the curtain-gaps like a thief testing locks. The air held dried lavender and clean linen and, under both, the faint tallow-and-beer signature of an inn. Nothing about the room was familiar, and after the season I had been keeping, an unfamiliar room where no one was currently trying to kill me had the feel of extravagance.

"Denna?" It barely escaped my throat.

No answer. Through the half-open door I could see the edge of another room: a table, the corner of a chair, bare swept boards.

I forced myself upright, and my body filed its several formal complaints about the process, every one of them in writing. Everything hurt. Parts of me I had forgotten I owned reported in specifically to hurt.

I took the inventory, because I always take the inventory. My skin was an artist's study worked in purple and gold and green. There, the sharp familiar ache below the collarbone where the crossbow bolt had bitten: Auri's careful stitches torn in the tower, re-tied since by hands that meant well and had never been taught; I could feel the difference the way you feel a bad splice in a good rope. And here, lower, on the left: the deeper throb where Dagon's blade had found its home.

I sat with my hand over that one for a while, doing sums that would not come out. A saber thrust from a man like Dagon does not leave survivors to inventory it. He did not miss. Dagon had never missed anything in his life; missing was not in him. And yet the wound sat a two-finger span wide of my heart, angled out instead of in, a deep ugly furrow where there should have been a door: as if the point had entered true and then been turned.

It was days before I found them, going through my ruined coat for anything worth keeping: the bone ring and the silver, still folded in the lining over my heart where I had carried them since a market square in Renere. The silver ring bent nearly double, its old sigils sheared. The bone ring cracked through, clean, like something struck by lightning in miniature.

Stapes had told me the ring would open one gate for me, and not one stride more. He had undersold it, as careful men do. I have never told him what his clean thing was finally spent on. If this account ever reaches him: it was not wasted, and I know what it cost, and the debt stands.

My clothes lay folded on a chair: someone had cleaned them, or tried; there are stains that argue. Caesura rested on the table beside the bed, where someone who understood such things had placed her within reach of my right hand. My shaed hung from a hook by the door, a piece of tame darkness, waiting to be worn.

Dressing took the better part of forever and hurt for most of it. My fingers trembled against the shirt buttons, fumbling work they had done ten thousand times without thought, and I pressed my hands flat against my thighs and waited out the shaking and tried again, and again after that. It is a small thing, buttoning a shirt. I had crossed into the country where there are no small things, and I have never fully emigrated back.

When at last I pulled the shaed around my shoulders, something in me settled. I remembered what it was to be whole. Or at least (and this distinction is my life's whole terrain) I remembered how to pretend wholeness convincingly.

Through the gap in the shutters I could see the inn's sign swinging gently below: a willow tree wound around with a blooming rose, painted with far more care than the weathered building around it deserved. The Willow Blossom.

I knew it the way you know a thing you were never told. One of Denna's places. One of the collected sanctuaries, the shuttered teahouses and ivy gardens and unfashionable bridges: a place where a thing could be safe without anyone deciding what that meant, kept off every map that mattered, where the Citadel's men would never think to look because there was nothing here to look for. She had spent her whole life assembling a geography of boltholes, paid for in ways I had never been permitted to ask about.

And she had spent one on me.

I lowered myself into the chair by the window and let the quiet settle. My body wanted sleep with the whole of its broken authority. My mind wanted answers. And underneath both, faint but present, was the plain fact that I was alive, which was not hope, exactly. Hope and I were not on speaking terms just then.

But it was hope's younger sister, and she sat with me a while.

Then the outer door opened, below.

Footsteps crossed the floor of the room beyond mine. Unhurried. Even through boards and a half-shut door I could read that walk, because I had spent a season learning to read exactly that kind of walk in exactly that kind of man: the pace of someone who has never in his life entered a room he did not, in every sense that matters, already own.

And then Denna's voice.

Small. Smaller than I had ever heard it, smaller than I had known that voice could go, and I had heard it whisper across pillows and up through fever and out of the bottom of grief.

"Please. I did what you asked. I just don't understand why it has to be Kvothe."

The chair was behind me before I knew I had risen.


CHAPTER 37

THE WOLF AND THE OWL

I moved to the doorway, though my body begged to be returned to the chair and allowed to let the world sort itself without me. Every step cost. Gritted teeth, shallow breath, one hand on the doorframe to keep myself honest. And Saicere had found my other hand from the table as I passed: drawn the way breath is drawn in the dark. Without thought. Without choice. Some things the hands decide, and by then my hands and I had long since renegotiated our arrangement.

From the doorway I could see the main room plain: a table with two chairs, curtains drawn against the street. And near the far wall, Denna, shoulders pulled in, her whole body drawn tight as a bowstring with nowhere to aim, and over her, his back to me, a tall white-haired man.

I did not need his face. I knew the language of his body from thirty feet, because I had learned it young, in Tarbean's alleys, where grown men cornered children with exactly that lean: unhurried, proprietary, the casual ownership of another person's space. It is the posture of a man who has never once needed to raise his voice to be obeyed, and knows it, and enjoys the knowing.

"You are what I make you," he said. "Nothing more."

The crack of his palm meeting her cheek went through the room loud as a splitting branch. She stumbled, hand flying to her face, and the sound she made was small and broken and worse than screaming. But when she spoke, her voice held, and I want that on the record about her, here, in the middle of the worst page of this story: her voice held.

"Please. I can't do this."

I crossed the room in three strides and drove Saicere's pommel into the back of his skull.

It was a poor excuse for a blow. My body had spent itself days ago and was running on fumes and fury, my grip half-numb, my weight all wrong. But he was an old man, white-haired, past seventy by any honest look at him, and even a weak strike to the base of the skull should have laid him on the boards.

He lurched forward. His cane skittered away across the floor with a clatter like loose teeth. And then he caught himself: straightened, unhurried, rolled his shoulders once, and brushed a fleck of dust from his coat sleeve with two fingers, fastidious as a man leaving a tailor's.

That should have told me something. It told me everything, and I stood there too busy being wrong to hear it. All I registered was the impact still throbbing up through the hilt into my ruined wrist, my whole hand shaking as though the blow had broken me instead, which, in the manner of most of my blows that year, it somewhat had.

Denna grabbed my arm with both hands and pulled, fingers digging in hard enough to bruise. "You have to go." Her eyes were wide, her cheek already swelling red. "Now, Kvothe. Please. You don't know how he is."

But the man was already turning to face me. And everything I knew shifted, all at once, like a wrong note discovered in a song you have loved for years: discovered, and then heard backward through every verse.

Bredon.

The owlish old man who watched rooms from their best corners. The man I had shared wine with through a whole Severen winter, who had taught me the beautiful game across a hundred patient afternoons, whose cane I had heard tapping like tak stones down every corridor of the past year. The man I had been glad to see across a crowded Renere hall: glad, simple as a struck note; I told you so at the time, and I have made you wait until now to know what I was glad to see, because that is how I came to know it, and this story tells the truth in the order the truth arrived.

The man I had called friend.

And behind all those afternoons, out of the flower-sweet dark of a tree I visited once and have paid for ever since, the Cthaeh's old gift finally arrived at its address. He beats her. It had told me so, years before, in its lazy poison-patient voice, and I had torn half the world apart looking for a faceless patron, and never once, not once, in all that winter of wine and games, looked at the smiling old man across the board.

"I see you've finally joined us," Bredon said. He retrieved his cane without hurry, inspected its mother-of-pearl head for scratches, found none. His tone was dry as ever. His eyes were warm the way a winter river is warm. "How wonderfully efficient."

"All those games." My voice came out of me like something torn along the grain. "All that wine. The lessons, the—courtesy." The word broke in the middle. "And none of it was real."

"Kvothe." Denna's hand found my sleeve, pulling. "Please. You promised you wouldn't get involved—"

But my eyes had gone past them both, to the table.

There, sitting in the lamplight with its dark grain drinking the glow, gleaming like oil betraying water: my box. The Loeclos box. My mother's, and her mother's, and back and back to the beginning of the count.

"Why do you have that?" I barely knew my own voice.

Denna looked at the floor, and in her silence I heard whole volumes shelved and burning. "He said he knew people who could open it," she whispered, each word arriving smaller than the last. "Old people. The oldest. I thought—if I could solve it for you. If I could hand you the answer like a gift, all finished, tied—then maybe you wouldn't have to go searching anymore. For any of it." Her breath went ragged. "That maybe you would stay."

There it was. The whole of us, in one ruinous kindness. She had taken the deadliest thing I owned to the deadliest creature alive, for love, to buy me a life where I could stop. And I could not even be angry, because I had done precisely the same in my own coin a dozen times, and we had always, always given each other gifts with the pins still in them.

She leaned into me then, all her slight weight against my chest, her tears soaking warm through my shirt. "Please go." It was barely a sound at all.

And then the cold bit into my hand.

I looked down. On my finger, the water ring, that simple living band of river-blue that I had asked into being and worn like a small kept promise, was crystallizing. Frost crawled across it as I watched, the slow turning of it going still, the aliveness going out, until it sat on my hand dead white, a ring of ice.

My breath stopped. And up out of the deepest shelf of me, from a fireside twelve years gone, the old lore surfaced whole. Signs, the stories say. Blue flame. Rotted wood. Rusted iron, soured wine, blinded eyes.

Water gone to ice.

You will know them by their signs.

"Cinder." The name scraped out of my throat like something exhumed.

His smile spread. Spread wrong, like spilled ink finding the grain of the wood, wider than any human face has hinges for. And then he was not Bredon anymore. It was not glamourie lifting; nothing so clean; it was more as though Bredon had been the painting and the paint simply stopped insisting. The white hair silvered to frost. The merry lines of the face smoothed into something with no age at all. And the eyes: the warm brown eyes I had matched wits with across a tak board went black. Wholly black, iris and white together, black as the spaces between stars.

The thing that had smiled among my family's bodies while the grass died pale around its feet stood in Denna's sanctuary, holding a walking stick, looking at me with an old, old fondness.

The air cracked with sudden cold. I struck at him.

I would like to tell you the fight was close. I would like to tell you I was brave, and clever, and pressed him hard, and nearly had him twice. But you have been with me three days now, and you know by now what kind of story this is, and it is not that kind.

My strikes came wild and vicious and mine no longer: the tremor had wormed up from wrist to forearm, my grip slipping on every impact, and Cinder moved the way water moves downhill, without haste and without waste, each of my blows parting empty air where he had finished being. He did not draw at first. He watched me, stepping through my fury like a man strolling through rain.

"Angry, are we?" He sidestepped another slash, and his voice had gone to the rasp under the rasp, the sound of a frozen river settling. "I can see it in your eyes. Your mother had that same fire, just before she died." A step; a tilt of the head; conversational. "Your grandmother too, come to that. It runs true in the blood. It has never once been enough."

He knew. He had always known: the winter of games, the tak lessons, the allowed victories. He had known whose child I was while I sat across his board being taught, and the whole world tilted again as I understood what my education had been for, and I did the only thing left in me, which was swing harder.

He drew his sword then. One fluid motion, no flourish: a grey blade, dull and lifeless as the edge of a gravestone, a sword that did not catch the lamplight so much as decline it.

Our blades met once. Twice. Each clash sent shivers spiraling down Saicere's slender length, and I felt it through my palms: the wrongness gathering in her, the fine harmonics going sour, the way you feel a wineglass decide to break a moment before it does. She had come to me across three thousand years, folded and patient, and named to break; but there are things in this world older than her name.

On the third clash, Saicere shattered.

She went like trust goes. Like a heart giving up: one bright, terrible, musical sound, and then her pieces were falling around my boots, ringing on the floorboards, bright as tears, and I stood holding a hilt and a hand-span of grey steel and the whole rest of my life.

Cinder's blade was already turning toward Denna.

"Ferula!" I screamed it, flung his name at him with everything behind it, the way I had broken Haven's wall, the way I had split a flying stone, and knew, in the same heartbeat, its perfect futility. A name overheard is not a Name known. I had the sound of him and none of the deeps; I was a child shouting a word copied off a door he could not read; and Cinder did not even flinch. His hand closed on Denna's arm. His grey blade came to rest against her throat, gentle as a bow on a string.

"Drop what remains," he said. Low, and rasping, and no longer performing anything human at all.

I let Saicere's hilt fall from my fingers. It was the loudest sound I have ever made.

My hands were shaking freely now, and my mind spun with them, tuneless, unstrung. And Cinder smiled with evident amusement, and then he turned his face a little upward, as a man does who is calling to someone in another room, and he spoke a name. Once. Twice. Thrice. And each speaking was colder than the last, until the third came out in a voice with no breath in it at all.

"Alaxel. Alaxel. Alaxel."

The air tore like silk.

What poured through the tear made ordinary darkness seem a pale and friendly thing, darkness with grain to it, with weight, wet-sand heavy, hanging in the middle of the room like a wound in the evening. And out of it stepped shadows given form. Figures, I could not count them then and will name them for you later, in their place, and among them, last, one figure whose shadow was absolute. Not cast. Worn. A man-shape mantled in dark that moved a half-beat behind him, like smoke around a slow flame, hiding his face beneath its hood of nothing.

I have thought many times, in the years since, about how to describe Haliax, and every draft has been thrown away, and the truth is simpler than the stories allow.

He entered the room, and the room ceased to matter.

The lamp still burned; I could not have told you what light was for. Denna's blood still moved; I could hear my own no longer. Something pressed against my chest when he spoke, heavy and close, like deep water, like the hour after midnight given mass, and breathing became a thing I had to do on purpose.

"Do you have what we seek?"

Cinder inclined his head (and there was no mockery in him now; that was the worst of it; the thing that mocked everything alive stood reverent) and held out the Loeclos box in one white hand, and gestured with the other to me, to Denna, to all of it.

"I do, Lord Haliax. All of them."

Haliax turned his attention to me.

Being seen by him was like being known by the dark: not looked at; known, the way the bottom of a well knows the stone you drop, entire, at once, without appetite and without mercy and without the smallest possibility of having been misunderstood. I had spent my whole life wanting to be seen truly. I withdraw the want.

When he spoke again, it was not to me.

"Bring them. Bring everything."

Cinder's blade pressed closer against Denna's throat, and a thin line of red opened under its edge: casual, exact, a signature. "You heard Lord Haliax," he said to me, and his voice had put its lightness back on, pleasant as a man giving directions to a lost stranger. "Walk with us. Or watch her bleed out on these boards." A pause, courteous. "Your choice."

He began backing toward the rift, dragging Denna with him. It hung in the air behind them, thick and grainy, and when Cinder stepped into it he did not pass through so much as sink: the darkness taking him with a hungry, gradual weight, like deep mud, like sleep.

Denna's eyes found mine through her tears. The dark was at her waist. Then higher.

Then she was gone into it, and the rift hung waiting, and the room stood very quiet around a broken sword and a dead white ring and me.

I followed.

Of course I followed. You knew I would; she knew; the thing in the shadow knew; there was never a version of the world in which I did not follow, and that, perhaps, is the true answer to the question I have turned over every night for all the years since. Because I have never once been able to figure out where I went wrong.

Whether it was following. Whether it was everything before.


CHAPTER 38

THE WEIGHT OF SHADOWS

I have told you how it feels to walk into the Fae: the sky changing between one stride and the next, the light coming from nowhere and belonging to everything. That crossing is a door between rooms in the same great house.

This was not that. This was being taken out through the walls.

You do not fall through a rift. Falling is a thing the world does to you, and there is no world there to do it. There is no down to agree on. The dark has grain and weight, wet-sand heavy, and it moves through you as much as you through it, and it is thick as warm tar and patient as debt, and it knows you. That is the part I would unlearn if I could. It knows you, not with malice and not with welcome, but the way the sea knows its drowned: entirely, and without comment.

I reached, out of habit older than sense, for Names. For the wind, first, always the wind. There was no wind there. Not absent the way it is absent in a sealed room, where it waits behind the door. Absent the way a word is absent from a language that never needed it. Stone, iron, water: I ran my mind along the shelf where my little learning lived and found the shelf itself gone. Whatever held that place together was older than naming. So young it had not yet grown into itself; so old it had been overlooked in the making. The University could not have taught it because the University is built of the world, and this was the space the world was built in.

Denna was somewhere near me in it. I could not see her or hear her or touch her. I knew it anyway, the way you know a note is coming before the string is struck.

Then the world remembered itself, and I landed.

Cold struck my face like an open palm. The darkness peeled away in layers, each one revealing more of the same: bare stone, high air, a moon hanging low and swollen on the horizon, its light lying cold across a cracked mountainside. My knees took the landing badly and my ribs made me pay for it, the familiar grinding stab where things had broken and been asked to keep working anyway. I stayed down a moment on my hands, breathing, taking the tally I always take. Shoulder: burning. Side, where Dagon's blade had written its receipt: burning. Right hand and wrist: shaking, useless for fine work. Sword: none. Saicere lay in pieces on a floor in Renere, half a world or half a word away, and my hip still expected her weight the way your tongue expects the tooth.

The ground under my palms felt wrong before I understood why. The stone was too smooth. Its edges were too clean, its angles too deliberate: not carved, nothing so crude as carved. It felt the way the Underthing's oldest passages feel, the way stone feels when it has not been cut into a shape but persuaded into one and has never quite gotten over it. The earth there still remembered the Shapers' hands. I lifted my head and looked out and down, and saw clouds. Below me. Moonlit, spread out like a sea of milk, with black ridgelines breaking through them like the backs of whales, range after range, all of it beneath us. The air was thin and tasted of iron and old snow. Thinner than Haert. Thinner than the passes of the eastern mountains. Only the Stormwal stood higher than the places I had been, and nothing lay beyond the Stormwal but the ragged edge of every map I had ever trusted.

We were past the end of the road. Past the end of all of them.

A red flame guttered to life ahead of me, bright as fever-dreams. Haliax cupped it in his shadowed palm, and I watched the light struggle against the dark that clung to him: actually struggle, the way a swimmer struggles, winning by inches and losing by yards. Where it won free it threw wild splinters of light across the broken cliff, and in those splinters I saw the others.

I told you, when they first came through the tear in Denna's room, that I could not count them then, and that I would name them for you in their place. This is their place. You have wanted these names since you were small and someone frightened you sweetly by a fire, so attend, because I bought each one at full price.

Nearest me stood a woman with eyes the color of wet slate, steady and unblinking as a painting's. Her mouth was covered: stitched over with a patch of pigskin, the sutures old and cracked and orderly, gone grey as the rest of her. Grey Dalcenti, the stories call her. The one who never speaks. I would learn before that night was out what she used instead of a voice, and I would give a great deal to unlearn it.

Beyond her, a woman who might once have been beautiful the way autumn is beautiful. Usnea. You knew her first by her breath, which reached you before she did: sweet, and wrong, the ripe sweetness of an orchard windfall three days gone. Things near her were always slightly further along than they should have been: the leather of her belt cracking as I watched, the way leather cracks over years.

Two more: a heavy man who stood with the settled patience of a boulder, whom I heard the others call Stercus; and a pale woman, Alenta, whose face I would happily trade away half of what remains of my memory to stop seeing, for reasons I will come to. The stories give the Chandrian signs, and the stories are right, but I can swear to only some, and I will not pretend to more than I saw. What I saw was this: nothing lived near them. Not lichen on the stones where they stood, not the little whining midges that find you even on high snow. The mountain around them was silent the way a house is silent when everyone in it is dead.

And at the edge of it all, far from the others, one more figure: a man I never heard speak and never saw clearly, who carried a small lamp, and the flame in that lamp burned blue. Not the blue edge a hot flame keeps for a moment. Blue entire, blue all the way through, steady as sin. I had seen fire burn that color once before, when I was eleven, in a clearing full of everything I loved.

Cinder you know. Haliax you have just met.

That is seven, and now you have had them all, and I hope they sit as poorly with you as they have sat with me, because a burden shared is a burden shared, and I have carried this one long enough.

"We move," Haliax said. "There is much yet to do."

A hard edge pressed between my shoulder blades. Dalcenti had come around behind me without any sound at all, not quiet footsteps; no footsteps, and when I turned my head she gestured forward along the cliff path with a short silver blade, a small smooth motion, too smooth, the way a shadow on a wall moves when the candle does.

I walked. What else was there? Each step crunched on loose stone, and the sound was too loud in all that mountain quiet, and my hands had taken up their trembling again, deep and steady, a tremor with opinions. I pressed them flat against my thighs as I walked and they trembled against my thighs instead. I had nothing left to quiet them with. The last of the bitter draught Denna had tipped into me at the Willow Blossom was a day behind me, and the want of it sat in me alongside everything else, one more creditor in a crowded room.

My shaed hung around my shoulders, and I will tell you a strange thing: it was the only thing on that mountain that was not afraid. It lay against my back easy as evening, drinking the moonlight, at home. It was made of night by a creature older than most of the things walking ahead of me. I took what comfort in that I could, which was not none.

Denna drifted to my side. Her face was bloodless in the moonlight, her arms wrapped around herself against a cold that was only partly the mountain's. The thin line at her throat where Cinder's blade had signed her had dried black.

"I didn't know." Her whisper came out desperate, pitched under the wind for me alone. "I swear to you, Kvothe. I didn't know what they were. What he was."

"You couldn't have." I said it gently, and it was a lie, and I built it well, the way I build all my best lies, out of parts that are true. She couldn't have known. Also: I had known there was something wrong in her patron since a demon-haunted tree told me so in a flowered dark, and I had hunted him down every road but the one he was standing on, and none of that was her fault, and all of it had come to this. "You trusted him. We both did."

Her eyes went to the shapes moving ahead of us in the dark, and her voice cracked along an old fault. "I never meant for any of this."

"I know," I said. And I did know, and knowing changed nothing, and we both walked on inside that arithmetic.

She was quiet for three steps. Four. Five. When she spoke again the words came halting, each one set down carefully, like a debt being confessed to a lender who already has the ledger open.

"He had me searching. For years, Kvothe. I thought it was scholarship. I told myself it was scholarship. Old families with older names. Loeclos. Lackless, Laclith, all the branches of that tree. Songs about Lanre that nobody sings anymore. The kind old women won't finish. The kind that make them cross themselves and find something to stir."

The song. You will remember the song: I have never been able to forget it, though it has been years since I could call up the tune. The song she built in Severen, the one we broke ourselves against, the one quarrel of ours that never healed clean. She had made Lanre a hero in it, wronged and grieving, and I had hated it with my whole chest and told her so in the worst way I have ever told anyone anything. I had thought her patron wanted a song.

He had wanted a net. Something old and sweet and wrong, cast into the world to see what rose toward it. And she had woven it for him out of her own gift, not knowing, the way I had done every terrible thing I have done: with both hands, and for someone, and blind.

I did not say any of this to her, there on the mountain. There are things you do not hand a person while they are still carrying the weight of them.

Ahead of us Cinder turned, walking backward a few paces with the loose grace of something that has never once worried about its footing. His smile cut through the dark.

"Patience," he called, and the word came out sweet and spoiled, fruit from Usnea's orchard. "All things reveal themselves to those who wait."

"Why should we believe anything you say?" It left me before wisdom could vote. Days of running and bleeding and losing had worn my sense down to the wick. "You're Chandrian. Betrayers. Murderers."

The grin dropped off his face like paint off old wood.

Haliax did not turn. But his shadow thickened around him, and I watched it happen: watched the moonlight come down and simply fail to arrive anywhere near him, watched stars at the horizon go out behind the spreading of him like candles being pinched.

"You parrot the Amyr's lies." His voice had gone hollow, wind across the mouth of a well. "Their careful stories, polished by their tame priests for three thousand years. You know nothing, boy." The shadow surged, and the night got a size larger in every direction. "We gave everything. Our names. Our lives. Our deaths, even those. All of it spent to save people who called us monsters before the blood was dry."

"And now you slaughter innocents." My own voice came out of me strange, and I barely knew it: low, and level, and shaking underneath like my hands. "Families. Children."

I was eleven again as I said it. That is how it works, you know; the old wounds don't heal, they just learn to dress like scars. I reached, the way I have reached ten thousand times, for my mother's face to set behind those words: her voice, the particular lilt of it when she sang against my father's harmony.

And found the smooth worn place where her voice used to be.

They had that too, now. Not the Chandrian: the fog under Renere had taken it, and taken it forever, and I stood on a mountain at the end of the world accusing her murderers with a mother I could no longer hear. I want to tell you the fury that came then was clean. It was not. Fury needs something to stand on.

Haliax walked on, and his shadows flickered around him like dying coals being breathed on.

"You think we burn without reason?" The hollowness in his voice had changed. It was not anger. I have thought about it for years and the nearest I can come is this: it was the voice of a man reciting the terms of a contract he signed long ago, and has kept, and hates. "You could not endure one day of the life we've lived. One day, boy. And you would beg the way I have heard whole cities beg."

I drew breath to answer, I have never in my life not drawn that breath, and cold steel pressed up under my ribs, finding the gap with a surgeon's certainty, and Usnea's breath arrived warm against my neck, carrying its sweetness of decay.

"Another word," she whispered, in a voice like the last thing a rotting log says when you step through it, "and I'll cut one of her pretty ears clean off."

I said no other word.

There is a particular helplessness in being threatened by something that has been alive longer than your language. Every clever answer I owned was younger than her boredom. All my wit, all my Names, all the University's gilded arrogance, and there I stood: a boy with ruined hands being herded up a mountainside like a sheep that had wandered into the wrong pasture and would not even be missed until shearing.

We walked. The wind came across the mountain face in long bitter reaches, coiling around us like something that had learned to hate, and, I say this as a man who has known the wind by name, up there, past the end of the maps, I was no longer entirely sure it hadn't.

  *

The path climbed for most of an hour, then bent around a shoulder of stone and gave onto a flat expanse of raw rock, strewn with outcrops and jagged risings that jutted up like accusations. Haliax stopped at its far edge, looking down at something I couldn't yet see. The others arranged themselves around the rim of whatever it was, unhurried, each to a place, the way a troupe takes the stage for a show they have run a thousand nights.

I approached the edge, each step measured, and looked over.

Someone had carved a circle out of the earth. I say carved because I have no better word, and I say someone because the alternative is worse. It was precise past anything nature does: a great round bowl sunk into the living rock of the mountaintop, its walls banked high and even, wide enough to seat a thousand ghosts. Looking at it, my stone ring woke against my finger. Warm, and faintly humming, the way it hummed when I passed my hand over living rock. The stone of that place remembered being shaped, and it had liked it, and it had waited a very long time for its makers to come back.

And at the bowl's center lay a darkness that made the night sky above look like noon.

"Come," Haliax said. "It is time."

We went down the crater's inner slope in a hiss of shifting scree, and with every step downward the place got larger. I do not mean it looked larger. Spaces like that are bigger inside than out, the way fears are, the way churches try to be. By the time we reached the bowl's floor, the rim seemed a mile above us and the sky had shrunk to a round coin of stars, and the silence had changed key.

Haliax bent and set a pale candle on the bare rock. Its flame stood up red and unnaturally tall, burning without fuel to spare, and the shadows it threw all leaned away from him, which is not the direction shadows lean.

Then he lit a second candle, and this one was black, a deep, greasy black, the black of tallow rendered from something I refuse to guess at, and I will not say the black flame burned, because it did not burn. It did the other thing. It ate. Light around it went into it, the way sound goes into snowfall, the way memory goes into years. Watching it was like listening to silence eat a song.

And as it fed, the darkness at the crater's heart began to give up its furniture.

What I had taken for scattered boulders rose out of the black and became obelisks. Standing stones, each the size of a poor man's house, arranged in two perfect rings, one inside the other. And I knew their shape before I could see it whole, because I had been sleeping inside that shape my entire life. Every waystone on every road I have ever traveled was a mile-marker pointing here. Every greystone pair that ever sheltered my family's wagons was this place's smallest grandchild.

And at the heart of the innermost ring stood the largest stones of all: two great uprights and a single vast lintel across them. A trilithon, the scholars would say. A door, says everyone who has ever actually looked at one.

Beneath the lintel, where you should have seen through to the other side of the ring, hung a curtain of shadow. It did not move like cloth. It moved like the surface of deep water seen from beneath, at night, by something sinking.

I knew what I was looking at. Understand: I had earned this knowledge, paid for it across half the world in blood and friends, chased it through libraries and archives and the memory-sung lineages of the Adem, hunted the smallest fragments of it into the corners of dead languages. And all of it, every path, every clue, every cost, had only ever pointed at a phrase. Four words that turn up at the bottom of things the way bedrock turns up at the bottom of digging.

The doors of stone.

There are stories where the hero arrives at such a place and feels destiny rise in him like a tide. I felt my hands shaking, and the wind off the stones, and the particular sick smallness of a man who has spent his whole life asking a question and is about to be answered whether he can bear it or not.

Haliax stood looking up at the sky for a long moment, at stars I couldn't see, tracing patterns in the dark that meant nothing to me and everything to him. The red candlelight guttered against his shadow and lost.

"The time has come," he said. "Bring the boy. Bring the box."

Stercus took my left arm. Alenta took my right, and her grip was final, that is the only word, a grip like a lid closing, and between them they brought me forward across the ancient floor of the bowl to where Haliax waited, still as waiting itself, the Loeclos box a small dark weight in his shadowed hand.

Three thousand years of my mother's family had kept that box. Kept it through the fall of kingdoms, through name-changes and flights and the slow erosion of everything else they knew about themselves. Locked away behind doors and riddles and children's rhymes, held so close and so long that they forgot what holding it was for.

"You will open it," Haliax commanded.

The box drank the moonlight and gave back nothing. "I don't know how," I managed, through the tightening cage of my own chest, and it was even true.

Cinder's laugh went up against the standing stones and came back down in pieces. He strolled closer, his pale face alight with an anticipation I can only call delight, because it was delight, and that is the worst thing I know about him.

"That's no trouble at all," he said. "We'll teach you."

I did not see the signal. Alenta's hand slid from my arm to my right wrist, holding it out and open as though we had rehearsed, and her other hand drove her blade clean through the middle of my palm.

I screamed. I am not ashamed of it; you would have screamed, and the stones were used to it. First came the heat, bright and total, a star being born in the meat of my hand. Then the cold behind it, absolute, pouring into the hole the heat had made. My fingers went distant, no longer entirely mine, a country I had lost in a treaty. Alenta withdrew the blade with the neat economy of a seamstress finishing a stitch, and turned my hand palm-down over the box, and my blood fell onto the dark roah wood in fat slow drops.

The box drank them. I felt it drinking. Parched earth does the same with the first rain, and you can stand there and watch the water vanish and the ground darken, and that is what my blood did: it vanished, and the wood darkened, and something in the box rolled over in its sleep.

"Open it," Haliax said again.

I said nothing. I was gasping, and the world was swimming, and the pain in my hand was ringing up my ruined wrist to join the tremor already living there, and the two of them together were making a sound in my bones like a badly tuned string course.

"Open it." This time the voice came in under everything, wrapping around my mind like wire around a wrist. "Or we give her the same lesson."

His shadow-wrapped arm rose and pointed, past Cinder, past the stones, to where Denna stood small at the gathering's edge with her hands knotted against her chest.

"No." It came out cracked. I found more voice somewhere and spent it. "No. I'll open it. Keep her out of this."

"Then speak the word you know."

