
        
            
                
            
        

    Praise for
The Teller of Small Fortunes
“Warm, welcoming, and endlessly inventive, The Teller of Small Fortunes feels like being invited in for tea with a dear friend (and expert storyteller!). An utter and complete delight to read.”
—Grace D. Li, New York Times bestselling author of Portrait of a Thief
“Lovely and sweet and comforting. But the most beautiful part was how it was not only about found family but about finding your way back to your family…an adventure, yet cozy and funny and sweet and poignant.”
—Quenby Olson, author of the Miss Percy Guide series
“A wonderfully warm, cozy, and immersive fantasy adventure that left me brimming with happiness.”
—Stephanie Burgis, author of Wooing the Witch Queen
“A palate cleanser for crappy days…. Leong creates a world resplendent with charm, gentleness, reconciliation, and love. So much love! There were many joyous, cathartic tears shed. I adored every minute of it and now must read everything Leong writes!”
—A.Y. Chao, author of Shanghai Immortal
“A warmhearted, often cozy story about telling fortunes—and sometimes stealing them. A delight.”
—John Wiswell, Nebula Award–winning author of Someone You Can Build a Nest In
“A warm hug of a book. The Teller of Small Fortunes is a curative journey of found friendship and diaspora feels, steeped in so much kindness that even the most cynical of readers will not be able to resist its charms.”
—Eliza Chan, author of Fathomfolk
“Very funny and incredibly charming. I found it impossible not to fall in love with this crew. If you loved Legends & Lattes but wanted more plot and feels, this book is perfect for you. I adored it!”
—Frances White, author of Voyage of the Damned
“The Teller of Small Fortunes is a charming delight. It’s the book version of a warm cup of tea, with the perfect mix of adventure, found family, and heart. Also make sure you have some sweets on hand, because this story will give you some serious pastry cravings.”
—Amy Avery, author of The Longest Autumn
“As comforting as the scent of freshly baked bread, this is a hug in book form and the perfect comfort read. Set in an endlessly charming world with characters you can’t help but love, this novel is whimsical, cozy perfection, and I loved every second of it.”
—Nadia El-Fassi, author of Best Hex Ever
“Tao and her band of charismatic companions (four-legged friends included!) won my heart completely on this deeply endearing and entertaining fantasy road trip. Charming, relatable, and tender, The Teller of Small Fortunes will delight readers looking for their next cozy adventure.”
—Maiga Doocy, author of Sorcery and Small Magics
“Sweet without ever turning saccharine, and it tackles serious topics without ever losing its sense of humor. An utterly delightful debut.”
—Genoveva Dimova, author of Foul Days
“Filled with philosophizing trolls, little magics, and delicious (if lumpy) baked goods, The Teller of Small Fortunes is like one of those lift-you-off-the-ground, ribcage-cracking hugs—dizzyingly delightful, a little painful, and so incredibly therapeutic. Do yourself the great kindness of reading this wrenching, warming, funny, thoughtful, cozy, life-affirming book. I finished it and felt more whole, and I hope you do, too.”
—Jules Arbeaux, author of Lord of the Empty Isles
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For my father, who gifted me my love of stories. Thank you for still being here.
爸爸, 谢谢你.



ONE


On the day the Teller of Small Fortunes came to Necker, the village was in an uproar because the candlemaker’s would-be apprentice had lost all the goats.
Laohu plodded to a stop in the town square and Tao patted his rump. It had been a long day’s travel for them, through forest and field. The mule stamped his hooves and snorted, relieved to be done with it, his breath rising in steamy tendrils through the early-evening chill. It was Tao’s first time coming through Necker. She’d made good speed in anticipation of a hot meal and soft bed when they arrived, but the scene around her wagon gave her doubt she’d find much welcome at the moment. She sighed.
Wrapping the reins loosely over a wagon shaft, Tao swung gracefully to the ground, looking around at the activity. They’d come to a stop just in front of a tavern—a handsome one, two full stories and larger than a village like Necker rightly needed.
But where there should have been a crowd of well-fed villagers drinking ale, there was instead a strange assembly line, with rather a lot of yelling and chaotic banging of metal.
“One bucket o’ grain and a bell to each! Hurry up now, take a bucket, there’s a good lad.”
“And who’s to pay for all this grain, I’d like to know!”
“Oh, stuff it, Mallack, we can sort payment later; the headman’ll pay you fair for the grain and you know that’s true.”
“Yes, well, I’d like to be sure of the price afore all the grain is spilled through the woods halfway to the sea and none to account for it! There ought to be a premium for interrupting a man’s supper and raiding his stores without so much as a—”
“You scoundrel! If we don’t find them, Necker’ll be a ruin and your mill with it, for who’ll buy your grain when there’s no goats to feed and no coin to pay with?”
A teenage boy, gangly and flop-haired, sat on a stump some distance away, watching the commotion with a desolate expression. As he seemed to be the only one not rushing about, Tao chose to approach him first.
“Hello,” she said, walking up to him. “Can you tell me what’s happened, please?”
The boy startled out of his misery to goggle at her. “You’re Shinn!”
“I am,” said Tao patiently. “Can you tell me what’s happened here?”
“But you speak Eshteran!” said the boy. He squinted up at Tao with suspicion, as if expecting her foreign features—dark, hooded eyes; tawny skin; and black hair twisted up into a loose bun—to change before his eyes and better suit her speech.
Tao sighed internally and tried a different tack. She flourished her cloak with one hand and bowed.
“Greetings, young sir, from this humble traveler. I am a teller of fortunes from the faraway empire of Shinara, and have come to these lands to seek wisdom and learning.”
“…in Necker?” said the boy, doubtful.
“Wisdom can be found in all places,” said Tao. She pressed her hands together with what she hoped was solemnity. “Wheresoever river inscribes rock with truth, and men fan flames of creation.”
“Ah,” said the boy, suitably impressed. “You’ll want old Derry the blacksmith and his forge, then? He’s holding a pail on the left, there.”
They both looked over again at the assembly line, which had now been more or less equipped with buckets of grain and various noisemaking implements. The boy drooped further, all elbows and knees and teenage despair.
“What are they doing with all that grain?” Tao asked.
“They’re sending out search parties. I lost the goats, you see,” the boy said miserably. “Arty had me watching the herd today, out in the west pasture, and I fell asleep after lunch, and when I woke, the goats were all gone.
“And now the village’ll be ruined, and it’s all my fault, although how was I to know that the goats would rather climb down all those rocks than stay in a nice sunny pasture full of grass? I was to be the candlemaker’s apprentice, not a goatherd, and now who knows if Bern’ll still have me! I’m good with his bees; bees don’t make a fuss—they stay put where you want them, unless you fumble the hives—but Arty’s bad leg was twinging again, and I didn’t mind helping just for the day, and now look what’s happened. Stupid goats!”
The words burst out of him all at once, a hot concoction of youthful indignation and shame.
“Hm,” said Tao. “Perhaps I can be of some assistance.”
She strode to her wagon and leapt back up onto her driving perch, Laohu shuffling impatiently in his traces. But rather than pick up the reins again, Tao ducked beneath the glowing lanterns swinging gently from where they hung on the jutting ridge beam, and into the small wooden traveling wagon that served as home.
A hanging curtain of embroidered canvas hid the interior from both rough weather and curious eyes; behind it was everything Tao owned, tucked away as neatly as could be managed in what might generously be called a storage chest on wheels. Pots and pans of various sizes hung on one wall from a crooked nail. Opposing them was what Tao thought of as her pantry: a small bag of winter apples; jars of grain and tea leaves strapped into place on their makeshift shelf; mint and nettle, hung in bunches to dry. Here, also, was her bedding: a few sacks of hay (which conveniently also served as Laohu’s feed—though it meant that when they went too long between resupplies, her sleep inevitably suffered for it) swaddled in thick woolen blankets. In all, it made for a cozy—if humble—nest.
But all this Tao took in with only a quick glance. Everything was where it should be. Which meant that what she needed would be in the back, where she kept the things most precious to her.
Moving through the cramped space with the ease of familiarity, Tao sorted through the carefully wrapped bundles in the very rear of the wagon, behind the small stools and folding table. From these bundles, she extracted a disc of hammered bronze, hung on a ribbon, and a small cloth-wrapped mallet.
Grasping the ribbon and mallet in each hand, she ducked back out through the curtain, blinking in the warm glow of the swaying lantern light. Tao stood tall on the perch of her wagon (or as tall as her slight frame allowed), made sure her hooded cloak was billowing impressively so that its blue velvet lining could be seen, lifted her chin, and—with ponderous ceremony—struck the disc.
A low note tolled out, brassy and deep and authoritative, and a hush rolled out over the crowd of villagers as they finally noticed the young Shinn woman perched upon a traveling wagon in the middle of their square. Tao struck the gong once more, and the sound reverberated as all eyes fixed on her.
“Greetings to the people of Necker!” she cried out into the general bafflement. “I am Tao, Teller of Small Fortunes.”
She gestured grandly with the mallet toward the side of her wooden traveling wagon, where, indeed, TELLER OF SMALL FORTUNES was painted in neat black letters, along with the addendum, in much smaller lettering beneath: (NO SPELLS, POTIONS, OR ANCIENT PROPHECIES).
“But tonight, I shall give you the gift, free of charge, of a Moderately Sized Fortune! You there, mistress.” Tao pointed at a harried-looking woman in an apron holding several buckets by the tavern door. “Tell me—is there a small stream, flowing through a grove of pines, just to the east?”
“Aye, so there is,” said the woman, narrowing her eyes.
“And you, Master Arty,” Tao pointed now at a rangy older man leaning heavily on his walking stick. “Tell me—are there plentiful berry brambles along that stream?”
“Here now, how did you know my name?” Arty said in confusion, rubbing at his leg.
“Yes, there are,” cut in the aproned woman. “And so?”
Tao spread her arms dramatically wide, closing her eyes and tilting her head back, as if listening to voices only she could hear. “People of Necker…” she intoned. “I have seen your goats! Look to the east where blackberries and cold mountain water meet, for there you shall find your herd!”
The villagers burst into buzzing cacophony.
As a teller of small fortunes, Tao didn’t often have a chance to play the showman, for she’d feel rather silly making such a fuss about announcing whether or not it’d rain next Scholarsday, or when the carpenter’s daughter’s warts would go away. But she had to admit—she rather enjoyed it when she could.
“She’s Shinn, she is,” cried the gangly boy, who had jumped up from his stump at her proclamation. “She sees things in rocks!”
“And what’s a Shinn woman doing all the way out here in Necker, I’d like to know,” said a woman with a pinched mouth and holding a broom.
“How’d she know my name? I’ve never once been to Shinara in my life,” shouted Arty over the din.
“Enough, enough!” shouted the woman in the apron, banging a bucket with a wooden spoon to regain the crowd’s attention. “We’re losing the light if we mean to be finding these goats afore dark. Well now, this fortune teller says to look along the stream to the east, so someone may as well look there—we meant to search in all directions anyways.”
A chorus of ayes met this decisiveness, and the villagers began pairing off and setting out in multiple directions, some glancing back at Tao and her wagon. The gangly boy dashed off to the east, having grabbed his own bucket of grain and yelling over his shoulder, “I’ll check the stream!” His hopes of redeeming himself had clearly been renewed by faith in Tao’s prophetic abilities.
Tao bit back a smile, stowed the gong and mallet back inside her wagon, and climbed down to unhitch Laohu and await the outcome. The stream with the blackberry brambles wasn’t far—perhaps half an hour’s light run for a motivated youth with long legs. She had crossed it not long before she arrived in Necker, her wagon wheels rattling over the stones and Laohu laying his ears back at the cold water as he daintily lifted his hooves high. Tao remembered leaning down from her wagon to grab a handful of the ripe blackberries, savoring each bright burst of sweetness as she ate them one at a time.
What Tao also remembered was the sound of leafy chomping, the distinctive scent of livestock, and the even more distinctive caprine chorus of maas coming from behind the brambles as her wagon rolled on by.



Little more than an hour later, with the sun slunk beneath the hills and a purple dusk fallen over the land, grateful villagers wrung Tao’s hands and pressed a second mug of foaming ale upon her over her half-hearted protestations.
The woman in the apron, who it turned out was Hattie, the tavernkeep’s wife (and the true local authority in Necker, official headman notwithstanding), had warmed quite instantly to Tao once Cam had returned in triumph with a herd of disgruntled, blackberry-stained goats before him.
“No, we won’t hear of it, we won’t be taking any coin from one such as yourself tonight,” tutted Hattie as she set a basket of warm bread and a full plate of cheese (“finest goat cheese in all the hilltowns, of course”) on Tao’s table near the tavern’s hearth. “After what you’ve done for us! And we hope you’ll be staying the night here, for there’s many of us hoping to have our fortunes read by you, if you’ve the time. A real Shinn fortune teller, imagine that—not even Shellport’s had one of those, I reckon!”
This was greeted by many approving just sos and self-satisfied nods all around, for Necker often felt the rub of being a smaller, poorer neighbor to nearby Shellport. (Shellport was a middlingly large, marginally important port city that had three whole taverns and even their own resident mage. Admittedly, he was quite old and deaf, and a rather less imposing figure than most other Guild mages; he did mostly fishing-net charms these days, some of which could have rather unexpected effects on one’s chowders, but still, a western town having a mage at all was not something to be sniffed at.)
“I would be honored,” replied Tao with a respectful incline of her head, “to rest the night in your fine tavern, and of course, to tell fortunes for all who would wish it tomorrow.”
Hattie beamed at her, and all the villagers raised yet another loud toast—Cam’s young voice loudest of them all—to the traveling Teller of Small Fortunes, who looked Shinn but spoke fair Eshteran, and who had saved Necker’s goats, and thereby their necks, too.



The next morning, Tao rose from a hearty breakfast (eggs with heavily buttered biscuits, a tad goatier-tasting than she’d really like but warm and filling nonetheless), thanked Hattie for the meal, and walked out to her wagon, which was still parked in the square. Laohu had been stabled for the night, and Tao had checked on him earlier to find him contentedly making his way through the large pile of hay that had been supplied. The village roused slowly; even the morning sunlight, as it crept back over the hills and the small thatched houses, seemed soft and lazy. But a handful of the more industrious villagers were already up and about carrying water or tools, and these few nodded or waved to Tao as they walked by, looking her over with unabashed interest.
Humming wordlessly, Tao rolled up her sleeves and began setting up for the day: first, from the depths of her wagon she pulled out a tall stake with a rope knotted on top; with her mallet and a great deal of effort, she hammered the stake securely into the ground a short distance behind the wagon.
Once satisfied that the stake was driven deep enough, Tao grabbed hold of the loose rope end and tied it deftly to a loop on the wagon’s bowed truss. With the rope taut, Tao disappeared into the wagon briefly and reemerged holding a large roll of fabric. This, Tao treated with an almost-reverence: she unrolled it gently, with a careful shake to remove any dust.
With practiced hands, she swung it over the rope such that it draped down over either side. The fabric was a rich midnight blue, thicker than linen but not so coarse as wool, and had a lovely, slight shimmer in the sunlight; Tao ran a hand over its softness and thought wistfully, not for the first time, of the lush green mountaintops of Shinara, where all such watersilk was made and which she had not seen since she was very young. And probably would never see again. The thought came to her with a pang before she managed to smother it.
The rest of the setting-up went quickly. A few shorter stakes in each corner to broaden the tent; the small wooden folding table and two stools; an odd sort of clay pot, with a handle and a short spout jutting out in parallel, and two matching clay cups set on the table alongside a jar of curled-up tea leaves. A small wooden box that rattled loudly was also brought out, and a single sweet-smelling candle, which Tao lit with a flintsteel and placed carefully by the tea jar.
This done, she stepped back and with a critical eye surveyed her work.
By now Necker had fully awakened and a steady stream of people had emerged into the square, calling out good-days to each other, going about their tasks, all the while surreptitiously watching Tao bustling within her wagon, now a wagon-and-tent.
The folk began to sidle in closer, curious but none quite bold enough to be the first, until gangly Cam (who fancied himself something of a spokesperson, for wasn’t he the very first person in Necker to speak with the fortune teller, after all?) walked up to her tent cheerfully and called in, “Hello, miss! Are you open for fortune-telling now?”
Tao took a moment to straighten her clothes. She knew well the importance of appearances to a trade such as hers, and even more so for a foreigner.
A long white frock, plain but clean (a concession to the stricter sensibilities of the hilltowns—though it was less easy than trousers for traveling), belted by a brown leather sash with many small hanging pouches. Tall boots more practical than ladylike, and her black wool cloak with its blue lining, hood back, clasped around her neck with a silver pin shaped like a foxhead. The cloak and pin were perhaps out of place due to their fineness, but much like the blue silk of the tent, they somehow served to elevate rather than be diminished by the plainness of the rest.
Next she loosened and retied her hair up in its bun, tucking stray strands back and running a hand over the bun to smooth it. Tao reached into one of the pouches at her waist and took out a small, tapered rod of finely carved jade with an elaborately curved hook on one end: a ji, or Shinn hairpin. She turned it over in her fingers for a moment, noting the way the jade felt both cold and warm at the same time. Did her mother miss wearing it? Did she even feel its absence anymore? But Tao swallowed past the lump in her throat as she carefully inserted the ji into her bun, adjusting it this way and that until it was secure. This wasn’t the time to dwell on memories. She had fortunes to tell.
Assured she was presentable, Tao turned back to the boy outside her tent.
“Good morning, Cam. Yes, I’m about to open—but I would appreciate your help with something, first.” She indicated the clay pot on the table. “I need that full of boiling water—could you run it to Mistress Hattie in the tavern and ask her to kindly fill it for me, please?”
“Aye, I can!” Cam said. He grabbed the clay pot—carefully by its base, as he wasn’t quite sure which poky bit was properly the handle—and rushed to the tavern, puffing out his chest with importance as he passed his neighbors. He returned in short order with the steaming pot, biting his lip with concentration as he set it down on the table.
“Thank you,” said Tao. “Would you like to be my first customer?”
“Yes!” he said eagerly. “But—” Cam rummaged hopefully in his pocket and pulled out three quarterpennies. “Is this enough? How much is a fortune?”
“How much wealth makes a fortune depends on how much one already has, for it will always be more than that,” said Tao. She was rather enjoying getting into character—even if some small part of her shook its head at showing folk what they wanted to see in a mystical Shinn fortune teller, rather than the more mundane truth.
“Eh?” Cam squinted at her.
“Never mind,” said Tao, smiling slightly. “I tell small fortunes only, for small prices. Yes, I can tell you three quarterpennies’ worth. Come sit at my table.”
She ducked her head outside the tent flap briefly, waving to let the others know to wait their turn after Cam, and to kindly form the line at a short distance for privacy.
As they arranged themselves on the two stools, Tao scooped out a small handful of the curly dried leaves from the jar, dropping half into each cup.
“First,” she said, with Cam watching intently, “we make tea.”
Tao lifted the clay pot and carefully poured a long spout of water into each cup, drawing the pot upward away from the table as she poured—not a single drop spilled, and an earthy aroma arose from the steaming cups as the dark leaves unfurled. Cam made to pick up his cup, but Tao stopped him with a quick gesture.
“Not yet—it needs to steep and to cool. Let’s wait a few minutes.”
“Sorry,” he said. A brief silence in which they both regarded their steaming cups, then: “Why do we need tea, miss?”
Tao said, “It’s one of the methods by which I read fortunes. After you drink it, the leaves left in the cup may show me something of your future.”
Impressed, Cam stared at his tea, willing the leaves to do something more magical than float there. “But you didn’t have tea last night when you told us where the goats were?”
“Well—” Tao cleared her throat hastily. “There are other ways, too. Sometimes, I also read fortunes in my fortune stones.” She gestured at the wooden box on the table. “Or from the palms of your hands, or even in the patterns of smoke from a fire. But I most often prefer to start with tea.”
“Why?” asked Cam, irrepressible as only a teenage boy could be.
Tao shrugged. “Because it’s nice. And I like tea.” And judging it time, she raised her cup to her lips, blowing softly to cool it before taking a long sip. The delicate taste of jasmine flooded her senses, and she rolled the liquid this way and that in her mouth, savoring the way the flavors changed as the tea cooled.
Cam mirrored her cautiously. Finding the tea inoffensive, he took a larger sip, then drained his cup to the dregs.
“There,” he said eagerly. He tilted his head this way and that, looking down at the leaves left in his cup. “It looks…a bit like a shield, I suppose? What do you think?” He pushed it across the table to her doubtfully.
Tao took the cup and looked intently into it. A wet blob looked back. But she took a breath, sucking the grassy, floral scent of the tea in, and held it for a count before exhaling slowly.
She looked again into Cam’s cup and saw more now than just leaves: brief flashes and glimmers, glimpses of scenes yet to come. Most of the images were dark and indeterminate blurs, but a few small and clear images she was able to catch hold of just long enough. These she fixed in her mind; remembering, comprehending.
“Understand,” she said warningly to Cam, “I tell small fortunes only. No war, no politics, no harvests or famines; those are strictly for Seers with the greater vision, and I don’t deal in such things.” Wide-eyed, Cam assured her that he understood.
Tao nodded, setting the cup down. “Good. I see in your future a new tunic. A green one. And you’ll burn your finger next Makersday while rolling wicks, so mind you put some honey on it straightaway.”
“Gosh!” said Cam, brightening immediately. “You can see all that? Well, that’s a relief. I mean, about the wick-rolling; that means Bern’ll still let me be his apprentice!”
He left Tao’s tent in high spirits, three quarterpennies lighter but clearly feeling he’d gotten a bargain, and his voice could be heard telling the crowd of youths that had flocked to him, “…and she says it’ll be green, which is my favorite color, so that’s fair luck!”
Tao smiled to herself. A line had formed outside the tent, men and women both, some nervous, some eager. She bowed slightly to them and asked, “Who’s next?”
The day passed quickly in a blur of hot tea, lined palms, and eager faces. Many hours and fortunes later, Tao stretched on her stool, feeling her neck pop, and ducked out of her tent as the last customer left (Oh! Thank goodness you told me, miss, or I’d have loaned Dottie my good pan without a second thought! That she’d be so careless as to dent it, why, I never—yes, yes, of course she hasn’t done it yet, and now she won’t get the chance to, will she!). The sun was setting once again. It had been a good day’s fortune-telling, thought Tao, her purse nearly twice as full of silver pennies as when she started. The people of Necker had been more generous than she’d have expected from a small place like this—likely thanks to that business with the goats. Lucky, that.
But she shouldn’t overstay her welcome.
Sooner or later, Tao knew, as the small fortunes she told began proving unerringly true and the novelty of a Shinn in the town square wore away, there would come the uneasy looks and the muttering. Better to leave while she was still welcome, and maybe she could return this way in a few months for a market day.
Besides, the longer she stayed in one place, the greater the risk that the Guild would catch word and come calling. For now, she was a nobody—a runaway, a vagabond, an unimportant speck in the tapestry of Eshtera’s magic, unworthy of attention—and she meant to keep it that way. The fortunes she told, small as they were, should barely register as magic; lesser, even, than the hedge witches’ spells and potions. Or so she hoped—for she would rather sleep under a hundred trees on a hundred cold and rainy nights than ever go back to Margrave.
But Tao looked at the darkening sky, drawing her cloak more closely around her against the chill. The tavern door swung open as a small group of townsmen went inside, and a burst of laughter and cheerful noise came from within. Something within her ached at the sound, and the ache was almost like hunger—an odd, familiar longing for someplace she had never been; for something she did not know. Then the tavern door slammed shut, and the sound of merriment was muffled once more.
Surely one more night here would be safe enough, Tao decided, and then she’d set out with Laohu in the morning.