I met Denna's eyes across the bowl of that impossible place. They were wide, and dark, and fixed on me with a faith I had done nothing to deserve and everything to invite. That is the true shape of my crime with her, if you want it: I spent years teaching her I could do anything, because her believing it was the sweetest music I knew. And now she believed it, here, at the end, where it would cost.

I closed my eyes. And I reached out with more than hands.

My blood was in the box. And blood remembers. That is not metaphor; I want you to understand that nothing in this part is metaphor. Blood keeps its own accounts, older and truer than the mind's: the mind can be robbed, I am proof of it, but blood is a ledger written too deep for thieves. The connection was simply there, waiting, humming between what was left inside me and what was now soaked into the wood, and I let my mind flow out along those crimson paths the way water follows grooves it has already carved.

My hands were shaking badly. For once I let them. All of me was in the reaching, and there was nothing left over to spend on holding myself together, and it turns out you can go a surprising way on nothing if you stop paying that particular tax.

The box opened itself to my knowing in layers, like a shy thing deciding. First the grain of the roah, tight and twisted as a secret kept too long, every whorl of it a year, every year of it a keeping. Then deeper, into the clever dark: mechanisms, if that is even the word, hidden where no tool could reach because no tool had made them. Three locks. Each one listening, they were not shaped to fit keys, they were shaped to listen, and each one listening for something different.

The first wanted a word.

The second wanted a tone.

The third wanted intent.

And then, all at once, the way understanding always finally comes, I knew the box. Knew it completely, every joint and hinge and patient piece of artifice, the way you know a song after the third hearing, the way Elodin had spent years trying to teach me a Name should be known: not learned. Recognized.

And in that moment of perfect knowing, I found something else. Something further in. I saw that I could unmake it.

Not break it. Breaking is nothing; any fool with a hammer breaks. I saw, and I will say this as carefully as I have ever said anything, because it is the deepest water I have ever stood in, I saw how the box was said, and I saw that what has been said can be unsaid. I could unweave it from the world entire. Make it so it had never been. No box, no heirloom, no three thousand years of Lackless women handing silence down to their daughters. The knowledge stood open in me like a door into a bright room, and oh, I wanted it. I want to be honest with you about how much I wanted it. Not for safety, not for strategy. For spite. I wanted to stand in the wreck of everything and watch Haliax, who had taken my family, my troupe, my whole first life, and called it necessary, I wanted to watch his face as the thing he had schemed three thousand years for simply ceased. Had never been. Would never be.

I want it still, some nights. That is the confession under all of this, and now you have it.

But I opened my eyes, and Denna's face was there across the stones, and the memory of a grey blade resting against her throat gentle as a bow on a string. If the box went, they would have no further use for the boy who opened boxes. They would have one use left for her, and it would be brief.

The price of that one perfect spite would be paid in her blood. The cost was too high.

It would always be too high. It is the only sum I have never once gotten wrong.

So I did the other thing. I gathered what was left of my voice, and I spoke the name the box had kept hidden for three thousand years: the sound the roah wood had been holding in its grain since the day some grieving Loeclos hand sealed it, the way amber holds a fly.

No, I will not tell it to you. Not because I am hoarding it, and not because you would misuse it. Because it is not mine to spend twice, and because some words are like arrows: you may carry them, but once loosed they belong to the wound.

The word carried its own tone; my voice was trained by better masters than the Chandrian ever had, and it knew what to do with a word like that without being asked. And as for intent: I was a broken man opening the last door of his mother's house at knifepoint to save the woman he loved. Intent was the one coin I had in abundance.

The word fell into the box like a key into its proper lock. All three listeners heard what they had waited for.

The Loeclos box opened with a sound like every lock in the world agreeing, at once, to betray its door.

I flinched. I stood hunched against revelation, waiting for the sky to crack, for the world to come apart at its seams like... well. Like a box. Instead there was only a small dark interior lined with a material I have never been able to name, something that had never known human touch and declined to begin with mine.

And nestled inside, a shard of black stone no larger than a broken promise.

I had expected revelation. Some thunderclap of understanding that would pull the whole tangled skein of my life suddenly straight, that would make sense of the blood and the rhymes and the not-tallying, the doors and the riddles and my mother's careful silences. But the truth, as always, was smaller than the stories we tell about it. The truth is always smaller. That is how you know it from the stories: it fits in a box.

Haliax lifted the shard out with a reverence I had not imagined his hands could hold: the reverence men reserve for holy things and damned ones, which are handled the same way, and for the same reasons.

"Our suffering ends tonight," he said.

Then he turned. "Bring her."

"No." I was moving before the word finished, scrambling toward him across the stone. "You promised. You have the box, you have your stone—"

They did not even do me the honor of a fight. Stercus took me by the shoulder and the belt and threw me aside the way you toss a letter already read, and the ancient floor of that place punched the air out of my lungs and held it for ransom. By the time I had bought enough breath back to lift my head, Denna was standing before the trilithon, her thin shoulders drawn up against the cold, the low moon finding every sharp edge of her. And there was nothing left anywhere in me to spend. No Names. No strength. No cleverness. I had opened their box for them to keep her safe, and I lay on the stones learning what their promises weighed.

"Cinder speaks well of your talents." Haliax stood beside her, and he held out the shard so its edge caught a dark gleam that was not quite the candle's. "Now you will sing. Look upon the door, and give it words that are forsworn there."

She was trembling. I could see it from where I lay. "I don't understand."

"Look at it." His shadowed hand caught her chin, gently, which was worse, and turned her face toward the arch. "See it truly."

Tears slipped down her cheeks. But her gaze went distant, and then fixed, and then something in her face began to change, smoothing, opening, the way a page smooths under a copyist's hand, as though the arch were reading her, or she it, or as though between the two of them something was being rewritten. Ten heartbeats passed. The silence in the bowl deepened until I could hear the red candle's flame.

Then Dalcenti went to her. Grey and soundless as her whole self, the one with no voice of her own. And she placed one hand flat against Denna's throat, and the other at the small of her back, adjusting, settling. I have seen ten thousand musicians take up their instruments, and my body understood what my mind refused: that was a player's hold. The mute one was the musician among them, and Denna was to be the instrument, and I lay on the stones of that place and could not even scream, because Usnea had made the price of my voice clear, and the price was pieces of her.

Denna's eyes found mine one last time across the dark.

Then it took hold of her the way a current takes a swimmer, you know the moment; the moment the swimming stops mattering, and she drew in one long shuddering breath and opened her mouth.

What came out of her was not song. I need you to understand this, and I am the only person alive qualified to tell you. I have given my life to music. I have played it, breathed it, built it out of catgut and grief with my own hands; I know what song is the way I know what my name is. And I tell you that what Denna sang beneath the doors of stone was music the way a knife is a dining utensil. Everything about it was correct. Nothing about it was for that.

Three notes. Only three, perfect and terrible, at intervals no scale owns: each one arriving like a thing that had been walking toward us for three thousand years and was not tired. They did not echo off the standing stones. The stones took them in, the way the black candle took light, and passed them inward, ring to ring, to the curtain of shadow beneath the arch.

And the curtain moved.

It bulged outward, slow and vast, deep water deciding to stand. The ground under my hands began to shake, not the sharp shudder of an earthquake but a long rhythmic rolling, over and over, patient, and from beyond the door came a sound I will be hearing on my last night in the world. A heartbeat. If hearts could be the size of mountains, and had waited, and knew.

Denna's three notes ended. She folded quietly at the knees, and Dalcenti let her fall, the way a player sets down an instrument that has served its purpose, and no one stopped me as I dragged myself across the stones to her. She was breathing. Her lips were bloodied where the song had left her, and her eyes when they opened were her own, and I held onto her with my one working hand and we watched the door of doors come open.

They poured through.

I will not describe them well. Be glad of that. Things with too many joints, or not enough. Things that moved the way reflections move on troubled water, so that following them made my eyes water and my stomach lean. Behind them came shapes that were nearly animal, nearly, which is so much worse than not at all, wrong in the number of their legs, wrong in the hinging of their jaws, wrong in the simple fact of their being on this side of that curtain. They came out in a tide and kept coming, spilling up the bowl's slopes and over its rim, outward, into the mountains, into the night, into the world that had forgotten to expect them. The Chandrian did not so much as turn their heads. You do not watch weather you have ordered.

Denna's hand closed on mine hard enough to hurt, and I was grateful, because the pain was human-sized and nothing else in that crater was.

And then, stepping through the pouring horrors like a shepherd wading through his flock, came Iax.

I knew him before anyone spoke. There was no one else he could have been. His flesh hung about him in tatters that might have been shadow and might have been skin and might have been the difference between the two, worn thin. His arms were too long, reaching arms, arms that had once stretched out and gathered in the moon, and beneath hair black as the spaces between stars, his face wore a grin that had nothing whatever to do with joy. It was the grin of the boy at the end of the old story, the one who wanted, and took, and broke the world along the crease of his wanting. Old wives tell that story to make children glad of their beds. No one ever tells the children the tale's true end: that the boy is still there, behind the last door, being patient.

The Dreamer looked out at the ruined night, at the fleeing tide of his companions, at the standing stones, with the mild interest of a man waking in a room he only half remembers furnishing.

"Welcome, Dreamer," Haliax said. And for the first time in all that long night, I heard something come into his voice that had not been decided on beforehand. It took me a moment to name it, in him, of all creatures: reverence.

Iax's gaze crossed us all and settled on Haliax, and when he laughed, the sound was rust on iron. It was doors remembering how to open.

"Lanre," he said, darkly amused, tasting the name like an old vintage. "How fitting. That you of all men would stand here, among the ruins you wrought, to set me free."

"Not free." Haliax's shadow pulled close around him, and the shard of black stone rose in his hand. "Not yet, Dreamer. Our curse has run too long. Our torment has no floor to strike. I ask your boon."

The grin widened by a tooth. "Ask, then, hero of old."

Haliax stood straighter. And here is a thing I did not expect to see and have never stopped seeing: as he gathered himself to ask, something moved at the core of all that shadow. Something fragile. The dark around him had always seemed like armor, like power, like the night given a spine. In that one moment it looked like nothing but bandages.

"Shatter the curse." His voice did not rise. It had carried cities to the ground without rising; it was not going to begin begging now, and yet. And yet. "Burn these shadows off me like fog. And let me pass, at last, through the doors of death."

There it was. Three thousand years of blue flame and blood and ruin, the monster under the world's bed, the name that mothers will not say. And his one wish, the wish under all of it, was the smallest and commonest wish there is. The one thing every farmer gets free.

An ending.

Iax considered him with the patience of a creature that has nothing left but patience. Then he spoke a single word.

I cannot tell you the word. Not this time because I am keeping it, but because I never had it: the air itself screamed when he said it, screamed and buckled, and the word went by me the way lightning goes by, known only by its wake. He took the shard of black stone from Haliax's hand and crushed it to dust between fingers that were not entirely there.

The dust did not fall. It scattered on a wind that came from nowhere and went nowhere and meant nothing, and was gone, and its going left the night poorer in some way I have no ledger-line for.

And the shadow that had wrapped Haliax since before the founding of empires began to peel away.

It came off him like paint off a burning house, in long blackened curls that thinned and rose and were not. And beneath it: I do not know what I expected beneath it. Fire. A void. The face that three thousand years of fearful art had tried to paint, and always wisely left unfinished.

Beneath it stood a man. Just a man. Not tall. Old, old the way hills are old, worn rather than aged, and tired past any sleep's mending, and broken in ways that had nothing to do with bones.

He reached up with trembling fingers, his hands shook; his hands shook like mine, and touched his own cheek. The way a blind man touches a face he is remembering. The way you touch a thing to make sure you are not dreaming it. He felt the wind on his skin, the plain cold mountain wind, and a sob came out of him, small and private and devastating, the sound a man makes when the pain finally stops and the stopping hurts too.

"It has been so long," Lanre whispered. "Too long."

He turned then. He looked at the stones, and at the open door, and at the horror-emptied night, and, briefly, only briefly, at me, though I have never decided what was in the look. And on his ruined face there rose the kind of smile you see, once or twice in a life, on men who have finally set down a burden they were never built to carry.

"Someone end it," he said. "Please."

Cinder obliged.

He was three steps away, and then he was not, and his grey blade went in under the old man's breastbone, angled up, precise as everything he has ever done. He held Lanre through it. I will grant him that one thing and no other, in all this account: he held him, the way you hold a comrade, and he did not let him fall so much as lay him down.

Lanre died smiling. Whatever else is true, and I have spent years now sorting what else is true, hold onto that, because it is the realest thing I know about him. Denna's song made him a hero, and I broke us both raging against it. Skarpi's story made him a monster, and I built my life on believing it. And at the end he was an old man on cold stone who wanted only what the meanest beggar in Tarbean gets without asking, and could not have it until his own creature gave it to him like alms.

I did not envy him then. Then, I was only cold, and bleeding, and holding Denna in the dark of that terrible bowl while the black candle guttered.

The envy came later. It comes, some nights, still.

The candle hissed out, and the shadows stirred, and above us on the wind I heard the first of the horrors, far away, finding the world.


CHAPTER 39

CINDER

"We're free," Cinder said.

His voice broke on the word. I want you to sit with that as long as I had to. I had heard that voice stay level while it ordered my mother's death. I had heard it make pleasant conversation over a blade at Denna's throat, heard it amused, heard it bored, heard it be twelve winters of my nightmares without once losing its footing. And it broke (on free) like any man's voice breaks, like a boy's.

He turned to the others, and they came together in the ruin of that place, and they embraced.

There was a desperate tenderness in it that they did not deserve. That is not a performer's flourish; I mean it plainly. Cities had crumbled at their touch. Whole languages had died to keep their secret. My troupe had burned to nothing on a whim of theirs between one town and the next, my father's hands stilled, my mother's songs put out. And there they stood at the top of the broken world, holding each other like survivors pulled one by one from a flood, shaking, some of them weeping, if the things they had instead of tears can be called weeping. Three thousand years is long enough to make anything pitiable. I have not forgiven the world for teaching me that.

Around us the mountain wore its new scars. Several of the standing stones had been toppled: pulled down, clawed down, the way ivy pulls down chimneys, by things that had poured from the door and kept pouring. Where Haliax had fallen, the stone was stained darker than the night around it, and even the creatures went around that place. Beneath the trilithon the black curtain still stood open, and the tide still came: shapes flowing out and up the crater's slopes and over its rim, out into a world that had spent three thousand years forgetting to lock its oldest door.

Denna was on her feet beside me, unsteady, her mouth still bloodied from the three notes. My hands made themselves into fists without consulting me: the left one whole, then, for one more hour; I ask you to remember my left hand whole, holding a fist it had no way to spend.

Because what was I, against the weight of their years? One man, swordless, twice-stabbed, shaking. One man with a pierced right palm and a name nobody would remember and no Name that could touch them. I had thrown Cinder's stolen sound at him once already and watched it land like a child's snowball. One man was nothing.

And then, out of the deep shelves where everything I have ever heard is kept whether I want it or not, a dry voice drifted up. A campfire in the Eld, years gone. Rain on wool, and mercenary patience, and Marten (plain, weathered, unkillable Marten) telling me with a tracker's certainty what he thought of my University sneer.

Call them the proper way, and they will come.

I had laughed at him. Not aloud (I had that much manner) but he had seen it anyway, the way he saw everything, and he had not argued, because men like Marten do not argue about weather. They just carry the oilcloth.

I had spent my whole life putting my faith in the University. In sympathy and sygaldry and cold bright logic, in the belief that the world is a lock and the mind a key. But the Arcanum was two thousand miles away and a thousand years too young. And I stood on a mountain where the stones remembered being persuaded, beside a door that had just opened for three notes and a dead man's hope, on a night when the world had gone thin as the skin of a drum. If ever the old contracts still had force, it was here. It was now. Things were listening.

So I stepped forward, and drew the thin mountain air down to the bottom of my lungs, and I prayed.

I will tell it to you the way I remember it, which is to say imperfectly, because I did not compose it. It composed me. It came up through me the way the box-name had, from below memory, from a barefoot boy in Tarbean sitting among broken men while Trapis told the only story he knew.

"Great Tehlu," I said, "who made the world and stayed to watch it. Whose wings were a roof before roofs were. Be a roof over me now."

The Chandrian went on with their reunion, oblivious. My voice sounded small even to me, one thread of warmth on all that cold stone.

"Tehlu, who looked on the world's sorrow and did not turn away. Who came down into the dirt of it and was born a child of your own making, and walked among us, and knew hunger and cold and all our small ruin."

Nothing. But the words were climbing now, the way flame climbs dry wood, each one finding its footing on the last, and I found I could not have stopped saying them if I had wanted to.

"Tehlu, whom the fire was given and could not keep. Who came out of the burning unkilled. These are the fire's oldest friends. Watch over me."

Cinder's head turned. Slightly. The way a man's head turns at his own name spoken two rooms away.

"Tehlu, who chased the swallower of cities through six cities and out the other side of each, and caught him in the seventh, and bound him to the iron wheel. These walked with him. Watch over me."

They were all turning now. The embrace was ending, arm by arm, and slate-grey eyes and black eyes and eyes I have not told you about were finding me across the broken circle, and every word tore out of me sharper than the last, and I did not stop.

"Tehlu, whose eyes see what is, and not what seems. Look at these. Look at them. TEHLU." My voice went up off the mountain whole, past the rings of stone, past all my training, a shout with nothing performed in it at all. "IT IS DARK, AND THEY ARE HERE, AND I AM ASKING THE PROPER WAY. WATCH OVER ME."

Silence, for the length of one held breath. Somewhere below the world's rim, thunder that had not been there before cleared its throat.

"Kill him," Cinder said.

His voice cut through what was left of the revelry, flat as a man ordering wood split, and they came. Stercus and Usnea closed from either side, fast, far too fast for things that looked the way they looked, while the others fanned wide along the ridge to pinch shut the only way off the plateau. I called the wind: no begging now, no ceremony; by that night the wind knew my name better than I knew it myself, and it knew my straits, and it came like a called dog that has decided the fight is also its own. It caught them both mid-stride. Stercus went up off his feet, all that boulder-weight suddenly a leaf's, and Usnea tumbled the width of the circle across bare stone, grey wrappings snapping, and neither of them cried out, and somehow that was worse.

But the others kept spreading. Four more, patient, wide, and the wind cannot be everywhere, and I had perhaps three more callings left in my body before it stopped answering to anything.

Then light split the world in half.

The first bolt fell like a judgment. I do not reach for that word loosely; I have seen lightning all my life, loved it, called its little cousins down copper wire in Kilvin's shop. This was not weather. It was bright as the birth of stars, bright enough that for one blinded moment the Chandrian were nothing at all but shadows painted flat against a sheet of white fire: six stains on the light, in the shapes of people, the way they must always have looked to anything that saw truly.

A second bolt carved the plateau open, and the crack of it was a word I could not hold, and fire spilled out along the wound in the rock. Across the circle Iax's creatures shrieked (the first sound I had heard most of them make) and recoiled from the light, and then turned on its source with the blind boiling fury of things that have only ever known the dark and have just discovered there is something else.

Then the angels came down.

Eight of them. I counted without meaning to; some part of me will count things on my deathbed. Eight figures descending through their own light, wreathed in flame the way the rest of us are wreathed in air, and their wings (I had always taken the wings for a priest's flourish, paint on a church wall) their wings blotted out the stars in great moving swaths, and each of them carried a sword that burned without fuel and without end, and looking at those swords made my stomach clench like a fist, and looking away was not among the things the world was offering.

Trapis, in his cellar, with his cracked voice and his basin: every word true. I have never decided what to do about that. I am telling you this story instead.

They did not descend like rescue. Understand that. They descended like the other half of the storm, and the mountaintop became a war: angel-fire and old horrors, wings and joints and screaming air, stone melting along bright lines, the whole high bowl of the world ringing like a struck bell. Their war-songs had no words in them. Only fury, pitched like music, which is a thing I wish I did not know.

"Time to go." Denna's hand closed on my wrist, and her whisper had more sense in it than everything I had done that night.

We ran.

We ran the way prey runs, with one single mind between us, toward the ridge, toward anywhere that was not here. Behind us creatures older than names howled at the stars they had been promised. Behind us the mountain shook itself like a wet dog. I had Denna's hand and she had mine and the ground was strewn with fallen stone and none of it mattered, we were going to the edge and over and down, we were going to live in the little way that had always been enough before. Cinder stood in front of us.

There was no crossing. One heartbeat the way was clear; the next he occupied it, unhurried, having moved through the space between in some fashion that space, I feel strongly, should not permit. His nose and mouth still ran black-red where the night's ruin had marked him. It improved him. It made him look at last like what he was.

"You thought you could slip away?" He stalked forward with his grey blade loose in his hand, black eyes gleaming with the pleasure I knew best in all the world, the oldest pleasure I could remember being aimed at me. "Foolish rabbits."

I threw the wind at him. Everything I had left: no fine work, no craft, a flat wall of air with my whole remaining life behind it, a blow that would have sent a horse tumbling. Cinder planted his sword in the mountain's skin and leaned into the gale like a man leaning on a fence, coat snapping straight out behind him, and waited for my strength to end, and it ended.

Then he moved again, that terrible way of his.

But not at me.

At Denna.

I do not remember choosing. There was no choosing in it; I have looked. I threw myself across his line the way you throw a hand over a candle, and Cinder sidestepped without effort, caught my arm as I passed, and redirected me (that is the true and humiliating word, he redirected me, the way a man turns a horse by its own momentum) and I stumbled past him, and pivoted, and his blade had already come and gone.

It was so clean I did not feel it.

That is the truth about the finest edges: they charge nothing at the door. I felt the pull of the stroke, no more, a tug like a branch catching my sleeve. Then heat across the back of my left hand. Then I heard—heard, before any pain at all—the small sounds of three of my fingers striking the stone at my feet.

You will have seen my left hand, these three days. You have been courteous enough not to ask.

There.

Pain arrived a moment later, but it never got a fair hearing, because something else arrived first. It cracked open in the center of my chest, white-hot, wordless, older than the University and older than Tarbean and old as a burning wagon. And the scream that should have come out of me went the other way instead, inward and down, and became something with weight. I crashed into him before his blade could rise again. My shoulder took him in the ribs with every pound I owned, and I felt his balance break, actually break, for the first time in the whole history of the two of us, and his sword went spinning away across the rock, and we went down together in the ruin like brothers.

What happened then was not fighting. I have trained with the best killers in the world, and none of what they taught me was anywhere in it. My right fist (still wearing Alenta's hole through the palm of it, and I felt every knuckle's worth) found his face, and his nose gave under it with a wet crunch. I hit him again. My ruined left hand tangled itself in his white hair, screaming its new scream, and I drove the back of his skull against the base of a standing stone. Once. Twice. I was reaching for his eyes with my thumbs when his hands closed on my wrists.

And his strength was not human. It had never been human. It was simply that he had let me spend myself, the way you let a child exhaust its tantrum, and now the lesson resumed. He threw me aside like bedding and came down on top of me and hammered his fists into my face, methodical, unhurried, and blood filled my mouth faster than I could spit it, and something in my jaw went loose from its moorings, and through the ringing I could hear my own breathing turn wet and wrong.

Then he stopped.

One hand pinned my shoulder to the rock, and he waited. He was waiting, I understood dimly, for my eyes to come back, for the red to clear. He wanted me present. He wanted me to see.

And when my sight steadied, he smiled. The same smile. The one from the fire-ringed dark when I was eleven, the one he had worn among the bodies of everyone who loved me, unchanged, unweathered, kept all these years like a blade in oil.

So I gave him my ruined hand.

I raised what was left of it and drove it into that smile (not a blow; there was no blow left in me) I ground the raw stumps of my fingers across his eyes, my blood into his sight, and he recoiled with a sound I had never heard him make, clawing at his face, blinded for one bare breath. I tried to roll free. His other hand found my throat and slammed me flat, and he snarled—snarled, wordless, the polish gone at last—but behind him, through the red haze and the angel-light, I could see Denna. Low to the ground. Circling wide, along the stones, quiet as everything she had ever kept from me.

Cinder found his sword where it had fallen. He rose, planted one boot on my chest, pinning me to the mountain, and the grey blade went up high against the burning sky, and I looked at it, because I was not going to spend my last moment looking at him.

Then he froze.

Behind him stood Denna. Breathing hard. Swaying. Her hand still wrapped tight around the handle of the knife she had driven into the side of his neck: a knife I had never once known she carried, which tells you, in one small terrible stroke, how much of her I never knew.

"Pity," Cinder said. His voice was conversational, unhurried, with a hand-span of steel standing in his spine. "You would have made a fine apprentice."

And he drove his sword backward.

He did not turn. He did not look. The blade went back under his arm with the same clean economy as everything else he had ever done, and it went into her, and Denna made a small sound: small, folded, private, a sound I will be hearing when every other sound I have ever loved is gone.

What came out of me then had no words in it. It was not the wind's name. I want that understood, because it matters more than anything else I know about Names: I did not call. I had nothing left to call with. The wind came anyway: rose off the whole face of the mountain at once and answered what my voice could not, erupting across the plateau in a gale that tore Cinder off me and off his feet and sent him tumbling like a rag over the broken stone. The wind and I had been master and servant, and then debtor and creditor, and that night, over her, we became something else that I have never found the word for, in any language, and I have looked in them all.

I was beside her before I knew I had moved.

"Help me up," Denna whispered.

Her hands were pressed over her stomach, and her blood came up dark between her fingers, and she said help me up: not save me, not hold me, nothing that admitted anything. I obeyed without thought, because obeying her was the oldest habit I had; I got my arm around her and pulled her to her feet, and closing my ruined hand on her arm sent white fire from wrist to shoulder and I would not sell that pain for anything I own. We stumbled toward the ridge together, her weight coming and going against me, my blood and hers mixing on the ancient stone, going into the mountain with all the rest that mountain has been given.

And yet I turned. At the edge, at the last, with everything in the world telling me to run: I turned. I don't know why. I have never known why I turn; it is the one constant of my whole foolish life; show me a thing behind me that will hurt to see, and I will turn.

Cinder stood in the wreck of the circle, and as I watched, he drew Denna's knife out of his own neck with no more concern than a man removing a splinter from his thumb. He looked at it briefly (a critic's look, almost approving) and tossed it aside. And his eyes came up and found mine across the ruin, and there was no rage in them at all. There was appetite, and there was patience, and I knew then, the way you know winter is coming, that he would never stop. That there was no distance and no ocean and no year that would close this. The first errand of his first night under a free sky would be us.

But I was still looking at him when the cracks in me opened wide.

I have told you about the cracks: the fog under Renere took its pieces of me and left its doors ajar, and the drug and the days had been working at the hinges since. The world thinned. And I saw Cinder as he truly was. Not his face. All the way down, the way I had seen the box, the way seeing happens in the place underneath sleep: I saw a young man in Murella, in a city whose name is not in any book I ever found, and he was (I set this down because it is true, not because I can bear it) he was thought virtuous. I saw the small betrayals come, one and one and one, each with its good reason, each laying its thin coat of blood on his hands like lacquer, until the night he stood under his own people's silver tree with fire in his hands. I saw that first burning open a door in him that never afterward would fully close. And I saw the centuries pour through the gap: torment on torment, year past year past year, the slow patient work of turning a man into an instrument of what once was done to him.

I saw all of it. I understood him entire, the way I had understood Lanre an hour before, and pity stood in me right beside everything else, and I want you to know that I saw the whole of it and cursed him anyway. With full knowledge. With open eyes. Whatever that makes me, I signed it.

I lifted my ruined hand. My blood ran from the stumps in a thin line down my wrist, down onto the mountain, and the mountain took it, and I spoke.

"By my own blood, I bind you. By your own name, let you be accursed."

And then I said his name. Not the little sound I had shouted in Renere, the stolen syllables that had bounced off him like a beggar's curse. In Renere I had a word overheard. Now I had seen him (down the years, through the lacquer, to the root) and the long name at the root of what Cinder was rose up in me whole, and I turned it against its owner like a blade reversed in the hand, and the mountain shuddered to hear it said.

"This is my doom upon you. Your own name will turn against you. You and all who follow you will know no peace. This is my doom upon you!"

Cinder's face changed then, and I watched it happen, and I will not pretend it was no satisfaction. Amusement went first. Rage took its place, and under the rage, rising through it like a stain coming up through paint, was something I had waited twelve years to see on that face and had stopped believing existed.

Fear.

He lunged toward us. And light fell out of the sky. One of Tehlu's angels came down upon him, all wings and wrath and a sword like a piece of the sun, and the place where they met stopped being anything my eyes agreed to report.

Denna tugged my arm. Her voice had already begun its going-away.

"Let's go."


CHAPTER 40

THREADBARE AND BOUNDLESS

We fled the way broken things flee. You have seen it: the struck bird beating its wings against the ground, going nowhere, going nowhere with all its strength, because the one thing its body still knows is that stillness means death.

Of my left hand there is little to say and I will say it once. It was a pulsing heat that kept time with my heart, wrapped in cloth torn from my shirt, and the blood found its way through anyway, the way blood does, and left a trail of dark coins on the stones behind us. Whatever we could not spend in this life, we were paying it out all the same.

Behind us, thunder that was not thunder. Light that burned without flame, throwing our shadows out ahead of us down the mountainside, long and wrong. The war we had started did not need us in order to go on. Wars never do. Around us every scrape of scree sounded like something worse, and some of them may have been; we did not stop to learn.

Denna leaned against me. My legs ached with every step, and I welcomed the aching, because her weight was the proof she was alive, and I would have carried twice of it twice as far for the same assurance. Her hand stayed pressed against her stomach, where Cinder's blade had gone in and come out, and what seeped between her fingers was a darkness that would have looked black at noon.

"I can walk," she whispered.

"Of course," I said, and kept my arm where it was.

We both knew how to lie when lying was a kindness. It was the first language either of us had ever learned.

  *

The mountain gave way to foothills as the first light touched the world's edge. We found a copse of ironwood and desert willow in a dry fold of land, their branches making a shade that was more rumor than shelter. It was enough to stop in. Stopping felt dangerous. Breathing felt important. Breathing meant we were not dead, and I had begun to keep count of the things that meant that, because the list was growing short.

While she rested I looked at Denna's wound properly, in the grey light, with the part of my mind the Medica built.

It was worse than I had feared and better than I had expected. Worse, because it went deep: the kind of deep that speaks in a low voice about organs and arteries, about what is fitted next to what. Better, because she was still conscious, still herself, still enough herself to try a smile when she caught me staring too long.

"That bad?"

"I've seen worse," I said.

Another lie. Another kindness. I had seen wounds like it in the Medica, and I knew the road they traveled: the slow waltz toward fever, the heat, the sweet smell that means the body has opened negotiations with the ground. Arwyl had a voice he used, teaching us those wounds. He never once used it about the patient in the room.

I tore strips from what remained of my shirt, fabric that was by then more memory than cloth. My hands knew the work. That was the mercy of the Medica's way of teaching: my hands knew it and did not trouble my mind for instructions, because my mind was not fit to give any. The stitching was rough. It was rougher than it should have been, done with a thumb and one finger doing the pinching that three fingers used to share: my new hand learning its first task, and its first task was her.

Each pull of the thread drew a sound out of Denna that she tried to swallow before it finished. Each time, she nearly managed it.

I kept stitching. There was nothing else in the world I could do for her, and doing nothing would have killed me faster than the desert ever could.

When it was done, I took off my shaed and wrapped it around her shoulders.

It settled over her the way it had settled over me the first time, in the twilight glade of another world: gently, and all at once, like dusk. Felurian had gathered it out of shadow and starlight and given it to me with instructions I had mostly disobeyed. I had worn it through summer noons and winter nights without harm. It kept its own weather. But watching it lie dark and cool across Denna's shoulders, I felt the first misgiving touch me, light as a moth: I had never asked it to endure a desert.

She looked down at herself: at the black threads holding her together, at the cloak of woven night over ruined traveling clothes.

"I look like something from a story," she said.

"The heroine," I agreed. "The clever one who outsmarts death."

Her smile came up, just barely, one corner only. "You're a terrible liar."

"I'm still learning," I said. "I've had a patient teacher."

She laughed at that: a small true laugh, and it cost her, I saw what it cost her, and she paid it anyway. That was Denna entire, if you want her in a sentence, and you cannot have her in a sentence.

By the time I had bound the wound and settled her to rest, my hands were shaking so hard I could not have held a pen, and sweat ran stinging into my eyes though the morning was still cool. I pressed my palms against my eyes until I saw stars, and breathed, and went on breathing until the breathing was all there was. There is a place past the end of yourself where the counting starts over from nothing. I lived there now. The rent was everything.

  *

The desert began without announcing itself. The foothills flattened, the willow gave out, and then there was sand, and after that there was sand.

I want to give you the size of it, and I cannot, and that is not modesty. I have stood on the Stormwal and seen clouds below me like a sea; I have crossed real seas; nothing taught my eyes what that desert asked of them. An emptiness with no edges. Sand the color of old bones, running out ahead until running out lost its meaning, and the heat rising off it in slow waves that made the air shimmer and lie. The horizon promised water all day long. The horizon was the biggest liar I have ever met, and I say that having been one.

I held the shaed up over us when I could, a stretched scrap of night on my arms, shielding Denna from the worst of the sun's attention. And the shaed began to die.

I noticed it at the edges first: a thinning, a fading, the deep dark going grey like cloth worn past its last thread. Then the small holes came, opening like little wounds, growing wider as the sun leaned on them. It had crossed a battlefield unmarked. It was made of night by the oldest hands I know of, and it had lain across my shoulders on that mountain, easy, unafraid, the only unafraid thing there, and the plain unmagical sun of that desert was killing it by inches, and there was nothing I could do but give it rest. Each evening I folded it away small, and each morning it came out of my pocket whole but weary, like a fever patient who has slept and is not better.

By the second day it barely lasted through the afternoon. By the third I was folding it away before the sun reached full height, and carrying it like a sick thing, and grieving it, quietly, in the part of me that was still keeping accounts. Even magic cannot outlast the desert's hunger. The desert has been hungry longer.

"Bad luck?" Denna asked, watching me tuck it away.

"For the shaed, maybe." I nodded ahead, at nothing, at the shimmer. "Just a bit farther."

She laughed, or tried to. The sound had no water in it. "You're a terrible liar when it matters."

"I'm an excellent liar," I protested. "I'm just choosing not to be."

"That's the worst lie yet."

We walked on. There is no wind in that desert at midday. I have thought about it since, and I believe it plainly now: the wind knows that country and will not cross it in the heat of the day. I had no strength left to call it, and nothing left to pay it with, and for the first time in years the sky over me was simply empty, and I walked under it like any other man, which is a thing I had forgotten how to be.

Denna leaned on me more with every mile. Her fever came up slowly, the way dusk comes, so that there was never a moment I could point to and say there: only, at some point I realized her feet were leaving the ground more than they were finding it, and I stopped noticing when they left it at all. My legs had stopped feeling like legs sometime the day before. They were things that moved when I told them to, thoughtless as breathing, reliable as pain.

I played the games desperate men play with themselves. Count a hundred steps, and you may think about water. Count fifty, and you may remember shade. Count ten, and you may keep walking. Count ten again. Again. The numbers wore smooth with handling and became a song without melody, a prayer without words. And I knew a great deal, by then, about prayers, and something about what they cost, and I counted anyway. My world narrowed to the rhythm of footfalls in sand. To the weight across my shoulders. To the next step, and the next breath, and the next thing I pretended to believe.

I was watching my feet, counting for no reason I could have named, when a voice cut across the silence.

"Ho there! Stragglers in the sand!"

I looked up, fully prepared to learn that the heat had cracked something new loose in my head. The figure shimmered like everything else. But it grew more solid with each blink instead of less, which mirages do not do, until I could make out the pack towering on his back, the brass pots swinging and catching the sun and throwing it back like small rude suns of their own, and the wide-brimmed hat casting the first shadow I had trusted in three days.

A tinker. In the middle of a trackless desert at the end of the world, a tinker, walking toward us as though we had met on the road to Abbot's Ford.

I have given up wondering at tinkers. They are where they are, and the day you need one is the day you learn what you carry.

By the time we reached him Denna was barely conscious against my side.

"Water," I croaked. My voice was sand all the way down.

He had the skin off his shoulder before the word finished, and handed it over without a syllable of bargaining, which I have thought about many times since, tinkers being tinkers. I poured it into Denna's mouth first, a little, then a little more, watching her throat remember what to do. Then I drank. It was blood-warm and it tasted of old leather and the inside of a boot, and nothing in my life has ever tasted so much like living.

"I've little else to spare," the tinker said, with a tip of his head toward the pack. "Some bread hard enough to drive nails. Cloth for your faces, against the sun. The desert gives less than it takes, I'm afraid."

I reached for my purse, knowing already the whole of what I would find. Three iron drabs. A broken gear from a project whose purpose I could no longer name. And a button: a plain horn button, cracked along one edge, that had once closed my father's cloak against the wind of better roads. I had carried it from Tarbean, sewn into linings, moved from coat to coat for a dozen years, and never told a living soul, because a button is a foolish thing to keep and I could not have borne to hear anyone say so.

The tinker's eyes moved across my offerings without landing. I watched him do his tinker's sum, the one they do in a glance: what you have, what you need, what you are.

Then his eyes found Denna's hand, where her silver ring caught the light.

She saw his look. Her fingers went to the ring and turned it, once, twice, a small habit I had seen a hundred times across the years, in taverns and gardens and once in the moonlit dark of the Eolian's stair. She turned that ring when she was thinking. When she was uneasy. When she was about to run. There was nowhere to run now, only the boundless sand in every direction, and I understood, watching her turn it, that I had never once asked her where the ring had come from, in all the years of not asking that made up my half of us.

"Take it," she said. She pulled it free before she could change her mind, and held it out steady. "It was never really mine anyway."

The tinker paused. It was a real pause, the kind that lives on the border between kindness and commerce, and I will not tell you which side of the border he was standing on, because I do not know, and because with tinkers the border itself may be the point. Then he took the ring, and it vanished somewhere about him, and he gave us what he could spare, the skin, the nail-hard bread, two lengths of pale cloth, and he pointed us northwest with one knotted finger.

"Follow the dunes until they dip," he said. "Half a day's walk and you'll find the Tahl. Good people, though strange. They'll help, if help's a thing that can be done."

He went his way, and his pack went with him, jingling its small music of little trades and littler profits, and the desert took him back the way water takes a thrown stone. I stood looking at Denna's hand. Where the ring had been there was a band of skin, pale as the sand was pale.

"I'm sorry," I said.

"Don't be," she said. But her voice was smaller than it had been, and I did not ask, and that is one more thing I carry.

  *

We did not find the Tahl in half a day.

I want to be fair to the tinker: I no longer knew what my half-days were worth. A whole man might have done it by dusk. I was walking on legs that had resigned and stayed on out of pity, carrying a woman who weighed nothing and grew heavier every hour, the way all the truest burdens do.

Denna had gone quiet. Not the quiet of sleep. The quiet of a person saving her strength for one last thing, who has not yet decided what the thing will be. I knew that quiet. I had heard it in the Medica, from the beds by the wall. I talked, to fill it, to keep us both on the near side of it: my jaw was loose in its hinges and every word cost, and words were the one coin I have never in my life run out of, so I spent them.

I told her stories of the University. Of Wil and Sim and games of corners, of Auri on her rooftops, of Elodin and the roof I jumped from to please him. I told her of all the times I had been clever, and all the times I had been lucky, and how long it had taken me to learn which was which, and that I still, on the evidence, had not. I told her how we would walk out of this desert and find water and shade and a bed with actual linen, and how she would laugh at me one day, over wine somewhere with a breeze in the room, about how close we had come to ending in the sand.

She did not answer. Her breath against my neck kept a rhythm, and I walked to it, and it was the last music I had.

When I fell the last time, I knew it was the last time, the way you know a string has snapped and not merely slipped its tuning.

The sand received us without judgment. That is the one kind thing I will say about that desert: it does not gloat. It has seen everything come to it eventually, and it makes room, and it does not ask you a single question.

It would have been easy to close my eyes. Some part of me observed, in a voice too tired to argue with, that I had fought well. That the account, such as it was, could close.

I wrapped my arms around Denna and held on. Above us the sky stretched too blue to look at and too wide to matter, and the sun pressed down with the patience of a thing that has never once been beaten, and has all the time it needs, and knows it.

I thought of my mother singing while she cooked. I am going to tell you the truth about that thought, because I have promised you the truth in this telling and it is too late to begin economizing now. There was no song in it. They took her voice out of me under Renere, and it has never come back. What I had was a kitchen smell, and steam, and firelight on a wagon's wall, and the shape of a woman swaying at her work: joy, with a hole in it where the sound should be. I reached for my father's hands, painting a story on the air, and found the story, and the air, and no hands.

I held what I had. You will find, when you are down to the last of yourself, that you do not grieve the holes. You are only grateful for whatever is still standing around them.

And I thought of Denna. Denna, who was in my arms and leaving them by the slowest road. Denna, who was worth more than the moon, and I had walked one long night with the moon and knew what I was saying.

The desert waited. It is very good at that; it has never lost.

I closed my eyes.

I held her close.

I listened to two hearts beating. Growing slower.

Growing quiet.


CHAPTER 41

SEVEN WORDS FOR SILENCE

The desert had seven words for silence, and we were learning them all.

The first was the silence of absence: a wind too tired to blow, a sky swept clean of everything but light. The second was the silence of waiting, which is the sound a prayer makes after it has been sent and before you admit nothing is coming back. The third was the silence of surrender, which has no sound at all, and is the loudest of the three.

I did not learn these names from the Tahl, though it is the sort of thing they would know. I made them myself, lying in the sand, because naming things was the last work I had left and I have never in my life been able to stop working.

Denna lay against me like a cloth doll worn soft from years of holding, her head lolling on my chest the way dolls' heads do when their necks have given up their last stuffing. The fever had gone into her face and slackened it, stitching her mouth into a stranger's expression she could not control, and I hated the fever for that more than for anything (more than the heat of her, more than the smell of the wound) because it was wearing her face wrong, and her face was one of the few things left in the world that I owned any part of.

I kept her hand in mine. Under the skin of her wrist her pulse went on, threadbare, a rhythm played too soft on a slack string, and I listened to it the way I have never listened to anything, and I have spent my life listening.

Neither of us had moved from where we had fallen. Around us the desert waited the way old things wait. The sun pressed down, merciless as memory.

My throat had forgotten water. Each swallow scraped like sand over stone. And so (because I am what I am, and dying changes that less than you would think) I went looking for water the only way I had left. I let what remained of my mind down into the ground beneath us, searching the dark the way roots search, feeling along the dry strata for the thing all deserts hide. And I found it. That is the bitter joke of that country: the water is there, far down, sleeping in hidden caverns of stone, whole black lakes of it that have never seen a star. I found it, and I knew it (I had known water's name since a rooftop in a thunderstorm) and I reached for the word.

It would not come to the surface. Or I could not carry it there. My voice was a rope too short for that well, and I hauled on it anyway, again and again, until even the hauling was beyond me. So close. I lay in the sand over a lake I could name and not touch, holding a dying woman, and if you want to know what the third silence tastes like, it tastes like that.

Denna stirred. Her lips moved, shaping something: a prayer, or a name, or a song; she came from a praying family, she had told me once, in the way she told me things, which was like a card player showing one card to prove the rest existed. No breath came out to carry it.

Then I heard the voices.

They came threading through the heat-shimmer, rhythmic, rising and falling, rising and falling, steady as breathing: a chant in no tongue I knew, and by then I knew pieces of them all. I lay still and let it wash across me and thought: so this is how it sounds when the mind lets go. It was better than I had feared, dying. It had music in it.

But the chanting did not fade the way a dying mind's kindnesses fade. It held its rhythm. It grew, very slightly, nearer.

I matched my breath to it, and found there was one more word in me after all. There is always one more word in me. It is my particular curse, and that day it was my whole estate. My ruined hand went up into the air, bandages stiff as bark with old blood, a beggar's flag over the sand.

"Help."

It came out cracked down the middle, two dry halves of a word. I drew breath to spend its brother, and my arm gave out, and my own hand fell back onto my face and broke my nose.

I want that set down plainly, because it is true and because no song would keep it: at the end of all my roads, the last blow struck against Kvothe the Bloodless was struck by his own dead-tired hand, and it landed square, and it hurt astonishingly. Blood ran hot over my lips into the sand. Somewhere behind the white burst of it I noted, with the little scholar who never stops taking notes, that the chanting had broken off mid-phrase.

Silence. The waiting kind.

It did not begin again. I lay there in the ringing heat with my blood drying quicker than it ran, and I understood that there had never been any voices. The desert had sent me one last kindness on my way down, the way an innkeeper stands a dying regular his final drink, and I had thanked it with my nose, and now the bill had come.

I looked up into the sky, too blue to look at, and as the sun went strange and dark at the edges I made the third silence mine, and let the sand have us.

But the darkness had a human shape.

And when it leaned down over us, blotting out the terrible sky, its eyes were brown, and curious, and alive.

  *

The woman who held the flask to our lips had hands like old harness leather, creased and brown and worn to the shape of everything they had ever carried. Her thumb brushed the swelling where my nose had broken (one light touch, reading it) and her face did not change at all, which I took then for indifference and know now for courtesy.

She gave us water in small measured portions, a mouthful, then a waiting, then a mouthful more, with the patience of someone who has spent a whole life learning exactly how much kindness a body can survive. She knew what I knew from the Medica and could never have practiced on my own flesh: that a body far enough gone will mistake rescue for attack, that too much given too fast kills as surely as none at all. Mercy, it turns out, is a discipline. Everything worth anything is.

Denna drank like a baby bird, all instinct and need, sputtered, drank again. The fever in her eyes burned bright as new-struck copper. But her eyes were open. She was alive. Alive was the only word that still had any meaning in it, and I said it to myself while they worked, the way the faithful say Tehlu's name. Alive. Alive. It is the only prayer I have ever prayed that was answered while I watched.

There were perhaps a dozen of them, come out of the emptiness with the sun behind them. The Tahl watched us with a steady, unhurried curiosity: not the wariness of villagers, not the appetite of cities; the interest of people who find a strange thing blown far from where it belongs and are deciding, without any fuss, what the wind meant by it. They gave us bread, flat and hard and gritty with the sand that gets into everything in that country, and the old woman ate her own piece alongside us with a slow grinding patience, and I understood that too, later: you do not hand a starving stranger food you will not put in your own mouth. It is a language older than any of the ones that failed us.

And they did fail us, one after another. When I could speak I tried Aturan first. Blank kindness. I tried again, slower and louder, the way fools do (as though volume had ever been a bridge) and heard myself doing it, and stopped, ashamed. Tema got me nothing, nor the temple-formal Tema underneath it. Siaru, nothing, though one man's head tilted as if a single word had rung a far-off bell. I scraped up my beggar's pieces of Yllish and Modegan and got only that same patient watching, and I felt the panic rising through the cracks in me, because somewhere behind us in a tent of worn blankets Denna was burning, and I could not say wound, I could not say fever, I could not say please.

Then a woman stepped out of the group (younger than the rest, a scar through one eyebrow) and made a shape with her hands.

Embarrassed, her hands said. Halting, and far too large, the way a whisper is when it is shouted, but Adem, unmistakably Adem, hand-talk come three thousand miles from Haert to the far side of the Stormwal by whatever roads gestures travel.

I could have wept. Instead I answered, and learned the newest thing my body had to teach me.

Heal, I tried to sign. And my left hand betrayed me. The shape needs fingers I no longer had. What I made with the gaps and the bandages was not a broken word; it was worse; it was the way a word looks when it has been wounded, and the woman's eyes flickered to my hand and back, and her face (Adem-schooled, even here) said nothing, and said it kindly.

I switched hands. I signed with my right, clumsy, backward, a man writing with the wrong hand in a script made of bone and motion. Heal. Please. And because Adem hand-talk was built by a people who understand that meaning outranks grace, she read it.

Her eyes went to Denna and took her in, thread by thread. The dark stain under the makeshift bandaging. The shallow pull of breath that barely stirred the cloth. The fever's signature written across her skin. She spoke to the others in their own tongue, quick and low; voices rose like heat and settled like dust; and then she turned and called two names, and two men came at her word.

Their faces were weathered into the same stone as their desert. They lifted Denna with the tender, certain hands of people who have carried the dying before and do not need to speak of it, careful not to let her fold at the waist, careful of the wound they had not been told about and plainly knew. Her lips parted. What came out had forgotten how to be words. Her eyes found mine across their shoulders, full of questions, and I walked beside her and held her hand and did not have a single answer that was not a lie, and for once, Tehlu help me, I could not lie.

We walked toward shade, toward the promise of something more than surviving the next hour. The desert let us go grudgingly, finger by finger.

And then the trees came up over the horizon, and I heard them.

You will think you know what I mean, because you have heard wind in leaves your whole life. Unthink it. The singing trees of the Tahl carry their leaves like silver coins, and the desert wind comes to them out of all that silence with nothing to spend it on but this, and what drifts out across the sand to meet you is harmony (real harmony, moving lines of it, chords that gather and turn and part) with no melody above it and no name anywhere in it, only the shapes of feelings you had before you had words. The sound reached in behind my ribs and pulled at something old there, something from the wagon-years, something that remembered what songs meant before we taught them to mean.

Denna had wanted to hear them all her life. She had told me so over a bottle in a cellar in Renere, in another age of the world: in the stories you can't tell where the wood ends and the song begins, and I have opinions about that boundary.

She was unconscious when we passed under them. That is the sort of joke the world had been making at our expense all year.

  *

The Tahl's camp lay spread around an oasis, low tents the color of the land, and a still pool of water that caught the late light and held it like a held breath. They carried Denna into the largest tent. I stopped outside it, swaying, suddenly a stranger: I did not know their customs, did not know whether men were permitted where their women did this work, and I stood there covered in three days of desert and half a year of blood, trying to be courteous with the last of myself.

Then I heard her fever-voice through the cloth, and courtesy lost, and I pushed through the flap. No one so much as looked up. I have wondered since whether that was their answer all along: the Tahl do not waste words on doors that were never closed.

Inside, they had laid her on a low pallet heaped with worn blankets, and I got my first honest look at her in the lamplight, and honest looks were the one thing I had been sparing myself.

She was coming apart the way a loved doll comes apart. Slowly at first, one stitch at a time, and then faster, as the seams lose their conviction. The fever had grown teeth and appetite both. Her words tumbled over one another like drunken dancers, making no sense and then, worse, making too much (my name, and other names, and once, clear as a struck bell, tell him it was mine to give) and her hand found my hand and gripped it with the terrible strength of someone who can feel exactly how far below the ground is.

The tent flap stirred. A new woman came in, older than the water-woman, older than anyone; her face was written over with years, line laid down over line, like a page used twice by a careful scribe. She put one hand on Denna's forehead, still as a listening. And her expression had told me everything long before her Aturan arrived, rusted at the edges from a lifetime of disuse.

"She is far from us," she said.

Something cracked in my chest, and out of the crack came the last coin in me, the one I had been saving without admitting it. "I've heard stories," I said. "All my life. Your people know songs that heal."

She smiled at me then, and I have collected sad smiles the way some men collect scars, and hers is in the front rank of both.

"Once, yes." She looked down at her own hands as though they were borrowed from someone she had loved. "We sang the sun to sleep, and taught it how to wake. We sang rain out of cloudless skies. We taught the rivers their names, child: taught them, we were there so early." The lamplight moved on her face. "But that was when the world was young enough to believe in such things, and the world's believing was half the song. What strength is left to us is thin as the last light before dark."

"Please." The word cracked as it left me, right down the same fault as every other word that mattered that day. "Is there anything. Anything you can try."

She studied me for a long moment. And I knew the look; it was Taeylia's look, though I did not have her name yet; it was the look of a healer counting the cost to her own people of a thing that will not work, against the cost to a stranger of never having seen it tried.

Then she sighed, and put her hand over mine, over Denna's.

"I will gather the others," she said.

  *

Night came dressed in stars (desert stars, appallingly many, the sky over the Tahl so thick with them it looked like spilled salt on black cloth) and the Tahl built a circle of small fires around a cleared place, laying each one with the care of setting a table for old gods.

I heard the singers before I saw them: a rustle of robes, a murmur of preparation, pitch passed mouth to mouth soft as a secret. Then five women came out of the shadows between the tents, robed in the color of storms that have not decided whether to break, and they moved to their places like water returning to a course it had been kept from too long. The whole camp went quiet, and it was a quiet I knew from another life: the quiet of a room when a true story starts.

Denna lay at the circle's heart, wrapped warm, pale as something already half-promised to the dark, and fragile the way the world is fragile in the moment before everything changes.

The women began to sing.

Their song had no words I knew: I am not certain it had words at all, or that it needed them; I have already told you what Denna's three notes taught me about what music is for. But I knew what this one meant the way you know what tears mean. It was the song of things ending and beginning in the same breath. It was the song of the space between heartbeats, where everything is still possible. It was the song of threads drawing together and threads pulling apart, sung by voices that could no longer wholly tell which was which, and knew it, and sang on.

The singing trees took it up. Their silver leaves came in under the voices with harmonies that should not have existed (the way there are colors with no names that your eye knows anyway) and the wind rose, the wind came even there, even at night, in that country, and carried the song up and outward across the desert like seed. The little fires leaned inward, all of them, toward Denna, reaching.

And for a moment (I will swear this on any book you bring me) for one moment it was working. The air thickened and pulsed like a plucked course of strings. The old woman's voice found a floor below the others and the world leaned in to listen, remembering, the way an old man's hands remember a trade. Denna's breathing deepened. The stain of fever on her cheeks banked down like mastered fire.

Then one of the women cried out (a short, awful sound, a string breaking mid-note) and crumpled to the sand.

The song closed over the gap and went on, four voices where five had been, and then a second singer folded, and the song went on, and I understood with a lurch what I was watching: they were spending themselves, each one singing until her own thread snapped, pouring what remained of the oldest strength in the world through a gap in it three thousand years wide. A third went down. A fourth. The last voice alone was the eldest's, one thin line of sound against all that dark, and it held longer than anything that thin has any right to hold.

Then it ended, and she fell, and the silence that came down was the fourth kind. The silence of things that have given everything, and failed.

Around the circle the Tahl moved quietly to their singers, lifting them, carrying them away to be tended: alive, all five, I saw to it that I knew that, because I could not have carried them too.

The eldest (Taeylia, they called her, the ones who bent to help her, saying it the way you say a title) refused the arms that came for her. She struggled up onto her knees in the sand. Her hands found Denna's chest and stayed there, flat and still, for a moment that lasted exactly as long as hope takes to die. I know the length of that moment now. I keep it with the other measurements I never wanted.

When she rose, I had my answer before she spoke, and it was the same answer, and nothing anywhere had changed.

"The song has done what it can," Taeylia said. Her voice was soft, and sure, and stripped of everything but the truth. "Her pain will ease. She will have peace for a night. Perhaps a day. But the wound goes deeper than our songs can reach. It was made by something older than they are."

I nodded. My throat closed around words that wanted to be screams, and I swallowed them back down whole, into the dark place where I keep them. They are all still there. Some nights they are most of what I am.

  *

The singing trees went quiet as the night went on, their silver fading to a whisper and then to almost nothing, as though they too knew what was coming and had the grace not to sing over it. The fires burned down, painting the world in ember and ash, in all the colors that come after. I sat beside Denna and watched her breathe, counting each rise and fall of the blanket like the last verses of something I should have gotten by heart when I had the chance.

The wind stirred once (once, gently, crossing the camp like someone walking carefully in a sickroom) and it brought one leaf down from the singing trees and laid it by my foot.

Silver, and perfect, and quiet now. I picked it up and turned it over in my fingers. It weighed nothing. Where the wood ends and the song begins: she had wanted an answer to that, once, in a cellar full of firelight, in the middle of our only year.

Her eyes opened when I pressed it into her palm. The fever had burned her face into a stranger's, but her eyes were still her own eyes. Despite everything. They were always going to be the last of her to change; I had known that as long as I had known her.

"What's this?" Her voice was thin as thread about to break.

"From the singing trees," I said. "You always wanted to hear them."

She smiled. It was like watching the sun remember how to rise while knowing it would have to set again: that is the best I can do; I have tried for years to do better.

"You remembered."

"I remember everything about you. I always have. I always will."

"Liar," she whispered.

And here is the thing I have never told anyone, that I will tell you now because this story owes her the truth more than it owes me anything at all: she was right. She was right the way she was always right about me, aiming in the dark and hitting the center. Under Renere, in the fog, they took things from me, and one of the things they took was the sound of her: the resonance of that voice, the part of it that was music and not words. Even then, holding her, I could hear it only the way you hear a song through a wall. Even now, when I remember her saying Liar, I remember the word entire and the voice as if from another room. I told her I remembered everything, and it was the last lie I ever told her, and she caught it, the way she caught every one.

Her fingers closed around the leaf like it was the answer to a question she had been afraid her whole life to ask.

"I love you, Denna."

I had never said it. In all the years, through everything, I had said it seventeen clever ways and never once plainly, because plainly was the one way that could not be taken back or laughed off or survived. The words hung between us, simple as breathing, terrible as the truth. Her eyes were already going distant: looking at something behind me, or beyond me, or through me, at some other place where pain is only a word and dying is a thing that happens to other people.

"Hold me, Kvothe," she said. Barely a whisper. "I can't die alone."

I moved without thinking. I gathered her up into my arms, careful of her wound, careful of the leaf, careful of everything, as if careful had ever changed one thing that was coming. She settled against me the way she had leaned against me on a hillside above Trebon, a lifetime ago, the way some part of me had been waiting for the whole time in between.

She weighed nothing. She weighed everything. I held her.

The fifth silence was the space between her heartbeats, growing longer. I listened to it the way I once listened for the name of the wind: with everything, with the whole of my ruined attention, as though listening well enough could hold the next beat to its appointment.

The sixth silence was the moment when they stopped.

The seventh silence was everything after, and everything still to come. I live there now. I have lived there for years, and I am telling you this story from inside it.

Under the singing trees, under the patient stars, under the weight of all seven, I kept my arms around her. Between her fingers the silver leaf whispered on, the only song left to us: too small for the world to hear, too perfect to belong anywhere but there.


CHAPTER 42

INTERLUDE: OUT OF THE CHILL

Kote's voice stopped.

It did not trail away, and it did not settle, the way a story settles when a teller means to rest. It stopped the way a string stops under a flat hand: the note cut short of its own ending, the silence arriving before anyone was ready to hold it.

The quill stopped too. Chronicler sat with his hand frozen above the page, the last word only half formed, the down-stroke made, the rest of it never coming, and he did not finish it, and he did not lift the pen away. He simply stayed, bent above the paper, like a man who has understood that any motion at all would be a kind of speech.

By the hearth, Bast had drawn his knees up against his chest. His arms wrapped around them and he rocked, forward and back, small movements, his eyes lifted to the rafters and held there as though something written on the dark beams needed all his attention.

"Oh, Reshi," he said. "I never knew."

Kote looked at the bar in front of him. He studied the wood grain the way a man studies a map of a country where he can no longer go: here the river, here the pass through the mountains, here the town where they know your name. His hands lay flat on the wood and did not polish anything.

When he finally stood, the chair scraped against the floor, harsh and enormous in the grieving quiet.

"It's late," he said. His voice came out a little too careful, each word set down like stacked glass. "There are things I need to tend to before dark."

A smile tried to find its way onto his face. It was the smile of a man reaching for a mask he has worn for years, reaching with sure hands, from long habit, in the dark, and finding that it would not fit. It hung on him crooked for a moment. He let it go.

"Eat something," he said. "We've more to get through tonight."

He turned toward the kitchen. Neither Bast nor Chronicler moved to stop him, and neither of them looked at the other, and the door swung closed behind him with the soft certainty of a book being shut.

  *

Kote moved through his kitchen without seeing it.

His feet knew the way, and they carried him past the familiar stations of his small daily life. The cutting board, scrubbed pale in its center from years of knives. The copper pots in their descending row, each hanging from its proper hook, gleaming faintly, waiting for morning the way they waited for every morning. The bundled herbs overhead, gone brittle with the season. It was good work, all of it, orderly and clean, the kind of kitchen a careful man keeps. He went by it the way you go by strangers.

He pushed through the back door into the night.

The air smelled of cold earth and old leaves, of the year lying down. The crickets had given up days ago, and the silence they left behind was deeper than the cold and older than either. There was no wind. He stood on the back step for a moment and leaned into all of it, the way a tired man leans into a doorframe.

Then he walked to the rain barrel that stood in the shadow of the inn's back wall.

He gripped its rim with both hands. The old wood was rough under his palms, swollen and split with years of weather, and it pressed back against his grip, solid, indifferent, real. And that was something. For a moment he stayed exactly there, arms straight, head hanging forward over the dark circle of water, like a man looking down a well.

Then his knees gave way. They gave all at once, quietly, like they had only been waiting for permission, and he slid down the barrel's side and sat in the dirt with his back against the wood.

He pressed the heels of his hands against his eyes until he saw stars that were not stars. It is an old trick, and every grieving man knows it, and it works on nothing. The particular cruelty of remembering is that the memories do not need your eyes. They come up the other way.

The tears came then.

They traced hot lines down his cold cheeks, and he let them fall, because there was no reason not to. There was no one out here to see the great Kvothe brought low. There was no great Kvothe out here at all. There was a man called Kote sitting in the dirt behind an inn with his back against a rain barrel, in the dark, in the cold, doing what grieving men have always done when no one is watching. The night did not remark on it. Nights never do; it is the best thing about them.

He made no sound. That was the difference, if anyone had been keeping the account of him. Once, some nights ago, the grief had come out of him like a roof giving way. This was not that. This was only rain: the long, quiet, soaking kind, the kind the ground simply takes, because the ground has taken so much of it before.

When the worst had passed, he drew the small vial from his pocket. He did not look at it long. He took one careful sip, and the nahlrout settled into the back of his throat, bitter and familiar as folly, and began its old work: putting its small quiet distance between the man and the thing the man was carrying. Not taking it from him. Nothing took it from him. Just setting it down the table a little way, where he could see it without holding it.

He sat with his eyes closed and let it.

A soft rustling moved through the quiet.

Something in him that had spent years pretending to be asleep opened one eye. He went very still, the stillness of the empty inn, practiced, perfect, and searched the dark along the tree line, the fence, the eaves, for whatever had shifted.

An owl. It sat on a low branch overhanging the yard, feathers ruffling once against the bark as it resettled itself, and its round eyes caught a thin gleam of the clouded moon. It was watching him with the grave, unblinking patience of its kind.