TWO


Two hours west of Necker, Tao winced as the wagon wheels jolted over rutted tracks and hit a particularly deep pothole, the impact sending a shooting pain up her back. Laohu glanced back over his traces at her, snorting in concern, but she only waved him on. “I’m fine,” she said with a sigh. “Forgot how bad the roads can be out west.”
Of course, if she weren’t rattling around the countryside in a wagon held together with rusty nails and stubbornness—and if she didn’t already have a back that ached from more nights spent sleeping in said wagon than in proper beds—the condition of the roads wouldn’t be a concern. But, well, here she was.
Tao sighed again as she rubbed gingerly at her back. She really ought to find some way of padding her driver’s bench…Perhaps she’d look to buy some straw-stuffed sacks at the next market. Or if she had the coin to spare—maybe even wool stuffing? Even as she considered the likely options, she couldn’t help but think of the carriages she’d often ridden in in Margrave: embroidered cushions and polished wood; smooth-stepping horses that glided along the flat paved roads of the Middle City. But unbidden, the memory of her stepfather’s voice rose in her mind: Hold your chin up, girl. Shoulders back. Don’t look out at the horses! Look at me. You must always meet the eyes of those speaking to you, or they’ll think you’re stupid. You have my family name now, so you’d best not shame it.
Laohu made an unhappy noise, and Tao noticed that her hands had tightened involuntarily on the reins. She relaxed them again, trying to work the sudden tension out of her arms. “Sorry, old friend.” Even with half a kingdom’s worth of distance between them, the mere memory of her stepfather could make her feel like a child again, small and angry and like everything she did—everything she was—was wrong.
Tao shook herself mentally, watching the landscape pass as the wagon rolled on. She reminded herself to breathe normally, to look straight ahead at the open road, wide and inviting before her. I’m free now, she thought. Free of him, free of all of them.
The village of Havelin lay just a half-day’s ride to the west, and she had no thoughts to spare on the past she had left behind.



The woman’s hands twisted in her lap as she sat on her stool in front of Tao. She smiled thanks as Tao offered her the steaming cup of tea, but it was a brittle smile, quick and shaky, and Tao found herself thinking of a porcelain sparrow that she had seen once in a trinket shop. The sparrow had been crafted as if in flight, small wings lifted to catch a drift, and while it was beautifully made, there had been something sad about it as well, frozen in place in the shop window.
The woman’s name was Esther, and she looked to be in her early thirties. The only daughter of Havelin’s aging tinker, she’d been among the first in line at Tao’s tent that day. Tao had parked her wagon on the green just beside the stables, and word had spread quickly through Havelin of the fortune teller’s arrival.
Esther sipped at her tea slowly, sitting on her stool; Tao regarded her as she did the same.
A few fine lines creased the corners of Esther’s eyes, and she held herself with the maturity of one who had seen more of life’s chores than its spring fairs. She couldn’t have been said to be a beauty, with a chin too strong and pointed for the rest of her face, but she had lovely golden hair that flowed in curly locks over her shoulders and an intelligence to her expression that made her at least handsome, if not beautiful.
Tao could tell that Esther was nervous. Some customers were when they came to her tent—especially those who came seeking hard truths, rather than those who saw it as a lark. She cleared her throat softly.
“Is there something that’s been troubling you? I can’t guarantee what I’ll see, but if there are certain areas in which you’d like me to cast my vision, I can try my best.”
Esther met her gaze hesitantly. “I—yes, I suppose, there is.”
Tao waited patiently.
“As you can see, I’m not a young maid anymore,” said Esther. She quirked an unexpected little smile, self-conscious, and Tao thought it made her look suddenly pretty. “I’ve been…unlucky in love, some might say. And my da worries, me without a husband and all, as he’s getting on.”
Tao nodded. “You’d like me to see whether you’ll marry? That’s a bit bigger than a small fortune, but I can try to see what I may…” She glanced into Esther’s cup; the tea was still only half-drunk, and the leaves swirled in small eddies. Another method, then. “May I see your palms?”
Love fortunes were a common enough request from single young girls; more often than not, Tao couldn’t tell them any more than that they’d kiss a pimply goatherd in a barn next Mothersday, or that their future husband would have a funny-shaped pinky toe and perhaps they could ask to see the feet of any man they met if they wanted to be sure (but that might be a risky course of action, as a man could take that the wrong sort of way).
“Wait,” blurted Esther. “Yes, I mean, I would, but…” Her hands knotted together in distress, twisting at the fabric of her skirt. “If you see—that is, if I were—and the others in the village don’t know about it—”
“Anything said in this tent will not leave it by my doing,” said Tao once she thought she understood Esther’s struggle. “What I see of your future—or your past—is for you and me alone to know.”
The blond woman took a deep breath. She nodded slowly.
“Thank you,” she said, then set her cup down and laid her hands on the table, palms up.
Tao took them in her own hands and leaned over the table. She focused her sight; breathed in, and out, and in again, as she studied the fine lines crisscrossing Esther’s palms.
She sought with her mind the pathways that felt light and giddy, the ones with quickening pulses and warming centers, for those would be the lines of attraction—sometimes of love, even. Tao found one that felt promising and followed its meandering trail back to a groove, along which length she saw a younger Esther, in a vision both bright and hazy, laughing and blushing in a meadow, and a soft hand reaching out to draw her in, and—
Oh. Oh.
“What did you see?” asked Esther anxiously, seeing in her face a reaction that Tao hadn’t quite been able to suppress.
“I saw a glimpse from your past,” said Tao slowly. “Of you. In a meadow of dandelions, with…”
Esther’s hands had gone quite still. “With Jane.”
“Yes,” said Tao. “Brown hair. Freckles on her nose.”
A silence.
Then: “Now you see why I’ve no husband, I suppose,” said Esther bitterly. “I’ve had offers, from good steady men, but I couldn’t bring myself to accept them, for I’d never love them, not in the way a wife should.
“But what’s a woman to do with no husband, nor children of her own? My da hasn’t long, and then am I to be alone for the rest of my days, puttering around Havelin with all whispering around me, ‘There goes poor Esther the spinster’? Am I truly to choose between being alone or forcing myself to be with a man I do not want?”
Tears sparkled unshed in her eyes as the words poured out of her, as if they’d been dammed up for a long time and finally given release within the confines of the blue silk tent.
“What happened to the other girl?” Tao asked gently.
“Jane moved to Yuris not long after, two towns away. We’ve not…kept in touch. Last I heard, she married the baker’s son there, and has two beautiful babes,” said Esther, looking away. “Our—our friendship—was a passing thing, for her. She found she liked men well enough after all. I didn’t.” She bowed her head, as if awaiting judgment.
Tao considered what to say for a long moment. The villages and towns of the Midlands were in the rural outskirts of the kingdom of Eshtera, and the smallness of their worlds bred a parochial view of certain things. There would be no place, here in Havelin, for Esther to live as she liked; as much as it pained her to admit, Esther was not wrong about the choice she would face.
If she stayed.
“I haven’t yet read you a fortune,” she said to Esther. “You’ve paid me to look into your future, not your past. May I look again?”
Esther looked up, wiping at her eyes. “If you please,” she sniffled, and gave Tao her hands once more.
Tao looked down at her palms, but didn’t bother to focus her breathing as she had before. She’d already searched Esther’s palms thoroughly, and there had been no love lines clear enough for her to follow to their end. But she knew the fortune she would tell Esther.
“Ah,” lied Tao. “I’ve seen something!”
“Oh?”
“Yes,” Tao said. She looked deeply into Esther’s green eyes and squeezed her hands, willing the woman to believe what she was about to say. “I see you happy. I see you safe, and free. And not alone.”
“But how?” whispered Esther. “How can that be possible?”
“There’s a nunnery of the Mother,” said Tao. She had passed through it early on in her travels; the sisters there had been kind to a frightened young runaway with Shinn features, and she had read them fortunes as thanks. The nuns’ hospitality was a rare enough memory that Tao had taken special note of their location in case she ever needed a safe haven again. “Just north of Whitelake, perhaps three days’ travel from here. If you turn left at the sawmill and follow the path through the woods, you’ll see its white walls soon enough. It’s a good place, with an apple grove, and rich soil, and a fine river for fishing. They live well there.”
“A nunnery,” replied Esther doubtfully. “But I’m not very devout?”
“The sisters at the nunnery,” said Tao carefully, watching Esther for signs of understanding, “believe that the best form of worship is to live well, and in peace. Away from the judgment of others, and in harmony with a community of women who…care for each other.” She enunciated those last words clearly, and when the light slowly began to dawn in the other woman’s face, Tao smiled.



Many customers and hours later, as Tao took down her tent and stowed the stakes, the stools, the teapot, the carefully rolled blue watersilk, and sundry other items, she was still mulling over what she had told Esther. Tao hoped she would go.
Esther had been unsure when she’d left her—caught somewhere between hope for the vision Tao had described and misgivings about leaving Havelin, with a fair dose of daughterly guilt mixed in. But she’d smiled that crooked smile again as she thanked Tao and it had brightened her face, and for a moment Tao could see the woman she could be in the nunnery—unburdened; the sparrow, freed.
Yet it was a very hard thing to leave the only place one had ever known. The streams one played in as a child, the trees one climbed, the faces one knew…Familiarity could look very much like love from a certain angle, if one didn’t look too hard.
Tao knew this well. She’d had to leave behind two homes already, each very different: she missed dearly the green peacefulness of Lianghe; far less so the opulent terraces and pale upturned noses of Margrave. But each had nonetheless been her home—or a home, at least, for a time. And for different reasons, each had been wrenching to walk away from.
Tao wasn’t sure whether Esther would find the courage to leave, but she hoped she’d made it a little easier for her to take another path, should Esther choose it.
Everyone deserves a home, Tao thought, patting Laohu’s whiskery grey nose. And what was a home but somewhere you wouldn’t have to feel quite so alone?



THREE


Woman and mule both regarded the tree lying across the road with glum expressions.
They’d set out from Havelin early the next morning. Tao had spent a good amount of her coin provisioning herself with biscuits, salt pork, and apples enough for a week’s journey, and with one of said apples she’d managed to coax Laohu out of the warmth of the stables to stand still long enough for hitching. The weather was clear, if brisk, and they’d traveled the dirt road west of Havelin through to the foothills at a good pace.
But now the large fallen tree—too long to simply ride around, for the trunk stretched all the way from a dense copse of trees and bushes to a rocky outcropping on the other side—had halted their progress.
Laohu nosed at the outstretched branches of the dead tree, lipping experimentally at the brown leaves. He snorted in disgust, ears going flat. Evidently it was not tasty, even by mule standards.
“Well,” said Tao to Laohu, “it’s not as though you were going to eat us a path clear, anyway.” He whickered grumpily. Tao studied the tree, chewing her lip. It seemed her options were twofold, neither attractive: she could spend the rest of the day making the return journey to Havelin to ask for help from the villagers there, or she could try to cut a way through on her own. Tao sighed resignedly, and ducked into her wagon to find her hatchet.
Two hours of determined but ineffective hacking later, Tao’s arms felt as though they’d already fallen off, much like the branches and twigs strewn about her. Her traveling trousers had suffered a tear in the right knee, her hands were scraped, and her hip felt bruised and sore from one particularly wild whack of the hatchet that had done more injury to her than the tree. Physical labor was not her strength.
Unfortunately, her progress with the trunk itself was also disheartening; she’d managed to hew a wide, V-shaped section from the center but hadn’t been able to cut entirely through the trunk at all. At least she wasn’t cold anymore, thought Tao morosely, wiping sweat off her forehead with the back of her hand.
“Thanks for all the help,” she said to Laohu. The mule looked back at her mulishly.
Tao was just contemplating the sun’s position and calculating how dark it’d be by the time she made it back to Havelin when she heard men’s voices—one surly, the other cheerful—coming from the other side of the fallen tree. She raised the hatchet defensively as two strangers came round the bend and into view.
“I’m not sure I really get it, Mash,” one man was saying, his voice light. “I mean, potatoes just aren’t a very poetical food, are they? Now, take oranges, maybe…”
“Nothing rhymes with ‘orange,’ Silt,” rumbled the other man. “Whereas ‘potatoes’ can be rhymed with all manner of words—‘fated low,’ ‘hated so,’ ‘later ho,’ see?”
“Aye, but it does rather put you in the mind of a stew.”
“And what’s wrong with stew?” came the deep-voiced retort.
“It’s just not romantic! It’s too brown and lumpy,” said the first voice with some exasperation.
“I’ll have you know, my Anna’s stew is a thing of beauty, and what would you know about romance anyway—which one of us is married, eh?”
“All right, have your lumpy brown poem, but don’t say I didn’t—here now, what’s this?”
The two strangers had been strolling casually up the road, distracted in conversation, but came to a halt as they took in the view of the fallen tree and, behind it, Tao clutching her hatchet tightly.
For a moment, the three of them simply looked at one another: the men at Tao, a young wisp of a Shinn woman who had clearly been fighting (and losing) a battle with a dead tree, and Tao at the two armed men. The smaller man, dark-haired and dark-eyed, wore a tunic and a long dagger sheathed at his waist. The other, a grizzled, bearded giant of a man, wore studded leather armor, a menacing steel mace, and a truly enormous backpack from which various weapon hafts were protruding.
The smaller man stepped forward and spoke first: “Nee-ho-ma, miss…er. Blast it, Mash, do you speak any Shinn?”
“Do I look like I speak Shinn?”
“I speak Eshteran perfectly well, thank you,” said Tao shortly.
“Oh! Good,” said the dark-haired man. He dipped a courtly bow and smiled charmingly. “Pleased to make your acquaintance. I’m Silt, and my compatriot here is Mash.” The hulking older man nodded.
Silt gestured at the fallen tree, Tao, and her wagon. “It seems you may be in a spot of trouble?”
“I’ve nothing of value,” said Tao quickly. “I’m just a traveling fortune teller, I’ve no trade goods in the wagon. I have a little coin, but that’s all.”
Silt raised his eyebrow. “We weren’t going to ask for payment. I mean, we wouldn’t have turned down a nip of wine if you had any to share, but what sort of men would we be, to demand the valuables of a young woman traveling on her own, just so that she might pass by?”
Mash nudged Silt with a meaty elbow, and leaned down to whisper something in his ear.
“Oh. Ah,” said Silt. “Highwaymen would do something like that; that’s true.”
There was an awkward silence as both parties stood there considering the other with the half-hacked tree between them.
“Well,” said Silt. “Luckily for you, we’re not highwaymen…”
“Oh, good,” said Tao with no small amount of relief.
“…we’re thieves!” he finished. “Well, I’m a thief. An ex-thief. Reformed, if you will. And Mash is strictly on the up-and-up now as well, and he was never really a thief to begin with. More of a threatening enforcer type. Isn’t that right, Mash?”
“Mm,” rumbled the armored bear with the spiked mace.
But the two men surprised Tao by working away at the dead tree with good humor and a great deal more effectiveness than her own efforts. (Silt had borrowed her hatchet, while Mash had pulled a rather large axe from his pack.) As they sent wood chips flying, Tao merely stood to the side stroking Laohu’s short mane and watching them work.
In short order, Silt and Mash were done, and a clear path lay before the wagon.
“Thank you,” she said uncertainly. “My name is Tao, and I’m very grateful for the help. But I haven’t any wine to offer you, I’m afraid. Would you take some coin instead?”
“Think nothing of it,” said Silt airily. “But, might I ask—what’s a Shinn woman doing in these parts? There’re no cities here in the Midlands big or rich enough to drag Shinn traders or embassies all the way across both the Long Sea and the Saltpeaks, I’d say.”
“I’ve been in Eshtera since I was young,” said Tao. “I travel between villages and towns to tell small fortunes for those who live here. Small fortunes for small places.” She gestured at the lettering on the side of her wagon, and the men squinted at it for a moment.
The big one shifted on his feet. “Would you tell my fortune, then, miss?” he asked. Silt looked at him with some surprise.
“I would be happy to,” she said. “I can read your palms. If you would?”
Mash offered her his upturned hands. Tao took them—two callused paws the size of dinner plates, dwarfing her own slender ones—then glanced at Silt, who was hovering nearby.
“Would you mind stepping away, please? Fortune-reading is quite personal; I prefer that only those being read hear their fortunes, and they can choose whether or not to share it with others after.”
“Go on, move it, sneak,” said Mash, jerking his head to the side.
“Fine,” said Silt rather huffily, and walked over to sit on the rocks.
Tao took a deep breath and looked down at Mash’s hands. She ran her fingers over them gently. The grooves of his palm were well worn—strong lines, which the coursing of the years had carved deep, and she felt a weariness flowing through that made her heart ache a little. In his calluses and scars, Tao read a story of hard fighting, though the scars were all clearly old. A veteran soldier, thought Tao. But not one of the regulars—a mercenary, perhaps, who’d seen both lean times and lush, and with some regrets, too.
Tao shook her head slightly and concentrated. She took in another breath, held it, let it whoosh out slowly from her lips. Her vision began to haze until the lines of his palms braided themselves into a bright web in her mind, and then she saw, as she always did, the forkings of the pathways, and let herself follow them to the small truths at each line’s end.
Some forks were clear as water while some were muddied and hard to trace; the latter she ignored. She avoided, too, the heaviest pathways that pulled at her like anchors—for those would be the big truths, the grand fortunes, the life-altering visions of tragedy, and triumph, and grief, and Tao had no business looking at those. She was a teller of small fortunes only.
She sought the thin, fine threads that fell in a smattering like new frost across the tapestry of Mash’s palms, and near a nexus of lines, found one to follow that felt true and right:
A very young girl, yellow-haired, eyes wide with delight.
A warm ball of dark fur, squirming—one notched ear, a small pink nose—gently lowered into her arms.
“Oh, Da, I love him! I’ll name him Bloodhair, like the pirate!”
Mash, a little older, staring down at his daughter with an expression of indescribable love.
“You’ll give your daughter a kitten,” she said, looking up from his palms. “She’ll name him for an old pirate from a bedtime story you once told her.” Tao smiled at the warrior.
But her smile faded to worry as she saw his expression. His bearded face had gone still; too still.
“Is that…is that not a good fortune?” Tao asked, uncertain. “I can try for another one, if you’d like.”
Mash jerked his hands away and looked at her, hard. Tao was frightened by the intensity of his gaze. Low and dangerous, he said, “I hope you don’t mock me, woman.”
“I don’t; I swear,” said Tao hurriedly. “I only tell small fortunes, but they are true ones.”
Silt had walked back over, hearing Mash’s voice. He looked between them. “What did you say to him?”
“She said,” said Mash, each word grinding out like gravel, “that I’ll give my daughter a kitten.”
Silt fell silent and the two men looked at each other, some meaning passing in their gazes that Tao didn’t understand.
“I swear, I meant no harm,” said Tao. She looked between them anxiously. “Please, tell me—what’s wrong with what I saw?”
Mash walked away saying nothing, heading for the side of the road where he’d laid down his pack. His muscled shoulders were held tense and he moved jerkily. Tao looked beseechingly at the younger man, whose fingers were tapping out nervous, fluid patterns at his sides.
“His daughter,” Silt said very quietly to her, eyes still tracking Mash, “has been missing for six months. Taken by raiders, we think, from his farm near Windmere, out east. He’s been tracking them down. That’s why we’re on the roads. We’re searching for his girl.”
Silt looked at her, serious and unsmiling for the first time that Tao had seen yet.
“I hope, for his sake and for yours, that you’ve spoken truly,” he said.
It was a somber party they made that night. The three of them sat at a campfire a short distance away from the fallen tree, Tao’s wagon beside them. The sun had been low in the sky after all of their labors, and so they’d all decided, with some awkwardness, to share a camp for the night. Laohu had already been unhitched and was tethered to the wagon to graze. Mash gathered up dry wood from their choppings and built a fire, but his stony demeanor cast a pall over the warmth and light of the flickering flames. Silt tried half-heartedly to make conversation, but finally gave it up in the face of the others’ reticence.
So they all sat there, warming their hands and drinking mint tea from Tao’s stores. All was silent except the crackling of the fire and the distant sounds of birds and small critters hunting and being hunted in the hills.
Just as Tao was mustering the courage to break the stillness and announce that she was going to sleep in her wagon, Mash asked, “Where are you going next, then?”
Tao blinked, unsure at first if he was addressing her, as he hadn’t lifted his gaze from the fire—but of course he must be, since he and Silt were traveling together.
“I mean to go to Shellport,” she said cautiously.
“Fine place, Shellport,” interrupted Silt, seizing the opening with relief. It seemed that the younger man was unaccustomed to staying silent for long. “With a very busy market. Lots of stalls with conveniently pocket-sized valuables and such, if I recall. Do you know, I’ve heard they even have a mage there—a real one!”
“I haven’t been before,” said Tao. “But I’d like to see the docks and the market, and to tell fortunes there; I imagine there are many sailors in the city, and sailors always want their fortunes told.” She did not add that she planned to stay as far away as possible from any mages, real or not—this far west from Margrave, the Guild probably had little official influence, but best to be safe.
“Aye, they’re a superstitious lot,” agreed Silt. “I suppose when you spend your lives floating about on a bundle of planks in a great big ocean full of serpents and sea harpies and the like, you’d want to know what the future may hold.”
“We’ll go with you,” said Mash abruptly, still staring at the fire.
“You will?” said Tao, taken aback.
“We will?” said Silt, equally surprised.
“Aye,” said Mash with finality. “We will. I want to see if this fortune teller is what she claims.”
And as he fetched a whetstone and shortsword out from his pack—honestly, how many pointy stabby things could the man fit into one bag—and began to hone the blade, Tao and Silt looked helplessly at each other. Tao wasn’t comforted by the idea of two self-professed non-highwaymen joining her on her journey, but Mash’s tone did not suggest that politely declining was an option.
Silt gave her a shrug and a smile. “Well, I suppose Shellport is as good a place as any for us to continue our search,” he said easily. “I guess you’ll have to suffer our company a little longer.
“At least we can protect you from any dastardly thieves or muggers on the way, eh?” He winked. Tao felt at her purse again. Was it lighter than before, or was she imagining it?
“Hey,” said Silt, injured. “I told you, I’m reformed!”