Kote let out the breath he had been holding.

An owl. Of course.

He looked away from it, and in looking away, something else caught his eye: a small splash of color, low against the inn's foundation stones, where color had no business being.

He got up slowly, knees, hand on the barrel, the whole tired sequence, and crossed the yard, and crouched down.

A selas flower. One single crimson bloom on its thin dark vine, growing up out of the frost-silvered ground against the base of the wall, in the dying end of the year, in the cold that had killed the crickets, despite every reason the world keeps ready for why a thing cannot be. Its petals held what little moonlight came through the clouds the way cupped hands hold water.

Selas does not grow in the north. It does not bloom into the frost. It wants shade and warm air and careful tending, and any gardener will tell you so, and there it was.

Kote crouched beside it for a long time. His fingers came up and stopped just short of the petals, and hung there, not touching. It was the sort of flower a young man might have picked for a girl with a crooked smile, a lifetime ago, in a city full of music. The sort of flower that says the things words cannot be trusted with. The sort that blooms in stories, and rarely anywhere else, because life is not usually so well written.

"I miss you so much."

The words escaped him before he could stop them, low and plain, spoken to the flower or the frost or the dark, and once they were out he did not try to call them back. He knelt there a moment longer with his hand not quite touching the petals.

Then he stood. He turned away from the flower and the moon and all the small bright things the world had no business still keeping, and he brushed the dirt from his apron with two brisk strokes, and he put the innkeeper's face back on.

This time it fit.

The back door of the Waystone let him into warmth that was not quite warm enough, light that was not quite bright enough, a life that was not quite life enough, and he stepped into all three like a man stepping into his own boots.

He locked the door behind him.

Outside, the owl kept its branch, and the moon kept its clouds, and the selas flower went on with its impossible blooming: a small red defiance against the coming winter.

Or perhaps only a flower, doing what flowers do when no one is watching.


CHAPTER 43

THE HOLLOW CROWN

For a time I did nothing at all.

I lay on a thin mat at the edge of the Tahl's camp, in the striped shade of a woven awning, and the days went over me the way water goes over a stone in a riverbed. I ate when they brought food. I drank when they brought water. I slept when the sun grew too hot for anything else, and I slept when it didn't, and the difference between sleeping and waking wore thin enough to read through.

I will not pretend to you that I was healing. The body was healing; the body is a tradesman, it takes the work in front of it. Skin closed. Bruises went through their colors and faded. The stumps of my fingers stopped weeping and began learning to be ends instead of beginnings. But I was not in the body doing any of that. I was somewhere behind it, a few steps back, the way you stand back from a workshop where something of yours is being mended that you no longer remember wanting.

When I closed my eyes, I saw faces.

Wil came first, always. Wil with the blood dried across him to the color of old wine, his hand still closed on the axe haft, keeping his last account. Then Sim, looking at me with those soft eyes that in all the years I knew him had never once held anything harder than worry for a friend: looking at me, and his lips moving, and the wind arriving.

Denna came differently.

She walked through my dreams with her back always turned. That was the whole cruelty of it, and it needed no more. She was forever just leaving: through doors I could not reach, down streets that lengthened as I ran them, along the rail of a riverboat pulling from a dock my feet were nailed to. I would call her name and she would pause. She always paused. She never turned. I would reach for her shoulder and my hand would find the place where she had been, and she was smoke, she was wind, she was gone, and I would wake with my arms full of nothing on a thin mat at the edge of the world.

Understand: dreams of her walking away were nothing new. I had had them for years. The difference was in the waking. For years the waking had been the kind part.

And through it all, under it all, Auri's voice followed me. Live, she had said, close against my ear, under all the wind of a breaking tower. One word. She had never in her life spent words carelessly, and she had chosen that one, and paid for it out of the middle of her own worst hour. So it held. I want to be honest about how little held me, that season, to the waking world: it was one word, in one small voice, and it was enough. It was nearly not. It was enough.

One morning Taeylia came to my mat.

I had learned to know her step, dragging slightly on the left since the night of the singing. Her weathered face was as kind as it had been over Denna's body, but it carried something new laid over the kindness, and I recognized the something, because I have worn it myself. It was the face of a person who has decided that the merciful thing and the hard thing are the same thing today.

"You must go," she said. Final as a door closing.

I looked up at her and said nothing, which was as close to arguing as I had strength for.

"We have done much." She lowered herself down beside my mat, joints negotiating the whole way. "It was well spent; do not hear me wrongly. But the desert has little to spare, and we are the desert's." She paused, choosing her next words the way you choose footholds on loose stone. "Grief is hungry, child. It is patient and it is hungry, and it has learned where you sleep. It will eat you here, one quiet day at a time, and you will let it, because here nothing asks you to stand."

She was right, and I told her so. It is one of the very few times in my life I have said those words without a clever half-turn hidden in them somewhere.

Her hand came to rest on my shoulder, light as a leaf.

"Your woman is at peace," she said. "We sang her to the stars. It is done well." And then, more gently still, in that rusted careful Aturan: "But you are not done. The living must walk."

Another of the Tahl stepped forward then: the young woman with the scarred eyebrow, the one whose hands the sun had only begun to darken, the one whose too-large gestures had saved us. She pressed warm flatbread into my palm, and held out a waterskin with the leather still cool and damp from the filling, and signed, small and correct this time, Walk well. Adem would have been proud of her economy. I could not sign my thanks back properly, and she watched me try with my wrong hand, and bowed her head slightly as though I had.

Taeylia knelt in the sand and drew me a map with one weathered finger. The dunes, and where they dipped. A dry riverbed that remembered being a road. The first true well. The pass through the western mountains, and the landmarks in their order, each one named in her careful Aturan, each one, she made sure I understood this, a place her own feet had been. It was a good map. It was the kind of map you could trust your life to, drawn in the kind of surface that keeps nothing. That is the Tahl entire, I think: everything they know is written in sand, and so they make sure to know it very well.

But beneath all the kindness lay iron, and we both knew it. I was to go. Today.

I gathered what little I owned, which took no time at all, and that was its own small lesson. The Tahl let me keep to the shade through the worst of the heat, one last measured mercy. When evening came on and the air began to forgive, I stood, and my body went through the motions of leaving while my mind stayed where it had been for days: sitting a little apart, beside a grave the sand would someday cover, under trees that had sung and could not save her.

The Tahl gathered at the camp's edge to see me off. There was no ceremony in it. They stood the way people stand to watch weather leave. Taeylia was at their head, and as I passed her, I heard her voice one last time, pitched so soft I might have imagined it, and have spent years deciding I didn't.

"Walk well, broken one. Walk until you are whole."

It is one of the great shames of my life that I had nothing to leave them. They had given me water, and shelter, and time, and songs: songs, plural; they had spent five of their singers to the edge of breaking for a stranger's woman, and the world does not hold many older kindnesses than that. Everything they gave had cost them dearly, and was given without a word about the cost. It is a debt I have never been able to pay. I keep it with my other debts, in the place where I keep the things that made me. If this story ever travels, and stories travel, let it carry this much east past the Stormwal: the Tahl are good people, and strange, and the strangeness is the smaller part.

The stars began their slow opening above the desert, and I walked west.

Each step took effort. Not because I was tired, though I was tired the way stones are worn. Not because I was weak, though the wind could have argued me off my feet. It took effort because some part of me, a large part, a part with excellent arguments, wanted to stop. To sit down in the clean empty dark. To stay, and be still, and let the desert do what it does to everything that stays: wear it smooth, wear it round, wear it away, until nothing remained that could remember or be remembered.

But Auri had told me to live.

So I lived. I walked. One foot, and then the other, and then again, and again after that. It was not much of a life. It was what I had.

I spoke the names of stars under my breath as I went. The common names, and the Eld Vintic names, and the ones the Adem use, that are numbers and jokes at the same time. It was something to do with my mouth besides scream. It was something to do with my mind besides remember. If you ever wonder why men of my profession learn so many things, I will tell you the secret: it is so that on the worst nights there is always something in the head besides the worst thing. The stars did not care that I named them. That was the best part of the naming.

  *

I came to Renere's gates with my clothes in tatters, spans later, leaner than I have ever been before or since, and the guards looked through me the way you look through weather. I had braced for questions. There were none. A scarecrow of a man walking in from the east was beneath the notice of that city now, and I passed under the gate-arch of the capital of the world unremarked, which would once have offended me to the bone. It is strange, the hours in which you notice you have changed. I felt only relief, and the relief felt like putting down a pack.

It was a city that had learned silence. You could hear the learning everywhere. Merchants whispered their prices as though prices were treason. Children still played in the alleys, children always play; it is the last thing to stop, but they played with their eyes on the street, the way I had played in Tarbean. Everyone else moved with their heads down and their errands held close to the chest, in the particular hurry of people who have mouths to feed and have decided, sensibly, that they cannot afford to see anything.

Then I saw the first sign.

FEYDA.

The name was painted in red across a warehouse wall, the letters tall as a man, the paint run down from the strokes like the wall had bled. I stood and looked at it longer than was safe. I knew that name. It had sat at the head of a lawyer's document I have told you about, the one that reached into my life with clean gloved fingers and took what was mine. It belonged to the first king of this land, three thousand years dead and crowned after his dying: the king the careful histories lay quiet, and the fireside ones say wore his crown in the dark under the hills. And it had hung, folded and altered past proving, on the gold of Trenati's ring. I had taken it for a cult's password. It had become a city's.

It was on the next street too, scrawled across a banker's fine lacquered door. Then on a tavern's shutters. Then small, in charcoal, at knee height, where a child had practiced it. Everywhere I looked, the dead king's name bloomed across the living city like a rash, like a fever making its map of a body.

As I watched from a doorway's shadow, two figures slipped out of an alley across the way: one masked, riding the shoulders of the other, reaching up with a dripping brush to lay the name in red across a chandler's sign, quick, practiced, four strokes and a flourish. Boots sounded two streets over. By the time the patrol rounded the corner there was nothing to arrest but wet paint and a question, and the question stayed on the wall, and the patrol did not look up at it. I understood that too. In cities like that, looking has a price.

For all of it, the Blind Beggar stood where I had left it, wearing its shabbiness like comfortable old clothes, its painted beggar still smiling under the two coins on his eyes. The windows were still boarded. The door had taken the same red name as half the city, and under the paint it was still our door.

I slipped around the side, where memory served me well, and found the window whose latch had an understanding with me. It yielded to my good hand. I climbed through into darkness that smelled of dust and cold tallow, and stood still in it, and let my eyes arrive.

Our room waited like a stopped clock.

Nothing had been touched. That was the terrible part; I had been braced for ransacking, and instead there was the gentler violence of everything exactly where it had been left. The table with its ring-stains. Wil's ledger-neat stack of papers, squared to the table's corner. Sim's cloak on its peg, holding his shape loosely, the way cloaks do. Two narrow beds, still unmade, unmade the way beds are left by men who mean to be back by dark, and I stood between them in the dust and the tallow-smell and did not touch anything at all, because the room was perfect, and it was a lie, and it was the only place left in the world where they were still alive an hour ago.

Then I knelt, and reached under the near bed, and drew out my lute.

Sim had minded it for me, all those spans of court and masks. The case had been dusted; that was Sim entire, dusting an absent man's lute in the middle of a conspiracy. I sat back on my heels with it across my knees, and my right hand found the clasps, and my left hand lay on the leather and was the wrong shape, and I did not open the case. I want to be plain about that. I did not open it, and I could not have told you that night which of us I was sparing.

I took it with me. Some things the hands decide.

No sign of Bast.

I climbed back out through the window, handing the lute down ahead of me, and dropped into the alley with my feet finding the stones at barely a whisper. Broken as I was, the old training held; I have been quiet in alleys since I was ten; I will be quiet in alleys in my grave.

"You're losing your touch, Reshi."

The voice came out of the dark to my left, warm and pleased with itself, and my heart did something complicated, leapt and cracked in the same motion, because I knew it before my eyes found its source, and it was the first voice in a very long time that belonged to someone still mine.

"Bast."

He stepped from the shadows wearing that grin of his, the one that promises trouble on your behalf and has already made the arrangements. He looked well. He looked exactly the same, which the Fae always do, right up until they don't. He opened his mouth for the next jab. And his gaze caught on my left hand, on the bandaging where fingers should have been, and the grin died on his face the way a fire dies when the door opens on winter.

"Reshi." He barely got the word out the second time.

"Gone." I tucked the hand against my side, out of his sight, an animal reflex I have never fully unlearned. "How did you find me so fast?"

He allowed me the turn. Bast has always known which of my doors to leave shut. "I paid runners to watch this place and the Willow Blossom both." A tip of his head toward the alley mouth behind him. "The boy who watches nights nearly broke his neck getting to me. Someone climbed through the window at the Beggar, quiet as a cat. I told him quiet as a cat wasn't much of a description in this city, and he said, quiet like a trained cat, and I came at a run."

"Runners cost money."

"Only half the coin we had left."

"Half."

"The other half," he said, with dignity, "bought me a room and no rest at the Brewer's Rest."

I gave him a look I had been saving for some spans.

Something entirely unrepentant flickered behind his eyes, ancient and cheerful, the fae-bright thing that grief slides off of like rain off oilcloth. And then it went out, all at once, and the lightness left his face the way it leaves a room when the candle is carried out.

"Twelve days, Reshi." His voice was low now. "I stepped out that morning to get our things from the Beggar. Gone an hour. Less. When I came back the room stood empty, and there was blood on the floorboards, yours; I know the smell of yours by now, and there's a sentence I'd unlearn if I could, and your sword in pieces by the wall. Pieces, Reshi. I didn't know a thing in this world that could do that." He stopped, mastered it. "I searched everywhere I could think and some places thinking doesn't reach. I even went looking for that girl of yours." His mouth made the shape of a wry thing without any wryness in it. "I thought—maybe you'd finally run off together. I was going to be so angry with you."

Bast didn't know.

Of course he didn't. The knowledge belonged to a mountaintop past the edge of every map, and to a circle of firelight in the Tahl's oasis, and to me. And now, in an alley smelling of old rain and new paint, it had to belong to him too, and there was no gentle road into it, and I did not have the strength to build one.

"Denna's dead."

The words came out flat and final, two stones set down. My good hand had begun its trembling where it hung at my side: the damnable shaking that finds the crack in me whenever the crack is there to find, which is always, now.

Bast shrank. There is no other word. His shoulders dropped and his whole frame settled inward, as though something had been drawn out of the middle of him, and I remembered, of course, only then, that he had known her. Not a name in my story. A woman he had bickered with across one entire terrible day, matched blade-tongue to blade-tongue, shared the weight of me with, mile after mile, neither of them once letting the other carry me alone.

"Reshi." Soft. Almost bruised. He began to reach toward me, hand rising. And then he let it fall, because he is wiser about me than I deserve, and he knew that one kind touch in that alley would have brought the whole of me down like a wall.

Somewhere down the street a woman was calling her children in to supper, the same three notes, twice, a fourth time. Ordinary as breathing. The world does that. It keeps setting its small tables right at the edge of your ruin, and it means nothing by it, and it never once stops.

The story of the desert, of the doors, of the mountain, of Denna's last breath under trees that sang, would have to wait. Words would come later, or they wouldn't. Bast asked for none of it.

I turned from all of that and looked out at the red name drying on the walls, until I could trust my voice with weight again. "The city looks ready to tear itself apart."

"After the tower? How could it not." He shifted his weight, boots whispering on the stone, glad as I was to be handed work for his voice. "When the King died, when Fascino fell: the Maer gathered what was left of Renere's great and good at the Citadel gates, before the blood was dry. And he told them a story."

"Let me guess. The grieving ally, come too late."

"Oh, better. Much better. You'll want to sit down for the craft of it." His voice took on the kind of admiration one reserves for particularly clever predators. "He told them you came to him first. That you sought him out and tried to recruit him into your plot against the crown: you'd served him once, after all, half his court had seen your face. He refused you, naturally, being loyal to his marrow. Raised his army the moment he understood the danger and marched day and night to save good King Roderic." A pause, precise as Cinder's swordwork. "And arrived, to his everlasting grief, one hour too late. The bloodthirsty Ruh had already done what the Ruh do."

I almost laughed. It was that or the other thing. "How tidy. I appear from nowhere, kill everyone standing between him and the throne, and vanish into the air."

"He had answers ready for every question before anyone thought to ask it. That's the trick of it, Reshi: he'd had the answers ready for years, I'd wager, waiting for the questions to be born. And for flavor"—Bast's lip curled—"he reminded them all how Lord Vatis died in the courtyard. How you cut him so he'd bleed slow instead of die quick. Proof, he called it, of the Ruh's true nature. The savagery under the paint. They wept, some of them. For Vatis."

"And for those still unconvinced?"

"Priests." The word came off his tongue like something spoiled. "He brought out Tehlin priests in their grey, and knelt before them in front of the whole city. Proclaimed his repentance: that he'd had you in his court once and failed to see you for what you were, that Tehlu had weighed his blindness and found it wanting. He took the iron chains, Reshi. Wore them through a whole day of penance on the Citadel steps, where everyone could watch him be humble. Justice in his heart, service to the divine, tears on cue." Bast's expression twisted with the particular disgust the Fae keep for human religion, which is the disgust of a craftsman watching his tools used to pry open coffins. "Your kind eat that meal every time it's cooked. They can watch the cook spit in the pot and eat it anyway."

"So they crowned him."

"Full ceremony. Blessed oils. The white cloak and the old words." He showed his teeth; it was not a smile. "And his first decree as king concerned you, and any soul who had helped you. All to face the same justice that had already found the traitors Wilem and Simmon."

Wil. Sim. Even the names, even secondhand in an alley, felt like losing them over again. And worse than the loss was the use. That he would take dead men, my dead, and hang his story on them like a butcher hanging weights on a scale. They had names now in the city's records: traitors, executed in absence, guilty of a king they had died defending. I pressed my fists against my thighs, the whole one and the ruin, and said nothing, because everything I had to say was a curse, and I had learned what my curses weigh.

"There's a thing I should tell you," Bast said, and his voice had gone gentle in that careful way he has, the way he gentles it around the inn some nights even now. "After the coup, I took work carting bodies. There was a great deal of that work, those days, and nobody looks at the man doing it. The new king meant to put what was left of your friends up on spikes above the east gate. For the education of the public."

My stomach turned over. "Bast—"

"I got to them first." Simple. Flat. He might have been telling me he'd bought bread. "Traded shifts, forged the papers, drove the cart myself. They went out the south road under a load of fever-dead no guard wanted to inspect."

"Did you see to them?" I couldn't look at him while I asked it. I looked at the red name on the wall across the way.

"I did what I could. They're buried together, south of the city, up off the road where the land starts to roll. There's a tree." He paused. "I don't know all your manling customs, Reshi. I know you put your dead where the living can find them, and I know you mark it, and I marked it, but I didn't know the words, so I said some of ours. They're old, and they don't translate, but they're the ones we use for—" He stopped himself. "They're the ones we use."

"Thank you, Bast."

I put my good hand on his shoulder, and felt the solid warmth of him, real as the rain barrel, real as bread, and for a moment the alley was the whole world and the world had exactly one thing still standing in it, and the thing was enough.

"That's not all I learned." And his grin came back: came back different, bright as a blade tilted to catch light and aimed, for once in his ancient trouble-making life, entirely at the dark. "You'll want to be holding onto something, Reshi."

"Bast."

"Auri lives."

The city went away. The soldiers, the whispering merchants, the red paint drying on cold stone: all of it, gone between one heartbeat and the next, and there was only that word and what it meant. Lives.

"Hidden," Bast said. "Guarded. It won't be simple, and I don't like the shape of what I've heard, and I'll tell you all of it. But she's breathing, Reshi. She's breathing."

My good hand began to shake where it rested on his shoulder.

I let it.


CHAPTER 44

ONCE KING, ALWAYS KING

"Reshi," Bast said through chattering teeth, "it's colder than a witch's tit up here."

I pressed a finger to my lips. My own teeth wanted to chatter along with his, and I held them still the old way, jaw set, breath slow. Hours on that roof. Days in that city. And we were no closer to her than we had been the night I came back through the gates.

Below us Renere went about its wary dark. Torches wound through the alleys (some carried by late revelers with their songs pitched carefully low, some by the watch in pairs that had lately become fours) and all of them doubling back on themselves through the maze of streets, weaving, crossing, pointless. I tracked each one anyway. I had spent three nights learning the city's patterns, the honest ones and the false, searching every moving light for purpose. For her.

"She needs to be home," I said.

Bast didn't argue. He had stopped arguing with the way I said certain things. It was one of the thousand small courtesies he paid me that season, and I counted every one, the way a poor man counts what's given him.

The Counting House roof was no comfortable perch. The tiles were old and loose, and they shifted and scraped under every small adjustment of weight, each sound louder than I liked. The wind came off the harbor with a whetted edge and found every gap in our clothing, of which my clothing was now chiefly made. I would have endured worse. I had endured worse, and for smaller reasons.

Beside me, Bast's shoulders went tense. His blue eyes narrowed, fixed on the middle distance with a sharpness that had nothing mortal in it.

"There," he said, gesturing with his chin. "Painters. More of them every night."

I found them: three shapes in the shadow of a bakery awning, one crouched at a wall with a brush. Red letters going up in the dark, quick as habit.

"Following them might lead us to her."

"Or to whoever's leading them," Bast said. "Though nobody I asked today could tell me who that was. And I asked in ways that get answers, Reshi. Same shape of forgetting we found before: you reach for the name at the middle of it and your hand comes back empty and you don't remember reaching." He was quiet a moment. "I think when Roderic died, the Quarter stopped sipping at Trenati like wine and started swallowing him down by the tankard. King is a deeper name than Prince."

"Bast." I heard my own voice come out level, which cost. "Queen is a deeper name than Princess. We're out of time."

He turned to look at me then, and something kindled behind his eyes: that old fae light, the one that has never once in all our years belonged to the same weather as mine. "This is the part," he said, "where the hero says exactly that. Before he goes down into the dark and saves the moonlit one."

He was trying to weave me back into his story. I knew it, and I knew why, and I loved him for it, and it didn't work. Heroes are a kind of arithmetic, and I had done my own sums. I was a man with three fingers gone from his clever hand. A man who had made nahlrout his crutch and then his walking companion. A man whose every plan, all the way back to a poorhouse in Tarbean, had come apart wet and red in his hands, and whose closest friends and truest love were in the ground because they had made the mistake of standing near me while I planned. Whatever the songs said later, that is what sat on the Counting House roof: not a hero. An accounting error the world had not yet corrected.

"They're moving," was all I said. "Toward Teccam Square. Go."

  *

The painters hadn't traveled far. They were lifting their bucket between them when I came around the corner into the square, the name on the bakery glass still wet and running behind them.

The one with the bucket noticed me first. His glance took in the rags, the gauntness, the ruined hand (a beggar, said the glance, one of the thousand the new reign was minting) and dismissed me with the ease of long practice. He nudged his companion, who turned with a laugh still sitting on his lips.

I pushed back the hood of the shaed.

For a moment, nothing. The shaed is a poor frame for drama these days, worn thin as it is, gone grey at its edges like a starling's wing. Then I stepped left, out of the awning's shadow, and the torchlight found my hair.

Their laughter died all the way down. The one with the bucket took a step backward, and the bucket swung between them like a slow bell.

"Where is Princess Ariel?"

My voice came out with winter in it. I had not planned that. I had stopped planning the weather of my voice.

"Who?" the tall one said. The word came out flat and rehearsed, and it was the rehearsal that did it: that one flat syllable, drilled into him by somebody, for exactly this question, about a girl bound somewhere in the dark.

"The girl you stole. The one you've wrapped up in your cult king's shroud and put away like grave goods."

None of them spoke. Behind them the wet paint bled slowly down the glass, red finding its way along the mullions. Then the tall one's weight shifted to the balls of his feet, and he turned to run.

"Stop." The word went out of me like a thrown knife. "Do not run from me."

And I raised my ruined hand, and I spoke a Name.

I will tell you a true thing about the names of the four great elements, learned over one long terrible year: they are not alike in temperament. Stone must be persuaded. Iron must be paid. Water comes asked, or not at all. The wind and I had our own history by then, too tangled to call by any single word. But fire. Fire answers like it was waiting. Fire has been waiting since the beginning; eagerness is the whole of what it is.

Hounds of flame leapt up out of the torchlight and my word together, three of them, long-bodied and low, and they poured across the square like burning water (past the painters, close enough to singe, exactly as close as I meant them and no closer) and threw themselves onto the newly built gallows at the square's center. Crossbeam, ropes, trapdoor, the fresh-sawn scaffolding still bleeding sap: all of it went up in one long clean breath, and the whole shape of the king's justice stood burning white against the dark, and the square turned gold, and the shadows of the three painters stretched out long and thin toward me like things trying to escape their owners.

The one with the bucket dropped it. The youngest of them made a sound that was not a word in any language, though every language would have understood it.

"Where was she taken," I said, into the light of the burning, "and by whom."

The youngest broke first. The young always break first; it is not weakness; they simply have not yet had the time to grow the calluses that let older men die stupidly. "The graveyard," he said. "North of the Citadel. The old gate: the black one. The Calanthis crypt."

"Who commands you?"

His face twisted with real effort. I have seen that effort before: in Bast's eyes on a rooftop, in my own memory, groping after the missing volumes of myself. "The one with the ring?" It came out a question. "Please. I don't know. I knew. I don't."

And then his eyes cleared. It happened all at once, like fog tearing, and he saw me: truly saw me, wholly, with a terrible child's clarity, firelight and hair and the ruined hand still raised.

"But you," he whispered. "You're real. You're the one they blame for everything."

I met his gaze and held it. "Say my name."

"Kvothe Kingkiller."

The words barely held together crossing the space between us, but they came out whole, and that is how I heard it for the first time: not from a herald, not from a court, not nailed to a post. From a boy with red paint on his hands, in the light of a burning gallows, in a voice like a dropped cup. You have heard the name. Everyone alive has heard the name; it walked into this inn three days ago wearing a scribe. I heard it born, and I am here to tell you that it weighed exactly nothing and everything, both at once, like every name I have ever been given by people who were afraid of me.

The king it convicted me of, I did not kill. The men I did kill, it says nothing of. That is names for you. That is stories.

"Good." I leaned close, close enough that he could see all the way into me, to where the caring used to be kept. "Take me there."

He brought us within sight of the graveyard wall before his courage failed him, and I did not look back as he ran. I would not have run from me, at his age. That was always my whole problem.

  *

The graveyard sprawled north of the Citadel like a stone garden where nothing grew but memory, terrace after terrace of it going up the hill's dark shoulder. Renere buries its dead proud; the stones were fine work, marble and grey granite, carved deep by men who signed their chisels' work. Some of them still stood clear, names certain, dates sure of themselves.

Others had been eaten.

I mean the word. Not weathered: I know what four hundred years of rain does to a name, the soft blurring, the democratic wearing-down. This was not that. These inscriptions looked interrupted: letters half-there, words that stopped believing in themselves partway through, whole lines sunk back into blank stone with edges too clean for time. As though the granite itself had begun to doubt what it had been asked to remember.

Bast stopped at a marker where a name should have been. His hand hovered over the blankness without touching it, the way you hold your hand above a griddle.

"Reshi." His voice had gone thin. "The Quarter's fingers have been here. These names are being eaten."

I looked down the terraces, at stone after stone standing politely in the moonlight with its memory half out of it, and a cold thought arrived that has never since left: I had been reckoning the Whispering Quarter as a place. A district with edges, a stain on a map, a thing that could be walled and watched and one day scoured. Standing in that garden of interrupted names, I understood that it was not a place and never had been. A place is where a thing lives. This was loose. This was an appetite old as the city, and it had recently discovered that what it had was not enough, and the graveyard was not its home.

It was its plate.

We picked our way deeper, stepping around the low pools of fog that lay in the hollows: ordinary fog, probably, night fog off the harbor, and neither of us put a boot in it all the same. The silence changed as we went. Graveyards are quiet the way churches are quiet: a kept quiet, a tended one. This was different. Thicker. Attentive. The quiet of a mouth.

Bast found the gate first. Black iron, old and fine, standing half open like a mouth paused in the middle of a word. The name CALANTHIS wound through the metalwork in lettering so delicate it seemed a wonder it had held the weight of the family it named. Six hundred years of kings had gone through that gate feet first.

Through the bars, ahead, down an avenue of cypress and leaning stones, I could hear voices. Low. Rhythmic. Murmuring together in the register of prayer, or of madness, or of the increasingly narrow country between them.

I shared one look with Bast. If I had been wise, I would have turned around. But I have never been wise. If I had been wise, I would have left the four-plate door alone; I would have stayed out of a tree in a Fae glade; I would be a happy unremarkable arcanist somewhere, fixing farmers' sympathy-lamps, missing nothing, mourning no one. Wisdom and I have only ever waved at each other across a distance.

"Stay if you want," I said. "I'm going."

Bast made a sound of profound personal insult and went through the gate first.

  *

Around the final bend of the avenue stood the crypt itself, a house-sized block of pale stone gone silver with the moon, and a great slab sealing its mouth. Before the slab knelt five figures in robes that had forgotten their proper color, swaying although there was no wind to sway them, mumbling words that might have been prayers once, if the words could have remembered their proper order.

Something cold and certain settled into my chest, under the bolt-scar, where I keep the things I know before I know them.

"Where is she?"

One of the figures rose. It rose in stages, with motions that seemed to argue among themselves about which direction up was, and it turned, and I saw what had become of Prince Trenati.

The thing that had been a prince stood there in the moonlight, and standing was the whole of what it managed. I had seen him proud once, and I had seen him cunning, and I had seen him (one time, at a distance, at his father's table) very nearly magnificent. What stood before the crypt had the stillness of the worst rooms in Haven, the ones Elodin walked past quickly. The stillness of a patient who has stopped looking for the way out because he has forgotten there was ever a door. His eyes had gone blind and wet, silvered over like windows painted from the inside. They aimed through me, and past me, and near me, and never once at me. His mouth hung slightly open. And he hummed (tunelessly, continuously, gently) a song that had lost its words, and then most of its notes, and was now only the habit of a song, the worn groove where music used to run.

"Blood and ash," Bast breathed. His hand found my arm and gripped hard enough to bruise, and I let it, because the grip was for him. "The Quarter has him. Reshi, it—there's no him left to have. It's wearing the place he was."

The other cultists did not so much as look at Bast. Their gazes slid off him the way water sheds off wax: to them he was a hole in the world shaped like a person, and some deep drowned instinct in them knew better than to look at holes. One of them turned toward me instead, and I caught what was behind her eyes: a milkiness just starting at the edges, frost on a window in the first cold hour. The Quarter had been sipping at them too. Whatever this congregation had once been (whoever had gathered them, taught them the words, given them the ring to follow) they followed nothing now but the habit of following. The ritual had outlived every reason in it. That is what I saw kneeling at that crypt: not a cult. The shed skin of one, still moving.

"Too late," Trenati mumbled. "Dry now. All of it dry."

The words fell out of his mouth like stones down a well, each one arriving at the bottom a long moment after it left.

"Trenati." I spoke his name clear and sharp, stepping close enough to see the fog drift behind those painted-over eyes. I put a little of the old lash in it, the tone that turns heads in taverns.