Thankfully, Mash was in far better spirits by the morning.
Tao sat on the driving perch of her wagon and the two men walked alongside Laohu as their party started down the road. As the remnants of the dead tree that had so delayed them yesterday passed out of view, Mash broke the silence to ask gruffly, “Do they have poetry in Shinara?”
“Yes, I think so,” said Tao, surprised. “But I’m afraid I don’t know any.”
“Mash fancies himself something of a poet,” said Silt in a confiding tone. The dark-haired man was entertaining himself by rolling a coin across his knuckles as he walked. Up, and down, and up again, it winked in the sunlight and disappeared in a flash. “Be thankful that you’ve never had to try to sleep in a cave during a storm while he’s trying to compose a blasted sonnet about rabbits.”
“It wasn’t a sonnet, and it wasn’t about rabbits,” protested Mash. He and his pack clanked with each step. “It was about my Anna’s eyes, which are brown, like rabbit fur.”
Silt waved a hand airily, flipping the coin and catching it deftly with the other hand. “Same difference. And what woman would want her eyes compared to rabbit fur?”
“Anna would,” Mash said stubbornly. “She’s a good, sensible woman who knows the value of a nice fur. And rabbits are good eating, besides.”
“You’re a woman, Tao. Settle the matter for us—if a gent said you looked like a rabbit, would you be flattered?”
“I don’t know,” said Tao truthfully. “I can’t say any have ever tried. But…I’ve seen some very lovely rabbit furs?”
“There, you see,” said Mash in triumph. Silt threw his hands up in concession.
“So,” he said musingly as the wagon creaked along. “What is your story, anyway, Tao? You’ve said you’ve been in Eshtera since you were small. But you’re originally from Shinara?”
“Yes. I was born in a place called Lianghe. A mountain village.”
“And?” prompted Silt when she said nothing more.
“And…I came to Eshtera with my mother when I was eight.”
“Is she a merchant?” asked Mash.
“No.”
Tao clicked her tongue at Laohu and twitched the reins unnecessarily, for which the mule looked back over his traces and gave her a look of irritation. She knew she was being short with the men, but they were essentially strangers, after all—and their scrutiny made her uncomfortable. Maybe they had no ill intent, but she was unused to sharing the details of her past; most of her customers were pleased enough to have her focus on their own lives. That was what they paid her for, after all; nobody looked at a mirror to understand the history of its make.
Mash and Silt exchanged looks with raised eyebrows. Tao sighed. She supposed she’d better not give them any reason to distrust her. There were two of them, and they had sharp weapons and fighting experience; she had a dulled hatchet and a rather slow mule.
“I’m sorry if I seem rude,” she said. “I don’t like talking about my past. The short of it is that my father died when I was young. My mother remarried to a nobleman from Margrave and brought me with her to Eshtera. I was educated and raised there in the capital, but left home several years ago.
“I’ve been traveling Eshtera ever since, which has brought me here to the Midlands. I remember very little of Shinara now…” She paused. Was that really true? She supposed it might be. Most of her memories were scenes and feelings that didn’t quite fit together well enough to make a complete picture: the darting tadpoles she and her friends caught in their hands from the streams behind the paddies; the scent of steam rising from bowls of warm rice; the way Ama had laughed and laughed when a glowbug had landed on Tao’s nose and she’d frozen, not knowing what to do. The easy joy of being a child, secure in the knowledge that she was loved. The feeling that she belonged.
Tao blinked hard, pulling herself back into the present. “Anyway—does that satisfy your curiosity?”
“Mm,” grunted Mash.
“Not really,” said Silt musingly. “I’ve so many more questions: Why’d you run away? Does your mother tell fortunes, too? Which nobleman did she marry? How rich is he? Ow!”
Mash had thwacked the back of his head with a gloved hand. “Yes, it satisfies,” he growled at Silt. “Don’t harangue the girl.” Tao smiled gratefully at him, and he nodded acknowledgment.
“Fine,” said Silt sulkily, rubbing at his head. “Keep your mysteries, Tao the fortune teller.”
“Why don’t you tell me more of yourself, instead?” asked Tao hastily.
“No, don’t start him off,” groaned Mash, but it was too late.
Silt had brightened immediately at Tao’s words. He bounded several steps forward, turning to face the wagon, and struck a gallant pose: left hand on his dagger hilt, the other held aloft before him.
“Indeed! You’ve not heard the tales of Siltarien Silvertongue, the gentleman thief—”
(“Dirty cutpurse,” muttered Mash.)
“—friend of fortune, villain to the wealthy, pilferer of pearls—”
(“It was a bushel of oysters, and stank like hell.”)
“—who has now given up his felonious ways, and has instead become an honest adventurer, coming to the aid of strange young women on the road!” finished Silt grandly, sweeping Tao a debonair bow.
The effect was ruined somewhat by his having to jump quickly out of the way of the wagon as an unimpressed Laohu continued to plod forward.
“Why did you stop thieving?” asked Tao curiously.
“Ah, well. There’s the social contract to be thought of, isn’t there? Law and order, and suchlike,” Silt said unconvincingly, falling back into stride beside the wagon.
Mash snorted.
“I just thought to myself,” continued Silt with growing confidence, and sparing an annoyed look for his companion, “what good are gold, and treasure, and fine things, when compared with…with the goodwill of your fellow man and the knowledge that you’re contributing to a just society?”
There was a thoughtful silence as all three considered this.
Then:
“There was this girl,” said Mash. “With big yams, out in Coltsneck, who told him she’d never kiss a thief, and that she’d only fraternize with an honest man. So he gave it up for a while. And then my Leah went missing, and since then we’ve been too busy hunting down the bastards that took her for him to pull any scores.”
“Ah,” said Tao, uncertain.
“And that, too,” acknowledged Silt with a wistful sigh. “Gods, but that Peony was a fine-looking lass, eh, Mash?”
“I wouldn’t have noticed,” said Mash. “I’ve only eyes for my Anna, as you know.”
And as the three of them and Laohu trundled on at an easy pace, afternoon sun warm on their faces, he needed very little encouragement to declaim the ode he’d written to his wife’s beauty. This recitation was greeted with much rolling of the eyes from Silt (I’ve told you before, you just can’t mix that many metaphors in one poem; it makes no sense!), but Tao listened with interest as the gruff voice resounded through the foothills:
Her hair is like a fishing net
Cast upon my shores
Its knotty threads have quite beset
The slant of my heart’s oars
Her eyes are brown as rabbit fur
Warm on a winter’s day
She’s just the sort a man prefers
To ride upon his sleigh
Her nose a slope of fine, soft clay
My hands do yearn to touch
Moon of my night and sun of my day
For her, I would give much
Anna, my dearest, the fairest of all
You keep my home and my heart
Across oceans wide and mountains tall
How much longer must we be apart?
Tao bit back her smile as she applauded tentatively, the leather reins in her hands clapping as well, and the big man cleared his throat, embarrassed and pleased. “Have you, er, composed very many poems?” she asked.
“Actually, yes,” said Mash, over Silt’s theatrical groaning. “I’ve been working on a new one. It’s about stew…”
The road had always been a place of quiet contemplation for Tao, alone with Laohu and her thoughts. But here with two unwanted escorts of dubious reputation, it had become something loud and unfamiliar. But not, thought Tao as their small party clanked on, entirely unpleasant.



FOUR


Tao wrinkled her nose as the wagon rolled into Shellport.
“Ugh,” said Mash succinctly, and Laohu snorted in unhappy agreement. They had begun to smell the harbortown when they were nearly two hilltops away, but the fishy scent had grown stronger as they approached and was overpowering once within the gates.
Shellport, as the name suggested, was a fishing port; the town sat cliffside, ramshackle buildings curled carelessly around a harbor dotted with small boats. Its only major exports were fish, fish-related products, and disillusioned young men in search of nonmaritime employment. Whereas Eshtera’s eastern coastal cities benefited from rich trade with Shinara and other neighboring kingdoms, the western coast bordered only the impoverished and frequently hostile island clans. The western cities were only too well aware that their lesser wealth and distance from Margrave made them unimportant second sons in the eyes of the Crown, and, much like noble second sons are wont to do, channeled their resentment into a sloppy, nonchalant sort of degeneracy.
And so instead of fine palaces, gardens, and noble houses, Shellport had fishing boats, fishmongers, three drinking houses, two brothels, and a constant blanket of gull droppings. But it was still among the larger towns in the region and boasted a vibrant market square, for many Midland merchants came here to hawk their wares.
“Don’t worry, you’ll stop noticing the smell in a few hours,” said Silt cheerfully.
“Because my nose will have putrefied and fallen off?” Mash muttered.
It had taken them four days traveling through the hills to reach the harbor, and they were all tired and irritable from the journey. One of the nights they had spent in reasonable comfort at a small roadside inn, but for the others, they’d had to make camp on the side of the road. Tao’s neck felt stiff from sleeping on her hay-sacks, and she was on edge from the tension that had come with the constant presence of others—of never being fully at ease.
“Shall we find a tavern?” she asked, looking around at the rather dilapidated buildings lining the street. “I wouldn’t mind a hot meal and a bath.”
“Ale,” grunted Mash.
“Aye, the Drunken Sprite,” said Silt with a snap of his fingers. “Best tankards in town. It’s just down this way.” He led them, dodging hawkers and groups of workers in grimy overalls, along a cobbled street winding down toward the docks. Urchins (or perhaps just badly dressed errand boys) dashed underfoot between the traffic, earning angry yells from cart drivers; Laohu nipped hopefully at an oyster-seller’s basket as they passed, and Tao jerked his head away with a quick apology to the owner.
Closer to the docks were yet more people and carts, but the crowd thinned somewhat as the streets widened, and shops and residences became warehouses and merchant houses. They came at last to a stop on the cobbles gleaming with half-dried fish blood in front of a large two-story building. A wooden sign hung crookedly above its door, carved with a figure that Tao supposed could be a sprite, although she hadn’t realized sprites could be quite so…voluptuous. Sailors, she thought dryly.
Mash had made clear, during their journey here, that he intended to keep accompanying Tao during her stay in Shellport. She wasn’t sure for how long, but, seeing little choice in the matter, had accepted the men’s company for now. And she had to admit, as Silt went inside the inn to negotiate for rooms, that there were some benefits; she certainly drew far less attention traveling with the two Eshterans than she had as a lone Shinn woman.
Tao swung down gingerly from her wagon, ignoring the aches and protestations of her joints. She paid the waiting groom (a weaselly-looking youth with the barest wisp of a mustache) two silvers to stable and feed Laohu and to park her wagon in their barn. Prices were higher in Shellport, but she hoped she would also earn enough at its busy market to make the visit worthwhile.
Once satisfied that Laohu would be taken care of properly, Tao followed Mash into the inn and was immediately buffeted by noise. The inn’s tavern was full of drunken sailors and boisterous activity: in one corner, a man in a jaunty sailor’s cap sang a bawdy song out-of-key, to the cheers and mug-thumping of his mates; at another table, loose coin of low denominations was heaped in a pile while four men played a game of cards with onlookers crowded round. She looked, but couldn’t spot Silt in the throng.
Mash made his way through the crowd easily; even the drunkest of patrons sobered enough to move out of the way once they saw him coming. Tao hurried along in his wake, a bobbing raft behind a frigate.
“Ale and meals, please,” said Mash, waving down the barkeep. “And a question. Have you heard any word of bandits or raiders nearby? Led by a bald man with a scar, and they might have a little girl in tow—she’d be nearly five years old now. The girl’s got yellow hair and brown eyes, nose like a button?” He pulled from within his jerkin a small parchment, unfolding it to show the man: a finely made drawing in black ink of a little girl’s face—one very similar to the face Tao had seen in her vision.
“Afraid not, sir,” said the barkeep after squinting at the drawing. “Haven’t had any bandits round here in a long while; the Crown wouldn’t put up with it, not near a port.”
“Mm,” grunted Mash, refolding and returning the drawing to its keeping-place with great care. “Well, I’d appreciate it if you could keep a lookout for her. She’s my daughter. Been missing for a while.” He slipped a few coins across the counter, which the innkeeper palmed. “Let me know if you do hear anything.”
“I will,” he said, passing Mash a large mug of ale. “And I’ll spread the word in town. I hope you find her.”
Mash and Tao carried their drinks over to an empty table in a quieter corner.
“Had a mage-artist do the drawing when Leah went missing. Commissioned it at the closest Guildtower,” he said abruptly, though she hadn’t asked. “Cost me a year’s pay, but it’s a good likeness—or it was, at the time. I imagine she’s grown up some since.”
Tao nodded uncertainly. “How do you know it was raiders that took her?”
Mash’s jaw tightened. “I don’t, not for certain. But sometimes she’d play on her own in the woods near the river…and around the same time she went missing, Windmere—the village just over the way—had their horses stolen. They sacked the inn there, too; made off with most of the silver and ale.”
“But what would they want with a little girl?”
“I don’t know,” he said grimly. “Nothing good. I’d have guessed ransom, except no raider has come to our farm to make their demands—not that we have much coin to pay, anyway. Or…there are stories of folk trading children to the Greenkin for faerie gold, or for a favor.”
Tao suppressed a shiver. “I’m sorry. I hope…I hope she’s safe. Won’t the Crown help you find her? Couldn’t they send soldiers to track down the raiders?”
Mash made a low and bitter noise in his throat. “You’d think so, wouldn’t you? But when I asked the local magistrate, he said one missing child wasn’t cause enough to send in the army. The bastard suggested my Leah might just have fallen into a well. So I set out to find her and these bandits myself.”
“And you think they came this far west?”
Mash took another swallow of ale. “That much I know, at least. As soon as I figured out which band it was that took Leah, I took up the hunt. A horse-seller told me that they were seen near Buxley, so there we went; then I heard from a traveling merchant that they were headed west; so Silt and I followed. Lost the trail when we caught some bad weather crossing the mountain pass, but they’re out here somewhere. We’re getting closer to them; I know it.”
“And when you find them…?” asked Tao tentatively.
Mash bared his teeth in a terrifying smile. “I’ll show them why it wasn’t a good idea to take my little girl.”
“Ah,” said Tao faintly, and asked no further questions.
Shortly thereafter, a harried-looking barmaid brought them out their meals: roast chicken with peas and turnips, all drenched in a brown pan sauce, and a surprisingly good apple cobbler to finish. They applied themselves to the food with enthusiasm; while one could live on travel biscuits and salt pork alone, enough days of it did rather give one a greater appreciation for things like vegetables, and flavors other than salt.
Mash and Tao ate and drank in companionable, if slightly awkward, silence until Silt finally reappeared. The dark-haired man was flushed and bright-eyed as he flung himself down in a chair with ebullience, seizing Mash’s mug and taking a large swallow. “What a night, my friends, what a night! Ah, but it’s good to be back in civilization again.”
“Win some hands, did you?” grunted Mash, reclaiming his mug. “What a surprise.”
Over at the gaming table Silt had just abandoned were several surly-looking men glaring daggers at his back.
“I may have had some luck,” said Silt, grinning and leaning back in his chair, lacing his hands behind his head.
“Right, luck. Definitely not a false set of emperors up your sleeve, or that sneaky thing you do with the deck when you’re dealing.”
“Shh, shh,” hushed Silt urgently, looking around. “I’ve no idea what you’re talking about, and do not appreciate your casting unworthy aspersions on my character! I’m an honest man now, so I am.”
“What’s that necklace in your pocket?” asked Tao curiously.
“What, this? No, it’s a…er, yes, all right, I suppose it’s a necklace.” Silt stuffed the item back out of sight—a thick, gaudy chain with a silver charm of the Mother attached; just the sort a superstitious sailor would wear.
“Mother preserve us, Silt,” said Mash, exasperated. “Was it not enough to cheat them at cards? Did you have to steal their jewelry as well?”
“I thought you were reformed,” Tao said pointedly.
“I didn’t mean to! It was just there, all shiny and such, and my hand just sort of…slipped. Besides, he’d said something rude to one of the barmaids. Hardly a proper gentleman.”
“And you are, of course. Whatever would Peony think?” Mash shook his head and drained his mug, standing up. “Let’s just turn in for the night before you get us into some real trouble. And no more ale—we’ll need to find some work in the market tomorrow to earn back all the coin we’re spending in this grease pit.” That last comment earned him a scowl from a passing barmaid; Silt grinned apologetically at her, but she merely sniffed as she swiped their empty mugs and sashayed back toward the bar.
And so the three of them headed upstairs, taking the long way around the room to avoid the enemies Silt had made at the gaming table. Before parting, they agreed to meet downstairs in the morning and walk together to Shellport’s market. There, as she had in so many other towns, Tao would set up her blue silk tent, brew her tea, and await the custom of those who would trade coin for a hint—even if only a small one—of what their futures might hold.



Thankfully, Shellport’s market was on the upper slopes of the city and well upwind of the docks. The stench of fish was far less noticeable there, and with gulls circling and squawking over the harbor below, the untidy sprawl of the town was almost pleasant to look upon. From these heights, the upper parts of the port’s lighthouse—a slim whitestone tower built nearly a century ago, after the end of the Mage Wars—were visible on the hilly shore opposite them. Tao remembered learning about Eshtera’s seven mage-built lighthouses as part of her geography and history lessons; Shellport’s was the smallest and least ornate but, like its brethren, shone out with a light that never dimmed, a lantern that never needed more oil. Even here, on the far western edge of the kingdom, this physical reminder of the Guild’s power—and the iron shackles that it had forced onto an era of wild magic—loomed over them all.
Tao looked away from it, focusing instead on putting on the finishing touches within her tent. She’d taken extra care that the fabric didn’t trail in any muddy puddles (as the ground of Shellport’s market was rather sodden and well-tramped), and now carefully laid out the various accouterments of her trade: the box of Shinn fortune stones, the cups, her jars, the candle. But then she paused suddenly, teapot in hand, and sniffed the air.
Something smelled wonderful.
The most delightful aroma—sweet and yeasty, spiced and warming—tantalized her nose, and she set down the pot and followed it outside her tent.
It was immediately evident where the delicious scent was coming from. The market stall beside Tao had been in a state of disarray when she’d first seen it earlier, but was now fully up and doing a brisk business.
“Baked goods!” cried the man in the stall. If his middle age and rounded belly weren’t indicative enough, his starched white toque and proprietorial air marked him clearly as the stall’s owner. “Fine baked goods, just out of the oven, get ’em here!”
A female voice, brighter and slightly nervous, made its own contribution to the master baker’s hawking: “Sweet buns, handpies, tarts, er, of the edible variety?”
The higher voice belonged to a young woman, short and curvy. Everything about her was soft and round and welcoming, from her reddish curls tied loosely back to her open face. Wearing a brown apron dusted all over with flour, she bustled about in the baker’s stall, pausing now and again to peek anxiously over her shoulder at the market patrons considering the stall. A safe distance behind her, a clay oven sat on a bed of glowing coals, ringed with rocks and emanating mouthwatering scents. In front of the master baker, many trays of buns and other small pastries were laid out on the stall’s counter, glossy and inviting, but Tao could see one smaller tray, tucked into a far corner and half-hidden behind a basket of round loaves, that was crowded with rather misshapen-looking tarts. Or perhaps buns? It wasn’t entirely clear what their creator’s intention had been, but certainly the output was some kind of baked good involving a great deal of fruit jam.
“By the Mother and all her Sons, those smell good,” said Mash, staring toward the baker’s stall. The ex-mercenary had accompanied them to the market, where he and Silt quickly found work carrying barrels for a coopers’ stall nearby; together, they’d managed to transport all of the coopers’ inventory in little over an hour, and were both taking a rest beside Tao’s tent until their services were needed again. Although it seemed that for Mash, taking a rest meant seeing to the proper maintenance of his equipment: his whetstone, various edged weapons, and an open pack in the process of being organized lay beside them.
“Yes,” said Tao, inhaling deeply. “They really do. Should we buy some? Silt?”
Uncharacteristically, the ex-thief didn’t respond, and she looked round to find him staring, mouth slack, at the young woman in the baker’s stall.
“Silt?” she prompted.
“I—what? Yes. Yes, let’s buy some,” Silt said, jolted out of his reverie. “Definitely should buy some. Buns. From her. Buns from the baker. Yes.”
“Are you all right?” She’d never heard him so ineloquent before.
“Perfectly fine! Here, I’ll get us some, won’t be a moment,” he said, and dashed off to join the growing line of townsfolk that had formed in front of the baker’s stall.
Tao and Mash watched him go.
“Well, that was a bit strange,” she said.
“Huh,” agreed Mash.
A while later, when Tao’s first customer of the day left (a fisherman, who had been unimpressed to learn that he might catch an especially large tuna sometime next week), she reemerged to find that Silt had returned with an entire tray of baked goods.
“I bought us some…pies, and things,” said Silt brightly. He stood outside her tent as he balanced the tray on his arms, proffering it to her eagerly. Tao noted with some dismay that it was the tray full of deformed pastries; close up, it looked like the scene of terrible culinary violence.
Mash appeared beside him, staring down at the tray as well. “What in the blazes are those supposed to be? And why did you buy the whole tray?”
“What do you mean?” Silt sounded defensive. “They’re tarts! I think! Or maybe turnovers. You said you wanted some!”
“Maybe they used to be turnovers. Before a horde of goblins stomped all over them.”
Tao eyed the tray doubtfully. There were at least two dozen floury, jam-covered lumps. “Did they run out of the normal pastries? How hungry are you, exactly?”
“What? No!” Silt fidgeted slightly with the tray. “The, er, apprentice baker made these. She said she’s still learning. All right, I grant you they might not look perfect, but I tried one, and they taste just fine! And I said I’d take them all, since I’m a…a gourmand. A connoisseur of baked goods.”
“Oh,” said Mash. “Now it makes sense. You want to tumble the baker lass. What about Peony?”
“I do not want to tumble her!” hissed Silt, shooting an anxious look over his shoulder at the subject in question. “I appreciate Kina’s creativity and culinary talents, is all.”
“Her talents. Right.”
“And,” Silt added primly, “Peony and I aren’t committed, not that it’s any of your business. She told me when we left town that she may still choose to walk about with that carpenter fellow. Not that that’s at all relevant to this particular discussion.”
But Mash, despite his earlier criticism, hadn’t bothered waiting for Silt’s response before he shoved one of the mystery pastries into his mouth. Mercenaries evidently weren’t a picky bunch when it came to food; a useful survival trait, probably. Silt and Tao watched anxiously as he chewed, waiting for the verdict.
“Huh,” he said at last, spraying crumbs through his beard. “Not bad, actually.”
Silt sagged with relief. “See?”
Tao shrugged and took a…something for herself. She started with a hesitant nibble, then a bigger bite—carefully, so as to not get jam on her face or clothing. She was rewarded when a soft, crumbly sweetness and the taste of late-summer strawberries flooded her mouth. “Mmmmf,” she said expressively, closing her eyes in enjoyment as she chewed.
Silt bounced on his heels in satisfaction. “I told you! They’re good, aren’t they? Even if they do look a little odd. And Kina makes all the jams herself; she’s a genius, really.”
“Well, what are you going to do with the rest of these?” said Tao, finishing the last of her own pastry and wiping her hands on her cloak. “Surely you can’t eat them all.”
The three of them looked down at the tray, still mostly full.
“You could…give them away?” she suggested. “I’m sure some of these folk would be happy to take them.” But she was not, in fact, sure of this, as she surveyed the unsightly (but delicious) creations. Other market customers might not be nearly as adventurous—or undiscerning—in what they were willing to consume as Mash was.
“No, I can’t just give them away; she’ll think I didn’t like them!”
Mash shrugged; he leaned over and swiped two more of the pastries, smashing them jam-side together and then stowing the whole mess somewhere in his massive pack. “I can save these two for later, anyway.”
“Hmm,” said Tao, watching him thoughtfully. “Silt—if you know how to pick pockets, could you unpick them, too?” Mash snorted derisively, but Silt tilted his head.
“Reverse thievery? I suppose I could…It’d be challenging…”
But then he brightened, clearly warming to the idea. “Yes, but such a test of skill! Of finesse! Only Siltarien Silvertongue, master of legerdemain, could manage it! I’ll give bread to the poor. Dainties to the downtrodden!”
Tao did not bother pointing out that the would-be customers didn’t look particularly poor or downtrodden. She supposed they might at least be a little hungry. Swept up in enthusiasm, Silt quickly followed Mash’s example in turning the baked goods into vaguely circular jam sandwiches, and dashed off with the tray to presumably begin planting its contents on unsuspecting victims.
Mash shrugged at Tao and headed off back toward the coopers’ tent, where one of the merchants was waving a hand for his help again. Tao shook her head, smiling, as she returned to her tent to await new customers. She didn’t have to wonder long if Silt had been successful, for a short while later, she overheard a man outside say in tones of baffled effrontery: “—and when I reached into my purse, there was a blasted berry turnover in it!”



The market had grown only busier as the day grew longer, for it was a Mothersday, and many sailors eager to spend coin had already come through Tao’s tent. One had been bemused at Tao’s vision of him wearing a priest’s frock to some distant family supper; another had slapped the table in delight when told that he’d sprain his ankle carrying a chest of silver earned on his next trade run. Tao felt the new heft of her purse, pleased, and decided to take a break to walk about the stalls herself and perhaps do some shopping.
“Mash,” she said, ducking out of the tent to find the warrior reoiling his leather armor. The coopers had finished for the day, and Mash had returned to Tao’s tentside to count his own earnings while he waited for her and Silt. Tao secretly thought that he was also studying the faces of her customers as they left her tent, trying to gauge whether her fortunes were a ruse or not. “Would you mind keeping an eye on things while I walk about a bit? I’ll be quick.”
At his grunted assent, she headed toward the other side of the market higher on the slope, where gaily patterned stalls stood in contrast to the drab brown of Shellport’s surroundings. There was a lively buzz in the crowd, ebbing and flowing in currents with folk headed in all directions. Some held baskets full of their purchases; others clutched their children’s hands, pulling them away from the many distractions of the market. Here and there, watchmen strolled in bored-looking pairs, their leather jerkins and truncheons signaling the nature of their duty.
Tao saw all manner of things being sold: fruits, beaded jewelry, salted nuts, brightly colored clothing, even small, colorful fish in bowls—whether decorations or delicacies, Tao wasn’t sure. One large tent displayed every conceivable type of weapon, from crossbows to poleaxes—but, she noted with some surprise, was also teeming with at least a dozen gnomes. The waist-high, grey-skinned creatures clicked and whistled noisily to each other as they busied themselves among the racks and tools, and none of the passersby seemed to pay them any special mind. It seemed that gnomes were not wholly unfamiliar to the people of Shellport, though Tao had rarely seen any in the hilltowns; perhaps, she thought, the gnomes traded only in the larger cities, where their numbers might offer them a greater sense of safety.
Tao made a note to herself of the gnomish weapon stall’s location, sure that Mash would want to take a look later. She paused next in front of a stall that had glass vials and bottles of every size, filled with liquids of many colors, laid out on a cloth-covered table.
“Any potions for you, dearie? I’ve quick-cures, wart removers, ones for bird-talking and for cow-whispering, rat poisons, special preventatives, anything you’d like,” said the dark-skinned, older woman behind the table absently, focused on her knitting. Her face was worn and lined, with dark circles under her eyes, and tight grey curls were pinned neatly behind her ears. Tao thought she looked vaguely unwell.
“No, thank you—I’m just browsing.”
“Oho!” the potion-seller exclaimed, peering up over her spectacles at Tao. “A Shinn! Haven’t seen one of you here before; don’t you folk normally stick to Margrave and the other eastern cities? Can’t imagine Shellport’s got anything worth coming this far west for.”
“Yes,” said Tao uncomfortably. “I’m just passing through.”
The older woman squinted at Tao a moment longer, then seemed to soften. “Oh, don’t worry yourself, dearie. I’ve nothing against Shinn folk, even if it seems your Emperor and the Crown aren’t getting along anymore these days—that’s politics, that is, and not for small folk like us to concern ourselves with. Just curious, is all. Ah, but I’m sure it’s not easy for you,” she said, cutting Tao an incisive look. “With folk always looking at you funny, and wondering why you’re not among your own kind, eh?”
“Are you a witch, then? Do you brew all these potions yourself?” asked Tao quickly.
“Hmmm. Yes, I am. Double, bubble, toil, trouble, and so forth.” The witch waved around a knitting needle, looking rather more like somebody’s stern great-aunt than a fairy godmother. “Just a practitioner of small magics, you know. There’s quite a lot of us around here. The villages and towns have more need of our services than the great cities out east. No proper Guildtowers here, so they make do with the likes of us. And we’re a good deal less threatening than any Guild mage in his fancy robes anyway.” The witch gave a dismissive sniff, but Tao noticed that she lowered her voice and glanced around all the same as she went on. “All high and mighty, and claiming to be earthly avatars of the Scholar Son, pah! As if most of them hadn’t been Nobody, Son of Nobody before the Guild came calling for them. But of course they forget that as soon as they pin on their circles and start collecting sacks of coin for doing the Crown’s dirty work. You know how mages are.” Tao nodded hesitantly, and the woman scrutinized her closely.
“Here, girl, let’s barter,” said the witch suddenly. She set down her knitting in her lap and shifted to sort through the bottles on the table, picking up and setting down different ones as she searched. “No, no, not that one…goodness no, that’s of no use to anyone, why’d I ever brew that…ah. Here it is.”
She lifted a corked vial about the size of a thumb. A warm amber liquid glimmered within, catching the light of the lowering sun.
“A luck potion,” she said, offering it to Tao. “You can drink it when you’re in need of some fortune. Nothing grand, mind you; it won’t be winning you any archery tournaments if you’ve never even held a bow. But a little luck can go a long way, when it counts. And I’ve a feeling you’ll be needing it. It’s among the most valuable of my wares—hard to brew, for it requires a witch to capture the very first moment that sunlight touches a new-bloomed flower. You have to camp out in a meadow for weeks, sometimes—blasted hard on the knees. What can you offer me in return?”
Tao looked at the vial, intrigued. “I have some silver, I suppose? But I don’t know if I can afford it…”
The witch clucked impatiently. “Not silver, girl—barter, I said. I’ve a feeling you’ve some magic of your own. Am I right?”
Tao nodded slowly. “I’m a fortune teller. But only of small fortunes.”
“That’ll do nicely.” The witch set the vial down with care, then stretched her arms out over her table, palms up. “Go on, then. Tell me what you see.”
Tao hesitated, but something in her was drawn to this sharp older witch—perhaps just magic calling to magic, and whatever came with recognizing its light in another. And the luck potion seemed more than a fair trade for just a small fortune…So she took the witch’s hands in hers, breathed deep, and looked past the crisscrossed palm lines to see what she could.
Which, as it turned out, was nothing at all.
In the witch’s palms, she felt only a single short skein of fate, too heavy and ponderous for her to bear—a sense of creeping sickness, of finality, emanating outward—from this, she hastily averted her mind’s eye. When she instead sought for the light, changeable paths—those that would have small fortunes at their ends—she found emptiness, and once again nearly succumbed to the great pull of the single thick thread, which she managed to avoid only with difficulty. She dropped the witch’s hands, trying to hide her dismay.
“I’m sorry. I…I couldn’t see anything.”
The witch caught her gaze, and read in it what Tao had not said. She nodded, slowly. “I see. I had wondered…It’s a slow illness, you see. A tricky, cruel one—it gives you hope when it shouldn’t. It goes away sometimes, and makes you think you’ve beaten it, but then it comes back, months later, worse than before. It always comes back. I suppose it’ll win in the end, then.”
“I’m sorry,” whispered Tao, stricken. “Maybe it’s just me—my powers. It might not mean anything.”
The witch looked down at her lap for a moment; Tao saw that her hands were shaking. Then she shook her head just a little, and there was defiance in it; the hands stilled as she regained control through an almost-visible exertion of will. “Maybe. In any case, fair is fair,” the witch said. She picked up the vial and reached out to hand it to Tao. “Thank you for looking. And for being honest.”
Tao hesitated, wanting to refuse, wishing she had never stopped in front of the stall at all—but the witch thrust it out more insistently, so she took the potion. “Thank you. I’ll try to use it wisely. I hope…” She didn’t know how to finish the sentence.
But it was all right. The witch seemed to understand. She quirked a smile at Tao, and her eyes glinted. “And you, fortune teller.” She picked up her knitting again, the needles moving with a sudden, vicious ferocity, and did not look up again. Tao took it as the dismissal it was and stepped away from the stall, leaving the witch to her knitting and her thoughts. She looked around.
By now, the crowd around her had thinned somewhat, and some neighboring stalls were beginning to pack up their wares. Tao had spent more time away from her tent than she intended. Stowing the vial in her belt, she tried to clear her mind of the witch’s fortune—or lack thereof—as she rushed back to her own tent to find Mash in conversation with Kina, the baker of the unsightly pastries.
“Here she is,” he said, nodding at Tao. “Tao, this woman was looking for you. Wanted her fortune read.”
“Oh!” said the red-haired baker. “Um, hello! I didn’t realize you were a foreigner. I mean—oh, I’m sorry; I didn’t mean it like that—but—oh, blast. My name’s Kina.” She bobbed a nervous little curtsy.
Tao smiled back instinctively. “It’s all right.” It was impossible to take offense; there was something inherently likable about the young woman. “Nice to meet you, Kina. I’m Tao, the fortune teller. We sampled your goods earlier—they were delicious.”
“I liked the jam,” added Mash.
Kina lit up. “Oh! That’s so kind of you to say! You know, I’ve never had them sell out like that before. Well, normally, customers prefer the ones Uncle makes—they’re much prettier.” Her face dropped slightly. “I still just can’t seem to get the hang of it…”
Tao blinked at her, uncertain of what to say. The baker reddened slightly.
“Oh, look at me, going on about tarts, when I’m sure you’ve not even a mote of interest. Sorry! I mean—what I came here for was to ask if you’d read my fortune?” She looked at Tao in earnest appeal. “I overheard some sailors in the market saying that you’re very good; that your fortunes aren’t like those of other fortune tellers. They said you were very, er, specific?” Kina had a habit, Tao noticed, of making her sentences sound like questions.
Truthfully, after her encounter with the witch, Tao rather wanted to be done with fortune-telling for the day—but it was hard to refuse the apprentice baker. “Well, I tell small fortunes only, but yes, sometimes they can be…quite clear. I can’t guarantee what I’ll see for you, of course, but I’d be happy to try, for a penny.” And so she gestured Kina inside her tent, the baker following; as Tao arranged herself on the other side of the table, Kina seated herself, slid a coin across the table, and looked around the small tent with slight apprehension. Tao tried to look wise and smile reassuringly at the same time, but possibly succeeded only in seeming mildly constipated. She gave up on the wise part.
“Is there something in particular that you’d like me to try to see?” she asked, pouring tea for them both.
“Yes! Well, no. Sort of,” said Kina. Her nose scrunched adorably and she shook her head at herself, self-conscious. “Sorry, I mean…It’s just, everything. Anything. I’m sure that’s not at all helpful to you. It’s just that I…Well, I’ve no idea what I’m doing with my life, really.”
“But you’re a baker,” said Tao, puzzled. “Surely that’s your calling? It seems your stall is doing excellent business.”
Kina sighed heavily, shoulders slumping. “It’s my uncle’s stall, not mine. And yes, I love to bake, but…to be honest, I’m not sure I’m very good at it. My trays are always the ones that haven’t sold at the end of the day. My uncle hasn’t said anything unkind to me about it, but, well, I think he just doesn’t want to hurt my feelings.” She looked down at her cup, and Tao fought the sudden and uncharacteristic urge to reach over and give the red-haired woman a hug. It was rather like seeing a kicked puppy.
“No, no,” she protested. “You’re a very good baker; we all liked your pastries!”
Kina gave her a slightly watery smile. “Thank you. But, well, sometimes I wonder whether there ought to be something more than this? It’s just—I help set up his stall, and I bake my trays, and I help clean up at the end of the day, and then I go home and help prepare fresh dough for the next day, and we do it all over again…I didn’t mind apprenticing with my uncle when I was younger, but somehow, all these years have passed and I look up and now I’m a grown woman, and still doing the very same things in the very same place, and not even all that well!
“I’m sure it sounds silly to you,” she finished, tucking a curl behind her ear and looking down at the table.
“Not at all,” said Tao, although she secretly thought that it sounded like quite a pleasant life—or at least, certainly more comfortable than living in a traveling wagon. “Very well, then. If you’ll finish your tea, I’ll take a look at what the leaves say might be in store for you.”
Once Kina had done so, Tao leaned over the empty cup, focusing on the dregs within. Images began to form before her, blurry and formless and fleeting, as she fought to hold them still and see them fully. At last one vision came to the forefront, clear and bright in Tao’s mind. She saw:
Kina laughing merrily, dust rising from the road and the gates of Shellport falling behind her.
Kina, seated on the perch of a wooden wagon, looking upward.
A bridge over rushing water. Something towering and massive.
Beside her on the wagon, a black-cloaked Shinn woman.
She blinked rapidly and set the cup down. As the baker watched anxiously, Tao’s mind raced. She’d never seen herself in a vision before; she hadn’t even known it was possible. But the image had been distinct; she could not have mistaken it.
“Did you see anything?” asked Kina, unable to bear the wait.
“Yes,” said Tao slowly. “I’m not sure…Well, you may not believe me, perhaps.”
“Oh, please just tell me!”
Tao hesitated. She was almost always honest with her customers; weren’t they owed that much, after all, for their silver? Even if they didn’t like what she saw. Especially if they didn’t—for then, at least, they might be able to prevent it. So she shrugged mentally and told Kina the truth.
“I saw you leaving Shellport. You had all your things with you, even the oven. And, well…I saw you traveling with me. On my wagon. Somewhere with a bridge.” Tao shifted uneasily on her stool. “I don’t know why.”
The baker tilted her head in confusion. She opened her mouth and began to speak, then closed it again. Tao said nothing either; she wasn’t sure what to say: I promise I don’t intend to kidnap you didn’t seem appropriate, even if it was what came to mind. Tao shrugged back at her helplessly. “I’m sorry,” she said. “That’s…not a very helpful fortune, I expect.”
“No, no,” said Kina politely. “Thank you. It’s…a very interesting fortune, to be certain.”
“You can have your penny back, if you’d like.”
“That’s all right. I…well.”
The two women looked at each other for a very long moment.
Finally, just as Tao was about to break the silence and suggest she try reading Kina’s palm instead, the baker laughed suddenly. “Well, why not! I’ve always said I wanted to see more of the world, haven’t I? Oh, be brave for once, Kina!”
Tao blinked at her.
The baker jutted her chin out. “I’ll do it! I suppose I’m going somewhere with you, Tao the fortune teller. When do we leave? Where are we going?”
“What? Just like that?” Tao was bewildered. “But you don’t even know me!”
“Yes, well, you seem like a good enough sort,” said Kina with a wave of her hand. But then she seemed to notice Tao’s expression. “That is—if you don’t mind me joining you? I just assumed—if you saw it in your vision…Oh, but I suppose I might be a burden…”
The sight of Kina’s smile crumbling prompted Tao to launch into reassurances. “No, no,” she heard herself saying. “You wouldn’t be a burden, I’m sure; it’s just—well, my visions aren’t guarantees, you see. People can make decisions that might make them come true or not. You don’t have to fulfill them—”
But Kina was nodding again. “Oh, I understand! But I’ve been thinking of leaving Shellport anyway, and seeing more of the kingdom. My uncle can do without me for a short time. Everything’s always a bit fishy here, you know. Though I do wonder how I’ll manage to do any baking on a wagon…”
And with this, she furrowed her brow and stared into space, clearly well past the question of whether or not she’d be going, and instead thinking hard about the logistics of the how.
Suddenly, Silt’s dark-haired head poked in through the tent flap, grinning.
“Tao, I did it! It was a masterpiece, truly a masterpiece; I’ve impressed even myself! Every single last one, now in the pockets of—oh. Oh. Um. Hello, Kina. Again.” For he had noticed the red-haired baker sitting across from Tao and had immediately turned pink right up to his ears.
“Oh, hello,” said Kina uncertainly. “Silt, was it? I didn’t know you knew Tao.”
“Er. Yes, I’ve been traveling with her. On the way to Shellport. And Mash! Not just me. The two of us. I barely know her,” he added desperately.
Kina looked at him in surprise. “Oh, what a coincidence; it turns out I’ll be traveling with Tao as well! Will you be joining us when we leave Shellport?”
“You what?” Silt boggled at Tao, then back at Kina. “Why?”
“She saw it in the tea leaves and invited me! And, well…I’d like to have an adventure. Maybe just a small one, to start.”
“I…really?”
“Really,” said Tao wearily. She was starting to regret her honesty.
“Well,” said Silt. “Well, yes, of course Mash and I are going with Tao! So we’ll be, uh, traveling partners.” And he gave the baker a foolish, hopeful smile, which she returned cautiously before rising to her feet and looking around, as if figuring out what to do next.
“Well…I should help Uncle finish closing down the stall first, and ask if he’ll let me borrow one of his smaller ovens, I suppose. Oh, and I’ll need to pack—and buy more flour—oh, but there’s so much to do. Perhaps I haven’t thought this out enough…”
“No! I mean—I can help you?” offered Silt immediately.
“Oh,” said Kina. “Er. All right, then. Thank you?” She blinked large eyes at Tao, who felt as if something was being communicated that she didn’t quite understand. Kina looked back at Silt somewhat helplessly.
“All right. I suppose I’ll need to figure out the oven first; it’s very heavy…”
“Of course!” he said. “Lifter of heavy things, at your service, miss. Shall we go find your uncle together?” And so Kina exited, waving Tao goodbye and escorted by Silt (along with his many unnecessary flourishes and gentlemanly bows). They left Tao sitting alone in her tent, still stunned by the turn of events that had saddled her with not one, nor two, but three unexpected companions for the road ahead.
She rubbed at her eyes, wondering how and when she’d be able to leave them behind somewhere and return to her quiet solitude—for surely this was only a brief interruption, and they would flit out of her life again, quick as the flashing of the glowbugs or the passing of the tide.



FIVE


“I still think it’s cheating,” grumbled Mash as he hefted the clay oven up into the rear of the wagon. “To read a fortune that someone’ll go with you, and then claim it’s come true when you bring them along.”
“It’s fate,” insisted Silt, slinging sacks of flour into the wagon beside him. “Tao saw it in her tea leaves of destiny or suchlike. Who are we to argue with fate?” He grinned fatuously at the baker. Tao thought that the thief was flexing his arms perhaps more than strictly necessary for the weight of the supplies he was loading.
“Oh, do be careful with those sacks, please,” said Kina, ignoring the flexing as she hovered anxiously beside the wagon. “I don’t know where I’ll be able to resupply.”
“All’s I’m saying is that I don’t think the baker here—no offense, miss—is proof that Tao’s fortunes always come true,” said Mash stubbornly, hauling a large sack of sugar onto his shoulder as if it were filled with goose down. “Now, maybe they do, maybe they don’t. I haven’t seen enough yet to be sure. So I suppose it’s good we’re coming along, too, after all.”
Tao sighed deeply and fed Laohu another carrot. That morning the sky was a gloomy grey, the color of an unwashed dishrag; rain clouds dotted the horizon. They had stayed three more days in Shellport before Kina declared herself ready to depart. It had taken most of that time for her to convince her uncle that she’d be able to bake and sell goods while on the road—that it would only make her a better baker—and the rest of that time to purchase the necessary supplies. By then, Tao was more than eager to be on the road once more, rather than burning her coin needlessly at the Drunken Sprite.
She had tried, tentatively and unsuccessfully, to suggest that she part ways from the men after Shellport—explaining that she mainly traveled to small, unimportant villages, which surely could be of no interest. But Mash had only shaken his head, saying that the raiders he was hunting would be more likely to be roaming around villages than in a big city, anyway. Silt had only shrugged—he seemed uncomfortable whenever the topic of Mash’s daughter arose.
Traveling had been much simpler when it had been only her and Laohu, Tao reflected. This morning she’d had to make space inside the wagon for all of Kina’s belongings (most of which seemed to be baking ingredients and finicky, strangely shaped utensils), and the process of packing up and readying to leave had taken them at least an hour and a half. She sighed as another sack of something thumped into the back of the wagon. She hoped they hadn’t broken anything.
“Tao, where exactly are we going, anyway?” called Silt from the rear.
“I thought to travel north along the coast for a while longer.” Tao, resigned, lifted herself up onto the driver’s bench once it appeared the packing was nearly done. She gestured half-heartedly at the space beside her, inviting Kina up onto the wagon.
“More fish,” groused Mash.
“Well, I wouldn’t mind,” said Kina as she accepted Tao’s invitation with a shy smile. She gave Laohu a quick scratch behind the ears as she hopped up onto the driver’s perch, and Tao grudgingly decided that she liked the baker after all. “I’ve a cousin out in Linus, if we make it up that far north. I wonder if maybe he could put us up for a night or two?”
Tao rather thought that if her cousin was a sensible man, he would not be best pleased to find the four of them, a wagon, and a mule on his doorstep, but said nothing. She merely shifted over to give Kina more room and flicked the reins to let the mule know to begin walking. But there was a loud, complaining bray even as the wagon began to roll; it seemed Laohu had noticed the extra weight of Kina and her oven, and was displeased about it. You and me both, thought Tao.
They traveled north along the road for most of the day, passing by other travelers and wagons making their way to Shellport in the opposite direction. The road wound up and around as it followed the cliffs. The view of white waves crashing on rocky shores below was breathtaking, if perhaps a little nerve-racking from such heights. They made a slow pace; the wind on the clifftop was fierce and biting, and Mash and Silt leaned forward against the force of it as they walked. Tao was also conscious to not push Laohu too hard given the additional burden of Kina and all of her supplies. For a time, the wind snatched away any words they tried to speak, but by late afternoon it had subsided enough for conversation to be possible.
“So, um, how did all of you meet?” asked Kina as she passed around what Tao assumed were scones. She gave hers an experimental nibble and nearly chipped a tooth.
“Mash and I only met Tao a few days before we got to Shellport,” said Silt, accepting a scone himself and rubbing his arms together for warmth. “We came to her aid on the road. Very gallant-like—right, Tao?”
“Hm? Yes, you were very helpful,” said Tao. Part of her wondered, somewhat uncharitably, whether she would have been better off simply turning around at the fallen tree.
“And what about you and Mash? How long have you been friends?”
“Business partners,” grunted Mash through a mouthful of scone. His chewing sounded like a mortar grinding rocks.
“And friends,” said Silt in tones of deep injury. “Like brothers, we are. After all we’ve been through together!”
“Hmph.”
“Well, I suppose it’s been—what, six years now, is it, Mash? We met during the border campaigns out in Efreet, down south. Blasted hot place, very unpleasant. Mash was there playing soldier with his little mercenary band, fighting for our ally, Prince Whatsit—”
“I was a soldier. And you know very well that it was Prince Saleh ibn Faris, seeing as the man personally ordered your hanging.”
“—and I was carrying out some opportunistic acquisition of supplies; doing my part for the war effort, too, you know—”
“Looting and pilfering.”
“—and he discovered me in a position of some, ah, professional difficulty. So we struck a mutually beneficial partnership and have been the closest of companions ever since!”
“I saved his blasted neck from the gallows,” muttered Mash. He’d somehow managed to finish his scone; Tao slipped the rest of hers into a cloak pocket when nobody was looking. “For a cut of his take. And it seemed like being muscle for a thief was easier work than being a merc, so we did that for a while, here and there. But then I went home as usual after one of our jobs, and found my Leah gone.”
“We’ve been on the trail of the bandits that took her for the last six months,” said Silt to Kina, voice sober now. “His daughter was only four years old when she disappeared.”
“I should have been there,” said Mash quietly. “But I’ll get her back, and I’ll bring her home. I promised Anna.”
“That’s terrible,” said the baker, shivering both from the chill and the tale. “I hope you find her.”
Mash said nothing more. After a quick glance at his companion, Silt said, “Tao read his fortune when we met; she said that he would.”
Tao bowed her head within her hood, not sure how to respond. But she didn’t have to, for their destination—the fishing village of Culic—had just come into view.
“Thank the Mother,” said Silt feelingly, changing the subject. “Let’s go find a warm hearth; I need to thaw out my hands.”
Culic was a small, squat town among the cliffs; it apparently had all of Shellport’s saltiness and grime but none of the lively industriousness that had given the larger port city its charm. As their wagon rolled through, they saw places and things that looked as if they had been unloved for some time: dingy houses with shuttered windows; skinny nags tethered to posts; chipped signs and faded awnings that nobody had bothered to repaint. A pack of rats skittered across the street in front of them, startling Laohu, before disappearing into a refuse heap. There was a general air of neglect and discontent about the town, and the handful of people they passed looked upon the travelers with unfriendly eyes.
They stopped before the town’s only inn, a seedy-looking place with few customers. Mash stayed with the women, fingering his mace warily, while Silt went to retrieve the innkeeper, as there had been neither stableboy nor groom outside. When he finally returned with the innkeeper, the man—balding, with a squashed nose, and bearing a remarkable resemblance to a thumb—looked over their party, his gaze pausing on Tao.
“You didn’t say you had a Shinn with you,” said the innkeeper to Silt.
“Why would I have?” asked Silt, puzzled.
“I was raised in Eshtera,” said Tao quietly.
“Mm,” said the innkeeper. He sucked at his teeth. “We don’t think too kindly of Shinara these days. Heard they’re cheats. Heard they sell the Crown rice full of weevils, and that when they buy goods from honest Eshterans, they shave the silver so it’s half-weight.”
“I’m not a trader,” Tao said. The innkeeper continued as if she hadn’t spoken.
“Also heard that they live in caves. That the dirty slanteyes don’t wash themselves, and use unholy weapons to kill Eshterans, and worship demon-gods.”
Tao’s jaw tightened; she had long since learned to not rise to the bait—but this time, she had others with her. Not friends, perhaps, but…companions for now, at least. And it seemed like that was enough.
“Tao smells better than Mash here does, and she hasn’t tried to kill any of us,” said Silt incredulously. “She’s just a fortune teller.”
“Unholy weapons?” growled Mash. “What would you call it when Guild mages raise constructs of bone and metal? Or when they enchant enemy fighters to be docile as lambs by making them forget who they are? Or is something only unholy when it’s not in the name of the Crown?” The innkeeper eyed him, but some aspect of self-preservation seemed to prevent him from arguing further. He sucked at his teeth again.
“Well, in any case, you’ll vouch for her? The Shinn girl has enough coin to pay?”
“Yes, I do,” Tao bit out, drawing out the silvers from her purse for him to see. “I want nothing from you besides a room for the night. At the same rate as the rest of my party. Or is your inn so busy tonight that you’d turn away paying customers?” She looked pointedly over his shoulder at the mostly empty tavern.
The innkeeper scowled. “Fine. But any funny business and I’ll have the watch on you in a moment, mark my words.”
Kina looked between Tao and the innkeeper, round face drawn with indignation. She opened her mouth to speak, but the fortune teller stopped her with a hand on her arm.
“Thank you,” she said curtly to the innkeeper, and dismounted the wagon to unhitch Laohu herself, as he made no move to help. She tossed him the coins, and he very pointedly made a show of examining them and biting them between his teeth before jerking his chin at them and disappearing back through the doorway.
And so it was in rather unhappy fashion that the group made their way inside. Tao did not raise the subject of the innkeeper’s cold welcome over dinner (fish stew and hard bread), and neither did any of the others. After eating, they sat with their mugs by the hearth in an attempt to warm themselves more fully. But the ale was watery and the fire was low, and at last all admitted defeat and retired to their rooms.