His head tilted at the sound. A puppet's tilt, strings tangled. The blind eyes rolled, seeking, and found nothing, because seeking was another of the things he had left in the fog.

"I had a—" he said. Stopped. Began again, farther back, as if the sentence might be approached by a different road. "I had. Somebody sang. At me."

I have carried that sentence for years now, and it has never once softened. Somebody sang at me. All his blood and his pride and his father's crown, all his cruel wit. And what remained at the bottom of the man, the last coin in the emptied house, was the memory of having once been sung to, with even the singer's face gone out of it.

One of the kneeling cultists turned and looked at Trenati then (looked at him the way you look at a stranger wearing familiar clothes, someone you are certain you should know and cannot place) and turned back to the mumbling, and that was somehow the worst of all of it.

"Where is Ariel?" I made my voice gentle. It is the voice I learned for skittish horses and Haven's corridors and, once, for a girl on a rooftop who fled sudden movements. It was hers by right anyway.

"Ariel." He tasted the name slowly, rolling it, a word at once foreign and familiar, a key found in a coat that might belong to some door he'd owned once. Then, in his fog, some tumbler turned over.

"Stone," said the thing that had been Trenati. "She was for the stone."

I stepped forward, and the cultists reached for their weapons.

It was purely reflex (old instructions echoing in emptied halls) and it faded before their hands ever found the hilts. The reaching became fumbling, the fumbling became shuffling, and they parted around me as I pushed through them, murmuring apologies, soft courteous nothings, as though they had merely been caught blocking a doorway in a market. They did not know what they had forgotten. That was the architecture of the whole horror: only the sense remained, dim as a banked coal, that something important had slipped away while their heads were turned, and their heads were always turned.

Only Trenati still stood, swaying in his private wind, humming his skeleton of a song.

"Is she alive?" I demanded. "Nod if she lives."

He nodded. The gesture seemed to startle him (his body remembering, all on its own, a thing his mind had lost the deed to) and his hand twitched upward as if to catch the nod and examine it.

"Good." I leaned in close, and smelled the forgetting on him. It has a smell. Cold stone and old paper and rain on ash: the smell of a room after the fire is out, the absence of everything that once made it worth entering. "Then for her sake, you keep breathing. Now go. Run. If I ever see you again, I will not be so kind."

He did not run. He could not, and I knew it even as I said it. Running requires knowing where you are going, or at the very least where you have been, and both of those countries had been eaten out from under him. He simply stood, swaying, humming, and I turned away from him with my mercy unspent in my hand, feeling it turn to ash there.

Understand me: I had hated him. I had reasons; they were good ones; I had kept them polished. And the Quarter had done to him something so far beyond every punishment in my ledger that hating him now would have been like hating the chalk outline of a man. It had done worse than kill him. It had made him into nothing, patiently, from the inside. And it had let him watch.

I turned to face the crypt's sealed mouth.

  *

Once, in another life, I broke a wall in Haven because a door was in my way, and I was proud of it for years. That boy would have broken this one too. He would have found the flaw and the soft grain, set his shoulder against the stone's own name, and brought it down in thunder, and stood in the dust telling himself the thunder was the point.

I closed my eyes and listened for the stone's true voice instead.

I could have broken it. That is not modesty; the breaking was there in easy reach, Cyaerbasalien sitting behind my teeth like a swallowed sun. But breaking would have been the wrong shape of answer in that place. Loud things draw appetite, and the appetite was everywhere around us in the dark, grazing on names. And besides. Besides. I had spent a year learning, at prices you now know, what my asking voice was for.

So I asked.

I asked the slab what it was carrying, and it told me: a burden of sixty generations, a duty of sealing, the long cold weight of being the stone that refuses. And I asked it (gently, the way you ask a ring of water, the way a certain door was once asked to be a door of my acquaintance) whether it was not, at the bottom of its grain, tired. Whether it would like to set the long burden down. To forget the name of what it had been guarding, since names hereabouts were lately proving optional in any case. To remember instead the thing every stone remembers when you get down far enough: that before it was a seal or a wall or a refusal, it had been simply stone, and stone at its heart has always wanted the simple honorable work. A hearthstone. A doorstep. A thing that is warmed by fires and worn by feet. A thing that welcomes.

The slab shuddered once, all through itself, with a sound like the earth taking a first breath after a long time underwater.

Then it leaned out of its socket, slowly, with what I can only call relief, and toppled, and rolled a little way down the gravel path, and lay still. A doorstep at last. It is there yet, I imagine. I hope it is content. It earned it, and it is the only thing in that whole night's work that got what it wanted.

Behind me, Trenati collapsed to his knees.

The sound of the opening had reached something in him. His hands rose and touched his own face, patting it, checking whether it was still where he had left it, and his fingers found his blind eyes and stopped there, resting on the lids. And a sound came out of him that might have been a sob, or might have been laughter. There was no telling. The voice had forgotten how to shape either, and what remained was just grief's raw material, unworked.

Bast's hand closed on my shoulder. "We need to move faster, Reshi." And in his voice was a thing I have heard from him perhaps five times in all our years, and each time it has frightened me more than whatever caused it: fear, plain and unhidden. "We've stayed too long. The dark here is starting to pay attention."

I went in.

  *

Inside, I found what I had expected, and worse, which is the rule of my life so reliably that I ought to have it lettered on a sign.

The crypt's heart was one long chamber of cold pale stone, kings' names in ranks along the walls (some of them eaten, even here, even the sealed dead not spared) and at its center, where a bier should have stood, someone had raised a stone altar. Candle stubs ringed its base in their own drowned wax, burnt out or drowned or both. Chalked symbols spread across the floor around it, and most of them had smeared past reading, scuffed by the knees of people who had forgotten what they were kneeling toward.

Auri lay on the altar.

They had bound her, bound her, wrists and ankles, with coarse rope run through iron rings set into the stone, and I want you to hold in your mind what rope and iron are to a person for whom a pinned braid was violence. Moonlight came down through some flaw or vent in the crypt's roof and painted her in silver and shadow, equal measures, and she lay still in it, thin as a reed, bright as a coin, with her cloud of hair dimmed around her like weather gone out.

On the far wall, someone had carved words into the stone. They had been cut deep and meant to last: prophecy or promise, an old hand, older than the candles by centuries. The same forgetting that had emptied Trenati had been at the wall too, and most of the lines were gone into that too-clean blankness. Only fragments survived:

...and the king who was never born will be remembered by none...

...and so he fades, barefoot into nothing...

I have turned those lines over for years, the way you turn a coin found in a dead man's coat: whose king, never born how, barefoot why; I have a guess for each and proof of none, and I will not poison you with guesses. I will tell you only what I noticed standing there, which is that the missing parts had a pulse. The absences were louder than the words. Whatever that wall had once promised, the promise was being eaten precisely as fast as it was coming true.

"Auri."

Her head turned at my voice. For a long moment she only looked at me, the way she looks: that grave and total attention, the kind that weighs and does not judge.

"Kvothe." She breathed my name like it was the one word left that still had all its weight. She pulled against the ropes and winced, and the wince went through me like a blade going backward.

"My Ciridae. You came for me."

I went to her. The knots were crude (tied by hands already forgetting their own purpose, half of them granny-knots doubled in confusion) but crude knots in coarse rope are their own kind of cruel, and I worked at them with what fingers I had, and the rope caught and dragged in the gaps where my other fingers should have been. I will not dress that up for you. Every knot was an inventory. One knot. The next. Her ankles. Then her wrists, last and most carefully, my thumb and forefinger learning their new trade in the moonlight with her pulse two inches away, quick and small as a bird's.

When the last rope fell away, Auri sat up slowly. She stayed there a moment at the edge of the altar, very straight, reassembling her dignity around her the way a queen assembles a court. Then she leaned forward and pressed herself against my chest, all at once, with the weight of rain finally finding earth.

I held her. She was bird-boned and warm and impossibly slight, more light than substance, the way she has always been: as though the world had only ever agreed to her provisionally, and could at any moment be argued out of it.

"I thought I'd forgotten your face," she said into my shirt. Her voice was clear and small and very exact, every word placed like the last piece of proper cutlery. "Everything was coming untrue in here. The fog came and told me I was someone else. Someone with a different name, and a crown that didn't fit: I checked, it never fit, they only said it did." A small fierce breath. "But I kept your name. I kept it in the middle of me and I said it over and over, like a song. Like the turning kind of song that comes back to its beginning, so you never have to stop. And as long as I was holding it properly, I was still me."

Her hands found mine then. And I felt her fingers move across my ruined hand, tracing the gaps, one, and two, and three, reading what was missing the way she reads everything, entire and without flinching. She did not gasp and she did not grieve and she did not ask. She simply held what was left, folded her small fingers into the spaces, as though the missing parts were not absences at all but only another kind of presence, a room of me she hadn't visited yet.

"You are still you," I said. My voice was not entirely mine to command.

Auri smiled: faint, and glowing, and hers.

"And you are still you," she said, in the tone of a thing checked twice and found correct. "All the important pieces. I counted."

Then she took a better grip on my hands, both of them, the whole one and the other one, and she looked up at me with the moon in her eyes, and said:

"Take me home, Kvothe. Back to the Underthing, where everything is proper and safe and true."


CHAPTER 45

THE ILLUSION OF WHOLENESS

We left Renere under cover of darkness, slipping out the eastern gate among the night-carters and the desperate, three more shadows fleeing a city that had taught everyone the trick of not looking.

At my hip, in a borrowed scabbard, rode what remained of Saicere. Bast had gone back for her. He had never said so; I had simply found the bundle among his things at the Brewer's Rest, long and narrow and wrapped three times in oilcloth, and understood: he had gathered her pieces off the floorboards of the Willow Blossom with his sleeves pulled down over his hands, and carried steel for me, which is a cost I can name but not feel, like a sum in a currency I don't own. Poet, killer, three thousand years of names, and she ended as a sound in a sack: her broken lengths chimed against each other with every stride, softly, no matter how I packed them. I gave up trying to quiet her somewhere past the last watchfire. It seemed right that she should have the talking of it. It was her dirge, and she made it herself, and I only carried the instrument.

I looked back once. The city's walls rose black against the stars, and above them stood the White Citadel, pale and terrible, a long bone picked clean and set upright against the sky. Somewhere behind those walls Wil and Sim lay under their tree in ground a fae had blessed because no one else would. Somewhere east of everything, under other stars, Denna. I stood in the gate-shadow with all of it at my back, and I made myself a promise, and for a wonder I have kept it.

I would never walk those streets again. Whatever it cost. Even if the cost was leaving King Alveron alive on his stolen throne, with my friends' names nailed up as traitors over his door.

You flinch at that. I see it. Understand: I had learned, at last and at every possible price, the true arithmetic of my revenges. Each one had been paid for by someone standing next to me. Some doors, once closed, deserve to stay closed. It is the most expensive sentence I know, and I bought every word of it.

Bast led us through the dark with the easy confidence of a misspent youth. Auri came close behind me, her bare feet whispering over the stones, and here is a thing I watched happen and will swear to: the moonlight remembered her. It found her wherever the streets opened, and it sat on her the way light sits on water, glad of the excuse. And the longer she walked bathed in that silver, the more my little moon-fey came back to herself. Where she had been walking, she began to skip. Where she had been silent, she began to hum, some small tune with its own private rules. Two streets of that, and the ropes and the altar and the crown that never fit began to slide off her the way water slides off oiled cloth. I do not know how she does it. I have stopped believing anyone will ever know how she does anything. The world is more bearable for the not-knowing, and that is Auri's smallest gift, and she gives it to everyone she meets.

Beyond the city, off the road, in a fold of dark pasture, a waystone waited for us in the starlight, leaning like a door held dutifully ajar.

I knew what it was now. That is the strange mercy of that whole terrible year: I had stood before the first of all doors, and so I finally understood the little ones. Every greystone on every road, every one my family camped beside, every one the tinkers' rule blesses, all of them younger cousins of two great uprights and a lintel on a mountain past the edge of the maps. Doors of stone, the lot of them, standing patiently in farmers' fields with their deep grammar asleep inside. We had fled through the greatest of them into ruin. Now the smallest would carry us home. There is a shape in that I have never decided whether to call a joke or a kindness.

Bast laid his hand against the stone.

The sky folded, like a letter being sealed. Then it folded again, like hands closing in prayer, and we were through, and the air between the worlds tasted of copper and cinnamon, of winter mornings and summer nights, all four at once: the Fae has never once been willing to be only one thing.

We did not linger. Twilight there, everlasting; forest without weather; I have told you what the Fae is like when there is leisure to look at it, and there was no leisure. Bast went ahead of us surely and quickly, reading paths the way a river reads its bed, and Auri walked the twilight as though it were a corridor of her own house she simply hadn't tidied yet, and I came behind them, and no one of the three of us said a word until the world turned over again and gave us back true stars.

We came out on a hilltop I knew as well as my own hands.

Below, the Omethi ran its patient silver course, and Stonebridge went across it in one great grey stride, the way it has for two thousand years. Imre lay on the far shore with its lights glowing warm as honey in comb. And past it, west, the University: low towers catching the last of the light like hands cupped around a dying flame.

The sight of it struck me like a blow I had not seen coming. Not because anything had changed.

Because nothing had.

How dare it. I stood on that hill and hated it, hated it with a purity I have rarely managed for the things that deserve it. How dare Stonebridge stand there bearing up its travelers as if Wil's steady stride would ever cross it again. How dare Imre's lights make their honey-glow as if Sim would never, as if Sim would not, tomorrow, come laughing down those streets with his hair in his eyes and three friends' drinks held against his chest. How dare the Eolian be standing, and the fountains run, and the whole warm indifferent machinery of the place go on turning, when the two best men it ever made lay south of Renere under a tree whose name I didn't know, and the world had not even had the decency to notice its own diminishment.

The world turns. That is the whole of its job, and it does not stop to bury anyone. I knew that. I had known it since I was eleven. Knowing it and standing on that hill were two different trades.

Once, that view had been my whole world. Every hope I owned had lived in one of those towers. Now it lay below me like a monument: not to learning. To everyone I had lost while I was busy learning.

I might have stood there until the light failed entirely, taking that inventory. But Auri's hand found my sleeve, two fingers only, the way she takes hold of things.

"This way," she whispered, and her voice had candlelight in it.

  *

She led us down the hill and along the riverbank, away from Stonebridge and its freight of memory. The path she walked was no path at all. And I want this understood: I spent years on those banks. I have walked them drunk, lovesick, hunted, and broke, which between them ought to cover every kind of attention a man can pay the ground. I had never seen the way she took us. Behind a curtain of ivy grown wild and thick against the bank's stone shoring, her small hand went in without hesitating, and there was a grate.

I would have sworn on the Archives that no grate was there until she touched it.

The metal sang one soft note as she lifted it: a true note; I caught myself cataloguing its pitch out of old habit and then made myself stop, because some instruments are not for me. Below, darkness waited, and it did not wait like an absence. It waited like a held place at a table.

Auri slipped down first, certain as water finding its old way home. I followed. The dark of the Underthing closed around me like an old friend: an old friend with manners, the kind who sees at once how much you have changed and mentions nothing, only takes your coat. Bast came last, and before he swung the grate to, he drew his sleeve down over his hand, that small practiced motion, smooth as breathing, three thousand years of his kind's caution folded into a cuff. Iron settled into stone above us, and the world, the posters, the patrols, the whole hungry surface of things, was sealed away like weather on the far side of a good roof.

For a few breaths there was only the sound of her bare feet sure on stones we could not see, and the smell of old earth and older water. Then she stopped, and I heard her hands doing something gentle in the dark.

She woke Foxen first.

The small light bloomed between her cupped palms, blue-green and patient as ever, and by it I watched something change behind her eyes: watched the last of somewhere else go out of her. She held that light close against her chest the way you hold someone precious back from a long absence, and murmured to it, too low for words, and when she looked up at us her smile had lost the final trace of the court's careful polish. Princess Ariel died in that moment, if she ever lived. I attended her funeral. It was one candle-lighting long, and no one grieved.

Then she led us down and in, and with every turning more of the princess fell away from her like paint that had never been asked to stay. Her spine softened out of its trained lines. Her chin came down from the height they had pinned it at. And she began to name the rooms as we passed through them, each name spoken with the tender certainty of someone greeting old friends after long travel.

"Dunnings," she murmured, to a hall of dust and slanting pillars.

"Winnoway," to a stair that went down in three moods.

Past doors that sang in keys I did not recognize, through galleries where the darkness carried itself differently: some of it stately, some of it shy. "Rubric," she said, as we entered a maze of red brick wound through with pipes of every gauge, and she touched the nearest pipe the way you touch a sleeping child's forehead, and I will not swear the pipe did not settle easier for it, because I have given up swearing to things about Auri. Then a corridor full of lavender and old soap, close and warm as a linen press. And at the end of everything, a small round room I had never seen, in all my years of being permitted almost everywhere.

It curled around us the way cupped hands curl around a candleflame. The ceiling stooped low enough to bow your head: which is, I now think, the architecture doing you a courtesy, teaching your body reverence your mind is too tired to manage. Foxen's light played over curved walls and was happy there; light knows where it is welcome. And everywhere, arranged with the precision of liturgy, were her treasures, the ones the world above had thrown away and she had caught: a bent strip of silver hung from a nail, placed to gather the light just so. A spool of thread the color of moonlight on a ledge, beside a brass button that remembered being gold. On a corner shelf, smaller holies in their stations: a shard of blue glass; a curl of birch bark written over in no alphabet; the small white bones of some secret story, laid out in the order the story wanted.

There was a place made up on the floor. Cedar shavings and clean cloth and a folded blanket, square to the wall, waiting. She had prepared it before we ever left Renere's graveyard: or the room had; I did not ask, in the same way you do not ask who set the extra place at a table that has been expecting you for years.

Auri watched me look at all of it, and said nothing for a long while. She let the room speak first. It was her room; it had the right.

"You are still you, even if you do not feel it," she said at last, soft as Foxen's light. "Stay here while you find the rest of you."

I wanted to say things. Thank you. I'm sorry. You came to a tower for me and I broke what you mended and none of this is a fair trade for a key, a coin, and a candle. The words stood in me like tools I no longer had the hands for. Instead I sank down onto the floor she had made ready, and my body went out of the business of standing all at once, the way the crypt slab had gone out of the business of refusing.

"We're safe now," Auri said, with her quiet certainty, weaving the words around us the way you tuck a blanket at its corners.

I nodded. I did not trust my voice. I did not, in that season, trust anything, except the three people who had carried me there, and the small light, and the stone.

  *

I slept on a floor that smelled of cedar and soap, and for a time the world grew small, and quiet, and curved.

I ate when Auri brought food: always in pairs and portions whose logic I never solved, a boiled egg and seven wrinkled olives, bread with the crust judged and removed, once a whole perfect fish that I know for certain she should not have been able to acquire and know better than to wonder about. I drank what she brought me, which was sometimes water and sometimes a tea that tasted of the far end of autumn. I stared at the curved walls, and breathed, and the Underthing held us in its ancient hands and kept the sharp edges of the world away, the way it had done for her, all those years, when the world above had been the thing with edges.

I healed. I use the word the way the Medica taught me to use it, precisely: the way a broken bone heals, slowly, imperfectly, with a knitted seam in it that will ache at every change of weather for the rest of its owner's life. Nothing was restored. Restored is a different word, and no one has ever taught me the arts that manage it. I tell you healing happened so that you understand the thing that happened; it is simply a kinder name than the thing deserves.

Sometimes I caught myself smiling at something Bast said, he had installed himself in the Underthing's outer rooms the way a cat takes possession of a house, appearing and vanishing on his own fae hours, hauling in gossip and sausages and once, unforgivably, a small keg, and for a moment the smile would sit naturally on my face, an old tenant back in familiar rooms. Then I would remember Wil's dry voice saying something half this funny and twice as true, or Sim laughing at absolutely nothing because delight cost him no effort at all, and the smile would fall off me, and I would feel it go, the way you feel a bandage pulled.

Bast saw this happen more than once. He never once mentioned it. But I could tell by the way his eyes followed me afterward, careful, quiet, sidelong, the way you watch a crack in a dam you love.

And once, I set this down because it belongs to the honest ledger of that season, Auri laughed. Bast had said something ridiculous to the keg, formally, as though presenting it at court, and Auri laughed: a quick bright spill of sound, three notes and up, gone as fast as it came.

I have told you what the fog under Renere took from me. The warmth of her laugh was one of the four things, and I braced, I felt myself brace, for the pressed flower, the fact with the feeling gone out of it, the meadow's ghost.

But that was memory. This laugh was new. It arrived and it was warm the way a coal is warm, right now, in the present tense where the Quarter's fingers have never once managed to reach, and I sat in her curled room and understood that they had robbed the shelves behind me and could not touch the road ahead, and that every new day held, at least, the possibility of new warm things.

I do not say it healed me. I say I started a new collection. That is the most and the truest that can be said.

  *

One evening Bast called me out to a small alcove off Cricklet, where the water makes its endless small comment and the stone holds the candle-smoke of years.

"Hold out your hand," he said. "The left one, Reshi."

I hesitated. In all those days underground I had kept it wrapped, or pocketed, or turned palm-down in my lap: hidden even there, even from the two people in the world who had already seen everything. Habits of performance die last of all. But this was Bast, who had carried my broken sword through two worlds with his sleeves over his hands. I unwound the wrapping and held out the ruin Cinder had made: three fingers gone at the root, the stumps long healed over, pale, neat, and screaming. Absence has a voice. Anyone who has lost a part of themselves knows this. It does not shout. It narrates.

Bast looked at the hand without flinching, which I noted, and loved him for, and then he began to speak.

He spoke in the fae way, in that language that is not a language so much as an agreement the world is talked into, and the words tasted of glamour even secondhand: sweet, and slant, the taste of lies that tell the truth. The air over my hand shimmered like the road above a summer field. Twisted. Settled.

And my hand was whole.

Three fingers stood where three fingers had been, perfect, unscarred, mine to the last knuckle-crease. And on them, small and exact, the two rings I had lost along with them on the mountainside: pale wood on one finger, warm amber on the next, rings I had last seen going wherever severed things go, restored now down to the grain and the cloudy inclusion I used to turn toward the light. Bast had rebuilt them from memory. His memory, I realized. He had noticed my hands more closely than I had ever noticed them myself, and I am a man who lived by his hands. That is what the Fae are, under all the rest of it: the world's most terrifying noticers.

"They're not real," Bast said. The grin was in place, doing its work; it did not reach his eyes, and knew it, and stayed anyway. "The illusion holds as long as you're cautious with it. Don't ask them to carry anything that matters. Don't offer them to anyone with wit enough to look twice. They'll pass in a tavern, and at a counter, and at ten feet of daylight." A pause, delicate. "Even illusions can be useful, Reshi. I'd say ours is a household that knows it."

I flexed the false fingers, experimentally. They moved when I thought at them, exactly when and exactly as: which was, of course, precisely the wrongness of it. Real fingers lag. Real fingers argue, fumble, have their own weather; I know this better than most, having spent ten thousand hours negotiating with mine over lute strings. These obeyed like a thought obeys, and there was nothing inside them: no warmth, no pressure, no report. I laid the glamoured hand flat on the stone, and my eyes said five and the stone said two, and the space between the two answers made my teeth ache in a way I have never since fully talked them out of.

Whole to the eye. Nothing to the touch. If you want a better emblem for the man who kept that hand, you are welcome to look, but I can save you the trouble.

"Thank you, Bast." I meant it, all the way down. It still came out hollow as a cracked bell, and we both heard it, and he shrugged with tremendous studied carelessness and made a small ceremony of straightening his cuffs, and his eyes stayed on my face the whole time, reading the thing I couldn't hide from the only person who never needed the glamour to see it.

  *

Days passed in the warm dark. Perhaps spans. Time loses its footing in the Underthing: there is no sun to keep the hours honest and no moon to keep the count, and without them the days stop lining up to be numbered and simply pool.

Then one evening Auri came to me where I sat trying to remember how to be a person, and settled beside me with her feet tucked under her, and said, conversationally, to the ceiling stones:

"The moon was lovely last night. It sat so close to the world you could almost touch it."

"You went above?"

"To see Fela." Her voice stayed light, in the way a hand stays light on a wound. "She needed to know about Simmon."

Everything in me went still.

I should have been the one. Understand: I had told myself I would be, in the vague way you promise yourself stairs you never mean to climb. Fela had a right to hear it from someone who was in the room; she had a right to ask the questions and watch a face while it answered. Instead I had sat in the kind dark eating olives while a barefoot girl climbed into the wind and knocked on a door and did the hardest thing there is, the thing I have faced armies rather than do.

"She cried," Auri said. Then, with the precision she saves for the things that matter most: "But she cried clean tears. They were the proper kind. I stayed while they came out, and there was nothing in them that will fester. She loved him with the whole of the word, and grief that comes off a love like that runs clear, like the water above Cricklet. I checked."

She had checked. Somewhere above us, one of the finest people either of us would ever know had wept for Sim in front of an audience of one small grave attendant, and been found unfestering, and I sat in the dark and let the tears come off me too, and Auri watched mine with the same grave kindness, and pronounced nothing, which I took as passing.

The next morning, if morning means anything down there; call it the next waking, I asked her for paper, and she brought it, good rag paper and a pen and a stone bottle of ink, none of which I asked where she got.

I wrote two letters. One to Wil's family in the Ceald, ironmongers of Ralien, who had sent their steady son west to count other people's money and gotten back a legend and a lie. One to Sim's father, a duke with three better sons, who had spent twenty years telling his gentlest boy he was a disappointment and would now be told by his king that the boy had died a traitor as well.

Each word was agony, and I mean the word as the Medica means it. Each sentence was a confession dressed as a comfort. I told them the truth that the man on the throne will never speak and that this story is now the only other record of: that their sons died as heroes are supposed to and almost never do: not for a flag, not for a purse, but standing between murder and the people it was coming for, with courage that would humble every statue in every square in Vintas. That they were loved by better judges of men than kings are. That they were the best of us, and I the least of what they stood for, and that the accounting between their houses and mine stands open forever, and may be called at any hour, in any coin.

My hand shook so badly I had to stop four times. The tremor, and the want of the little vial that quiets the tremor, and the particular palsy of writing he spoke of you fondly to a man who had spent twenty years trying to hammer the softness out of his son like a flaw out of iron: all of it together. Though I will say this, in the black ledger of small mercies, and you may decide whether to laugh: on a bad day, two fingers tremble less than five.

My tears spotted both letters. I let the spots stay. Wax seals lie; water-marks don't; let them see the state of the clerk.

Those letters sat beside my blanket for days after, growing heavier the way sealed things do. I thought about carrying them myself. Standing in an ironmonger's doorway in Ralien with my hood back. Standing in a duke's hall. Saying their sons' names aloud to the faces their sons used to have. My hands began again at the mere rehearsal of it, and would not stop, and I understood that I was done: that the man who could have made those journeys had gone into the ground in three pieces, one south of Renere, one under singing trees, one on a mountain past the maps.

Bast noticed. Bast notices everything that matters and nothing that doesn't; it is the most enviable of all his talents.

"What are these?" he asked one evening, turning the sealed squares over in his careful fingers.

"Letters," I said. Flat as a stone.

"Mm." He weighed them, and he was not weighing paper. "Letters to the dead don't often change much, Reshi. But letters to the living sometimes do." He looked up. "Do you want me to take them?"

I wanted to say no. Even then, even hollowed to the shell you now see before you, some ember of the old pride sat up and announced that this was my burden, my duty, my roads to walk and my doors to stand in front of.

But I was so tired. I have been tired since a tower fell on me, in a way that sleeping has never yet touched.

I nodded.

Bast tucked the letters inside his coat with the care I had seen him spend on nothing else, ever: not gold, not girls, not his own skin. Like relics. Like coals carried against a cold night. And as he rose to go, he set his hand on my shoulder, briefly, with a gentleness that fit him strangely and perfectly, the way a borrowed coat sometimes fits better than your own.

"You'll be all right, Reshi." The old name went around me like a heavy blanket. "Maybe not today. Maybe not tomorrow. But someday, and I am very old, and I am generally right."

Then he was gone up into the dark, two letters bound for two houses I will never enter, and I sat alone in the warm curl of Auri's gift.

I thought of Wil, who was steadiness itself, and of Sim, who was proof the world could make a wholly kind thing if it tried. I thought of Denna, and the music we never made, all those duets that will now stay in the one place where nothing can be taken from me. I thought of Auri, who had saved me with a word and again with a room. Of Bast, who had given me a name years ago and was still, patiently, teaching me how to wear it.

And for the first time since the mountain, faint as starlight through storm clouds, something shifted in my chest. It was not hope. I want to be exact; I had no hope, and would not for some time. But I found I could see tomorrow from where I sat. It was not joy. But I could see a friend.

And for that night, that was enough.


CHAPTER 46

THE RECKONING

The Underthing was a place of stone and silence and slow water, and every one of those three was medicine to me. It was not a place for Bast.

He was young (is young; will be young when the mountains have worn down to gossip) and he was bright as copper jots and quick as spilled mercury, and the dark under the University fit him the way a coffin fits a dancer. He deserved what I had once had and never thanked anyone for: that brief expensive season of carelessness. Mornings heavy with promise and nothing else. Afternoons tangled in chords and laughter with no ledger under either. Evenings of honey-gold light in the company of people whose fire matches your own and has not yet cost anyone anything. Every day I told him to go and have it. I pointed him up Auri's secret stairs like a man pointing a bird at the sky.

And he went. He followed her hidden ways topside and came back smelling of taverns and perfume and once, mysteriously, of a bonfire. But he always came back. Always. He would fold himself down onto the stones across from me with his boots still wet from whatever the night had been, when he could have been dancing in the light of it until dawn.

I knew the shape of his worry. It sat between us like a third person at our small table, silent, attentive, taking no food.

He would catch me at my exercises. There was one binding (heat and iron, two drabs, the first Ben ever taught me; I could do it at nine years old, half asleep, in a moving wagon) and I would sit hunched over those two drabs for an hour at a stretch, whispering to my own splintered Alar like a man coaxing a cracked team uphill. The link would form. And slip. Form, and slip. My mind had been to the bottom of a fog under Renere and out the far side of a mountain past the maps, and what was left of it would not hold two pieces of iron in agreement about warmth.

And this is the joke the world had made of me, and I want it written down plainly: the great workings had never come easier. Names rose in me now like fish in a stocked pond. I had persuaded a crypt open and unmade a square of gallows with a word. It was the small honest craft that was gone: the 'prentice work, the two-drab binding, the first thing my first teacher gave me. I could speak to the wind and could not warm a coin. If you can build a truer emblem of what that year took, I invite you to try.

Or Bast would see me close my left hand around something, and watch three of my fingers pass clean through my own palm. Glamour does not grip. In those moments his smile would falter (a heartbeat, no more) and then come blazing back twice as bright, which was worse, and both of us knew it, and neither of us said so.

"You could leave," I would say.

"I could dance on moonbeams," he would answer. "I could kiss a duchess and steal her diamonds. I could do many things."

And that would be the end of it, until the next time.

  *

It was a Hepten morning when everything changed.

Bast had been gone less than an hour when I heard his steps coming back, and I knew before I saw him. You learn a man's walk long before you learn his heart, and the walk arrives first with all the news. The usual bounce was gone out of it. What came down Auri's corridors instead was heavy, and even, and careful, like a man carrying a full bowl.

I felt myself begin to sink before he even reached me. Those past days I had been finding my way back toward something: not myself; the word is too large; call it a smaller establishment trading under the old name. I could hold a spoon. I had slept two nights running without waking in the desert. Now, listening to those careful footsteps, I felt all of that fragile masonry shift on its footings.

"Reshi." The word came out wrong.

I looked up from a bowl of porridge that had been cold longer than I'd noticed. "You look like a man trying to swallow bad news sideways."

He pulled something from inside his coat. Paper, crumpled, worn soft at its folds from handling: other hands' handling; many of them. He set it down on the stones between us with the care people spend on things that might go off.

I smoothed it flat.

The ink was cheap and the woodcut was worse. The face that looked out of it had been carved in a dozen harsh black lines by someone working from a description of a description. It didn't matter. Some faces survive bad art; it is one of the crueler properties of mine.

*KVOTHE KINGKILLER. SON OF ARLIDEN. 100 MARKS.*

Son of Arliden. They had gone and gotten his name to hang under mine, some clerk in Renere copying it out of Alveron's sworn account into the record, and now my father (who never in his life raised anything against anyone but an eyebrow and a chorus) rode nailed to church boards and tavern posts across four kingdoms as the sire of a kingkiller. That was the part I stared at. Not the bounty.

"A hundred marks." I pushed the paper away with one finger. "I'm almost insulted."

"There's more." Bast's voice had dropped low, the register he keeps for true things. "Ambrose is here, Reshi. In Imre. Since Felling last, at least. He's been making speeches in the squares (there's a hired crier walking his route before him, if you can credit it) telling anyone with ears that you killed the king. That you're hiding somewhere close by. And that you've stolen Princess Ariel away from him."

"Ariel?" The little porridge I'd eaten turned to stone. "Stolen?"

"He says she belongs to him." Bast's mouth twisted around the words like they spoiled going out. "Says he'll see you dragged through the streets behind a cart, and take her back to Renere where she belongs."

Where she belongs. She was two hundred feet beneath us, in a round room full of rescued treasures, teaching Foxen's light to sit on a strip of silver, safe for the first time in a year of altars and courts and crowns that never fit. And up in the daylight a man with a hired crier was standing in public squares saying belongs to him, the way you say it about a horse that's slipped its paddock.

"Take me to him."

I was on my feet before the last word was out, and the chair went over backward behind me, loud on the stone.

"Reshi." Bast was up too, hands half-raised. "Wait. Think about this. That's what he wants: he can't come down here, he can't find the ways, so he stands in a square and rings you like a bell—"

But I was already moving, and thinking was a country I had left. The Lethani, the University's decorum, the Iron Law, the whole slow-built architecture of everything wiser than me: it all fell away like scaffolding from a thing on fire. There was only motion. Only the old terrible certainty of lightning, which does not choose, which has already chosen, which was always going to land exactly there.

I have gone back over that morning a thousand times, friends. This telling is the thousand-and-first. I have never once found the moment where I could have turned aside, and I no longer know whether that is because there wasn't one, or because I am still, after everything, the kind of man who needs there not to have been.

  *

I found Ambrose in the square by the fountain.

You know the one, or you know its story: the square in Imre where a boy once called the wind for the first time, wild and unmeant, and broke a richer boy's arm with it, and bought himself a decade of enmity at the price of one perfect moment. The same worn cobbles. The same fountain throwing its thin silver rope into the air. Of all the squares in all the world, he had chosen that one to stand in, and I want to believe it was deliberate, because the alternative is that the world composes these things itself, and that is worse.

His men flanked him like a wall of sharp edges and bright steel: eight, maybe ten; I didn't trouble to count, and you will see shortly why the count didn't matter. He was midway through some speech when I came into the open, his voice rolling across the square rich with that particular poison that only old money ferments, and he was wearing (I note it because the eye keeps its habits even at the ends of things) a truly ridiculous hat.

"I hear you've been looking for me."

The square went quiet the way the air goes quiet before a thunderclap, every small sound suddenly loud in its own silence: the fountain, a shutter, a dropped bundle. Ambrose turned. For one bare instant I saw surprise cross his face, honest as anything he'd ever shown me.

Then his mouth found its oldest shape. That sneer had not changed since I was fifteen. It was almost a comfort. Almost.

"The Ruh bastard shows himself at last." Pitched to carry; he was playing the crowd before he finished turning, and the crowd was gathering, drawn in from the streets the way crowds are, by the smell of history about to be made at someone else's expense. "Kvothe the Arcane. Murderer of kings. Thief of virtue."

"I was there when the king died." My own voice went out over the stones, plain, unperformed. It seemed important, then, to say it plainly once in a public square, whatever came after. "I did not kill him. We both know who holds that particular honor."

"Liar!" The word cracked off him like a whip, and there was real fury under it, which interested the part of me that was still capable of interest. "Nothing is ever your fault, is it? Not one thing, in all your riddle of a life. Your blood is filth. Your existence is a stain that walks."

And then his expression changed, and I watched the anger drain out of it, and what came up underneath the anger was worse.

Satisfaction.

He reached into his coat, and he brought out a book.

My heart stopped believing in the morning. It was small, and weathered, its edges browned, its soft leather cover faintly embossed with swirls: I knew every one of those swirls; I had traced pages inside that cover by candlelight with my own arm open; forty pages, a full vial's worth, sealed under matching black ink and a boy's unforgivable confidence.

"Did you really think," Ambrose said, gently, savoring it, "that no one would ever check the donation logs? How careless of you, Kvothe."

"Don't."

One word. It came out of me with the weight of mountains, and it moved him not at all. Why would it? He had waited ten years to be standing exactly where he was standing.

He laughed (an ugly sound, glass breaking in a beautiful room) and let the laugh run out over the crowd. "Or what? You'll kill me too? Add one more corpse to the collection?" He turned a slow half-circle, arms spreading, gathering his audience in. "No. Here is what happens now. I am done with you by noon. And then I take Ariel back to Renere where she belongs, and I take her wherever else I please besides, and there is not one thing in this world that will—"

He opened the book, and spoke the first words of a binding.

The world clamped shut around me like a fist.

I want to make you feel it, and I know I will fail, and I am going to try anyway, because it is important that you understand what forty pages of your own blood can be made to do. Sympathy runs on likeness, and there is no likeness like blood; a mommet with two drops in it will make a strong man sweat. This was not two drops. The binding came down over my whole body at once, blood calling blood through every limb: my arms seized, my knees locked, my lungs took up a slow argument about whose breath this was. A Re'lar's craft. Middling talent, no better; I had corrected his sygaldry in front of a class once. It didn't matter. You may be the finest swordsman alive; it will not help you if a mediocre man is holding your own hand and making it wave.

"Look at you." He came closer, unhurried now, holding the open book the way a priest holds scripture. "The mighty Kvothe Kingkiller. Held low by a Re'lar's binding." His voice climbed for the crowd's benefit. "All those years of Ruh trickery, and this is what's underneath! A vagabond with a good memory." He flicked two fingers at me, the gesture you spend on a servant. "Bind him. Hands and feet. Gag him as well, if he wants to confess, we can always lend him a pen."

His men started forward. Good men, probably. Hired men, men with daughters and debts, men who had been told they were arresting a murderer, and I have thought about them since more than I have thought about him.

I called the wind anyway.

It answered like a thousand storms screaming in one voice.

It came off the rooftops and up out of the streets' throats all at once, and the square became weather. The fountain cracked down its middle with a sound like the world's knuckle popping, its water leaping skyward in a geyser that the wind tore instantly to mist. Cobblestones groaned, lifted, split; a seam opened across the square like the ground unstitching. Ambrose's bright-steel men went off their feet and away, tumbling like leaves down the length of the square, and the crowd broke and scattered screaming into doorways and side streets, and I stood at the center of all of it with my hair whipping and my rags snapping and the binding still on me like a second skeleton.

Because here is the thing Ambrose had not thought through, in ten years of dreaming about that morning: he had bound himself to me.

The link ran both ways. He could not release me without freeing me; he could not flee without dropping the book. So he stood, and the wind found him. It took his fine silk first, whipping it to ribbons, to threads, to a beggar's motley (there was a justice in that I was past enjoying) and then it found the skin beneath and began to scrape, raw and red, drawing thin lines of blood across his chest that the wind licked away before they could fall. His knuckles were white on the book. His feet were braced wide. His jaw was set, and his eyes stayed locked on mine through all of it, and give the devil this much, for I never once did before and will not have another chance: he held.

"Is that all?" He had to scream it through the gale, and he screamed it grinning. "The great Kvothe Kingkiller! One name and a bag of Ruh tricks!"

I called the name of fire.

The trench the wind had torn across the square lit behind him, end to end, like a vein of the world's own blood opened to the air. The heat of it struck his back and his stance broke by inches: feet shuffling forward, shoulders drawing in and up, the animal in him doing the arithmetic his pride refused. But his hands kept the book, and the binding held, and I will be fair to him one final time: a stronger will than his I have met only twice, and neither of the two was human.

"You threatened her." I heard my own voice come out of the storm, and each word fell like a stone into a still pond, flat and final and spreading. "You came here with your stolen book and your hired swords and your crier walking before you, and you stood in a public square, and you threatened the only person left alive who still matters to me."

I took a step forward. The binding scraped at me like a harness; I walked into it, and it gave.

"Stop." His voice had gone small. It had gone young (and this is the part I make myself tell) it had gone all the way back down to the boy underneath, the one who existed before the money and the malice finished their carving, some ordinary frightened boy I never met because by the time I arrived the carving was done. "Please."

I took another step. I felt the fire's heat come through him to me, felt his whole frame shaking down the link between us like a wire singing. And his grip on the binding shuddered.

Then cracked.

Then released me all at once, the way a hand releases when the mind behind it finally, fully understands.

"CYAERBASALIEN," I said.

And the square remembered it was one stone.

That is what the name does. I had spoken it to a wall in Haven once and made the stone forget its shape. This was the same word in the other direction, and the whole broken square heard it: the torn seam, the split cobbles, the cracked fountain, all of it crushed back together in a single grinding heartbeat, every gap in that square closing at once like a book slammed shut.

Every gap. All at once.

And Ambrose became an absence where a person used to be.

  *

The silence that followed was absolute. The particular silence that comes down after lightning, when the air is still sharp and metallic and nothing in it has decided yet whether the world is over.

I stood in the mended square (mended; that is the obscenity of it; it was whole, level, seamless, better-made than before, with a fine mist falling where the fountain wept through its new shape) and my throat burned as though I had swallowed coals, and my knees wanted to buckle and I locked them straight, because a lifetime of stagecraft dies harder than a man does.

Around the square's edges, in the doorways, along the walls, people were beginning to look out. Bloodless faces, every one. And in their eyes I saw myself, small and multiplied, a red-haired figure standing at the center of clean stone where thirty heartbeats ago there had been a person, a fire, and a war.

I did not recognize what looked back at me out of their eyes. I have spent my whole life arranging what looks back at me out of people's eyes. That was the first crowd I ever lost, and I lost them all, in one instant, forever, and what I saw kneeling behind their faces was the thing I would be in every telling from that morning on. Not the witty beggar-scholar. Not Six-String, not Bloodless, not the wind-caller of the Eolian.

The monster of the mended square.

And there (at the crowd's edge, where the rest of my life was standing to be inventoried) Elodin. Master Namer, out of Imre on some errand I never learned, motionless as a greystone, his face empty of everything except a weight in the eyes that I have no word for in any language I own, and I own several with very good words for grief. Beside him Mola, who had stitched me back together more times than either of us was paid for, who had lied once to keep me alive with my blood still under her fingernails: looking at me the way you look at something you wish you had not seen, that you will now see always. And behind them both, arriving, half a street too late and forever too late: Bast. Out of breath. His mouth already forming the shape of my name.

The Quarter under Renere eats a person slowly, and it lets them watch. I had done it to Ambrose between two beats of his frightened heart, in front of witnesses, in the square where I first called the wind. You may weigh, at your leisure, which of us was more merciful, and I promise you the answer will not comfort anyone.

I wanted to explain. Wanted to walk toward Elodin, of all of them (Elodin, who had tried for years to teach me that a name is a song the world sings to itself, not a knife) and tell him about the blood in the book and the threat in the speeches and the girl in the round room who had been for the stone, and the terrible plain certainty that she would never once be safe while that man drew breath and knew where the donation logs were kept. Every word of it was true. I want that in the record too: every word of it was true, and all of it together did not add up to what I had done, and I knew it before I finished knowing I had done it.

The words turned to ash in my mouth. Ash was fitting. I let them lie.

So I did the only thing left in the repertoire.

I ran.

Behind me the fountain went on weeping through its new-made stone, softly, into the silence: a different kind of silence now, the kind that comes after endings. The kind that stands in a mended square and says what mending cannot: that some things, once broken, are never afterward whole; they are only, at very best, and at very great cost, repaired.


CHAPTER 47

A TRAP OF MEMORY

A sigh filled the Waystone Inn.

It was a long sigh, and it seemed to come from more than the man: from the timbers, from the low fire, from the bottles standing in their ranks with the light asleep inside them. Kote sat forward at the table, shoulders curved inward, elbows on his knees, hands clasped in front of him like a man at prayer, or at penance, which from certain angles are the same posture. He nodded to himself, once, then again, the way a man nods when he is settling an argument he has been having for years with someone who is no longer alive to concede it.

"And the rest," he said, with a quiet that was almost reverence, "is what you'd expect." He nearly smiled. "We had prices on our heads. People asking questions in two kingdoms. So there we were. Gone."

"Disguises," Bast said from his corner. He spat the word off his tongue like a seed.

"Disguises," Kote agreed. His fingers found the grain of the tabletop and traced it, slowly, like a man following a map of a country that had been promised to him and never delivered. "Different names. Different faces. I'd done it before. You've heard me do it, these three days, half a dozen times. But those were performances. A season here, a purpose there. This time I wanted something else. A place so small that even memory might overlook it. A town so far from every road that matters that it barely had a name of its own to give me."

Chronicler's pen went on with the steady rhythm of rain on leaves. He had stopped being a man holding a pen sometime on the first day. By that final evening the pen was simply part of how he listened.

"But leaving takes more than walking away. Anyone can walk away; the roads are full of people walking away, and most of them are found." Kote raised two fingers, a merchant tallying debts. "Leaving properly, leaving completely, requires two things. Money first. Enough for horses and food and tools. Enough to raise a building from its foundations and stock a cellar and never once send to anyone for help." He lowered one finger. "And second, a clean break. No loose threads trailing behind you. No trail at all."

He settled back, and his voice found the storyteller's cadence again, the one that had held that room for three days, the one that even now, even at the end, neither of his listeners had grown able to resist.

"The morning before we left, I went back to Stocks. Dawn was just breaking, and breaking fast enough to make the work delicate, so I kept to the back stairs and the under-passages: I knew them all; I had helped sweep half of them as a starving E'lir. Basil happened to be working the counter that morning." He paused, considering the shape of it. "Call it luck. Call it fate. Call it the turning of a card. Whatever name you give it, the timing served, and Basil asked me no questions, and if any man ever tells you the Cealdim invented the discreet transaction, know that they learned it from friends who work early shifts.

"The Stainless had done well enough over the years. Better than I'd hoped, truth be told; a device that keeps a blade from rusting sells itself to any man who owns a blade and a roof that leaks. But the Bloodless?" He shook his head slowly. "The Bloodless were worth their weight in gold by then. More. The North was drowning in troubles that season: a dead king, a crowned liar, coups and rumors of coups, broken crowns scattered across marble floors from Renere to the small kingdoms. And when people are afraid, they will pay anything at all for the promise that the arrow flying toward their child will decide, at the last moment, to be caught."

His hands opened, palms up, a small dry gesture of display.

"The irony was not lost on me. I sold safety to a frightened world, and the fear was half my own manufacture. I made my leaving-money from the chaos I had helped to make. There's a whole sermon in that, if either of you is ever short one."

The pen scratched. The fire ticked.

"After I'd emptied my account at Stocks down to the last bent bit and broken drab, I did something foolish." He shrugged, and the shrug had a boy in it, briefly, somewhere far back. "I went to Kilvin's office. Stupid. Every hour of daylight made me easier to find, and there is no version of wisdom that routes a hunted man through the Fishery. But I couldn't leave without saying goodbye to him. Of all of them, and you may make of this what you like, of all of them, it was Kilvin I couldn't leave without."

"And?" Chronicler prompted, when the silence had stretched too long.

"And nothing. His forge was cold. His office stood empty." A pause. "And his desk drawer was open."

Chronicler looked up. "Open?"

"Kilvin's desk drawer," Kote said, "in which he kept, among other things, the Fishery's petty account and a bone-tally of every dangerous schema he had ever confiscated from too-clever students. That drawer had a lock I would have needed an hour and better tools for. It stood open, in an empty office, with a cold forge, on the one morning in all the mornings of the world when I came to steal nothing and say goodbye." He turned his mug a quarter-turn on the table. "I took nothing. I left a lute string, coiled, in the corner of the drawer, and I have spent years hoping he understood it, because there is no note a man can write that says what that string said. Knowing Kilvin—" and here his voice caught its only snag of the evening, and recovered—"knowing Kilvin, I suspect he expected my visit. I suspect he would sooner have left his door standing open than his forge lit, in case I wanted warmth, and could not risk the light."

Another pause. Another scratch of quill on paper.

"What came next?" Chronicler asked softly.

"What came next?" Kote's gaze drifted up along the dark beams overhead, following them the way you follow the lines of a thing you built with your own hands and have never once stopped inspecting. He gestured around the common room with one open hand: at the bar of polished mahogany, the ranked bottles, the tables worn smooth, the great black hearth. "This came next. Every board and every nail of it. Every stone in the foundation. And I chose the stones of that foundation with more care than any mason in the history of masonry, and before tonight is over you may understand why. Every clever hinge. Every hidden compartment. A year of honest carpentry, which I recommend to any man with blood on his hands; wood forgives more than people do."

He spread his hands flat on the table, and looked at them, the whole one and the false-whole one.

"This is what I made of myself. This is what became of Kvothe." He looked up, and his eyes were the green of the last leaf of autumn. "Do what you will with the story."

The silence that followed was heavy and complete. This was the third silence, the big one, the one the inn had been practicing for years. And for the first time in three days it had come indoors and taken its seat. The fire burned low. Somewhere below, in the cellar, old stones settled, and the sound they made was patient.

Chronicler set down his last surviving quill with the care of a surgeon retiring. He looked at the innkeeper for a long moment, the way a man looks at a locked door when he is no longer sure he was ever holding the right key.

"There's something you want to ask," Kote said. It wasn't a question.

"Several things," Chronicler admitted. "When you spoke of leaving Imre, you said we. Bast, obviously. But what about Princess Ariel?"

Kote's hand closed around his mug, and his knuckles whitened, and the mug, which had survived three days of this, held its peace.

"Safe," he said. The word came out sharp and final, a door closing flush in its frame. "Somewhere the fog never reaches and the crown can't follow, being exactly who she is, all day, every day. That is all that word will ever mean, and it is all you need to know, and it is more than I have told anyone."

Chronicler nodded and accepted the boundary, and wrote, surely, the single word.

"And Folly?"

Kote's eyes went up, over the bar, to the sword.

It hung where it had hung for three days and three years, mounted on its board of dark roah, and in the low firelight the blade showed grey-white against the black wood: a color like moonlight on old bone, a color with winter in it. It was a beautiful piece of work and it was wrong, and anyone who has ever finished a piece of work knows that particular doubled seeing.

"She was my attempt at an apology," he said at last. "There is an art to the reforging of a sword. It is not smithing, or it is smithing the way a eulogy is talk. I sought out the man who could teach it, and I gave two seasons to the learning, and I got most of it right. The balance is true. The edge is true; I will show you how true before we're done. The weight sits where the hand looks for it." He gestured at the blade, a small helpless motion. "But the color is wrong. She should be grey as a winter sky, and she came out of the last quenching grey as a dead man's lips, and I have never known why. Something in the folding. Something in the water. Or my own failure, following me down into the metal, the way it follows me into everything with my hands on it."

"You made her yourself," Chronicler said. It had stopped being a question halfway out.

"From the pieces." Kote's voice was quiet and certain. "Every shard and sliver that could be found of the sword I broke (that I got broken; a sword does not break itself) carried across two worlds in oilcloth by someone who cannot comfortably touch steel, because he knew, before I knew, that I would need them. I owed the Adem a blade. Saicere came to me across three thousand years with a name that meant to break, and in my keeping that is precisely what she did, and a debt like that does not discharge in coin." He looked at the sword a moment longer. "Her shape came out wrong for their style: my hands kept their own opinions, at the forge as everywhere. But her edge is true, and her name is honest, and she waits here for them. For when all of this is over, she goes home to Haert, and someone tells her story in the sword-tree's shadow, and they may make of my part in it whatever they see fit."

The room fell silent again. But it was a different silence now (the inn only knows three, but its guests brought their own that night) and this one was expectant. Chronicler's eyes had gone, without his permission, to the innkeeper's left hand where it lay on the table, five-fingered and quiet.

"You want to see it," Kote said, flatly.

Chronicler's face performed a small war between courtesy and vocation, and vocation won, as it had won every skirmish for three days. He said nothing, which was its own answer.

Without ceremony Bast rose from his corner. He crossed to Kote's side and his fingers worked at the air above the table, plucking at something invisible, untying a knot only he could see. And the air around Kote's left hand shimmered, and slid, and fell away like water off glass.

Chronicler looked away. Then he made himself look back, and I will say this much for the man: he did not look away twice.

Three fingers gone entirely, cropped at the root, the stumps long-healed and pale. What remained was twisted with old scarring, thin white rivers of it running down across the back of the hand and pooling at the wrist: burn-scar and blade-scar and the marks of a collapse no one in that room had heard about yet. It was a strong hand still. That was somehow the worst of it. It was a hand that had kept working.

Kote flexed what was left, and the movement was awkward, incomplete, a chord fingered on a broken neck.

"Some mornings I wake and they're still there," he said, conversationally. "I can feel them. The little one aches in the cold, and it has been gone for years, and it aches anyway. Absence keeps its own weather. Then I come all the way awake, and remember that I'm a cripple, and get up and start brewing my tea."

"That's not how I see it," Chronicler said quietly.

Kote's laugh was short, and it had no floor under it. "How you see it doesn't matter, friend. Look at me. Look at where three days of story ends: a bald cellar of a town, a bar I built to hide behind, a hand I dress in a lie every morning the way other men put on their boots. Everything I set my hand to came to ruin. Every person who trusted me paid my bills. So spare me your philosophy; I stock a better vintage of it here, and I don't drink that either."

In his corner Bast shifted. It was a small movement (fingers curling once against the arm of his chair) and his blue eyes crossed the room and found Chronicler's, and something passed between them that had been arranged on the first night, a reminder that was also a promise.

And Chronicler stood up. His chair scraped back loud in the quiet, and he stood with his ink-stained hands flat on the table, and for the first time in three days the man who wrote looked like a man who might swing.

"No," he said. "No. I have listened for three days. I have written until my hands cramped and my quills went down like soldiers, and I have watched you grind yourself down to nothing in your own telling like a man sharpening a knife against his own bones, and I will not sit here and let you end it like that." He swallowed hard, and kept going, over the innkeeper's opening mouth. "You invented the Bloodless: you told me tonight like it was a shopkeeper's anecdote, and there are thousands of people walking around this moment because of it who will never know your name. You bested the King of Twilight in his own court with nothing but a riddle and your ridiculous nerve. You walked into a fog that eats what people are and carried a girl out of it. You gave your fingers for one woman and your name for another and your whole life to keeping a promise you made to your mother's ghost. You can call yourself Kote until the word wears through, and pull beer, and let farmers tell you what roads are safe. But the story you just told me?" He was breathing hard. "That was Kvothe's story. Every word of it. I was there. I wrote it down."

The innkeeper said nothing.

His dark green eyes held Chronicler's across the room for a long moment, and in them something rose—rose the way a fish rises under a still pond, a shape coming up toward the light, wanting to believe, wanting to break the surface—

—and turned, and sank, and the pond was still again.

Chronicler watched it happen. He watched the flame gutter out with his own two eyes, and he understood, being a man of some experience in reading faces, that his time in that inn had just run out. He sat down slowly. And then he began, with small defeated motions, to gather his things: pen, ink, blotter, three days of script squared and wrapped in oilskin like something valuable, which it was; it was the most valuable object in four kingdoms, and no one in the room said so.

"What are you doing?" Kote asked.

"Packing." He tucked the pages into his satchel and cinched the buckle. "I'm already far too late to meet Skarpi in Treya. If I leave now I can make the crossroads before full dark."

"Don't be foolish. It's nearly night." Something moved under the innkeeper's level voice, the first current under three days of ice. "The roads aren't what they were. Tehlu only knows what else came through that gate and is still out there, walking the world and getting hungry."

"I'll take my chances." Chronicler stood and slung the satchel's strap across his chest. He very carefully did not look at Bast, which was the most sensible thing he had done in three days. "Thank you for the story. Truly. Whatever you think it was, I know what I wrote."

He crossed the room toward the front door. His hand reached out for the latch.

Then he stopped.

"One last thing." He turned back, hand falling to his side, and the question came out of him in the tone of a man spending a coin he'd been saving. "The books. The ones you and Devi took from behind the four-plate door. You said they went into a cache outside the University: documents older than the Aturan Empire; proof, real proof, that the Amyr and the Chandrian are more than fireside stories." He wet his lips. "Are they still there?"

The door creaked open behind him.

Chronicler stumbled back from it, half-turning, nearly going down over his own boots. Night air came into the room, smelling of cold and turned earth.

A figure stood in the doorway. Thin, and hunched, and pale. An old man, by every ordinary measure the eye could take: wisps of white hair clinging to a spotted scalp like frost on stone, a traveler's coat gone shapeless with years, one hand curled atop a cane. He stood with the dark behind him, and his shadow stretched into the room ahead of him across the floorboards, and it stretched too far, and it was too dark, and it did not move quite when he moved.

"We're closed." Kote was on his feet and heading in behind the bar with an innkeeper's unhurried bustle, and only someone who had spent three days learning his stillnesses could have seen how total this one was, underneath. "Devan, come away from the door and sit down. There's no sense heading out this late. You can have your old room."

But the old man had already stepped across the threshold, past Chronicler, into the light.

"Closed?" His voice was mild, and dusty, and pleasant. "Closed, to a weary traveler seeking shelter from the night? Surely not. I've come a long way beneath a cold moon." The cane tapped, unevenly, against the floorboards. Tap. Tap-tap. "Won't you share your fire with a tired old man?"

Kote frowned for three heartbeats. Four.

"I suppose it's no trouble," he said at last, and gestured to one of the scarred tables nearest the hearth. His voice was warm. His left hand was below the sightline of the bar, and it was not idle. "Have a seat, grandfather. There's not much left to eat at this hour, I warn you. The soup's gone cold and the bread's a day old."

The old man shuffled deeper into the room, each step measured, placed, savored. As he passed the nearest chair he dragged one hand across its back, fingers curling slowly over the wood with the attention of a man reacquainting himself with the idea of chairs.

"It's not beet soup, is it?" he asked, and cocked his head as he said it, tilted it, smooth and slow, at an angle that belonged more to an owl than to a man.

The fire ticked. Somewhere in the room, Chronicler's breathing had gone shallow without his knowing why. Some part of him older than writing had counted the shadows and gotten a wrong number.

"Bast," Kote said, pleasantly. "Our friend here could use something to eat. See to that, would you? And while you're back there, switch out the barrels in the cellar: they'll need a firm hand tonight. Take Devan; he can help with the lifting."

For one moment Bast did not move. His gaze lay on the stranger, and it was not a servingman's gaze; it measured; it weighed and came back wanting more scales. Then he turned, easy as anything, and sauntered toward the hall, catching Chronicler's sleeve on the way with a grip that brooked nothing. "Come on then, Devan, put your back into something for once." Chronicler followed, his confusion plain as print. "Barrels?" The word was lost as the cellar door swung to behind them.

Kote's attention returned to the pale old man, who was somehow nearer the bar than he had been, and who stood, now, a little straighter than an old man stands.

"Can I get you a drink while you wait?"

The man's eyes went along the shelves behind the bar, unhurried, reading the bottles like the spines of familiar books. Then he smiled. It was a thin, practiced thing, kept folded in a drawer for years and shaken out for the occasion.

"A beer," he said, "if it's not too much trouble."

"Not at all." Kote took down a tankard and pulled the tap, and the beer went in with a faint hiss, the foam rising honest and golden. He set his forearms easy on the bar while it settled. "You seem familiar to me," he said, keeping his voice smooth as the pour. "You remind me of someone I used to know."

"Perhaps." The old man received the tankard with both hands, courteous. "Far and away, perhaps. Time has a way of blurring faces, doesn't it? Making strangers of friends." A sip. "And friends of enemies."

"True enough," Kote said. His smile was faint, and polite, and it never went anywhere near his eyes. "Funny thing, though. Time blurs faces, right enough: I've had one or two of my own." He tilted his head a fraction. "But it never yet blurred a smile quite like yours."

The old man took one more long, unhurried drink, his eyes never once leaving the innkeeper's over the tankard's rim. Then he set it down on the bar, gently, and his smile began to spread: spread wrong, rippling out across his face like spilled ink finding the grain, wider than any human face has hinges for.

The crossbow made a single hard flat crack, like a branch breaking under the weight of ice.

It had come up out of its cradle beneath the bar and fired inside one movement, a movement rehearsed so many hundred times in an empty inn at midnight that no thought was anywhere in it. The bolt was iron, head to fletching. It took the old man center mass, and it flung him back off his feet as though a horse had kicked him, and he went through a table and down in a shower of splinters and scattered tankards, and the beer he had been drinking spun off the bar and painted a dark arc across the floor.

Kote set the spent crossbow on the bar.

He flexed his fingers, once.

Behind the bar the tap dripped, and the foam settled in the fallen tankard, and on the floor among the wreckage the crumpled figure began, slowly, wetly, in several directions at once, to shift.

"Little rabbit." The voice that came up out of it had let go of dust and mildness both. It was the rasp beneath the rasp, the sound of a frozen river settling in the dark. The thing that had worn an old man's face reached down, took hold of the bolt with both hands, and pulled it free, and what followed it out of him was wet and dark and wrong, and I will not write it closer than that. The iron had burned going in; the burning had spread; he pressed the ruin of his belly back into himself with both white hands, fingers sinking into his own flesh with a sound that had no business existing in a room with a hearth and a bar and beer still foaming in its tankard.

"That stung," said Cinder.

Kote was already moving.

Folly came off her mounting board in one smooth motion (she had waited three years and came away from the wall like a held breath released) and her weight settled into his hands humming, and he did not stop to use her. He was down the hall before the thing on the floor finished rising, and the manner of its rising was nothing human: the old man's shape sloughing away like frost under sunrise, white hair falling loose around a face with no age in it at all, black eyes kindling with their own cold light, and the hole in its belly gaping raw-edged and furious and mattering not at all.

Kote's free hand found the lever set flush in the hall paneling: one lever of a dozen, one secret of a hundred that he had built into the bones of this place with three years of patient carpentry while a whole town assumed he was only sanding the bar. He pulled.