The next morning, they ate a paltry breakfast of boiled eggs, with more of the hard bread from the previous night and a few wrinkled apples to share, and then huddled outside dispiritedly. It was raining, and the village of Culic looked no more inviting in the soggy daylight than it had the previous evening. Water dripped off the eaves of the buildings like from a runny nose.
Her hood up, Tao felt, rather than saw, the looks that she and her wagon were attracting from the townsfolk. Some paused, even in the rain, to stare with narrowed eyes. An idle fisherman, arms crossed and leaning against a building nearby, said something to the man beside him and spat on the muddy ground—a wet, unpleasant sound.
“I don’t think I’ll bother setting up my tent here,” said Tao, as much to herself as to the others. “Perhaps in the next town.”
“I don’t understand,” said Kina, looking around with distaste. “Why are they all so rude?”
“I did hear something back in Shellport about Shinara seizing Eshteran merchant-ships recently,” said Silt doubtfully. “I don’t see why fishermen all the way out west would care much about some rich Margravians being made a little less rich, though. And it’s not as if Tao here has done anything to them herself?”
“Politics,” grunted Mash. “Easy to blame foreign folk for anything going wrong, when they’re not here to say otherwise. Easier still when they look and talk funny, and don’t pray to the Mother or her Sons.”
“I suppose it’s been a little worse than normal lately, and maybe that’s politics, as you say,” said Tao. “But sometimes it’s just like this in some places. Sometimes they don’t like seeing Shinn folk in their towns. Maybe they heard stories. Or they don’t trust a Shinn fortune teller and think I’ll put some sort of hex on them with my dark arts.”
“But that’s ridiculous!” said Kina indignantly. “You’re not even a witch. Not that there’s anything wrong with witches; everyone’s pleased enough to buy their potions and charms when they need them. Since when are Eshterans afraid of small magics?”
“When it’s a Shinn woman doing them.” Kina looked troubled in response, but Tao was eager to move on. “Shall we leave, then?” The others expressed no opposition.
“Terrible place,” said Silt, wrinkling his nose disdainfully as they wound their way through Culic to the main road once more. “Not a thing worth stealing in the whole spot! Not that I would, of course.”
“Shithole,” agreed Mash succinctly.
“Why do you bother coming to awful places like this at all?” Kina asked, once the town rolled behind them. “Why not settle in a nice city, and set up a fortune-telling stall, and be comfortable? Is it for the sake of adventure? Life on the open road?” She sounded curious rather than judgmental. After all, thought Tao with a twinge of envy, Kina had made that choice herself. But she could always go back to her uncle’s bakery in Shellport.
“I can’t stay in one place and still be a fortune teller.”
“Why not?”
“Because my fortunes come true.”
“…I’m sorry; I don’t think I understand.”
Tao looked over at the baker, and saw that Silt and Mash were listening as well. She took a deep breath and tried to explain, as best she could, what she had learned in her first few months on the road after running away.
“People think they want true fortunes, but they don’t really. What they want are lies. Small lies, big lies, entertaining lies, comforting lies.
“They want to sigh over handsome strangers that they’ll never meet. They want to imagine themselves long-lost royalty. They want to hear a harmless fantasy from a charlatan and then go home and carry on feeding the goats the next day.
“What they don’t want is a stranger—an outsider—to see the full truth of them. The first small fortune that proves true? It’s just an amusement; maybe it’s even useful in some way.
“But they tell their friends, and they come back to my tent, and ask for another fortune. And that one comes true, too, and now they’re quite impressed, but also a little wary, for they start to think, ‘What else has she seen in the lines of my palm? What does this strange Shinn woman know of my secrets? Which of my unworthiest thoughts or innermost fears has she read, and how might she expose them or hold them over me? What right has someone like her to know and to judge me?’
“And the suspicion turns to fear, and the fear, as it always does, turns to anger.”
Her words simmered with feeling as she remembered the fisherman’s looks, and the innkeeper’s abuse, and a hundred other indignities suffered in a dozen other villages. The memory of her hasty departure from Lancora came, unbidden, to her mind. To other Eshterans, Lancora was an unremarkable eastern town known for its sweet pear ciders. To Tao, it was the site of a hard-earned lesson early on in her journeying. There had been shouting; stones that tore her wagon curtains and bruised her arm. Cow dung smeared into her hair. It had taken forever to wash out, and the smell had lingered for days—longer, still, the humiliation.
Tao took another slow breath before continuing; her voice was deceptively calm and she stared straight ahead as she spoke.
“So I have learned to be careful. I set up my tent and I tell my small fortunes, but I do not stay. One day; two, maybe—but never too long. Always on to the next town; always moving.”
No one spoke for a long moment. In the silence that followed, a gull cried overhead and dived, and the sound of the waves was loud against the shore below. Laohu’s hooves clopped a steady rhythm and the wagon wheels creaked and rattled complainingly through the pebbled mud.
At last, Kina offered up tentatively, “That sounds a hard way to live. Is it not…lonely?”
“There’s worse things than loneliness in this world,” said Tao quietly.
But by then she’d turned away to fiddle with the straps of Laohu’s harness so that none of the others could see her face when she said it.



SIX


To everyone’s relief, they had outpaced the rain clouds by midday; a weak sun shone palely as they rolled into the next town along the coast. Turtling proved a far more welcoming place than Culic. Like Culic, it was a fishing village, but here the coastline rose to meet the descending cliffs, and their wagon rolled more smoothly upon flatter ground as they left behind the rocky inclines. And upon their arrival, the village headman—a jocular, ruddy-cheeked man with impressively broad shoulders—invited them to set up in the central green.
“Of course, of course,” said the headman, beaming jovially when Tao requested his permission to hawk fortunes and baked goods to the folk of Turtling. “Ah, but it’s been such a dull winter—I’m sure we’re all very glad for such interesting visitors to our little town! A fortune teller come all the way from Shinara, imagine—and what do these fine gentlemen do?” He turned his attention to Mash and Silt, loitering with their weapons beside the wagons. “Performing duelists, perhaps?”
Tao didn’t bother correcting his assumption—after all, she had come from Shinara, she supposed, even if it was nearly two decades ago—but Mash barked out a laugh.
“As if Silt could land a blow on me. A poor show we’d make!”
Silt sniffed haughtily, drawing himself up a little. “We are not duelists. We are noble adventurers hunting down the group of raiders who kidnapped a little girl—the daughter of my violent-minded friend here. Have you had any trouble with bandits recently? We think their leader was a bald man, scarred on his face. They might have been traveling with a little girl?”
The headman frowned in thought for a moment, then shook his head. “I’m sorry; I haven’t heard of any bandits round here.” Silt drooped a little, but Mash’s expression didn’t change; Tao wondered if he had grown accustomed to such answers.
Nonetheless, at the green the men helped Tao and Kina set up their stalls, and a steady stream of customers, more curious than credulous, came by throughout the day to have their fortunes read. It also helped a great deal, Tao conceded, that Kina had set up her oven beside the tent; delicious aromas of cinnamon and spice swirled through the small fishing town, attracting hungry villagers and lending something of a fairground atmosphere to the green. Unfortunately, once the villagers saw the baked goods, most seemed to reconsider how hungry they were.
“Hot buns,” cried Kina hopefully from her table. “Get your buns, hot and fresh from the oven?” Tao winced; maybe if Kina sounded less unsure about whether her buns were, in fact, hot and fresh, she’d sell more of them. A crowd of potential customers milled in front of the wagon, eyeing the goods—knobbly, uneven mounds glazed with honey—with some uncertainty.
“They’re very good,” Tao called out encouragingly. “She’s the best baker in Shellport!” This got a few impressed murmurs from the villagers, but still, only a handful pressed forward to make purchases. Tao also thought she saw Silt squeezing his way through the townsmen, pressing unnecessarily close to them and their pockets; when she caught his eye, he gave a guilty start and removed himself from the throng.
Mash stood near Tao’s tent, leaning against her painted wagon as he watched the crowd. He’d agreed to give Tao privacy for her readings and so stood far away enough that he couldn’t hear, but seemed to be scanning the faces of her customers afterward, looking for—Tao wasn’t sure what—relief? Perhaps he thought that she told people only what they wanted to hear. If so, he’s wrong, Tao thought with a pang of annoyance. Her last customer hadn’t been at all pleased to learn that her husband was visiting with Sarah the seamstress every Makersday after his shift. The wife knew the state of her husband’s laundry, after all, and nobody needed that many pairs of socks darned.
When the sun dropped and the crowd thinned, the four of them came together again to take stock of how the day had gone.
“Well, I suppose it wasn’t bad for a first attempt,” said Kina, but her expression was downcast as she brushed flour off her hands. Her tray of buns was still mostly full. “Lots of people came and looked, but…”
Silt hastened to reassure her. “They’re just too uncultured to appreciate such fine baking—I’m sure they don’t often get buns of your caliber in a small village like this!”
Mash sniggered from a short distance away but hastily turned it into a cough when Silt glared at him.
“A little boy asked me if they’re supposed to look like that.” Kina doused the coals and began to scrub out her clay oven with uncharacteristic ferocity as Tao rolled up her tent silk. Sighing, the baker wiped her face with the back of her hand, not noticing the black smudge it left behind. “Business was so slow that I experimented with a new recipe while waiting for customers, and even that didn’t turn out well.”
She nodded toward a tray of flat, golden discs she’d just pulled out from the oven.
“I had a bit of flour and eggs left, but not enough time for rising, so I didn’t bother with any yeast. Plain-looking things, aren’t they?”
“Ach, hot!” Mash had picked up one of the golden circles but immediately dropped it. He juggled it between his hands and the thin cookie flopped and folded around itself like heavy cloth. As it cooled, it firmed into an odd, bent shape.
“It looks a bit like a purse, doesn’t it?” said Silt, head tilted.
“Or a butterfly,” offered Tao.
Silt nodded enthusiastically. “Maybe you ought to make them funny shapes on purpose! You could put a silver penny in them. Or just one penny in every ten, so folks would buy them for the chance of finding one…Everyone likes a wager, eh?”
“A penny? They’d break a tooth! And I’d have to raise my prices.” But now there was a thoughtful light in the baker’s eyes as she regarded the tray. “…How do they taste, Mash?”
The warrior, being no coward, had crunched into the strange cookie already. “Nice enough,” he said approvingly. “I reckon they’d sell. So long as folk don’t expect them to be perfectly round.”
“Hmm,” said Kina, and if she was a little distracted as they finished cleaning and packing, at least it seemed like she had also forgotten her earlier disappointment.
“Right then, I’m off for a bit,” said Mash, wiping his hands on a rag. “The church here looks a respectable one, and it’s about time I lit a candle to the Soldier Son, and the Mother as well. Haven’t been in a church since we were down in Ackler. I assume you won’t join me, Silt?”
“What? No, I’ll stay here and help Kina finish loading up,” replied Silt, turning a hopeful grin on the baker, who appeared not to notice. He wilted slightly. “Probably go find a drink and a card game after. You know I’m not much for prayers.”
“Mash, could I come with you?” Tao asked diffidently. His eyebrows rose.
“You want to go with me to the church? I didn’t know you prayed to the Mother.”
“I don’t,” said Tao. “But I’d like to see the Eshteran god-shrines. My stepfather took me once to the cathedral in Margrave, many years ago, but I imagine the shrines there were quite different from the ones that commonfolk use—we couldn’t even get close to them.” This had been during her first few years in the kingdom—when Lord Desmond had still thought that his foreign stepdaughter could be educated and shaped into the mold of a proper Eshteran woman. “I’ve heard they can be quite beautiful. I promise to be respectful, of course.”
“There’s churches in half the bigger towns through the Midlands. Why didn’t you ever just go take a look inside one?”
Tao gestured wryly at herself, cloak flapping slightly with the motion. “A Shinn stranger, entering a sacred Eshteran house of worship alone? I wasn’t sure I’d be welcome. But if I were with you…”
“Ah,” grunted Mash. “Well, sure then, come along.”
So Tao and Mash left Kina and Silt behind with the wagon and strolled across the green to Turtling’s church. It was a wooden building with a red-shingled roof, twice as wide as its neighbors, and with an air of quiet welcome about it. A small bell tower rose above, though the bell sat silent in the gentle breeze; mourning doves cooed softly as they rested upon its headstock, and one took wing as Tao and Mash approached.
Tao looked around attentively as they passed through the doorless entry. The space within, dim but warm with flickering candlelight, was divided into several sections. In the rear of the church was the largest alcove, ringed by lit candles and housing a tall statue of a woman looking both kind and stern—the Mother, whom all Eshterans worshiped as Creator. A handful of townspeople knelt before the statue in prayer.
Along the sides of the church were other, smaller alcoves; three on the right, one for each of the Sons, bore their own statues and candles, and a few worshippers moved between them. To the left was only a single alcove, dark and lonely.
Mash walked toward the shrine of the Soldier Son closest on the right, and Tao followed, looking up at it. It was quite beautiful, Tao decided. Carved in a reddish stone, the statue stood tall and proud, a figure of a young Eshteran man, bearded and armored. In one hand he held a sword, upright but relaxed; in the other, a shield crested with the twin lions of Eshtera. The sculptor had somehow captured a martial light in his eyes, which looked straight ahead in a fierce, unmoving gaze.
“The Soldier Son,” said Mash unnecessarily. “Patron of those who fight.”
Looking around, Mash took an unlit candle from a basket near them and knelt before the shrine, taking care that the mace hanging off his belt didn’t bang against the floor. He touched the wick of the candle to an already-lit one, then set it down to burn. As Tao watched, Mash bowed his head, hands folded over each other in his lap, and his lips moved in a silent prayer. He sat there for a brief moment, then stretched his massive arms and stood.
“Right, then. Did you want to see the others as well?”
Tao nodded, and they proceeded to walk together before the other shrines: the Scholar Son next, a robed figure holding a scroll and a quill, and carved somehow with an air of absorbed contemplation; the Maker Son behind him, a stocky figure bearing a smith’s hammer in one hand and a chisel in the other. This last shrine had the most candles lit, besides that of the Mother; Tao supposed it must be that the Maker Son was the favorite of the many fishermen who made their homes here in Turtling.
At the shrine of the Mother, they stopped for Mash to light another candle. One of the kneeling townswomen noticed Mash first, then Tao beside him; as she stared in astonishment, Tao ducked her head politely and moved hastily along to the next shrine.
This last alcove was dark and empty of worshippers. Just one lonely candle had been set to burn before it, and it had burned down to nearly a stub. The redstone statue was of a young girl looking away into the distance. It had been carved with less attention and detail than the others, and her features were soft and unfocused in a way that made her look lost. Tao noticed a thin layer of dust on the statue. This was the shrine of the Silent Daughter, who Tao knew was the least popular of all the Eshteran gods, and indeed considered ill-omened by some. She remembered a little of the texts that she had studied in Margrave, under the disapproving gaze of her Eshteran tutors: the Daughter was the last-born of the gods, who had claimed for her own dominion all that was unwanted by her Brothers—the silence in forests unknown; the chaos of ocean storms; the darkness far from fires of men. It was the Daughter, Tao knew, who was said to take any souls unclaimed by the other gods after death.
But Mash stood there looking up at the figure, brooding, and Tao knew he was thinking not of scripture but of his daughter, Leah.
Tao had known him for only a short time yet, but she knew now that he was not the brute he sometimes pretended to be. He was a hard man, certainly, but one with bad poetry in his heart and a willingness to speak in defense of a strange woman he didn’t fully trust. He was kinder, in his own rough way, than nearly everyone Tao had ever known in Margrave. And his daughter had been taken from him. The shape of her loss was visible in every line of his body.
Tao imagined, just for a moment, her mother caring about her absence as much as Mash cared about Leah’s. She tried to envision her searching the kingdom, weeping over her things, lighting candles for her safe return. Her mother, standing before an altar in Margrave, praying for her daughter to come home…but the images refused to take form in her mind. Not my mother. Not anymore. It was only a fantasy. Mash still loved his daughter, after all.
Tao blinked away the sudden tears, but she didn’t have to worry; Mash still wasn’t looking at her.
Could I…? She thought. To help him find her—to repair this one shattered family—would it be possible? Even the thought alone was enough to make her heart pound; she felt her chest tighten and a dull ringing began to fill her ears. But she forced her way through the fear to think rationally. No. It would not work, not even if she could bring herself to try. When she had read his palms on the road, the heaviest lines, the ones she had avoided, had not felt like heart lines or family lines. Far more likely that she would see something unhelpful and terrible, and she could not bear to give him unwarranted hope and then take it away.
So she said nothing, but took an unlit candle from the basket and knelt to light it. Mash smiled gruffly at her when she rose.
“What gods do Shinn folk pray to?” he asked.
She had to pause to think about it. “We used to worship many different gods from the Celestial Kingdom—but I think that’s all changed now. The Emperor didn’t like the old ways, so many of the old temples were shut down, and…well, I don’t really remember why; I was still quite young when I left. In any case, what most folk still believe is that perhaps there is a Creator, but not one who watches over us, like your Mother. Shinn faith is more about the cycle of qi.”
“Chee?” Mash made a respectable attempt at repeating the Shinn word, though his mouth wouldn’t quite make the right sounds.
“It’s like…life force, or breath. Our spirit. What makes us human. And we believe that all qi is like water,” said Tao. She thought back to how her Baba had once explained it to her as a child, and tried to remember the words he had used, translating roughly in her mind.
“Like a mountain pool, fed from a waterfall and flowing away again in many forms—some over rock, some through forest, some sinking deep into land. Water leaves this pool but also returns to it. And in this way, all people come from the same pool, and will return to it in time.”
Mash was quiet, thinking this over. “That sounds nice.”
“Yes,” said Tao. “I think so. But I like parts of your Eshteran faith, too. When you pray to the Soldier Son, do you ask for his guidance?”
“Yes, I suppose.” Mash rubbed a hand over his sandy hair. “And his favor in battle, back when I was still fighting.”
“It must be comforting to believe that a god watches over you. Someone who will protect you and care for you because you’re one of his. Who belongs to you, as much as you belong to him.”
“Mm. I’m not sure,” rumbled Mash thoughtfully. “When I light a candle to the Soldier Son, I don’t expect him to appear on the battlefield to shield me, or to bind my wounds when I’ve taken an arrow. I just pray that he lends me a little more courage, a little more strength, than what I’d have otherwise.
“What you said…Well, that sounds more like something different, to me.”
“Like what?”
“Like family, I suppose.”
And the two of them stood there awhile longer, the brawny old warrior and the young Shinn fortune teller, each lost in their own cloud of longings and regrets, before they finally took leave of the church and returned to Tao’s wagon.



SEVEN


As the party lingered in Turtling, more and more customers came to the wagon each morning; word must have spread that Kina’s pastries were, in fact, delicious bargains. So they spent several pleasant and profitable days hawking fortunes and baked goods, and Tao found it surprising how easily the tension of constant company fell away from her shoulders and became something comfortable, like too-tight boots relaxing and fitting themselves to her feet. In the evenings, when they sat at a table near the hearth eating fresh-baked bread with stewed turnips for supper, Tao let the others carry the conversation and enjoyed the novelty of simply being part of a group with nothing expected of her but her presence.
“The smith said that his boy saw a few troops of soldiers passing through the next town over yesterday,” Silt was saying. “Headed east to reinforce the garrison at Poldoor. I wonder why? Thought Poldoor was a quiet sort of place; just a lot of sheep farmers and wool merchants, eh?”
“Only ever one reason to cram a load of armed men into a coastal town too small to hold ’em,” said Mash, downing his ale. “If you’re planning to attack someone, or expecting someone to attack you.”
“You think the Crown is preparing for war?” asked Kina, her eyes wide. “With who?”
Mash shrugged. “Fortifying the eastern coast? Shinara would be my guess, especially with all these rumblings about our trade with them going sour. They’re the only ones with a big enough army to think they might have a shot against our Guild mages. Heard the Empire has scores and scores of people…cheap lives, cheap soldiers. Eshtera might want to recruit some mercs to even the numbers, too.” But then he seemed to remember he was speaking of Tao’s homeland. “Sorry,” he said, clearing his throat. “Just speculating, of course.” Kina shot Tao a worried look.
Tao opened her mouth, unsure of what to say. She hadn’t ever really considered the possibility of Shinara and Eshtera going to war—they were rivals, of course, that much she’d known from her history tutors in Margrave, but…war? With the entirety of the Long Sea between them? Surely not.
But if war did come…Tao tried and failed to suppress an image of Shinn soldiers, wearing lamellar armor like her father had worn, clashing against Eshterans who looked like Mash or Silt.
“It won’t come to that, surely,” said Kina hastily, watching Tao’s face. “The Crown will sort it out; we’ve got the Guild, after all! No other kingdom has mages as powerful as ours. There haven’t been any wars in Eshtera since the Mage Wars for good reason.”
“True; Shinara’s Emperor hunted down and cast out all their magic-users ages ago, didn’t he? Shortsighted, if you ask me. They do have fire-lances, though,” said Silt. “Put one in the hands of every soldier, and, well, mages or no mages…”
Kina glared at him. “I think,” she said pointedly, “that there’s no point in us talking about a war that may or may not happen. Can you please pass the salt?”
Abashed, Silt did so, and nobody brought up the topic again as they finished their suppers and went to bed.



The next morning, Turtling’s headman came to find them at the inn.
“I have news, friends!” he said, squeezing his wide shoulders through the doorframe. “I had a letter from my cousin in Whitelake, and I remembered what you’d asked me about bandits—and, well—it might not be related, but he told me that the watch had to draw swords against some ruffians recently. I don’t know if they were your bandits, but they certainly weren’t from around here. He said they tried to steal some horses and goats, but the watch fought ’em off and sent them back into the hills!”
Mash stood from the table and stepped forward. His eyes drilled into the headman’s. “When was this? How many men?”
“A few weeks ago, he said. I don’t know how many men. And there wasn’t anything about a little girl, either.”
Mash gave him a sharp nod. “Thank you. It’s something, at least. How far is Whitelake from here?”
“A few days, perhaps? Straight northeast.”
“I’ve been there before,” said Tao. “I know where it is.”
They wasted no time in readying Laohu and the wagon to depart. Mash was visibly tense, and he said little as they set off with urgency. But the weather grew warmer as they traveled east along the road and entered the foothills, and Tao saw the tightness in his shoulders subside just a little as they went on. Patches of new grass sprouted hopefully from the sodden ground, and small green buds poked out here and there on otherwise bare branches. It seemed that spring would come early this year. Tao couldn’t help feeling her spirits lift as they traveled; Silt’s ceaseless chattering was interrupted intermittently by Kina’s cheerful laugh or a muttered word from Mash, and she felt herself smiling as she rode on.