Iron came down.

Bars crashed across every doorway and every window of the Waystone Inn at once, forge-black and finger-thick, screaming down their hidden channels with a sound of metal on wood like the inn itself crying out. And the thing in the common room was a thing in a cage, and from behind him as he went down the cellar stairs three at a stride Kote heard it arrive at the bars, and take hold of them, and begin, with its bare burned hands and a sound of tearing timber, to object.

The cellar was lamplight and barrel-shadow and two staring faces.

"Charred body of God, Reshi." Bast's voice had gone low and dangerous, his glamour thin, something older showing at his edges like light around a door. "What is happening up there?"

"It's Cinder. He's here."

The words came out measured and level, and that was the most frightening thing either of his listeners had heard in three days, because they were the pieces of a plan, and the plan had been practiced a thousand times, alone, in the dark, and it showed. His eyes swept once over Bast, then found Chronicler, and stopped there for a single heartbeat. And his fingers drummed once against his thigh, the last tell he ever gave.

"I've slowed him. Not for long; iron in the walls won't hold a thing like him past its patience. We go now." He pointed with Folly's bare blade to the cellar's far corner, where the stone gave way to a low wooden hatch. "The cellar hatch. It comes up by the stables. Move."

Bast went over the barrels like water going over stones. Chronicler stood frozen one breath longer (above them something enormous struck iron, and the whole inn shivered, and dust came down from the joists like the first snow) and then he fumbled after. Together they heaved the bar out of its brackets; Bast flung the hatch open on cold night air and shoved Chronicler bodily up the steps ahead of him.

Kote followed them as far as the foot of the stair. He moved with a deliberateness that had stopped being haste and become ritual, each step the next word of a sentence he had been composing for three years.

Bast turned at the top, hand reaching back down for his master.

And Kote swung the hatch shut and drove the iron bar home.

The latch clicked. It was a small sound. Of everything that happened that night, it is the sound I would take back first.

"Reshi!" Bast's voice came down muffled through the planking, and the pain in it came through undiminished; wood stops weather, not that. The hatch jumped in its frame as he struck it with both hands. "Reshi, what are you doing? Open this!"

Kote leaned his weight against the locked hatch, both palms flat, head bowed, the way a man leans on a door he is holding closed against winter. When he spoke, his voice was certain and quiet and each word was a small goodbye, and he had chosen them long before, the way he had chosen the stones of the foundation.

"Go, Bast. Take Devan and run. Run far, and fast, and don't look back. You were the best of all of it. Tell her the brass in Rubric misses her telling it it's bright."

"Reshi—no. Don't do this. Don't you dare do this." The hatch shuddered again and again under his hands, and dust shook from the seams, and the voice that came through the wood was cracking now like thin ice underfoot, the glamour gone entirely out of it, every one of his years in it and all of them young. "Don't leave me behind. Don't leave me alone. Don't make me remember you like this."

Kote closed his eyes for the space of one breath. Two.

Then he pushed himself off the hatch, and turned, and went to the chest.

  *

The cellar of the Waystone Inn was not only a cellar. Half of it was barrels and sensible shelving, root-clamps and bottle-racks, everything a small inn needs. The other half, behind a rack that swung on a hidden hinge, was a workshop: a small forge, banked but breathing; a workbench in scrupulous order; a stone floor etched pale in one corner where acid had been tried, and tried, and failed. And against the wall, squat and dark and patient, the chest.

Roah wood, black as charred bone, banded with iron and bound with copper. No keyhole showed anywhere on the third lock, because the third lock was not that kind of lock. He had built the chest himself, in this room, in the first winter of this place, working with the special calm of a man performing surgery on himself. He had made it to hold what he could no longer carry, and he had made it well: too well, which he already knew by then was the story of his life in four words.

Three strides took him to it. Above, iron shrieked against wood as something began peeling the bars from the common-room windows the way you peel the crust from bread.

Two keys from their hook above the workbench. Copper first, into the first lock: a click, small and certain, a period at the end of a short sentence. Then the iron key, heavier, colder, into the second: the tumblers falling with a deeper sound, a door shutting in a house underground.

That left the third lock. The wood itself.

Kote laid his palm on the lid, on the smooth dark grain that had no keyhole and wanted none, wood that waited with the patience of its kind for a name spoken true. He had tried, over the years, more times than he had let even himself count. He had spoken the words in every voice he owned, and he owned a great many. He had tried everything else, too, in the bad hours: the forge's heat, the acid, the fist, the hammer, and once, unforgivably, an axe. And the chest had shrugged all of it off without so much as a scar, and kept his own self locked away from him like a debt held by a careful lender.

Overhead, a crash. The long scream of a bar tearing free of its frame. A weight coming down on floorboards that were counting their last.

He drew the edge of Folly across his left palm (the ruined hand; there was a time a woman with a knife had opened the other one to make a box drink, and he had never once been able to decide whether what he did now was answer to that or echo of it) and pressed the bleeding hand flat against the lid.

"I am Kvothe."

The lid did not stir. Dust, sifting down through the joists, settled on the dark wood, unimpressed.

His lips went thin. He spoke it again, fiercer this time, striking the words like spark from wet flint, and there was more need in his voice than any listener in three days had heard in it.

"I am Kvothe."

The golden insignia inlaid in the lid gleamed: faintly, briefly, half a heartbeat's worth, a star glimpsed between clouds. And went dark. The chest remained shut. It was not listening for the words. It had heard the words. It was waiting, as it had waited for years, patient as roah, for the words to be true.

Boots hit the top of the cellar stairs. The wood of the treads groaned under a weight no scale would have agreed to measure.

And in that moment (kneeling on the stone with his blood soaking into the black wood and his oldest death walking down the stairs behind him) the innkeeper believed.

He had not planned this part. That is the thing I ask you to understand, because the whole rest of it was planned, the levers and the bars and the stones of the foundation, all of it rehearsed a thousand nights, and this one hinge of the whole design could not be rehearsed, could not be forced, could not be faked, and he had known it, and he had done the only thing left. He had sat down in his own inn with a scribe and a broken heart and paid out his entire self, word by word by word, three days of it, the triumphs and the shames in equal coin. Wil under the axe-haft, Sim's swallowed words, a doom pronounced with open eyes, a square mended over a man; a woman who was music, a girl in a fog, a grave under singing trees; every reckless, stupid, beautiful thing he had ever done, given away into ink where he could no longer hoard or deny or disown any of it.

You cannot say I am Kvothe truly while you are keeping Kvothe locked in a box: the one under the floor, or the other one, behind the ribs.

But somewhere in the three days of giving it all away, quietly, without his permission, the ledger had balanced. He had told the story entire, and the story was his, and the man in the story (liar and wonder, murderer and mender, Bloodless, Kingkiller, monster of the mended square and inventor of small mercies) the man in the story was, past all argument and at last, him.

"I am Kvothe."

And this time the words were true, and the chest listened.

Light poured out.

It came up out of the opening seam like water coming up a well-shaft, golden at its heart, shot through with threads of emerald and violet (colors with age in them, colors that belonged to older things than lamps and fires) and it did not spill and it did not shine, exactly. It reached. It reached for him the way a severed thing reaches for its missing half, without hurry and without doubt, and found him, and went in.

He drew a breath as if it were the first he had taken in years. His chest rose. His shoulders straightened out of a stoop he had worn so long it had been mistaken, by an entire town, for the shape of the man. The scars did not fade (the hand stayed ruined, the old marks kept their places) but something in the way he wore them changed, all at once, top to bottom: they stopped being prophecy and became history. A moment before, they had been the map of what he was. Now they were only the record of where he had been, and the difference between those two things is the whole difference, and there is no word for it in any language I know except, perhaps, a name.

Kote fell away like a badly fitting coat.

What straightened up from beside the open chest, and stood, and rolled its shoulders once in the lamplight, was Kvothe.

At the bottom of the chest, beneath where the light had been, lay a folded darkness. He lifted it out: the shaed, thin as memory now, worn as an old flag, still faintly cool in the hands, still smelling, under the years, of twilight and starlight and a glade at the edge of everything. He had locked it away with the rest of himself. It came around his shoulders like evening coming to a field, and settled, and knew him.

"Thank you," Kvothe whispered: to the chest, to the light, to a blue-eyed prince on the far side of a locked hatch who had spent years refusing, with all the mulish faith of the Fae, to give up on a broken thing. "All three of you."

The boots reached the cellar floor.

Kvothe rose, and turned from the open chest, and there was Cinder.

He stood at the foot of the stairs with his sword hanging loose in one hand, dull grey as old bone, and the lamplight declined to touch it, the way lamplight always had. The hole the iron bolt had burned through him gaped wet and dark below his ribs, and it did not trouble him, and that was the oldest wrongness of all the wrongnesses in the room. His black eyes took the light and gave back their own instead, cold and bright and entirely awake.

"There you are, little rabbit." His voice had shed the last of the old man along the stairs. "Hiding in your burrow at last?"

"Not hiding." Kvothe's voice came out with the precision of a man setting the final stone on a tak board that has taken years to lay. "Waiting."

Cinder's white hair caught what little light there was. His gaze slid past Kvothe to the open chest, the spent lamp of it, and his lip curled. "Do you really think a box of tricks can save you?"

"No," Kvothe said. "You taught me better than that. A whole winter of lessons, board after board, and I paid attention, whatever you thought you were teaching. The best moves are made three turns in advance." He smiled, and whatever was in the smile made the black eyes narrow. "Beautiful games require patience."

And then the Name came, soft, and certain, and older than memory.

"Cyaerbasalien."

And the inn danced.

It began below, in the bones of the place, a shudder rolling up through the stone like a chord through a soundboard. Dust cascaded from the ceiling in curtains. The tools jumped and rattled on the workbench; the acid-jar tipped and spilled, hissing its old grudge into the floor; and above them the whole body of the Waystone began to groan: timber crying out along its whole length, nails shrieking free of wood one by one and then by tens, and every window in the inn shattering at once, a single bright crash like a chandelier dropped in a cathedral.

"You fool!" Cinder spun, looking up, and there was something in his voice that had not been in it in all the years of all their meetings. Fear, and not of the man in front of him. "You'll bring it all down!"

"Yes."

Kvothe stood calm at the center of the breaking, watching the ceiling crack and star and open. There was nothing left to do. That is the beauty and the horror of the third-turn move: by the time it is visible, it is finished. The game was already won. All that remained was for the pieces to finish falling.

Cinder went for the stairs, and the stairs were gone (sheared away, folding into the general ruin) and the great foundation stones that had framed them stood revealed for one long moment as what they were and had always been, since a red-haired man with three years and a secret had set each one with his own hands and paid a mason's crew to believe they were only being fussy about bedrock.

Waystones. A full circle of them, sunk in the earth beneath a country inn at the end of the world's least important road. The Waystone Inn: he had even told everyone its name.

The building came down.

A beam took Cinder across the shoulder and spun him like a struck top. Glass opened red lines across that ageless face. A splinter the length of a man's hand drove itself deep into his thigh. And Kvothe stood in the rain of his own roof and paid his share without flinching: a joist across the back that drove him to one knee, something hard and glancing off his skull, a nail tearing a long furrow along his ribs. He tasted blood, felt the hot wet of it crawling down his temple and soaking his side, and up out of the middle of all of it, unstoppable, laughter came bubbling like spring water out of broken ground. The inn was dying. He had built it for exactly this, built it lovingly, every board and nail, a masterwork three years in the making and made to be spent. And he did not care if he died in it, and the not-caring was clean, cleaner than anything had been in years.

It was the most beautiful move he had ever made.

The weight of three stories came down upon them both, and in the last breath between disaster and death, the waystones sang their loudest note.

The world blinks.

One instant there is splintering wood and falling stone and the tremendous full-throated roar of the Waystone's death.

The next, there is the soft breathing quiet of the Fae.

Above stretches a sky that has forgotten what blue means, and settled instead for deep violet shot through with veins of gold, like a jeweler's rejected heaven. The roar of the collapse is gone, not faded: gone, cut off clean as a song stopped mid-note, and the ear keeps leaning toward where the rest of the song should be. Around them the foundation stones of the Waystone Inn stand in their rough ring, a broken crown of ancient stone in the middle of a twilight meadow. Their tops are jagged where they tore free of their mortal anchoring. It does not matter. They stand the way they have always stood, here, on this side, where they never stopped standing: doors are doors no matter which side of them you build your inn on.

Within their circle the grass grows softer than silk and utterly untrodden, as though the ground has been waiting, patient, since the world was young. The air is thick and sweet, honey and starlight. Nothing in it remembers Newarre at all.

Cinder stood at the ring's edge, marked by the collapse. Blood ran down his face in dark runnels where the glass had cut deep, tracing the line of his jaw like bad jewelry. His fine clothes hung in tatters. He looked down at the splinter jutting from his thigh and pulled it free without any change of expression, though the blood that followed was very red against all that pallor, and the burned hole in his gut still wept below the ruin of his shirt.

Kvothe rose slowly, in stages, negotiating each stage separately. Blood from his scalp had found his left eye; he wiped it with the back of his ruined hand and blinked the world clear. Every breath was a settlement with his broken ribs, signed under protest. Folly's grip was slick in his hand (palm-blood and new blood mixed) and he adjusted his hold, and kept his feet, and that much at least the Adem would have approved.

"The Fae." Cinder looked around the ring, at the violet sky, and his voice was flat with disbelief and something under the disbelief beginning, slowly, to enjoy itself. "This was your plan. This. I walked the Fae before your parents' parents drew breath, little rabbit. I have hunted things through this twilight that your University does not have shelves enough to deny." He rolled his shoulder; the beam-struck arm came up smooth. "Twice you have failed to kill me. Twice I have let you live. I find I am done with the pattern." His grip settled on his sword like a man coming home. "No more mercy."

"Good," Kvothe said.

And he drove Folly point-first into the grass of the Fae, and raised both his empty hands.

The left one, three fingers gone. The old pattern of his calling, incomplete: the pattern Elodin had once made him practice until his wrists ached, the shaping gestures, the grammar of the hands. Incomplete, and it did not matter. It had never mattered here, in the place where the walls between wanting and having are thin as breath. The wind came before he called it.

It came the way a dog comes when the wagon finally, finally turns up the home road: wild and joyous and entire, roaring down out of the violet sky and up out of the silken grass at once, lifting his hair off his face in a banner of copper and flame against the alien light. And the ground heard, and answered him too: the hills around the meadow trembled like a struck drumhead, and stones tore themselves up out of the earth (some small as fists, some wide as cartwheels, trailing roots and dark soil, glittering along their broken faces with veins of iron) and rose, and fell into slow orbits around him, circling, patient, like moons; like evidence; like the world itself had heard the whole story at last and quietly chosen a side.

Cinder watched the stones wheel. Something crossed his ruined face that was almost, almost respect.

Then his blade tilted down, and he moved.

The first stone shrieked across the meadow and he was not where it landed; earth fountained; he came on. Stone after stone Kvothe flung, and Cinder danced between them all. He was smoke, he was water poured sideways, he was everything except where the stones wanted him to be, closing the distance in bursts between volleys, and this was the arithmetic of it: Kvothe had a circle to hold and Cinder had only a line to cross.

Then one caught him.

A stone the size of a sheep's heart took him at the shoulder and sheared through, and blood bloomed dark down his white arm, and for the first time in two worlds his stride broke.

The wind rose to a scream. Kvothe shaped it (hands moving in their maimed grammar, and the Fae forgiving every dropped letter) into a vortex that stripped the petals off every impossible flower in that meadow and wove them into a wheel of soft-edged fury, blinding, battering, driving Cinder back a step and another; and Cinder stabbed his grey blade into the earth and gripped it two-handed and leaned into the storm as he had leaned once in a mortal square, coat snapping, immovable; and Kvothe spoke the Name of Fire.

Fire came as a flock.

There is no other way to tell it: a flock of fire, wings and all, arrowing down the wind's own throat. And the wind took the burning into itself the way a reel takes a melody, and the two of them together stood up into a column that howled and turned and reached for the strange stars, and the column swallowed Cinder whole.

For the first time in a memory that runs back before the naming of the empire, Cinder screamed.

I want to be honest with you, here at the end of all my honesty: the sound was terrible, and some starved and ancient corner of me received it like rain.

And still he endured.

When the flames guttered out, Kvothe's legs went from under him and the silken ground came up to meet his knees. The meadow was scorched in a great fan, the petals ash, the air bent and shimmering. And through the smoke, movement.

Cinder came forward out of the ruin of the fire, and he was a ruin himself (clothing burned away, flesh gone terrible, his own fat dripping as he walked, the wound in his belly seared to a blackened seam) and none of it, none of it, had reached whatever he used in place of a life. His black eyes still burned with their cold light. He smiled, and his teeth were dark with his own boiled blood.

He came for Kvothe before Kvothe's raised hands had finished falling, all motion, fluid and fast and utterly without mercy, the grey blade already reaching for his throat.

Kvothe tore Folly out of the earth and caught the blow on pure instinct.

The impact went through his broken ribs like a struck bell going through a bell-tower. He staggered back, caught the next stroke, and the next: each parry costing coin from a purse already empty, the shock running up his arms and lodging in his ribs like a nail driven deeper with every blow. Cinder pressed. Kvothe gave ground because ground was the only currency he had left, boots sliding on scorched silk-grass, the ring of foundation stones wheeling slowly at the edge of his vision as he was herded across the circle. His ribs ground when he squared his shoulders. Scalp-blood had dried in a crust over his left eye and there was no hand to spare for it. The grey-white of Folly's blade caught colors that exist nowhere but that twilight land, beautiful past all sense, and all he could do with all that beauty was keep it between his body and the thing that was coming, stroke after stroke after stroke.

A high cut. A reversal off it, wrist-quick. A thrust beneath, that he turned aside by the width of a lie. The grass was slick under him and his weight drifted a fraction too far left and Cinder punished it the same heartbeat, a cut that whispered past his jaw close enough to shave him, and Kvothe threw himself backward, heels skidding, balance gone and then caught at the very last rag-end of itself.

Then Cinder lunged (a full extension, momentum pouring past his front foot, the final gambit of a swordsman done with games) and his own body betrayed him. The seared wound tore. A loop of him came free of it, and caught, obscenely, on the crossguard of his own driving sword, and the strike came up short by a hand-span, and the hand-span was everything.

Kvothe spun low under the faltered blade and brought Folly up in a rising arc that started at his hip and ended somewhere past Cinder's ribs, and the edge bit deep and dragged along bone with a sound that set his teeth against each other like enemies.

Cinder snarled. Rage made him faster: it always had; I had counted on many things that night, and that was one. His hilt ripped free and his blade came down like a smith's hammer, once, twice, three times. Kvothe caught the first on Folly's edge and it numbed his fingers to the wrist. He turned the second on the flat, and felt the steel flex under it in a way that any smith will tell you is a word, and the word is soon. The third he did not catch at all. He twisted, and it passed through the space his throat had been renting a heartbeat before, close enough to part the collar of his shirt.

He tried to answer. But the foundation stones were at his back now (his own circle, his own trap, crowding his shoulders) and there was no room left to swing, and Cinder took the opening the way winter takes an unlatched door.

The grey blade punched through the meat of Kvothe's right arm, through the bicep, and out the other side.

His grip on Folly went loose all at once, the blade-point dipping like a dowsing rod. He tried to raise her and the muscle answered with a wet grinding refusal that turned the edges of the world grey. Blood ran freely down the channel of his elbow and fell, fat and fast, into the alien grass.

Cinder saw it. Cinder smiled.

Let him smile.

Kvothe turned and ran.

Nightward. The Fae has no north, but it has nightward, and he took it at a dead broken sprint, away from the ring of stones, into the treeline, and behind him came the sound he wanted: an unhurried laugh, and then unhurried footsteps, because why would a wolf hurry after a rabbit leaving a trail like that? He was bleeding from scalp and ribs and palm and arm, and every fourth stride flung red into the grass, and none of it—hear me—none of it was waste. He had chosen this ground before the inn's first stone was laid. Every feint in that circle, every parry, every retreat, the whole desperate rearguard performance since the first stone flew, had been one long herdsman's work, and even the blood falling from his elbow was a blazed trail, bright and generous, laid down to keep a hunter's mind fixed happily on where the rabbit was. And away from the only question that mattered, which was where the rabbit was going.

The forest deepened around him. Trees spiraled up until their crowns were lost in the violet dark, trunks thick as cottages, bark glimmering like wet ink; thorn-brakes sang in thin glass voices as they tore at his clothes, and he ran on, ribs grinding, breath coming in shallow sips that never filled him. The air itself grew thinner here, harder, as though something nearby had been drinking it for a long time. The light went strange. The trees stopped having opinions.

And through the thinning dark ahead, bleeding through the twilight like damp through a wall, he saw it: fog, and in the fog, rooftops.

Renere.

Not Renere itself: the stain of it, the city's wound seeped through into this world at the one place where the walls between had been chewed thin from the far side. The Whispering Quarter is not a district. He had learned that in a graveyard, standing over eaten names: it is not a place but an appetite, and an appetite is not confined to one side of any door, and this, this clearing at the nightward edge of everything, this place where the air went thin and the fog of another world's forgetting bled into the Fae's twilight, this was the pasture it grazed when it grazed at home.

He had found it years ago, hunting the way through for somewhere else entirely. He had stood at its edge, and felt his own name shiver on him like a horse feeling wolves, and fled. And then, being what he is, he had come back, and mapped its edges, and marked its one blind hollow, and gone away, and built an inn on a ring of doors that led here.

His hands found the shaed at his shoulders and drew it up and around and over, cupping the dying darkness of it about himself like a man cupping a flame in wind: hiding his shape, hoarding his breath, catching his blood. The old cloak was threadbare as cobweb now, worn to almost nothing by a desert and the years. It had one more service in it. It had saved my life in a dozen loud ways, that gift of Felurian's, and it ended its work in the quietest one: it lay over me in a hollow at the world's edge and made me nothing at all.

Cinder stumbled into the clearing a few breaths later.

Blood had finally made him clumsy. Rage had finally made him careless. His blade hung loose from his hand, and his breath came ragged through the ruin the fire had left, and his black eyes swept the fog-strung dark and found nothing to fix on.

"Where are you, rabbit?" His voice had gone raw. "Where do you hide?"

The wind carried a whisper to him. The wind and I were far past master and servant by then, past debtor and creditor, past even the third thing I never found a word for; that night, at the end, the wind was simply willing. It took my whisper in its cupped hands and set it down, gently, just behind Cinder's left shoulder.

"Ferula."

His head snapped around, teeth bared.

"Ferula," said the wind again, from among the ink-barked trees, a direction he had just finished searching.

He spun, sword coming up, and the fog moved with him and showed him nothing.

The last "Ferula" the wind laid so close against his ear that it stirred his burned hair in passing.

"FACE ME!" The roar shook leaves down from trees that had never been named. And in his rage (his old rage, his first rage, the rage that had burned a silver tree at the bottom of everything he was) Cinder does the one thing that pride has always done at the end of its rope.

He speaks a Name.

He speaks the Name of Light, and light erupts through the clearing, harsh and wrong: light with edges, light that turns the bark of the trees to bone and casts every shadow in the wrong direction, the light of things that should not be seen and of seeing as a violence. It is a mighty Name, and he speaks it mightily. In any other place in either world, it would have found me where I lay and peeled my hiding off me like a lid.

Here, it is a dinner bell.

The fog stops drifting. In the thin cold air something turns its attention, the way a whole silent house turns its attention when a floorboard speaks at midnight. A Name has been said (loudly, beautifully, with three thousand years of practice in the saying) and names are what it eats, and then the scent of the speaker reaches it, and the scent is old. Older than kingdoms. Older than the Ergen Empire whose fall first fed the thing. A hundred generations of pain and pride and burning, folded and refolded, laid down layer on layer like a cellar of vintages: a name cured and marbled and steeped in itself since before the raising of the oldest stone in the oldest wall in the world.

The ground itself seems to salivate. The air goes heavy, expectant, sweet at the back of the throat, like the moment before something precious is lost forever. From everywhere and nowhere comes a sound, soft and vast and almost gentle.

The sound of forgetting, given a voice.

Then it comes. It does not arrive; arriving is for things with edges. It unfolds (out of the spaces between the trees, out of the gaps where memory should have been, gathering, thickening, the way dark gathers in the corner of a room when the candle gutters) and what had seemed all night to be merely depth and fog becomes a gravity, patient and total, pulling at everything in the clearing that has a name.

At its center there is nothing to see.

At its center there is only absence, and the absence is looking at Cinder.

He threw an arm across his eyes, staggering backward, an arm, across his eyes, against a thing that was not light and could not be shut out, the body's last stupid loyal reflex. "No," he gasped, and even that single word came out thinner than it went in, as though part of it had been kept as a toll. "What—what is this?"

I could have told him.

I lay curled in the blind hollow beneath the dying shaed, twenty feet from the thing that ate princes, and I did not breathe, and I did not think: I had had a year's schooling in how not to be; I made myself stone, I made myself the absence of a rabbit, I made myself nothing with a craftsman's care while nothing itself stood feeding just beyond the fog. And the Quarter fed. It took his name first (the long secret name at the root of him, the one I had seen all the way down to and turned against him on a mountainside) and then it took his nature, and then, unhurried, course by course, his story. Everything he was. Everything he had done, which was everything that had been done to me. A half-made king had lasted it days. Something as old as Cinder, as deep-named, as cured. He went up like dry kindling. All that vintage, drunk off in one long swallow.

He fell to his knees in the wrong-lit clearing. The rage went first. Then the terror that replaced the rage was itself eaten, wholesale, leaving only a hollow confusion, a man patting his pockets in a burning house. He screamed once. By the halfway mark the scream had forgotten what screams were for, and trailed away into a sound like a question with no words in it, asked of no one.

Then the weight receded (all at once and slowly, the way a tide goes out) sated, settling back into the fog and the gaps and the spaces between the trees, until the clearing was only a clearing, thin-aired and still.

Even the wind had nothing to say.

Only when the silence had stood a long while did I come out from under the shaed. I rose in pieces, and I took up Folly in my left hand: the ruined one, the two-fingered one; the right arm hung ruined at my side, and so she was carried by what remained, which if you have been listening for three days you will know is the story of everything I have ever carried. And I walked out into the clearing to look at what my doom had made.

For it was mine. Understand that. On a mountainside with my blood running down my wrist, I had spoken it with open eyes: your own name will turn against you. I had imagined, in my child's way, that I was aiming a curse. I was writing an appointment. His name did not fail him or falter in him. It turned against him, wholly, in the oldest sense of the word: it went over to the enemy. He spoke his Name in his pride, and his Name walked out through the fog and told the hungry dark exactly what he was and precisely how he tasted.

Cinder knelt in the dirt of the clearing. His eyes were white now: white all through, blank and mild, empty as erased pages. He was moaning, a low wordless lost sound, and his hands moved in front of him in small circles, reaching for something (patting the air, closing on nothing, opening, reaching again) some thing whose name he could no longer hold, whose shape he could no longer want properly, and would go on reaching for, I understood, in that mild ruined way, for as long as the body knelt there.

I stood over him with three thousand years of my family's grief kneeling white-eyed in front of me, and I found I was not required to feel any of the things I had rehearsed.

And up out of a flower-scented dark, years deep, where a thing in a tree once spent an afternoon opening me like a letter, the old poison rose one last time, unbidden, keeping its own appointment: what it had told me about my father. That he had begged, at the end.

My father, who never in his life begged for anything, whose hands I can no longer remember. He begged before the end, and this thing had been there to hear it.

I had promised, on my blood, that Cinder would know no peace. Death is a peace. I am my promises, whatever else I have stopped being.

I stepped forward, and I swung Folly once, and took his hands off cleanly at the wrists.

They fell to the forest floor like strange fruit, and the blood that pooled around them was dark and thin and came slowly, as though even his blood had forgotten its business. He did not scream. He looked down at the ending of his arms with mild white eyes, and moaned his small lost moan, and began, gently, terribly, to reach for the hands themselves, with what he no longer had.

I stood over him a long moment. Butterflies had come out of the fog-edge of the trees, from nowhere, the way they do in that country (small, and jewel-bright, and utterly wrong for that clearing) and they settled, one and two and five, on the cooling hands, fanning their wings with the patience of their kind. I did not remark on it then. I do not remark on it now. There are things in both worlds I refuse to understand on purpose.

Then I gathered up the hands, and wrapped them, and bound them tight. And I turned my back on what remained of the man who murdered my family, and left it kneeling in the wrong-lit dark, reaching for what it could not name, and I walked away down a path that only I could see.

The Fae watched me go. Patient as silence. Old as disappointment.

Keeping its legends, as it always has, for another day.


CHAPTER 48

THE PROPER WAY

The world shifted between one breath and the next, and gave me back the honest sky.

Stars, in their proper courses. A moon with only one face. Cold air with the whole night's weight behind it, air that had never once tasted of honey. You do not know how much you trust the sky until you have spent an hour under one that was only pretending.

I stood among the ruins of the Waystone Inn.

It lay all around me the way a spent thing lies: timber and shattered stone spread outward from the ring of the foundation in a great broken wheel, dust still standing in the air like the ghost of the building it had been. Three years of my carpentry, gone to wrack in a single word, and I felt about it exactly what I had felt in the falling: nothing but a clean, quiet rightness, the way you feel when the last coin of a long debt leaves your hand.

Across my shoulder hung the shaed, knotted into a makeshift sack. What rode inside was no bigger than a pair of gloves, and dragged at me like an anchor, and reeked of iron and colder things.

Bast and Chronicler stood frozen at the ruin's edge, grey with settling dust.

I want you to understand what that night had been for them. For me, the inn's fall was an hour old and more: a duel old, a hunt old, a feeding old. For them, standing in the dooryard where the hatch had thrown them, the Waystone had come down not three heartbeats past. Time runs otherwise in the Fae; every fireside tale says so, and every fireside tale, I am now qualified to report, undersells it. They had watched the inn roar down into itself, and before the dust could even think of settling, there I stood at the center of the wreckage, appeared, to their eyes, like a card turned over, upright among the fallen beams as though the whole collapse had passed through me like rain through smoke.

Chronicler stared. He had three days of stories in his satchel, and I watched him learn, in real time, the difference between having a thing written down and seeing it. His mouth worked twice and produced nothing. For a man of letters it was practically a scream.

I picked my way out of the wreckage, and my boot caught on something under a fallen beam.

I stooped. Brushed away dust and splinters with the hand that had fingers to spare for it.

My lute case.

It came free of the ruin scarred and cracked along one seam, but whole: the case I had carried out of a dead friends' room in Renere, the case I had not opened since, the case that had stood in the corner of a cellar workshop for three years, keeping its counsel while I kept mine. The Waystone had come down on it: three stories of stone and timber, a collapse that had half-killed a creature older than empires. The case had a cracked seam.

I make no argument about that here. I only set it down, because it happened.

I slung it across my back, my ribs billed me; I paid, and said nothing at all.

Bast began to clap.

Slow. Deliberate. Spaced like the beat of a ritual drum, each stroke of it landing in the dust-quiet like something ordained, and a grin broke across his face as wild and bright as the first one he ever gave me across a broken lute, a lifetime ago, on a road.