They were camped in a small grove just one day west of Whitelake when Tao found herself rudely awoken in the night.
“Ow! Ow, ow, ow—let go, you demon—help! Mash, help me!”
“What the—are we under attack? Who’s there? Show yourselves!”
“Silt? What’s going on?”
“Mraooo!”
Tao bolted upright in her wagon, hitting her head on one of the wooden trusses. She ducked out from behind her curtains to find a strange scene: Mash was standing above his bedroll, unarmored but swinging his mace wildly about as he searched for the unseen threat. Kina was sitting up groggily from her own bedding near the low-burning fire. Silt was yelping and flailing wildly at his pack on the ground, with one arm apparently trapped inside of it.
“What in the Mother’s name is happening?” asked Tao.
“There’s a—ow—a blasted monster inside—gah, stop it!—my pack, and it’s trying to rip my blasted arm off! Somebody help me!” Silt flapped ineffectively, stumbling toward Mash with the pack still attached to his arm.
The warrior dropped his weapon and, with both hands, pulled the pack off and flung it forcefully away into the bushes. Arm released, the younger man fell backward with an “oomph.”
Mash gingerly approached the bushes where the pack had fallen. He peered in, dagger drawn. Then he made a sound of disgust and sheathed it again.
“Mother and her Sons…Silt, you absolute clod, it’s just a cat.”
“It savaged me,” said Silt hotly. “Look at my arm! I’m wounded!” He held up a limb covered in red scratches and welts. “I’d just reached in for my water and the blasted thing latched on and wouldn’t let go. Are you sure it’s an ordinary cat? Look at its eyes; don’t you think it looks demonic?”
“It was probably just after your food,” said Tao. And indeed, as Mash reached in—carefully—and lifted out the guilty feline, a large strip of salted fish was clamped firmly in its mouth.
“Mrao,” said the vicious beast, blinking up at them in the dim firelight. It was a mostly black cat (or possibly just a very dirty grey cat), old and scruffy. One eye was white and milky while the other was yellow, and it regarded them out of the one good eye with an expression of affronted disdain. It had clearly been surviving on its own for some time, and was good at it, too, if its various scars were any evidence.
“Oh, let the poor thing have some fish,” said Kina, scratching between the cat’s ears while Mash held it gingerly before them. “It’s harmless! And it must be hungry. Aren’t you, you sweet little kitty?”
Grasping the strip tightly in its paws and gnawing at the fishy prize like the carnivorous predator it was, the cat permitted itself to be stroked.
“I can’t believe you lost a fight to a cat,” muttered Mash to Silt, depositing the animal into Kina’s arms unceremoniously. “I’m going back to bed. Don’t wake me again.”
“But what…what are we going to do with that thing?” said Silt, cradling his hurt arm indignantly.
“Can we bring him in the wagon with us, Tao?” Kina turned beseeching eyes on the fortune teller. “He won’t eat much food. And he’ll keep any rats away from our supplies!”
Tao shrugged. “I don’t mind. Sailors think it’s good luck to have cats on a voyage. I suppose he might run off again, but you’re welcome to try to keep him.”
“But it—he attacked me!” Silt’s protests were summarily ignored by all.
Kina beamed at Tao. “He’ll need a name! What about…Fidelitus?”
Tao looked at the mangy cat, who had finished off the fish and was presently licking his nether regions with nonchalance. He couldn’t possibly have looked less like a Fidelitus, but she shrugged. “Sure?”
Silt slumped in defeat. “Just keep it away from me.” He slunk back to his bedroll, still grumbling, to nurse his wounds.
Fidelitus looked smugly at the thief from his perch within Kina’s arms. “Purrr,” he said, and Kina cooed as she made up a cozy nest for the feline within her blankets.
“Some bastards just have all the luck,” said Silt disconsolately.



Fidelitus proved to be an undemanding traveling companion. Tao had half expected to find him gone the next morning, but it seemed that the warmth of the blankets and the promise of more dried fish was compelling enough to keep him with them, at least for now. The scarred cat leapt easily into the wagon, curling himself among Tao’s tea jars and Kina’s flour sacks, and slept there until they began to journey on. Once the wagon began to rattle forward, jostling him, he gave a disapproving yowl, but merely climbed forward to haughtily settle himself between Tao and Kina instead.
Tao hoped wryly that he wouldn’t be mistaken for her familiar; she already had to dissuade enough customers from thinking that she was a witch.
They arrived in Whitelake without any incident or further nighttime attacks. It was a prosperous, midsized town that had arisen on the banks of a large saltwater lake. Though the lake was too salty to hold any fish, the town did a reasonably good trade in the small briny shrimp that thrived in its waters, which were considered something of a regional delicacy. A number of small shops and grocers clustered near Whitelake’s center along its main market street.
“I’m going to find the watch,” said Mash as soon as they’d reached the center.
“We’ll come with you,” said Silt, and Tao and Kina nodded.
The watchhouse wasn’t hard to find; a handful of young men in chain mail vests and iron kettle hats were milling around its entrance, and many watched with curiosity as Tao’s wagon rattled up the road toward them.
“Hello,” said Mash once they were within speaking distance. The watchmen took in his armored bulk, some nervously fingering their sword hilts, but he raised his hands in a conciliatory gesture. “Pardon, sirs—I’m here to ask about some horse thieves that may have come through here not long ago? Headman Arnulf, down in Turtling, told me he’d heard something from his cousin about it. I’m searching for my daughter, who may have been taken by the same bandits.”
The watchmen relaxed. “Aye,” said one. “There were some ruffians here, and we showed them what’s what. Whitelake doesn’t tolerate lawlessness!” There were some approving nods and grunts at that. “They didn’t have any women or girls with them, though—how old’s your daughter?”
“She’s only four. She was taken months ago, east of the Saltpeaks, but we’ve been tracking the bastards since.”
Some of the watchmen shook their heads sympathetically.
“Well, it was a group of eight men,” added a young watchman. “Most of ’em took off on their horses when they realized Whitelake was too well defended, but the last was too drunk to ride, so we’ve just locked him up in one of the cells for now.”
“Can I speak with him?” asked Mash.
The watchman shrugged. “Don’t see why not. You’ll have to leave your weapons with us, though.”
Mash was perfectly willing to do so, and divested himself of all of his weapons then and there (the young watchmen looking rather impressed at the variety and quantity thereof), Silt doing the same with his dagger. This done, one of the watchmen directed the four of them into the watchhouse and down a set of stairs, where the basement contained two small cells barred with iron. One was empty and open, but the other held the slumped figure of a bald, bearded man in stained and dirty clothes.
But on his cheek was a long scar, white and jagged. Mash saw it, too.
“You,” he growled, launching himself toward the cell’s bars. The prisoner jolted; Tao almost pitied him for having to wake up to the sight of Mash at his most frightening. “You’re one of the Windmere raiders!”
The prisoner scrambled backward against the cell wall, as far away as he could from the door. “Who in the blazes are you?”
“I’m the father of the little girl you stole,” snarled Mash. “I’m an enemy you didn’t want to make.”
“Little girl? What little girl? Mother and Sons, man, you’re not making any sense—”
“Weren’t you the leader of the band that raided Windmere? A village out east, past the Saltpeaks—about six months ago?”
“Windmere…” The prisoner’s eyes squinted. “Oh, that little place near the river? Aye, we nabbed some nice horses there. But we didn’t take no little girls!”
Mash’s fingers were white as he gripped the cell bars. “Do you swear it?” he asked, his voice harsh and taut. “Do you swear on your life and on the Mother that you didn’t take my daughter?”
“I swear—all right?” The man spat off to the side of his cell. “We’re bandits, not monsters. Look, I don’t know what happened to your little girl. Maybe she got lost; maybe she had an accident. Maybe she fell into the river and drowned. Whatever it is, it’s nothing to do with us.”
“Wait,” Tao said suddenly. “Give me your hands.”
The scarred bandit looked at her. “Who in the blasted hells are you?”
“I’m a fortune teller. Give me your hands.”
“No! I don’t want any dark foreign magic put on me—keep her away from me—”
“Give. Her. Your. Hands,” growled Mash. His eyes were wild and dangerous. The man gulped and slowly and unwillingly raised his hands through the cell bars.
Tao grabbed them and stared down at the man’s palms. They were grimy: dark and smudged, with dirt and who-knew-what underneath his nails, but the lines were clear enough. Windmere, she thought, centering the idea of this village firmly in her mind. Windmere; horses; a raid. She focused, breathing deeply until her surroundings faded, and tried to find lines that stretched back into his past, that felt more like memories than futures. She saw:
A campfire, burning high.
Drunk, grinning men spilling from their winebags as they shouted and gestured.
Counting coins—their spoils. The whinnying of frightened horses somewhere near.
Tao blinked herself back into the present. There had been no little girl.
“He’s telling the truth,” she said. “They didn’t take her.”
Mash slammed one meaty hand against the cell bars, making them rattle, and swore loudly. “Then I’ve been chasing nothing all this time,” he said. “And we’re no closer to finding Leah than we were months ago.”
Silt put a hand on his shoulder, but he shrugged it off and said nothing more as he turned and exited up the stairs.



They walked in silence back to Laohu and the wagon, where Fidelitus was dozing atop the driving perch. Once there, Kina cleared her throat nervously. “Um,” she said. “So—what now? I mean, where will you go next? And Tao and I…Will we go with you?”
Everyone looked at Mash.
“I don’t know,” he said at last. “I have no other leads right now. I suppose we need to stay here for a night anyway, to resupply, but after that…maybe I’ll just go home to Anna. Keep looking for Leah closer to home.
“As for whether the rest of you want to go east through the Saltpeaks, too, after this…Well, I wouldn’t refuse the company. But you’ve your own lives, too, so I’ll understand if you’d like to part ways here.”
Silt scoffed. “As if I’d let you wander off into the mountains alone! Anna would have my head.”
“I wasn’t talking to you, you dolt,” said Mash. “I figured you’d be coming along; though I’d point out that of the two of us, you’re the one less likely to survive a bear attack.” Silt sniffed, but didn’t contradict this.
Mash looked at Tao, who hesitated. She ought to take the opportunity to strike out on her own again; to leave the men behind, and perhaps Kina, too. No more waiting around for them; no more conferring about the next destination, or pooling coin for supplies…but also no more conversations on the road. No more terrible poetry; no more sitting around a campfire passing around a tray of Kina’s scones. No more being a part of something. She swallowed hard.
“Well,” she said. “It’s been a while since I’ve told my fortunes in the east. I wouldn’t mind continuing to travel with you, at least for a time.”
“Oh, good,” said Kina, seeming much relieved. “I was afraid we’d be splitting up! But traveling east sounds like a fine plan to me, too; I’ve never been to the Saltpeaks, myself.”
Mash cleared his throat gruffly. “Well, then. Suppose it’s settled. We’ll stay here in Whitelake for a spell, and when we’re ready, we’ll head for the pass.” His jaw worked for a moment, and Tao thought he would say something else, too, but then he looked away, blinking.
“Right…Well, I suppose I’ll be off to buy some sugar, then,” said Kina, hopping off the wagon and nodding toward the market shops.
“I’ll join you!” said Silt, perking up.
“Oh…but I’m sure you have something more important to do.”
“Nonsense! What could be more important than assisting a lovely young baker in the pursuit of her art?” He grinned fatuously at her, back to his usual charming self.
Kina sighed but didn’t refuse him, and so the pair headed off toward the shops and Tao and Mash were left on their own. After fortifying themselves with a light meal from one of the market vendors (a salty stew, brimming with tiny shrimp and served with a hunk of crusty bread), they proceeded to drive the wagon out of the town center to set up Tao’s tent on the banks of the lake. They’d chosen a location some distance away from the wooden piers, as the area had seemed too crowded, but Tao made sure that her wagon was positioned such that the lettering on its side was well visible from town.
But business was slow that morning, and Tao and Mash found themselves idle for long stretches of time. She poured them both tea and they sat inside her tent sipping it together, Mash wrinkling his nose a little at the unfamiliar bitterness. He seemed to not want to talk about what they’d learned from the bandit, so Tao didn’t raise the subject. She was very good at not talking about things.
“What’s in there?” he said eventually, nodding at the wooden box on the table.
“Fortune stones. I brought them with me when I left Shinara.” She opened the box, lifting the hinged lid with its eight round depressions, to reveal an assortment of smooth, dark stones resting on a bed of velvet within.
“This set belonged to my father.” Tao was proud of how steady her voice was.
“It’s good that you have something to remember him by,” said Mash. His voice was rough, and he took another sip of tea as if to wet his throat. “What’re they for?”
“Many Shinn people have them—not that they’re all fortune tellers, of course, but it’s a bit like owning cards, or dice. Some families like to draw stones every winter solstice to tell them what the next year will hold.”
“You use them to read fortunes?” Mash picked up one stone, turning it over in his palm. A carved Shinn character looked up at him.
“Yes. I can read fortunes in most things, if I try hard enough—but tea leaves, palms, and fortune stones are the easiest for me.” Tao took the stone from Mash’s palm, turning it around and looking at it herself. “This one is xi—it means hope.”
Mash went silent again, and Tao placed the stone back within the box. She hesitated, but he asked no further questions, so she gently closed the box—but then she heard feminine voices growing nearer.
“Hello?” called a voice from outside the tent. “Tao, is that you?”
Tao and Mash ducked out to find two women standing before them: one with yellow hair and a familiar pointed chin, standing next to a shorter woman. Both wore the long brown robes and linen head-veils that marked them as sisters of the Mother.
“Esther!” said Tao in surprise to the blond woman. “It’s good to see you.” She looked well, something of the wary tension gone from her eyes—younger; happier.
“And you,” said Esther, smiling. “We had word this morning, up at the nunnery, that a fortune teller’s wagon had come to Whitelake. I thought it must be you! Tao, this is Sister Maeve.” The other woman, young with a heart-shaped face, ducked a quick curtsy.
“It’s a pleasure to meet you, miss. Esther’s told me all about how you helped her.” She shot a questioning look at Mash, unsure how much more to say.
“This is Mash,” said Tao quickly. “He’s one of my traveling companions.” The big man ducked a nod to the sisters, tugging deferentially at his forehead; they nodded back, slightly more at ease.
“I can’t thank you enough, Tao,” said Esther, looking earnestly at the fortune teller. “Your vision…It’s all come true, every word. I doubted it at first, but then I thought, well, what if she’s right? And I couldn’t bear to think that there was happiness for me out there, and I wouldn’t find it just for fear of leaving Havelin.
“I’ve only been at the nunnery a short while, but it’s wonderful.” Esther took Maeve’s hand in her own, and they smiled shyly at each other. “Just as you said it would be.”
“I am glad for you,” said Tao, smiling. “Truly.”
The two nuns took their leave soon after, extracting from Tao the promise to visit them up at the nunnery when she could. Tao and Mash watched the women walk away back toward the town.
“So it’s real, then,” said Mash slowly. “Your fortunes. They’re true.”
Tao faced him. Technically, Esther’s fortune had been a well-meaning deception, but it felt too complicated to explain that in this particular moment. She knew what Mash was truly asking, and why.
“Yes. I tell true fortunes.”
The sunlight glinted off the lake, white and blinding near its shores; a sudden brisk wind tugged at the folds of Tao’s cloak, making her feel exposed. The warrior rubbed a hand over his face.
“I wasn’t sure. I think, maybe, that I already believed you, but…”
He looked out at the disappearing figures of the nuns, then back at Tao, and lowered himself slowly, heavily down onto his stool.
“Can you tell me where she is, then? My Leah? Where you saw me finding her?” His voice was hoarse; it was as if the questions had been kept caged deep within him, but he was finally giving himself release to ask them. He groped for his cup of tea. There was a pause as Tao considered what to say.
“I’m afraid I don’t know when or where it’ll happen,” she said at last, seating herself again. “I only know that it will. Or that it might have, before I told you of it. Sometimes, when I tell a fortune, the recipient can do something to prevent it from coming true.” Or they do something to make it come true. She tried not to think about what that might mean. Whether she was reading the future, or in truth writing it, didn’t really matter, surely—as long as she told only small, unimportant fortunes.
“Small fortunes are wispy, delicate things—not like greater fortunes, whose lines are etched deeply and will not be moved for love or for money.”
She poured herself more tea and took a sip before continuing hesitantly.
“All I can tell you from what I saw is that your daughter is somewhere out there—somewhere in Eshtera, alive and well—and that you could find her, sometime not too long in the future, for in my vision you didn’t look much older than you do now.”
Mash stayed quiet for a few moments mulling this over. He lifted his cup and drained the tea in one gulp.
“I should have been there,” he said into his cup. “I should have been home—at the farm with Anna and Leah—instead of watching the exits for Silt’s blasted windowbreaking in another city. I should have protected what I already had, instead of scrabbling for more coin. It’s my fault that Leah’s gone. And now the only clue I had is worthless, and I don’t know where to look next.”
“I’m sorry,” said Tao, and she meant it. The grizzled veteran was a good man, underneath all his weapons and leather and scowling. A good husband, and a good father, too, if Tao could be any judge. “I know what I’ve told you isn’t enough.”
But Mash just nodded, tired and sad and hopeful, all at once.
“It’s enough,” he said to her. “It’ll have to be.”
Tao looked at him and thought of her own Baba. She remembered her father’s face as it had been once, smiling down at a little black-haired girl with questioning eyes. She wished that she could do more.
She suddenly remembered the potion that she’d been given back in Shellport’s market. Tao felt for it in her belt pouch and found the vial still there. When you’re in need of some luck, the witch had said.
“Here,” she said, taking out the vial and holding it toward Mash. “A witch traded this to me. It’s a luck potion. I don’t know how powerful it is, but…trying won’t do any harm? I’m fairly sure it’s not poison, anyway.”
Mash, surprised, took it from her. It looked miniature in the center of his palm. “A luck potion, eh? Those can be pricey; some of the captains used to buy them before a big battle. You sure you don’t want to save it for yourself?”
“No,” said Tao, surprised at her sureness. “You take it. I’ve had luck enough, recently.”
Mash looked at the vial. “Thank you,” he said, his voice rougher than usual. “Worth a try. I’ll save it for another day—for when it feels like I’m closer, or like it might make a difference.” He gave Tao a gruff smile. She smiled back.



They stayed just two days in Whitelake. It was long enough for Tao to make some coin telling fortunes and for Kina to replenish her supplies, although the baker’s spirits were dimmed somewhat by the locals’ reception to her goods.
“A traveling baker?” One well-dressed woman sniffed haughtily over Kina’s trays of tarts. “What silliness! Why would anyone want to be a traveling baker? Why, Whitelake already has three of our own bakers, with proper shops. I can’t imagine anything made out of the back of a donkeywagon would taste very good.”
“Laohu is a mule,” Tao said hotly. “And Kina’s cakes are delicious.”
Kina, whose smile had wilted under the woman’s judgment, shot her a grateful look, but the other woman simply harrumphed and walked away. Still, many of the town’s children—who perhaps were less concerned with how sweets looked, so long as they tasted good—came by to buy Kina’s goods, and they must have spread the word, for by the third day, the baker had sold out of her trays by midafternoon, and she carried herself a little straighter as she swept the flour and ashes from her oven.
Mash and Silt, too, managed to find some work chopping wood and washing dishes for one of the local inns. The journey back through the Saltpeaks would be long, and many supplies would be needed—so amassing more coin in Whitelake was a necessary precaution before they made their way east, back toward Mash’s farm to continue the search for Leah anew.
Eventually, all agreed that their purses were full enough for the time being, so once more they loaded Tao’s wagon and moved on. They headed northeast, toward the mountain towns that lay at the base of the mighty Saltpeaks, and the great white lake disappeared behind them.
As he walked alongside the wagon, Silt rolled a silver penny back and forth across his knuckles, and Kina tilted her head to watch.
“Silt, can I ask you something?” she said tentatively.
Silt looked delighted by her attention. “Anything!”
“So…you’re a thief—”
“Former thief,” he corrected. Mash snorted derisively.
“Right. Sorry. But…then what else are you? Or what do you want to be, anyway?”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean”—Kina hesitated, searching for the right words—“not being something is not quite the same thing as being something, is it? So besides thieving, and small jobs here and there, what do you plan to do for coin? For fulfillment? What’s your—your true purpose, I suppose?”
The penny paused its merry jig. “I’m…an adventurer! Deeds done, buckles swashed, and so on. I go where the wind takes me. Of course, right now, finding Leah is our main quest.”
“Yes, I see,” said Kina, doubtful. “But what will you do after you’ve found her?”
Silt grinned again, quick as a wink, and flipped his coin into the air. “I’ll go find other lost daughters, of course! Maybe some especially rich and pretty ones—princesses and the like. They’re always getting lost or kidnapped by dragons and such, aren’t they? And having found one lost daughter already, I’ll be well qualified for the task. Best daughter-finder in the kingdom, eh?”
“And what makes you think they’d rather be found by you than stay locked up in a tower?” said Mash. Tao was glad to see that some of his humor had returned.
Kina smiled, but Tao could tell that Silt’s answer hadn’t quite satisfied her.
“But Silt, if you’re so adamant about not being a thief anymore,” the baker said, “why did you become one in the first place?”
Silt’s jaunty gait slowed just the tiniest bit, and Tao saw his smile fade—but then it was back, bright and sunny, and he said, “Well, who am I to deny my Mother-given gifts? It would have been a shame not to put such talent to use, I think. Mash, what about you? Why did you become a mercenary?”
His deflection did not go unnoticed; Kina’s gaze lingered on Silt, her eyes narrow and considering, and she opened her mouth—but she had no time to press him further, for that was when they heard a man’s voice, faint but growing stronger, calling out from behind the wagon.
“Hallo! Hallo, there!”
“There’s a man on a horse following us,” said Kina, craning her neck to look behind.
“Blast it, Silt, what’ve you stolen this time?” growled Mash.
“He doesn’t look much like a watchman,” said Tao doubtfully.
He looked more like a scholar, or a priest; the rider was a tall young man with a beardless face. Orange robes flapped in the wind as he jounced inelegantly toward them on his horse.
“Wait, please,” he called out to them breathlessly, and Tao let Laohu plod to a stop as the man approached. “Stop, I mean, whoa there—whoa, Nutmeg, whoa!” He pulled ineffectively at his reins. His mount, a handsome bay, tossed its head in annoyance but trotted to a halt beside Tao’s wagon.
“May we help you?” asked Tao guardedly.
“I’ve been following the lot of you since Shellport,” said the man, scratching his neck furiously. “Went the wrong way after Culic; the trail was weak—I’d guessed you would travel on along the coast, and I had to double back—gah, excuse me—but I’ve caught up with you at last!” He bent awkwardly, scratching at a leg underneath his orange robes.
“Why were you following us?” growled Mash, stepping forward and putting one hand menacingly on his mace. Fidelitus hissed from his spot on Kina’s lap.
The stranger looked alarmed. “Oh dear, no, nothing untoward,” he said hastily, still fidgeting within his robes. “That is—I’m a magefinder. I’ve been following a signal coming from your party—from her, it seems.” He nodded toward Tao, who tensed.
“There’s been a trail of magic all through the west; steady flares, like breadcrumbs. I traced it back to you. Here, this is my writ—I work for the Guild of Mages.” He puffed out his skinny chest importantly, seeming not to notice that Tao and Mash had stiffened immediately. He pulled out a beribboned scroll from a satchel at his waist, which he handed over to Mash for inspection. No, thought Tao. No, no, no.
As the warrior unrolled it, Tao said, with forced casualness, “There’s no mage here; I’m just a fortune teller, sir. Small fortunes—trivial things. Amusements for villagers.” Her heart beat furiously in her chest, and she hoped that the others—especially the magefinder—could not hear it.
“Perhaps you’re not a proper mage yet, but there’s certainly some strong magic here,” said the magefinder, scratching energetically again at his neck, which was looking quite red.
“You also have the greater vision, maybe? A Seer? Or I wouldn’t be so blasted itchy—do excuse me—I assure you, I’ve been magefinding for quite a few years now, and I know my business.”
“Lice, is it?” asked Silt, eyeing him. Mash handed the scroll back to the magefinder gingerly, holding it by two fingers.
“No, no, it’s just a reaction,” said the young man, shifting unhappily in his saddle. “I’ve a little magic of my own—just a knack, really—that draws me to other sources of power. That’s why they made me a magefinder! But when I’m in the presence of it, it makes me itchy. An allergy of sorts…And that cat you’ve got doesn’t help.”
“Fidelitus?” asked Kina defensively. “What’s he got to do with anything?”
“I’m allergic to cats, too,” said the young man miserably. “All cats are slightly magical, don’t you know? It’s why they’re so smug all the time. But never mind that— Look, miss, I can feel your magic even now; I can tell that it’s strong. It’s definitely you I’ve been tracking.”
“You are mistaken,” said Tao, her voice taut. Stop talking. Go away.
“I’m not,” insisted the magefinder. “Just take this, will you?” He rummaged in his satchel again, coming up with a red cloth packet sewn shut with golden thread. Embroidered twin lions, rampant—the royal crest of Eshtera’s monarchy—were visible upon it, as were the interlocked circles of the Guild.
“By the power vested in me by the Crown of Eshtera and Queen Lisbet the Second, et cetera et cetera, you are hereby summoned to appear before the Royal Guild of Mages in the capital city of Margrave, where you shall be evaluated for accelerated admission to the Guild, and, if worthy, given a position of honor in service to the Crown. Congratulations.”
He thrust the packet out at Tao, who managed—just barely—to not recoil from it.
“No,” she said. “Thank you, but no.”
“But…” the magefinder boggled at her. “You’d be given a title, and servants, and—and a large stipend! It’s a great honor—hundreds of applicants try and fail to join the Guild each year!”
“I’m not interested.”
“Are you sure?” said Kina uncertainly, looking at Tao. “I’ve never heard of someone turning down the Guild before…Can you refuse?”
“It does sound pretty grand,” added Silt. “I saw a Guild mage up close once in Asherin. He was stationed with the army there. He looked a proper lord; all dressed in silver thread and the like. Granted, his eyes always went a little funny when he was casting something, but…well, everyone bowed to him, anyway.”
Mash said nothing, but Tao felt his eyes on her.
“I’m just a fortune teller,” said Tao shortly, “a storyteller for children and lovesick girls. I’m sorry you’ve wasted your time. Good day.” And she snapped the reins at Laohu, who gave a snort and began to clomp forward yet again.
She didn’t look behind her as the wagon began to roll, but after a moment heard Mash’s and Silt’s footsteps as they followed. The four of them left behind the dumbfounded young magefinder, who clutched the red packet as he watched them disappear.
“I’ll have to tell the Guild that you refused, you know!” the magefinder shouted at their retreating backs. “They may not take it well!”
Tao didn’t respond, trying to ignore the heavy pit in her stomach. The others exchanged uneasy glances; no Eshteran wanted to make an enemy of the Guild. Yes, all Guild members were bound by the laws enacted after the Mage Wars; yes, they served the Crown, and ostensibly the good of all Eshterans—all reasons for the respect and stature they were afforded. But one could still respect something from a safe distance, and there was a great deal of difference between being proud of Eshtera’s most valuable weapons and wanting to invite them to your dinner table.
Tao had wondered when this day would come—when all of her caution, her careful avoidance, wouldn’t be enough, and her magic would at last draw the attention of the Guild and all that came with it. And now that it had, she wasn’t sure she could escape it, for surely this magefinder of theirs could track her down again—at least, as long as she continued to tell her fortunes. Maybe she could stop—she had enough coin in her purse to lie low for some time—but who would she be then? No longer a teller of small fortunes. No longer useful to anyone. Just a young woman in a wagon, traveling between places she could never belong.