"You magnificent bastard," he said. His voice had rope-marks in it, but the delight rode over them. Then his gaze went to the bundle at my shoulder, and read the shape of what it held, and the stains coming through the fabric. And the grin did not fade, but it changed keys. "You took him to the Fae." Soft, wondering, working it through. "Where the doors stand open both ways and a hero's third time pays for all."

"Later," I said. I raised what remained of my left hand, and the gesture was small, but it was final, and Bast, who argues with everything, did not argue. "First there's one more thing that needs doing. And it needs doing proper."

  *

The road to Martin's farm was the only thing in all that darkness that knew where it was going.

We walked it without speaking. It was the particular silence that comes after a thing is done but not yet finished. And if you think done and finished are the same country, you have never buried anyone. The shaed-bundle swayed against my back with every step, and it grew heavier as we went. Not in weight. In meaning. Every stride brought us closer to the moment my friends would stand at the edge of a pit and see, plainly and past all unseeing, what I had carried down the road in the dark; and there is a special gravity to that, to the last hour in which the people who love you do not yet know the whole of what you are.

I had spent three days spending that gravity in an inn, a word at a time. You would think the last of it would come cheap. It did not.

Martin's hovel squatted at the edge of his fallow field, low and patched and stubborn, smoke leaking from the chimney in one tired line. The windows glowed the dull red of dying coals. Somewhere inside, a dog barked once, thought better of it, and fell silent.

I knocked three times, each knock steady as a heartbeat.

We waited. The silence on the far side of that door had the particular quality of a house deciding whether to answer. Behind me Chronicler drew his coat tighter around himself, and Bast stood with his head slightly turned, listening the way he listens when he is hearing things the rest of us are not invited to.

The door opened the width of a hand, and showed a slice of Martin's face, creased as a twice-folded map.

"Tehlu's teeth and toes," he began, rough with sleep. "Do you know what hour it—"

His eyes found the bundle.

They went from the dark stains seeping through the knotted shaed, up to my face, and read what was written there, and whatever he found in the reading, it woke him better than dawn. He stepped back and pulled the door wide without another word.

"So," Martin said. "It's done, then."

"As done as such things can be," I said, and stepped inside without waiting for the invitation, because between Martin and me the inviting had been settled a long time ago. The bundle brushed the doorframe going in and left a dark smear on wood already grey with years.

Martin bolted the door behind us. Three locks. Three bars. Three curses, muttered low, in the old rhythm, one for each. And you may call that a madman's habit if you like. I have stood in places where three of a thing is the only arithmetic that holds. Martin has never stood in any of them, and he counts in threes anyway, and that is exactly the kind of sense the world has been trying to talk people like Martin out of for a thousand years.

They call him Crazy Martin, in the town that used to have an inn. They said it kindly, mostly, the way small towns say such things. And all those years, while they said it, he was the only man in twenty miles keeping the old accounts.

"Is everything ready?" I asked. Though I knew. I had known since before there was an inn.

His laugh was dry as old leaves going over stone. "Been ready above a year now. Longer, maybe. Time gets strange when every span brings worse news up the road than the last one did." He crossed the room with his feet finding their own way around the boards that complained, and glanced back at the bundle, and his face did something halfway between grim and satisfied. "Seems I dug for more than was needed, in the end. Well. Better too big than too small, for this. That's in the old telling too, if you know where to listen."

The room smelled of woodsmoke and sweat and dust and under all of it, faintly, of turned earth. Martin knelt beside a threadbare rug, took its edge, and pulled it away.

Beneath, set flush into the floor of his own house, lay two trapdoors, iron-hinged, the hinges rusted at their surfaces and sound at their hearts, like the man.

"Stand back," he said, though nobody had moved close. Nobody was going to move close. He lifted an iron gaff down from the wall, hooked it through the ring set in the wood, and hauled; his shoulders bunched; yellow teeth showed in the lamplight with the effort. And the doors came up and over and fell open with a boom that went down instead of out.

Below, darkness. Not cellar-dark. This was darkness with dimensions to it, darkness that had been dug and dressed and dedicated, waiting with the patience of a grave, because that is precisely what it had been built to be.

Martin lit a torch at the fireplace and held it out over the opening, and the light went down and down and found stone: walls of set stone falling away, deeper than any root cellar in the world has ever needed to be.

Chronicler leaned out over the edge and looked down, and I watched the scholar in him arrive somewhere at speed.

"I know what this is," he said. And then he turned and looked at me, and there was something in his face I had not seen in three days of him: not curiosity, not craft. Awe, of the old kind, the kind with fear folded into its middle. And he began to say the words.

I will not set the verses down here. I have refused you rhymes before in this telling and told you why; this one I refuse for a better reason. You already have it. If you grew up anywhere the Book of the Path reaches, anywhere at all; I have heard it in Modegan and in broken Siaru and clapped flat by Cealdish children who didn't know a word of what they were singing, you learned it in a dooryard before you learned your letters, skipping, clapping, counting out who would be It. The one about what you must do. The one with the pit in it, and its measures, ten by two. The one that names the three woods.

Chronicler began it, in the hush over that hole in the world, in the voice men keep for scripture.

Bast took the next line, falling into the old rhythm the way you fall into step with someone you've walked beside for years.

And I finished it. My voice came out carrying a weight the words had never had in all the years I'd known them. And I had known them my whole life. I had skipped to them. My mother had clapped them out with me on a wagon's backboard when I was five years old, both of us laughing, neither of us knowing we were doing catechism.

That is the thing I want set down in this chapter, if only one thing is. All those years, all those centuries, while the Amyr scrubbed the records and the Quarter ate the names and scholars lost their chairs over so much as a mention: the children kept the instructions. Nobody thinks to burn a skipping rhyme. The enemies of remembering are thorough, and they are patient, and they took the books and the ballads and the very stones. And the whole time, in every dooryard in the world, the manual was hiding in the mouths of six-year-olds, going around and around, the pit and its measures, the three woods, the wheel, safe as houses. Remembering has a price; you have heard me pay it for three days. But it also has a treasury, and the treasury is children, and it cannot be robbed.

Down in the pit, by torchlight, I could see the stacked wood laid in its courses: ash, and elm, and rowan, cut and seasoned and set by a madman's faithful hands a year and more ago. And at the bottom's center, dark and still and waiting:

An iron wheel.

I had seen its brother once, in a story told in a cellar to broken men: the wheel they bound the swallower of cities to, in the seventh city, in the deep dug place. Trapis never said his tale was a recipe. Neither did the rhyme. That is how the old knowledge survived: by being carried in containers nobody thought to look inside.

Martin went to the wall and came back dragging a ladder. "I'll lower it down," he said, reaching for the bundle. "No sense you—"

"No." I gathered the shaed against my chest with my forearm and what fingers I had. Quietly, because quiet was all it needed: "This is something I do myself."

He looked at me a moment. Then he set the ladder's feet and held it steady, which is its own way of arguing and its own way of blessing, both.

I went down one-armed, rung by rung, the bundle held against my chest, my ruined right arm hooked useless through the rails, my ribs keeping strict account of every step. The torchlight shrank above me. The cold came up from below, stone-cold, old cold. It is deeper than it looks, that pit, and it looks deep.

At the bottom I knelt over the stacked wood, and felt the prickle of three gazes on my back, and was glad past speaking that the light was poor.

I unwrapped the shaed slowly. The last knot gave, and I let its contents roll out onto the ash and elm and rowan.

Two hands. Grey, and still. Nothing more. Nothing less.

They looked small, in the torchlight, on the wood. That is the truth and I will not dress it: they looked like an old man's hands, like anyone's, like the hands the church-panels give the demons the angels are always binding. And they were the hands that held the reins the night my father died begging, and they were small, on the wood, at the bottom of a pit dug by the town madman according to the instructions of a skipping rhyme.

I fumbled them into their place beneath the iron wheel. It took me longer than it should have. I had, between the two of us, three fingers and a working thumb, and I would not call for help, and no one offered, and that was the kindest thing anyone did for me that whole long night.

I will not pretend to understand every part of what I did in that pit, or why the old way asks what it asks. I have given my life to knowing things, and I am telling you: I did it the proper way, and proper is older than understanding, and there are nights when proper is the only bridge across.

I looked up at the three faces leaning over the rim, small and haloed in torchlight, relieved at how little of mine they could see.

"It's done," I called up.

The stone gave my own voice back to me, once, from very close, like something down there agreeing.

Then I began to climb.


CHAPTER 49

A SILENCE OF THREE PARTS

It was morning again.

It was the same morning that had come a thousand times before, to this same valley, indifferent and punctual and kind in the way of things too large to mean their kindness. The sun rose over the eastern hills, and light ran like water down into the folds of the land, touching grey to pearl, and pearl to the palest gold. Mist stood in the low fields and began, reluctantly, to give itself up. Birds called from tree to tree, testing the day, finding it acceptable. A breeze moved through the roadside grass with a long soft sound like the world turning over in its sleep, and somewhere distant a dog barked once, and was answered by another dog further off, and both fell quiet, satisfied. The world woke as it always wakes, one small sound at a time, assembling the morning out of pieces, as though it had never once done anything else, as though nothing anywhere had changed.

The town crouched on the horizon behind them, small and blackened at its heart.

Where the road bent through the middle of it there was a scar: a wide low ruin of splintered timber and broken stone, still breathing dust into the early light, faint as memory. Doors had stood open there. Laughter had lived there, and lamplight, and the smell of bread and beer; stories had been told there over tankards, small ones and middling ones and, lately, one very large one indeed. All of that was ash and air now.

The road ran west from it, wide and dry and empty.

And in that emptiness there was a silence of three parts.

The first silence was the simplest, and the sharpest. It was the silence of things that should have been, and were not. Once there had been the comfortable crackle of a hearthfire, reaching its warm fingers into every corner of a common room; once there had been the pleasant racket of voices, the stumble of a fiddler feeling out a tune he had no business attempting, the creak of chairs worn to the shapes of the men who claimed them, the small ring of coin and glass and the smaller music of a cloth moving over a bar that did not need cleaning. The inn was gone. Where warmth and welcome had stood for years there was only settled wreckage, and scattered hearthstones going cold in the open air, and a sword-shaped absence of a sword. This first silence was not empty. It had weight, and it pressed on the morning with the whole mass of everything that was no longer there: for absence, as any innkeeper could have told you, keeps its own weather.

The second silence belonged to those who remained, and it was smaller, and heavier for its size.

The townsfolk had come at first light, in ones and twos, drawn down the road by the news the way iron is drawn: Old Cob, who in fifty years had never once been caught without a story, and who stood at the ruin's edge that morning with his hat in his two hands and not one word in him; Graham, who had oiled and rubbed and fussed a mounting board for the better part of a year, and who looked a long time at the place above where the bar had been; Carter, whose horse a spider-thing had killed on the Baedn road, and who owed the quiet man more than he had ever managed to say, and had now been relieved forever of the chance. They found their grief too large for words, and their words too small for grief, and so they spent neither. No flowers were laid, because no one could decide if flowers were fitting. No songs were sung, because the only man who could have chosen the song was the man the song would be for. They stood among the settling dust, some with hands clasped, some with heads bowed, each of them holding his silence the way the innkeeper had always held his own (carefully, and privately, and like a full cup) listening to the space where his voice should have been, and had always been, saying it's good to see you, saying the usual?, saying less than it meant and meaning more than it said. Then they went back up the road in ones and twos, the way they had come.

The stillness they left behind them was deep as a well. It was the silence of things that needed saying, and now would never be said. Of all the prices the world had collected in that valley, it was the only one the town itself was asked to pay, and they paid it the way poor honest folk pay everything: quietly, and in full, and without being thanked.

The third silence was not easy to notice. A man could have stood in that morning for an hour and heard only the first two, the way you can look at a river for an hour and see only the water. But if someone had been listening carefully (if someone had known what to listen for) they might have felt it moving beneath the other silences, the way a current moves beneath calm water, patient and continuous and going somewhere.

It belonged to the man who walked the road.

It was the silence of a man who had given his words away (all of them, three days of them, down to the very last and truest) and had not yet learned what a man keeps in the place where the words were. It was old, this silence. It was older than the morning. It was older than the road, older than the town, older than the grey ring of stones that had held up an inn and other things besides. It was old as the space after a song's last note. Old as the held breath between a question and its answer. Old, in truth, as the first time anyone anywhere learned the price of remembering: which is the oldest lesson there is, and the least willingly learned, and the only one the world repeats for free.

Kvothe walked west with measured steps down the dusty road.

That was his name, and the morning made no difficulty about it. The valley had known an innkeeper called Kote, a quiet man, unremarkable, kind about credit; that man had died in the night with his inn, and the town would mourn them both together, and no one in it would ever be so discourteous as to say aloud what several of them had privately begun to suspect. The man on the road stood straighter than the innkeeper had. He carried a battered lute case slung across his back, and a long wrapped bundle beside it, grey-hilted, riding at his shoulder the way a debt rides a ledger: owed east, and traveling west the long way round, as debts of honor do. His left hand swung at his side, incomplete and unhidden. The glamour was gone from it (spent, or shed, or simply no longer fitting) and the hand went bare into the morning, five-fingered to no one.

His two companions followed at a small respectful distance, as men follow a funeral or a king. Chronicler walked with his satchel clutched against his chest, both arms around it, the way you carry a sleeping child or the only copy of anything. And inside it, in cramped and hurrying script, was everything: three days, one life, the whole enormous spent fortune of a name. Beside him Bast moved with the liquid grace of his kind, but gone quiet and watchful, his eyes making their steady rounds (the treeline, the sky, the man ahead) like a soldier's, or a shepherd's, or a son's.

None of them spoke. The road unrolled westward through the waking fields, and the sun climbed, and the three silences walked with them.

  *

They had been walking the better part of an hour when Kvothe stopped.

He stopped all at once, in the middle of the road and the middle of a stride, with the sudden certainty of a man who has finally heard the answer to a question he has been asking so long it had worn through into habit. The other two halted behind him and exchanged one look and said nothing.

He unslung the battered case and set it down in the road.

He knelt over it, and his hands went to the latches, and there they waited a moment: the whole one and the ruined one together, resting on the leather the way you rest your hand on a sleeping thing before you wake it. The case was scarred along its length and cracked along one seam, and it had crossed half the world twice, and been minded by a dead man, and dusted in a conspiracy, and carried unopened through ruin after ruin after ruin because its owner could not open it and could not leave it, which between them make a fair map of the man.

He unlatched it. The lid swung back, and the morning light fell in.

The lute was whole.

It lay in its worn velvet the way it had always lain, the color of autumn leaves before they fall, the color of dark honey, of old wood loved slick by hands. The neck was unbroken. The strings (years slack, all this time, through desert heat and Underthing damp and the death of a building) sat taut and patient in their courses, waiting, as though someone had tuned it last night. No one had tuned it last night. The morning is not required to explain such things, and did not, and the birds went on singing.

Another man might have called it wood and strings, glue and varnish, a box that makes noises. But the man kneeling in the road knew better than anyone alive what it was. It was the voice he had used all his life for the things his own voice could not carry. It was his father's trade and his mother's evenings and the inside of a wagon on a long road in the rain. It was the last thing he owned in the world that remembered who he used to be. And it had waited for him, the way his own name had waited, shut in the dark, without complaint, for as long as the waiting took.

He lifted it out with the care you give to holy things and fragile ones, which are handled the same way, and for the same reasons.

His arms took it in against his body, and it went to its old place there like a key into a lock. His left hand found the neck from pure memory, sliding up the smooth wood. And the two fingers that remained to him settled onto the strings at the second fret, and hesitated, and then his right hand moved, and he began to play.

The melody was simple. It was almost childish: a small round tune, the kind you teach a boy whose hands are still too soft to callus, the kind that fits in four strings and one position and a summer evening. His father had taught it to him in the back of a wagon before he was tall enough to hold the lute properly, before he knew what music could become, when a song was still only a warm thing your family passed around the fire like bread.

Two fingers could carry it. That was the discovery, arriving note by note down the empty road: two fingers could still make music. Thin music, plain music, music with holes in it where three fingers' worth of grace had lived. But the tune held its shape, and the birds did not object, and behind him a fae prince stood in the road with his jaw set hard and his eyes very bright, listening to a broken hand play a child's song better than most whole men would ever play anything.

Then Kvothe stopped.

He let the last plain note go out into the morning and did not follow it. For a moment he stood entirely still, head bowed over the instrument, and what moved through his face then was not grief, or not only. It was arithmetic. It was a man counting what remained, and setting down the count, and deciding (the way he had once decided about a chest, about an inn, about a name) what could be built on it.

Then, slowly, deliberately, he shifted the lute in his arms.

He turned it. His right arm (torn through the bicep and bound, an arm with its own long recovery ahead of it) came up along the neck, and its whole unpracticed fingers settled onto the frets, awkward as a first-year student's. His scarred left hand, thumb and forefinger and the pale ranked stumps, came down to the strings, to the plucking and the carrying, to the work his clever fingers had done for twenty years and would never do again.

Backward. Everything backward. Twenty years of craft on the wrong side of the instrument.

The first note came out wrong. Not sourly wrong; wrong like a word in a language the mouth has not yet met. The second wobbled, hunting its pitch and finding only the neighborhood. The third fell flat as a stone dropped in mud.

Bast made a small sound behind him, quickly strangled. Chronicler shifted his weight from foot to foot and looked at the fields, and looked back, because looking away was not truly among his choices, and never had been; it was why he had the satchel.

But Kvothe went on.

His right hand searched out positions it had never learned, muscles moving along unfamiliar roads, each fingering built rather than remembered: too careful, too slow, too deliberate, the way a man walks on a healing leg. His left hand plucked, and the plucking was graceless, and the tune came up out of the strings limping and misassembled and unmistakably, stubbornly itself. Note by note. Wrong by wrong. And the melody that emerged from all that ruin was beautiful in its breaking: there is no other honest way to set it down. It was the sound of a man learning to speak again after the words have been taken. It was the sound of something starting that did not know yet what it would become, and was not waiting to find out before it began.

It was, in every particular, the sound of a beginning.

Each note came a little clearer than the one before it. Not perfect: nowhere near perfect, and not good either, and it did not matter, because perfect and good are judgments, and this was prior to judgment; this was present, and real, and his. The birds did not stop to listen. The wind did not hold its breath. The world went right on turning through its one same morning, unastonished. And somehow that made it more true, not less: the small wrong music and the enormous indifferent day, going on together down the road, neither one requiring anything of the other.

When at last he stopped, his hands were trembling with the effort: both of them, the ruined and the merely untrained, trembling together for once in honest labor rather than in want or grief.

And the silence that followed was a fourth silence, and it was not like the others.

It did not press, and it did not mourn, and it was not old. It was, in the whole history of that long-listening valley, quite possibly new. It was the silence that comes just after trying: the wide, clear, unwritten quiet of the moment when a thing has been attempted and not failed utterly, when the next note is unplayed not because it is lost but because it is next.

It was full of possibility.

The man on the road stood in it for a moment, listening, the way you listen to a room to learn if it is empty.

Then Kvothe settled the lute against his back, beside the wrapped grey sword, and walked west into the morning. And the fourth silence went with him, all the way down the road, past the hills and out of the valley and into the rest of it—which is another story, and belongs to another day, and had, unlike the man who would live it, never once been told.


EPILOGUE 1

THE LAST NAME

The morning air bit cold against Pehyn's throat, and she held it in her lungs as though courage could be made from breath alone, if a person only held it long enough and wanted it hard enough.

Vashet had declared her ready. Vashet did not say such things carelessly; Vashet did not do anything carelessly except, occasionally and with great precision, choose to seem careless. Pehyn wished desperately to believe her. But what if the words failed? What if she stood before everyone with her hands full of three thousand years and her mouth full of nothing?

She had practiced until her throat burned raw. In the dark before sleep and the dark before waking, walking the high paths, drawing water, eating: repeating the names until they stopped being sounds she made and became grooves worn into her, the way the stones of Haert are worn, by passage, by faithfulness, by the same thing done ten thousand times with attention. Name after name after name, each one a hand that had carried the blade, each one a whole life folded down to a word and a deed.

And still Vashet's remark sat in her mind like a rebuke she had not earned.

Three days was all it took, once.

That was all her teacher had said, watching Pehyn labor at the lists through a long grey afternoon. Three days. Pehyn had held her tongue, as was proper, and the heat had climbed her cheeks anyway, disgraceful and unbidden. Later she had wondered (she was always wondering; it was her private flaw, her mother said, though her mother said it the way you name a flaw you have decided to let live) whether it had been a rebuke at all. Vashet's voice had gone somewhere else entirely when she said it. Somewhere west of the mountains, by the sound. And there had been the smallest wrongness at the corner of her teacher's mouth, the shape that is not a smile and is not permitted to become one.

Three days, once, for some barbarian miracle of a student. Very well. Pehyn had taken a year, and the year was in her, worn deep, and today she would find out what it had bought.

Her mother waited outside in the grey light, dressed in grey so plain it seemed to reject the very idea of ornament: as though everything that was not necessary had been considered, one thing at a time, and set aside. That was her mother entire. Penthe kept nothing she did not need, and needed almost nothing, and what she kept she kept absolutely.

Her mother's hands rose. Are you ready?

Pehyn nodded. The motion carried more weight than she expected: her chin coming down slow, as if she were already bearing the blade whose history she would speak, as if the nod itself were the first lift of that long carrying.

Penthe turned without another sign, and Pehyn followed her through Haert's narrow ways.

The stones underfoot had been worn smooth by centuries of exactly this: feet, walking to the same places, for the same reasons, with the same held breath. Wind came down off the Stormwal and pressed at her back, steady and familiar, neither helping nor hindering: the same wind that had pressed against every student who had ever walked this path, ten generations of them, a hundred. It curled once around her as she walked, and touched her hair where it escaped its binding (her strange hair, her one extravagance, red as autumn, red as no one else's in Haert or in the six towns around it) touched it lightly, and lifted it, and let it go, the way an old man touches the head of a child he has decided, privately, belongs a little to him.

For one brief moment, Pehyn felt entirely ready. She chose not to wonder why. Wondering was for afterward. Her mother had taught her that with her hands: first the doing. The questions will still be there when you are done. Questions are patient. Moments are not.

  *

At the steps, the gathered crowd stood waiting, faces patient as grey stone under the early light. There were more of them than she had let herself expect. Sword-tree to school steps, red sashes and undyed wool, the old and the young, all of them still in the way her people are still: not empty stillness; brimming stillness, attention with its hands folded.

Pehyn left her mother among them and climbed alone.

Vashet stood at the top, and Pehyn turned at her side to face them all, and every eye was on her, and every breath was being kept like a coin. She searched the assembled faces for judgment, braced for it, almost wanting it: judgment is a weight a person can set herself against.

She found something harder to bear. Trust.

Vashet laid the sword across her open hands.

The weight of it was less than she had expected and more than she was prepared for, which she understood at once was a lesson, and probably the last one, and probably Vashet knew it. The blade lay bare across her palms, and it held the color of an old storm: grey and strange, a grey with weather in it, not the bright fish-belly grey of the other blades she had trained beside. The guard was a little longer than the old style, its lines subtly foreign, as though the hands that shaped it had listened respectfully to three thousand years of pattern and then, being the hands they were, kept one opinion of their own.

It was not the sword it had been. Everyone on those steps knew what it had been.

But its edge was true. She could feel that through her palms, the way you feel a struck bell through a wall: a blade with its purpose intact, whatever had happened to its body, whatever had happened to its name.

Pehyn drew one more cold breath and began.

"First," she said, and her voice came out rough, and she heard it, and did not flinch, and went on, and it found its polish in the going, "first came Chael."

And the Atas began to flow.

Name after name, ringing out clear over the stone: the shapers and the bearers, the ones who carried it a season and the ones who carried it a lifetime, the ones who died with it in their hands and the ones (fewer, stranger) who set it down and walked away and were spoken of anyway, because the sword remembers what it is given and forgets nothing it has earned. Somewhere past the fortieth name her fear thinned like morning mist. Somewhere past the hundredth she stopped speaking the names at all, in any way that felt like speaking. They simply came, rising from the worn grooves in her, memory to mouth like breath, each name folding itself into the next the way steel is folded, layer upon layer upon layer, until what stood on the steps was not a girl reciting but a blade being made in the air, and the crowd stood inside the making, and the wind off the Stormwal came down quiet to listen.

The history stood nearly complete. She felt the end approaching the way you feel a shore.

"Last came Kvothe," Pehyn said. "The one who reforged me in apology."

And it was done. The Atas was done.

She stood at the top of the steps with the sword steady across her hands, and the last name went out over the crowd and settled on them, and she watched it settle: watched the stillness deepen by one degree, watched two old women exchange the smallest glance in the world, watched Vashet's face do nothing at all with an effort that was itself a kind of speech. That name was known here. It was known the way a scar is known. A barbarian name, folded into the Atas forever now, rough grain in three thousand years of fine steel, and no one on those steps would ever say more about it than the Atas said, and the Atas said only what was true: reforged. In apology.

Pehyn looked out across the gathered faces, and standing there, she understood something she had not been taught, which her mother says is the only kind of understanding that keeps.

The apology was not yet finished. A sword is not apologized to. A sword is a promise with an edge, and a promise is kept forward, not backward, and every hand that would ever carry this blade rightly (hers, and whoever came after hers, name after name after name) was one more word of an amends that some red-haired man far away was still, in this way, speaking. Would go on speaking as long as the Atas was spoken. The one who reforged me. Last came Kvothe.

Last came Kvothe. Unless, of course, someday, the list grew longer.

Penthe stepped from the crowd as her daughter came down the steps. Her hands moved once, with precision, without flourish.

Well done.

The gesture was completion, nothing more. It was also everything, but a stranger would have needed years to see it, and there were no strangers in Haert that morning.

Pehyn's feet found the solid ground. She followed her mother home through streets that seemed somehow changed, though she knew nothing had changed in them but her. The morning air still bit cold against her throat.

She found she no longer minded. There was something that needed doing, and she was the one who was here.


EPILOGUE 2

OF SINGING THINGS

When Auri woke, the sky was there again.

It was always there now. That was one of the things about the sky: it did not come and go like lesser things, did not need finding or keeping or winding. It simply stayed, enormous and unhurried, full of its own slow turning: pale at the edges this morning, deep in the middle, with one last star sitting in the west like a coin left out for luck.

She had been afraid of it once. She remembered that the way you remember a fever after it breaks: you know it held you, you know it made the world too large and everything in it too loud, but the knowing has no teeth left. The sky had been too big, before. It had looked at her. Now she understood that it had never been looking at her at all, which was the polite thing about it, and possibly the kindest. The sky simply looked. She could be under it the way stones were under it, the way the water was. Included, and unregarded, and free.

She rose from her mat and her bare feet found the sand, still cool from the night.

That was good. That was proper. Cool things wanted warming, and her feet were warm from sleep and happy to oblige, and so the morning's first trade was made before she had taken three steps, everyone the richer, no one the poorer. Mornings that began with a fair trade tended to stay honest all the way to noon.

Foxen sat in his dish beside her pillow, his blue-green light gone down to almost nothing, the way he liked to be when the true light came. She bent and touched his edge with one careful finger.

"Not yet," she told him gently. "It is a sun day. You can rest."

He dimmed, content. Foxen had crossed a desert in a padded box and been very brave about it, and had earned the right to be a small private moon who worked only nights. Everyone should have such an arrangement. Almost no one did. It was one of the things wrong with the world, and someday, when her other work was done, she meant to see about it.

The old grove stood tall at the water's edge, and the trees were already singing.

Their silver leaves caught the first light the way cupped hands catch rain, and gave it back as sound: the morning song, thin and sweet, high harmonies turning over one another with no melody on top, because a melody would have been telling, and the trees never told. They only sang. She loved the old grove with a large, respectful, arms-length love, the way you love a grandmother who needs nothing from you. The old grove was not her work. The old grove knew itself, all the way down to its deepest roots, and had known itself since before there were people to be unknown around.

Her work waited in the rows of clay pots lining the water's edge.

Thirty-two saplings, each no taller than her knee. Some had sprouted only days ago and were still shy with the strangeness of being alive at all, holding their two small leaves close, like hands not yet sure they were allowed to open. Others had been growing for months, whole handfuls of tiny silver leaves just now learning what light was and how one caught it and which parts you could keep. No two of them were anywhere near alike. That was the first thing the pots had taught her, and it had not surprised her even slightly, but it was good of them to confirm it.

She went down the row slowly, and she listened.

She always listened. It was the easiest thing and the most necessary thing, and she had given up being puzzled that so few people did it, because being puzzled at people was a use of a morning, and mornings had better uses. You did not tend a thing by telling it what to be. Telling was how things got broken in the first place: she knew a great deal about that, more than she kept on the front shelves. No. You tended a thing by learning what it was, and then helping it be that, quietly, with clean hands. You listened with your fingers and your feet and the soft part behind your eyes that had no name but knew things all the same. Especially you listened to the quiet ones. The loud ones told you their troubles. The quiet ones trusted you to come and ask.

The fourth pot was fretting.

She heard it three pots away: nothing you could have pointed to, only a smallness in the air around it, a held quality, the sound a room makes when someone in it is trying not to cry. The sapling's roots had pressed against the clay walls in the night, circling, and circling, and binding themselves into their own knot. She knelt in the cool sand and tapped the pot once with one knuckle, politely, the way you knock.

The sound came back tight. Choked. A door shut from the inside.

"I know," she said softly. "I know."

She worked her fingers down along the rim, easing the soil the way you loosen a fist that has been clenched too long: never prying, never pulling, only reminding each part, in order, that it was allowed to let go. The roots came free at last in a pale tangle, and the sapling shivered all through its small silver leaves when the air touched them, and Auri sat back on her heels, and looked at it, and was in no hurry at all.

This one had grown too fast. She had known it for a span or more. It had come up quicker than all its brothers and reached farther, and its roots had gone out grasping to the very walls. And the grasping was not greed; she had listened carefully on three separate evenings to be sure. It grasped because it was afraid. It had decided, somewhere in its small green dark, that whatever it did not take hold of would be taken away, and so it held everything, and so it was strangling in its own grip, and none of the holding had made it one whit less afraid.

She did not tell it any of this. You never told them. They knew.

She found a wider pot, from the shaded row, the clay still cool from the morning shadow. She lined the bottom with dark earth from the good heap, careful and slow, pressing it into a shape that was not tight and was not loose, making it the way you make a bed for someone who has not slept well in a long time and does not expect to. Then she settled the sapling in, roots first, spread easy, given room they had not asked for and did not yet believe in, and pressed the soil down around them, firm and light and final, gentle as a word you only ever say to someone you love.

The sapling went still.

Not the stillness of a thing enduring. She knew that stillness; she could have written the book of that stillness, if books were a thing she still had dealings with. This was the other one. The stillness of a thing that has finally been heard, and can stop shouting.

Auri smiled. A grin, really. It got away from her entirely, and she let it.

She did not think about the woman from the west who had come asking questions last season, along the caravan track, looking for someone with a different name. She did not think about the name she'd had before, the one that had been heavy as a crown and just as cold, that had never fit, that she had checked. She did not think about the boy with red hair and clever fingers who had given her the name she kept, the true one, the light one, the one that weighed exactly as much as she did and no more.

She did not think about any of these things, because thinking about them was for evenings, when the trees sang low and thoughts could be taken out and turned over one at a time like treasures, each in its place, each given its due and put away properly after.

And because there were thirty-one pots left to check, and the morning was just beginning.
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