Tao was even quieter than usual as the party journeyed on toward the mountain pass. When the sun fell behind the hills, they chose a wooded spot by the nearby stream to set up camp. Silt and Kina went to gather wood for a fire; Mash and Tao, staying behind, worked together to unharness the mule and see to his feed. Tao was tense as she worked, waiting for the ambush to fall. Sure enough, as soon as they were alone, Mash spoke.
“Your fortune-telling…You do have the greater vision, don’t you? You just choose not to use it.”
Tao said nothing, rubbing down Laohu’s hide with a coarse brush as the mule nickered softly in appreciation.
“That magefinder said you have strong magic. Called you a Seer. That’s a kind of mage, isn’t it?”
She moved on to brushing the mule’s mane with forceful strokes, keeping her breaths slow and even.
“And you saw that I’ll find my daughter. That’s no trivial fortune, even if it had seemed so to you at the time.”
“What do you want me to say?” said Tao. She put away the brush and leaned her forehead against Laohu’s side; the warm solidity of the mule was comforting. “Why are you asking all these questions? The answers won’t change anything.”
The big man regarded her a moment before shrugging. He thumped himself down on a fallen log. “They won’t. I’ll go on searching for Leah, and you’ll go on telling your fortunes. I certainly won’t be forcing you to go with that lice-ridden magefinder to Margrave, in any case. I don’t have much love for Guild mages, myself.”
“Haven’t you fought alongside them before?”
“Aye. That’s why.” He unlaced his boots, loosening them around his feet and stretching his legs. “The mage hired out to our troop—he’d cast spells that made us fight like madmen. Made us brave; made us not feel any pain; made us invincible. Except we weren’t, and when the battle was over and the magic passed, half our men fell down where they stood and never got back up again. But we’d won, and killed far more of them than they killed us, so that was all right. Acceptable casualties, they called it.”
“But that’s horrible,” whispered Tao.
“That’s war,” said Mash. “And not even a proper war really, just one of Eshtera’s southern allies trying to shore up its desert borders against a neighbor. A little squabble. We fought a few campaigns for a year or two, and then the two princes made nice by marrying a sister off to a cousin, or some such, and it was like nothing had ever happened. All one happy family. Those who were still alive got paid and went home.” There was a moment of silence and Tao tried to think of what to say, but then Mash seemed to shake himself out of his thoughts. He looked back up at her.
“Anyway, point is—back during that campaign, we saw some bad things. Things what made it hard to sleep, even when it was quiet again, you know? But the men—we’d talk to each other about it afterward. Share the load. And it made it a little easier. Easier to carry the weight, easier to go on fighting.
“The four of us here, we’re no mercenary troop, that’s for sure—but we are something. And so if there’s anything you ever wanted to talk about, with your fortunes and your magic and the Guild,” said Mash, “well, I reckon we could help carry the load.”
It was more words than Tao had ever heard from him at once. She looked at him, the huge warrior with a bearded face weathered by sun and hard years, sitting upon his log and regarding her with something a lot like sympathy. Her throat closed up; she felt a hot prickling behind her eyes.
“Thank you,” she said.



Later, the four of them sat around a blazing fire, eating a brace of hares that Silt had caught. Kina had helped to clean and skewer them to roast; Fidelitus had disappeared into the woods, presumably to hunt for his own dinner. As Silt passed around a flask of mead, Tao cleared her throat.
“I have been dishonest with you,” she said, in the direction of the ground between her feet. “But I think that I should not be.”
Mash looked up from his skewer.
“Oh?” said Silt, eyebrows raised.
Tao took a deep breath. “I’ve told you that I can only tell small fortunes. I lied.”
“So the magefinder was right,” said Silt with a snap of his fingers. “I knew it.”
“Why?” asked Kina. “I mean—Tao, why not use this greater vision, if you have it? Why only tell small and unimportant fortunes?”
“Small fortunes are safer,” said Tao. “And they may even do some good— If I tell a man he might break a finger at the anvil, he could take greater care and maybe avoid it. Or if I tell a farmer that I see a hard frost coming, he can bring his herd in and save a goat or two.
“But the things I’d see with the greater vision—those can’t be altered. All they can do is make you feel powerless to know what will come, and they’re never worth the cost. The one time I used it…”
“You’ve seen great visions before?” said Mash.
Tao stubbed her toe at a branch on the ground, scuffing it against the dirt and the leaves. The lines it left looked like palm lines, and she kicked at it again, erasing them from view. She took a breath and readied herself to rip off the scabs of her memory that she’d so carefully cultivated.
“Just once,” she said. “I was seven. I didn’t mean to see it; I wasn’t prepared, and didn’t even really know I had the greater vision, then. But I saw my father dying.”
Baba, his face tense and harsh behind his helm, shouting to soldiers.
Baba, pointing his dao and charging forward on his horse. A soldier’s qiang flashing and stabbing. His horse, rearing, eyes mad; Baba, being pulled out of the saddle by rough hands.
Baba in the mud. Feet stomping, trampling. An enemy. Baba scrabbling, unable to rise. And then—the sharp point of a qiang stabbing down at him, once, twice, a thousand times.
Bleeding in the mud. Bodies, men in armor, fighting, chaos.
Baba, his eyes closing.
Baba, alone and still.
“I told him,” she said, voice uneven as she remembered, but wished she didn’t. “There was a raid that his unit was meant to lead, on a rebel camp two days south. But I told him and my mother what I had seen. I begged him not to go.” Please, Baba!
“But he went anyway?” asked Kina. Her voice was hushed; crickets chirped loudly among the bushes, and the scent of fragrant grass mingled with the smoke from their fire.
“No,” said Tao. “No, he believed me, even though I was just a scared little girl. He stayed home when his unit went to battle, though it shamed him in the eyes of his soldiers. But the raid failed, and many rebels escaped. They fled north, and instead came to Lianghe. My hometown.”
She remembered the terror of that night. The shouting in the alleys, the panic, men running with torches, the way her mother—back when she’d still been her mother—had held her arm so tightly that it had hurt.
“They attacked, and my father wouldn’t stay home any longer. He couldn’t abandon his duty, he said. So he rode out with the guard to defend the city, and he died outside its walls. Just as I had seen.”
“Oh, Tao,” said Kina. She moved to sit beside her.
Silt, wordless for once, offered Tao his flask of mead. She shook her head. The ground blurred slightly in her vision, suddenly seen through a watery lens.
“It wasn’t your fault. You were just a little girl.” Mash’s voice was gentle.
“Yes,” said Tao. “Yes, I know.” Did she? A little girl with the greater vision of a Seer, and without the sense not to use it. “But sometimes I wonder—if I hadn’t seen what I had seen, if I hadn’t told him, and if he had gone on that raid instead of staying in Lianghe—” Her voice cracked. “I wonder—might he have lived?”
“You said yourself; greater visions can’t be altered,” said Kina softly. “His fate was already written when you saw what you did.”
“But what if…” Tao spoke in a whisper now, giving voice to the terrible, secret fear lurking in her heart—the poisonous, murmuring guilt that she had never managed to silence. Not since her mother had asked her the question so many years ago. “What if it was my seeing that made it true?”
I don’t know, she had cried out. She and her mother had been alone in their home—so empty-feeling without Baba’s voice, his solidity, his laughter—as they prepared for his funeral. Her mother, Shi-Wen, had held her hands tightly as she asked Tao the question that she could not answer. Ama, I don’t know—I’m sorry—I don’t know. And a terrible noise had come from deep within her mother, and her eyes had shuttered as she let go of Tao’s hands and turned away, and nothing had ever been the same. It was that same day that her mother had stopped wearing her ji.
What are you doing, Ama? Why are you taking out your ji?
We do not wear ji when we are in mourning.
And she had never stopped mourning, it seemed.
Tao hadn’t known this—not then. When she was a child, all she knew of the ji was that every woman in the village, young and old, wore one in their hair. Some were of bamboo, some of bone or tortoiseshell or silver, but each family had their own treasured designs. And when a girl turned fifteen, there was a ceremony where her child’s braids would be undone, her hair coiled into a woman’s bun, and her mother would gift her a ji of her own. Tao had so looked forward to her own ji ceremony.
But now, Kina took Tao’s hand in her own and squeezed it hard, bringing her out of her memories and into the present. Something in the silence around the fire was warm and soft, and none spoke. That small, unasked-for kindness was Tao’s undoing. A dismissive word or a shrug, she could have easily accepted, reassembling her armor and moving on. But this circle of sympathy—their open faces, their quiet listening—for this, Tao had prepared no defense.
And so her shoulders shuddered, and Tao raised her hands to her face, and she wept as she had not wept for a very, very long time—not since she’d boarded the ship from Shinara beside a woman who had once been her mother, and sailed off toward a strange and foreign land. Along with her tears she felt a great heaviness rush out like the tide, leaving only a shell behind. Tao let the grief flow, undammed, as fresh a pain as if she were seven again.
It hurt—oh, how it hurt—but it was a freeing kind of pain, for when it passed, it returned only as a dull, aching warmth, and her breaths came easier.
Dimly, Tao felt Kina’s arms around her shoulders and the firelight upon the backs of her fingers. The light of the moon shone down on their little camp by the stream, and all was still.



EIGHT


Their party rose in the morning as if all was the same, but something subtle had changed among them. Tao could feel it in the quiet, comfortable routine of their camp as she tended to the pot of boiling water, readying to brew tea. Or perhaps it was only her own perception that had changed and lightened; she had not known quite how heavy her secret had grown until the weight had been lifted.
Kina hovered over the campfire baking something vaguely resembling biscuits; when the baker leaned over and offered her one slathered in lemon marmalade, Tao accepted it with a tentative smile and took a bite. The biscuit—really more like a cake, and far more decadent than should have been possible in these crude outdoor surroundings—was wonderfully soft and fluffy despite its appearance, and she let herself close her eyes and sink into its buttery warmth.
“This is delicious,” she said, and Kina looked very pleased with herself.
“It is, isn’t it?”
Then she felt a soft nudging from below. “Mrao,” said Fidelitus plaintively, staring at the biscuit in her hands. He headbutted her leg again, more insistently.
“Yes, yes, all right,” she said, breaking off a small chunk and offering it to the cat. He gave a haughty sniff but accepted it delicately between his teeth before absconding with it to the wagon. “You’re turning into a soft spoiled housecat, you are.” Kina laughed indulgently as she gathered up the rest of the biscuits and took them over to the wagon to begin loading her things.
Mash was seated a distance away on a large rock beside the stream. Holding his axe out in front of him, he shaved his chin carefully with a small dagger, using the axe blade as a mirror. It was rather like watching a bear trim its nails.
This left Tao and Silt remaining by the fire. Silt, halfway through rearranging his pack, eyed Fidelitus as the cat sauntered by and muttered something about fleas and feral beasts. Tao regarded him fondly; something about the dark-haired thief reminded her, in a way, of the stories her father used to tell—tales of the mischievous Monkey Prince, who was hero and scoundrel both in Shinn legend.
“Silt. You’ve been helping Mash search for his daughter for, what, half a year now?” Tao kept her voice quiet so that Mash wouldn’t hear.
Silt paused, looked at her. “About that long, aye. Why?”
She shrugged, still picking at the remains of her biscuit. “Just wondering. It’s a long time to have upended your life, all to help a friend.”
“I suppose so. Wasn’t much of a life to upend, in any case— Traveling around with Mash looking for bandits isn’t much different than wandering around with him in search of the next job. And he’s not just a friend.” Silt resumed packing, wrinkling his nose with distaste at the remnants of the dried fish he found. “I meant it when I said he’s like a brother to me. At least—what I think a brother is supposed to be like.”
“No real brothers, then?”
He shook his head. “Not much in the way of family, unless you count the butcher who would pretend not to see when I swiped a few sausages from his counter.”
“Your parents—did they…?”
“My father was a sailor—whether merchant or pirate, I don’t know; his ship pulled into Peshmar for half a week, and my mam never saw him again, though she went down to the docks every other day for a year to look. He probably never even learned I existed.
“And my mam…” Silt’s jaw worked. “She had a hard hand dealt to her; I can see that now. But ten-year-old boys eat a lot of food, and food costs coin. Coin she didn’t have. And she wasn’t any good at hiding her resentment of that fact. So I left as soon as I thought I could survive on my own, and she didn’t try to stop me.”
“So we’re both runaways, then,” said Tao after a moment. Silt quirked a half smile at her.
“I suppose so. Guess Mash has a habit of taking in strays. He was the first person I learned I could rely on, besides myself. I needed him more than he needed me. He could have demanded all of my coin for saving my life and I’d still have called it a bargain, but he only ever took his cut, and called it fair. Trusted me more than I deserved. Made me want to earn that trust.” Silt cleared his throat and looked down, embarrassed.
Again, Tao thought of the Monkey Prince, who had only really transformed from reckless troublemaker to hero when bound by the nobler intentions of his companions. “An honest thief,” she said, softly teasing. But Silt didn’t laugh.
“I tried to be other things, you know,” he said quietly. “After I left home. Asked a smith back in Peshmar if he’d teach me, but I couldn’t afford the apprentice fee. Worked for some fishermen for a little while to save up, but then they shorted me on my pay and dumped me in the canals when I had the nerve to ask for what I was owed. I fell in with some of the street gangs then, and, well…it was nice to have something like a family, for a time. Even if I knew they were only using me.
“The thieving was only supposed to be a temporary thing. Until I had enough coin to make something of myself.” Silt fiddled with the straps of his pack and gave a short, humorless laugh. “Guess that never happened, eh?”
“It’s not too late,” said Tao. “And you are something. Mash relies on you as his partner; he needs your help to find the bandits and get Leah back.”
“Mm.” Silt pressed his lips together, seeming like he wanted to say something more. Tao looked at him expectantly. With uncharacteristic hesitance and a lowered voice, he finally said, “Your greater vision—I know it’d be a hard thing to ask of you, and maybe dangerous, but…could you use it to help find her?”
She was not surprised by the question; after all, hadn’t she mulled over the same, standing with Mash back at the shrine of the Silent Daughter? But she shook her head. “I don’t think I could. I can’t always choose what I’ll see, and I didn’t get the sense that any of his grand visions would show me what we’d need to know to find her. And I’m afraid…Silt, I’m afraid that if I used it, it’d just show me something awful, like how he’ll die.”
Silt only nodded, resigned. “I thought as much. I’m sure you would have tried if you thought it might work.” Would she? Tao swallowed, unsure what she’d done to earn such faith. She still didn’t know the answer. “Just thought I’d ask. And, well, you’re right that being Mash’s friend is the one good thing I’ve managed to do with my life so far. It’s partly my fault that Leah’s missing. If it hadn’t been for me keeping him away from home to run a job, he would’ve been home at the farm with her. I owe him.” But he shook his head as if to clear it and gave her a quick smile, conveying a gratitude that Tao felt she hadn’t quite earned.
“Oh, and one other thing.” Silt lowered his voice conspiratorially, and Tao had to lean in close to hear him. “Do you think you could put in a good word for me with Kina?”
Tao blinked at him in bemusement. “A good word?”
He shifted awkwardly from foot to foot as he squatted beside his pack. “You know. Talk me up to her. So she’ll like me better?”
“Can’t you just talk to her yourself? She’s with us all the time.”
“What would I say?”
“I don’t know; you could just ask her about her life—or tell her about yourself! Everything you just told me, for starters; didn’t she ask you earlier about how you became a thief?”
Silt scoffed. “Right, because ladies love penniless wastrels with criminal histories.”
“Well…”
“I just thought, since you’re another girl”—Silt huffed a little, rocking back on his heels—“girls talk about these things with each other, don’t they?”
“I wouldn’t know,” said Tao honestly. “I didn’t really have any friends in Margrave, girls or otherwise. And back in Lianghe, we were all too busy climbing trees and playing games to care about boys yet. I suppose I could try to talk to her, but I’d probably muck it up. I really think you should just say something to her yourself.”
“But that’s so much harder.” His voice was nearly a whine.
“Haven’t you courted other women before? What about…Peony, was it?”
“That was different!” Silt hesitated. “I like Kina. It’s not just that she’s pretty—all right, maybe at first it was—but she’s so…genuine, you know? She’s open; she’s not afraid to try things, and be seen trying, even if she fails sometimes. She’s kind, too! And I just think that, well, she’s the sort of woman I ought to want to be with. Does that make any sense?”
“Um,” said Tao. “Maybe?” Silt looked like a lost puppy, and she wanted to help him, but she also felt uncomfortable at the idea of having any responsibility whatsoever for his romantic pursuit of Kina.
He sighed heavily, perhaps accepting that Tao was neither willing nor able to court Kina on his behalf. “Well, thanks anyway, I suppose.”
He stood up again, stretched with a theatrical groan, and raised his voice to call out to a still-shaving Mash. “Decided to make yourself prettier? Afraid it might be a bit late for that, old friend.”
“Itchy,” growled Mash. Somehow, he looked even more fearsome without the beard; shaven, his greying stubble only highlighted the scowling contours of his face.
It occurred to Tao, looking at the mercenary, that they had not yet encountered a single brigand on the road. She would have expected at least a few brushes with danger, particularly on the emptier stretches of the road heading inland from Culic, but their party had traveled entirely unmolested thus far. When she had been traveling alone, she was always wary of the quieter routes, and had grown accustomed to keeping a second purse with a small amount of coin on her person to serve as a decoy. She wondered if any highwaymen or Greenkin lurking in the woods had simply taken one glance at Mash and his mace and decided to wait for easier prey.
In any case, she was clearly not the only one impressed by Mash’s imposing appearance; later that day, as they rolled through hills that slowly became too tall and rocky to still be called hills, they were hailed by a man and woman with a beet-laden donkey cart standing on the side of the road.
“Oh, thank the Mother,” said the beet farmer with relief, spotting Mash in his leather armor. “A warrior! Sir, please, could you help us? There’s a troll at the bridge ahead!” He was a reedy-looking man in a straw hat while his wife was short and rotund. In fact, with the woman’s face flushed quite red in the cold, she looked rather like one of the beets in their cart, Tao thought, then immediately felt guilty for the comparison.
“A troll,” repeated Mash grimly, hefting his mace out of its belt loop. “Did it attack you? Threaten violence; seize your goods?”
“Eh? No, of course not. It’s worse than that,” said the farmer. “It went and philosophized at us!”
There was a beat of silence while they wondered if they’d misheard him.
“I’m sorry?” said Silt.
“It wouldn’t let us pass!” wailed the farmer’s wife, clutching his arm more tightly. “It just kept going on about determinism, and the futility of it all, or some suchlike. And that bridge is the only way to Craghorn! We need to get these beets to market!”
Mash looked back at Tao, who shrugged. “Don’t look at me; I’ve never met a troll before.” Silt and Kina professed their ignorance as well.
“We’ll go take a look,” Mash said to the farmer and his wife. “You stay here for now; we’ll come back for you once it’s safe.”
Trolls were rare in Eshtera. Unlike gnomes, they were solitary creatures and tended to make their homes in out-of-the-way pockets of wilderness, of which western Eshtera—relatively sparse and undeveloped compared to the wealthy east—had many. Tao knew little of trolls except that they were large, powerful, and could be dangerous if provoked.
They traveled on through the pass in a state of high alertness. Not an hour had gone by before the river and its bridge appeared before them, blocking the way to the proud Saltpeaks, which towered in the distance.
The bridge was a humble thing, barely two wagons’ width and hewn in rough stone. It looked as if it had been standing there for a very long time. It was also the only way they could see to cross the wide, white-flecked river; the water rushed below with a dull roar, and not even a strong swimmer would have dared to try its currents.
“I don’t see any troll,” said Kina doubtfully, craning her neck from the driver’s perch.
But there was something on the bridge. From where they halted about twenty paces away, they could see what appeared to be a large rock pile, stacked to the height of their wagon, spilled across the center of the bridge. The boulders looked similar in color to the grey foundation beneath, but were irregular in size and shape.
Mash pulled out his mace and held it ready as they approached the bridge, scanning the rocks for any activity; Silt drew his dagger as well.
“Troll,” the ex-mercenary shouted. “Show yourself!”
For a moment there was only the sound of Mash’s voice, echoes reverberating against the peaks of the mountain pass. Then—suddenly—the bridge moved.
“Oh shit,” said Silt, looking up. Fidelitus yowled his alarm and dived behind the curtains, into the wagon.
For what they had thought was a mound of rock had bent over itself and risen slowly into the air before them.
“What Do You Want?” said the top half of the rock mound. The voice was ponderous and gravelly; each word groaned out like the shifting of the earth, and Tao felt it vibrating deep in her bones.
They could perceive now, towering above their party, the figure of the troll, sitting upright. Its head was the size of a wagon wheel, craggy and misshapen. Eyes, small and dark like obsidian, gleamed back at them from deep-set crevices; which fissure served as a mouth was unclear. The rest of its body, apparently supine, was a mountainous course of rocky edges, blocking the way across the bridge for any travelers lacking climbing spikes (and possessing, perhaps, any instinct of self-preservation). Tao now understood the farmer’s and his wife’s fear; it was difficult to look upon such granite immensity and not consider that even the smallest part of the troll’s hand could easily smash a grown man to a pulp.
“We seek passage across the bridge,” shouted Mash, leaning back to look up at the troll and brandishing his mace bravely. “For ourselves, and for all others who travel this road!”
The troll focused its glimmering eyes on the warrior, who looked tiny before him.
“You Don’t Have To Shout,” it said.
“Ah,” said Mash, lowering his voice and his mace slightly. “Er…apologies, troll. Will you move, and let us pass over the bridge?”
The troll considered him, eyes unblinking.
“No,” it thundered eventually.
“…Why?”
“There Is No Point. Progress Is An Illusion. You Are Better Off Staying Very Still, Like Me.”
Mash looked back at the others, bewildered and at a loss.
“Excuse me, uh, sir troll,” piped up Kina from the front of the wagon. “But we’d really rather cross the bridge, as we’re trying to get to Craghorn before sundown. Can we offer you a toll? Silver, or perhaps some baked goods? Or Tao could read your fortune?”
Tao nudged the baker sharply in protest. “Don’t volunteer me,” she hissed. “I don’t know if I can read a troll’s fortune! Do they even have palms?”
The troll peered down at their wagon, examining the lettering on the side. Laohu’s eyes rolled in fear and he stepped nervously, but Tao lay a calming hand on his rump, though her own heart was pounding as well.
“Teller Of Small Fortunes. You Can See The Future?” the troll rumbled slowly.
“Ye-es?” said Tao uncertainly.
“How Terrible For You. To See The Strings Upon Which We Dance. To Understand Fully That All Paths Are Predetermined, And Choice Does Not Exist.”
Tao opened her mouth and shut it again.
“Maybe we should just…go the long way round,” said Silt. “Or build another bridge. It’ll only take, what, a few years or so?”
“…Shall I try something?” Kina whispered. The party shrugged back at her, and she visibly steeled herself as she looked back up at the troll. She stood up, wobbling slightly beside Tao, and cleared her throat.
“Firstly,” she said to the troll, hands on hips and voice wavering only a little, “you’re being quite rude, sir.”
Her words hung in the air as humans and troll alike processed them. When there was no response, Kina continued, her voice gaining in strength:
“And secondly, what’s a great big troll like you doing anyway, lying about on bridges? Shouldn’t you be off in a cave somewhere, stealing cows and terrorizing knights?”
(“Actually, I think bridges are fairly traditional, for trolls—”)
(“Shh, Silt!”)
The troll shifted slightly. “I Was Cursed By A Mage. He Opened My Eyes To The Meaninglessness Of My Futile Existence. I Wandered Here And Lay Down To Ponder It. But Little Humans Like You Keep Bothering Me.”
“Well,” said Kina, exasperated. “What is it you want, then?”
“I Want Purpose. I Want Freedom. But You Cannot Give Me That. For You Have None, Either.”
“Excuse you, but I do have a purpose,” snapped Kina. “I’m a baker.”
“Are You A Master Baker? The Best In The Kingdom? Do Aspiring Apprentices Journey Far And Wide To Learn The Ways Of Flour At Your Feet?”
“…Well, no, I’m still a junior baker, but—” Kina began to sound uncertain again.
“Do Your Creations Bring Tears Of Joy To Their Consumers? Have They Inspired Art? Have They Changed Lives?”
“—I don’t…they’re not—I mean, my jams—” She looked at the others in appeal.
“So Then,” said the troll. Somehow, its ponderous, bone-aching voice sounded smug. “What Is The Purpose Of You, Little Baker?”
It was, perhaps, the condescension that at last tipped Kina over the edge. “I bake things!” she exploded, jumping to her feet from the driver’s bench. “And I sell them, and I make new recipes. And all right, maybe they’re not the prettiest pastries in the kingdom, but people like them anyway! And I don’t give a rat’s ass whether or not that’s worthy enough a purpose for the likes of you. I am more than just what I do; I am a person, and I am alive, and that is purpose enough. And as for freedom, look at me on this wagon, weeks away from home—I’m seeing the world and meeting new people, aren’t I, and it’s because I chose to leave, fortune or no fortune.”
The troll blinked down at her—two sheets of rock, grinding and splitting with excruciating slowness. It seemed confused. “Your Unaesthetic Baked Goods And Your Holiday Are But Fleeting Motes Of Dust Fallen On An Uncaring World. Your Small Life Will Pass, Unremembered. Why Bother?”
Kina flung her arms out, gesturing at everything around her. Her eyes were ablaze and her chin was high; Tao had never seen her so vehement, nor so radiant. She thought Kina looked like a queen in battle. “Because I’m here! And why not! Aye, our lives are short and shaped by circumstance, and maybe we can’t control most of what’s to come. But we can control how we feel. We can savor the sweetness of a blackberry scone, and the company of our friends, and the warmth of the summer wind at night, and be grateful for it. We can be nothing, and choose to be miserable about it, like you—or we can be nothing, but choose to be happy, and let that be purpose enough. Which sounds more worthwhile to you?”
All stared at Kina, Silt looking particularly dumbfounded.
“You Are A Very Strange Baker,” said the troll at last.
“Yes,” said Kina, with arms folded, her red curls aglow in the light of the setting sun. “Yes, I suppose I am. So you’d better let us pass, and everyone else who wants to cross the bridge, too. You’re welcome to keep on being a useless sulk if you’d like, but the rest of us would like to walk forward and move on with our short, silly lives, if you please.”
Boulders shifted again, with a great groaning and cracking, as the troll levered itself up to its feet. Tao hoped faintly that the bridge would hold under the motion of so much weight. She stared up, transfixed, at what could very reasonably have been considered a small mountain, were it not presently speaking to them in a voice that rattled their wagon like an earthquake.
“Very Well, Little Baker. Where Should I Go? All I Want Is To Lie In Peace, But I Cannot Return To The Caves, For They Are Dark And Full Of Memories.”
“Um. Any ideas?” whispered Kina to the rest of the party.
An idea struck Tao. It wasn’t perfect, but…She shrugged mentally. Needs do as needs must, sometimes.
“Well,” she said slowly. “There’s this nunnery…”



NINE


When the troll finally lumbered away through the hills in the vague direction of Whitelake (looking rather like a piece of landscape was slowly drifting away…Tao hoped the troll’s arrival wouldn’t cause the villagers there too much distress, and that if it did, that the troll would conveniently neglect to mention who had directed it there), Mash and Silt went back to fetch the beet farmer and his wife. The two women traveled on ahead in the wagon, crossing the bridge and navigating the curving, gravelly road into the prosperous mountain town of Craghorn, which sat at the mouth of the pass through the Saltpeaks. The path leading through Craghorn was the major land pass connecting eastern Eshtera from the western half of the kingdom, and so regardless of season, the town’s inns were crowded with many travelers, prospectors, and merchants on their way to the east or the west. It was also a place constantly under construction—even as they passed under the gate, Tao took note of what seemed to be a new tunnel being dug in the cliff walls just above them, where enormous blocks of whitestone were being lifted high into the air on invisible ropes. Then she saw the mage in Guild robes standing on a scaffolded wooden platform nearby, arms uplifted as he concentrated on his burdens, and pulled her hood up as she hastily averted her gaze.
The women quickly found themselves a relatively quiet tavern in town called the Silver Delve. Purchasing a meal of tasty-looking roast chicken and cold ale, they sat at a table near the hearth to eat supper and await the men’s arrival. The barkeep had squinted doubtfully as Fidelitus curled his mangy form beneath Kina’s chair, but made no comment when the cat showed no signs of wanting to attack other guests or damage any of the furniture.
“So,” said Tao to the baker as they set to their chicken with gusto. (She pretended not to notice when Kina slipped a large chunk of meat beneath her chair, even as the sounds of feline-on-poultry violence rose from below.) “You met a troll! And defeated it—sort of. Has this been the adventure you’d expected? Or are you missing your life back in Shellport yet?”
“I don’t truthfully know what I expected,” answered Kina thoughtfully, pushing the peas on her plate around with a fork. “It’s been fun, and certainly interesting, and I’m very glad to have met you all and seen all these new places. But…
“Well, I think I see now that I’ve been very lucky to have lived the life I’ve lived. You and Mash and Silt have all had more adventures than me, but you’ve also had to face a great deal of hardship, in different ways. The world’s been kinder to me. And I feel a bit silly and ashamed to not have understood that before.”
“It wasn’t silly. How could you have known without seeing it for yourself? And you certainly shouldn’t feel ashamed; it’s not as though it’s your fault that I get looked at funny for being Shinn, or that Silt had a rough childhood, or that Mash’s daughter was stolen. And there’s no inherent virtue in suffering.”
Kina looked down, still troubled. “I suppose not. But I wish I could do more to help. And I don’t really feel any different, just less ignorant of the world around me, I suppose. I’m still the same person, more or less. I thought that perhaps leaving Shellport would…change me, in some meaningful way?”
“I think you have changed,” said Tao. “In enough small ways that you just don’t quite notice it while it’s happening, but then you look in the mirror one day, and you’re altogether different. That’s how it was for me, anyway.”
Kina looked at the fortune teller, surprised, then smiled at her. “You know, that’s an interesting thought. Are you very different now than before you left home?”
Tao shrugged self-consciously and set down her fork. “When I left Margrave, I was…younger. Mostly just afraid of not knowing how to be on my own, I think. I didn’t know who I was or what I was doing or where I was going. I just knew I needed to be far away from there—from that life that was hardly a life. From what they expected of me.
“So I ran as far as I could, and made plenty of mistakes along the way. I’m still running now, in a way, but at least I’m stronger and less afraid. And as someone who’s known you only a short while, it seems to me like you’ve changed a fair bit, too,” she said to the baker. “The Kina I met in Shellport couldn’t have ordered that troll off that bridge, after all.”
They smiled at each other, and Kina raised her mug to knock lightly against Tao’s in something like a toast. “Well, I don’t miss the smell of Shellport, in any case. So I’ll stick with the lot of you for a while longer. If you’ll have me, that is?”
“I’d like that,” said Tao, marveling at how easily the words came. “But…perhaps we should get another wagon and donkey for your oven, and other things? I’m not sure Laohu’s quite up to hauling half a storeroom of flour and the two of us up through the mountains.”
“Good idea!” said Kina enthusiastically. “Then I could carry more ingredients, and perhaps a larger table, too. I think I’ve nearly enough coin to cover the cost.”
“I’m happy to contribute to the expense. You selling your baked goods brings far more business to my tent, so some of my take should rightfully be yours, anyway.”
“Why, that’s generous of you! But then that’s also true in reverse, for I’d not see as many customers without you; you should have a percentage of my take, as well.”
They settled the matter of revenue and cost-sharing quickly and pragmatically, Tao reflecting on how unusual it must be for two young women to be amiably discussing matters of business in a tavern. She noted, too, how fat her purse had grown, and counted the appropriate number of coins out to Kina with pleasure. When this was done, both sat back, well satisfied. But there was one more matter to discuss. Tao braced herself, reluctantly. Best to get it over with.
“By the way, I should tell you…I think Silt’s half in love with you.”
Kina sighed. “Yes, I know.”
“I thought you hadn’t noticed!”
“I’m a baker, not blind, Tao. I’ve noticed. I just didn’t want to encourage him, is all.”
“Not your type?”
“It’s not that. It’s just—he’s not really in love with me; he just thinks he is. He thinks I’m pretty, maybe, and likes my tarts. But I think he’s really just in love with the idea of being in love with me, you know?”
“Ah yes,” said Tao, nodding wisely. (She did not know at all. She’d never been in love herself—funny how romance didn’t seem to feature much, when you lived in a wagon and never stayed in the same place longer than a week—and it seemed rather a messy business altogether, but she took the other woman’s word for it.) “Well, I’m sorry if he’s made you uncomfortable at all, or…or made advances. I think he means well.”
“No, no, he’s been perfectly gentlemanly.” Kina sighed again. “It’s probably time I talk to him about it, though. Blast. I suppose I’ll have to carry my own sacks of flour again.”



But the baker said nothing to dissuade Silt the next morning when he offered to accompany her on her shopping trip, other than to smile politely in a perfunctory kind of way. The men had caught up to Tao and Kina at the inn and learned of the plan to purchase a cart-and-horse. Tao caught the redhead’s eye over Silt’s shoulder, and she nodded back slightly, as if to say, I know, I know.
“Actually,” said Kina abruptly. “Silt, Mash—do you think the two of you could go together to find the cart, instead? I’ve a new recipe I want to work on, and besides, you men know better than I how to look at horses—you’d probably strike a better deal.”
The men professed themselves perfectly willing to take on the task, Silt puffing his chest out and promising Kina they’d return with the finest horse-drawn cart in all of Craghorn. As the baker handed over her purse of coin and the two men left, Tao gave her a wry look.
“Oh, don’t look at me like that; I’ll tell him soon enough. But I really do have a new recipe,” she said, perking up immediately. “Here, come with me— The innkeeper let me use their kitchen for some baking. Come see what I’ve made!”
When they entered the kitchen, a clean but cramped space with a large, wood-fired stove taking up an entire wall, Tao saw on the counter a tray of the same unleavened golden cookies that Kina had accidentally made in Turtling. But rather than flat discs, these were all folded into a strange butterfly-purse shape—quite similar to the one that Mash had inadvertently made when he’d fumbled the hot dough.
“I remember these. So you’ve decided to sell them after all?”
“No, no,” said Kina excitedly. “They’re different now. Take one—break it open!” She watched Tao’s face eagerly.
Dubious, Tao did as asked. She cracked open the cookie crisply, each side falling neatly into her hands, and spotted a thin slip of paper poking out from one of the vaguely triangular halves. Brow furrowed, she plucked the slip out of the cookie and saw upon it, to her very great astonishment, a Shinn character.
It was very small and written in a clumsy hand, but clearly legible nonetheless: the Shinn character fu, and written in smaller Eshteran lettering underneath, its meaning—wealth.
“What do you think?” asked Kina anxiously. “You don’t mind, do you? Only I’ve seen your box of Shinn fortune stones, and I thought about what you said—about folk wanting entertainment as much as they want truth—and Silt’s suggestion to put coins inside gave me the idea, see. A tiny little fortune in a cookie, but not real, of course: wealth, luck, romance, good health, adventure, and so on. And it’d be all chance which one folks get, and they can be all pleased and surprised about it when they discover which one.”
“I think it’s brilliant,” said Tao, still staring at the little slip of paper. Other than the carved characters on her fortune stones, she hadn’t seen any Shinn writing in many years, and it was a strange and wonderful feeling to touch paper upon which it had been written. “How did you manage it?”
“Oh well, it wasn’t hard, really,” said the baker, relieved and pleased. “I bought the paper back in Whitelake, and practiced copying the characters on the fortune stones that you’d showed me. Mash helped me remember what each one meant.
“And I thought we could call them fortune cookies! So folk can buy a fortune cookie from me, and then go to your tent for a real fortune—and of course you’d get a cut of the sales, too. Do you think people will like them?”
“I think you’re going to be rich, Kina.”
The baker squealed, hugging Tao briefly. Tao merely smiled and popped both halves of the cookie into her mouth. They crunched delightfully, crisp and lightly sweet, and she reached out for a second one as Kina beamed.



The men returned to the inn by late afternoon, Mash leading a sturdy-looking mountain pony pulling a small wagon. The four of them gathered in the stables to examine the new acquisition. “As promised,” said Silt to Kina, gesturing at the pony and sweeping an extravagant—and unnecessary—bow. “A fine steed and noble carriage for you, my lady.”
“It’s a good pony. Here’s your change,” grunted Mash, and threw her the remaining purse.
The dark-brown pony was short and small, but looked healthy and good-natured. It lipped inquisitively at Laohu standing beside him, who brayed indignantly and shuffled farther away. The mule regarded Tao with a baleful eye, as if to say, Why is this annoying animal in my stall?
“Thank you both,” said Kina earnestly. “They’re perfect! I’ll have to name him…What do you think about Fortis?”
Fortis the pony nuzzled her hand, and she laughed in delight. “Fortis it is! What a lovely pony you are,” she said, and fed it a carrot as Laohu looked on with sullen jealousy. Fidelitus, who had taken to prowling the inn for mice, appeared from a nearby haystack and approached the newest member of their party with a slow insouciance. They all held their breath as Fortis stretched its neck out inquisitively toward the cat, but Fidelitus must have decided the pony posed no threat, for he did nothing more than twitch his whiskers before sauntering away again.
All agreed the next morning to spend the day at their ease, as the constant travel had been quite wearing, and unlike the smaller villages they had traveled through, Craghorn offered many civilized comforts. Each enjoyed the luxury of a hot bath, the steaming water carried up in pails by the maids (the tavern not being quite wealthy enough for the gnomish heating devices and water pipes that were increasingly popular among the bigger cities) and poured into enormous tubs in their rooms, and afterward the four of them sat in the great room downstairs enjoying a lazy breakfast of fried eggs, sweet sausages, and honey-biscuits. Seeping in through the fogged window glass, the morning light draped itself like a soft blanket over the quiet interior of the inn.
“I might go to the market today,” mused Mash. “Find a leatherworker, perhaps; I could use a new belt and dagger-sheath. And…I could ask the city watch if they’ve had any word of Leah, maybe. Even if the Windmere bandits didn’t take her, all sorts of folk pass through here. If anyone’s found her, the watch might have news.” It seemed unlikely, but of course none of the others said this aloud. Hope was a powerful thing, and Tao understood that Mash might need to feel as if he were still doing something to find Leah, even as he made his way home.
So she said, “I’ll join you.” And then: “Do you think any Shinn merchants come this far west? It would be nice to buy some more tea.”
“Is there anything you’d like to do today, Kina?” asked Silt hopefully. “I’ve heard there’s a nice little lookout, up the path by the mines. Views of the valley, and such. Maybe the two of us could take a picnic there?”
“No, thank you,” said Kina. “I need to buy some more ingredients and work on my recipes.”
“Well…I can help you with that instead, then! What do you—”
“Silt, you really don’t need to help me with everything all the time,” said Kina, cutting him off and putting her fork down as she turned to face him. Her voice was nervous but firm. “It’s very kind of you, but I can manage well enough on my own.”
“Oh, of course you’re capable of managing! But a beautiful woman like you shouldn’t have to—not when eligible, handsome adventurers are around to help.” Silt gave his most winning smile a try.
But Kina only sighed—a frustrated sound, and her curls bounced and settled as her breath was expelled. “Silt,” she said with restrained patience, “you should know that I’m just not interested in you—not like that.”
Mash and Tao were suddenly intently focused on their eggs and sausages. Tao desperately wished she could disappear.
“Oh,” said Silt, very small.
“I’m sorry. You’re sweet, and very nice to look at. But it’s just…you’re a macaron.”
“I’m a—what?”
“A macaron. They’re these wonderful little cookies from Lindisi; my uncle brought me back some once from a trading trip. They’re sweet and airy and light, for they’re made of egg whites without any flour and the bakers there have done this very clever thing with ground almonds—but never mind about that.
“The point is—they’re wonderful to eat, but you can’t make a meal of them, for they’ve no substance.”
“You think I’ve…no substance?” said Silt. He sounded bewildered and hurt.
“Oh, I suppose that sounds awful, but—yes, in a way, I do! You’re all charm and flattery and coin tricks, Silt! You’re a great deal of fun to be around, but I have no idea what’s underneath it all.” Kina regarded him with exasperation.
“People aren’t like that, Silt, not really. We’re not always cheerful and funny. We’ve sadness, and anxiety, and all these other bitter things wrapped up inside, too, and that’s what makes the sweetness all the sweeter.
“You’ve followed me around and carried my things and flirted with me endlessly since the day I joined you, but you’ve not once asked me anything about myself, nor told me anything true, either. What you hope for in life; what you worry about at night; what makes you who you are.”
Silt’s mouth opened, then closed again. “I’ve—you’ve hardly given me the chance!” He spluttered. Spots of red rose hot and bright on his cheeks. “People like flirting! Forgive me for being nice to you, and trying to be friendly, and not pouring out all of my innermost anxieties the moment I introduced myself!”
“Oh, but you weren’t just trying to be friendly, and you know it! That’s the thing—I’m not a…a…recipe, where you just follow the steps and put in the right words and the right gestures and out comes a relationship, fully baked!”
“Why must everything be a baking metaphor?!”
“Because I’m a baker!”
“I know that!”
The two of them stared at each other, faces flushed and chests heaving, and Tao tried to shrink farther into her seat and make herself invisible. She wondered if she could simply slip down off the chair entirely and escape under the table. Mash focused on shoving another sausage into his mouth, chewing loudly.
Kina was the first to look away. Her voice was quieter when she spoke again. “I’m sorry, Silt. It’s just that I hardly know you at all, and I’d rather not be the target of your flirtations as we travel together.”
Silt nodded slowly, jaw still set with anger and embarrassment. “Yes, I understand that now. Thank you for making it so very abundantly clear to all of us.”
“I don’t hate you, or anything like that. I do like you.”
“Just not like that.” He barked a small laugh. “Yes, well, thank you. Since I’ve apparently been such an absolute cad—”
“Yup,” grunted Mash through his sausage.
Tao whacked the warrior on the arm. “Not helpful,” she hissed.
“—then never fear, I won’t inflict my presence upon you any longer.”
The thief pushed back his chair and stood abruptly. He looked at Mash. The ex-mercenary looked back, still chewing. “Are you coming?” asked Silt. There was a pause while Mash deliberated and swallowed his bite.
“No,” he said eventually, and took a casual swig of water.
Silt stared. So did Tao. Tao had thought of the two men, different as they were, as an inseparable unit—companions bound by history, friendship, and a shared quest. Would such a small, silly matter—a thwarted affection, a public confrontation—really be what divided them in the end? And, thought Tao with a pang, split the group as well?
But Mash only shrugged at his friend. “You’re angry. She hurt your feelings. But you were acting the fool. Not something worth leaving my breakfast over,” he said. “Your mess; you clean it up.”
Silt said nothing, but his jaw tightened further. Cheeks still flushed, he turned sharply on his heel and strode out of the great room, leaving them all behind.
“Oh dear,” said Kina, looking down at her plate. Her voice wobbled. “I suppose I was rather rude to him, wasn’t I? I probably shouldn’t have called him a macaron.”



They saw nothing of Silt for the rest of the day, but Mash was largely unconcerned.
“He’s young,” he said, testing the new straps of his chestplate as he and Tao stood before the leatherworker’s stall in the market. “Hot-blooded, and full of injured pride. He’ll come around once he’s had a cooldown and a think.”
Kina had been rather distressed after Silt’s abrupt departure, excusing herself from the table immediately after. “I’m sorry,” she’d said to the two of them, hands twisting in her apron. “I didn’t handle that well at all. I should have talked to him in private, not…not dumped it all on him like that. Certainly not at breakfast.” Then she, too, had fled—presumably to her room, or perhaps to the market as well; Tao wasn’t quite sure. Tao was rather bemused by it all—but, she supposed, she hadn’t had to mediate any interpersonal conflicts like this before. Childhood squabbles in Lianghe had largely been resolved with mutual tears and occasionally parental intervention. Later, Tao had been enough of a social outcast to her Margravian peers that she had no experience at all with the ordinary romantic dramas of adolescence. And now…Well, there was something to be said for having mules as friends. They didn’t argue or flirt with you.
In any case, Tao and Mash ended up exploring the narrow and curving streets of Craghorn’s market together, deciding not to worry overly much about the other two feuding members of their party until later. To her great disappointment, no Shinn tea at all could be found in any of the market stalls. “There’s no more trade with Shinara,” the herb merchant had said, shaking his head. “Not a single ship from them in two moons! And we’ve stopped selling our goods to them, too; the Crown says we were the ones who ended it—something about protecting Eshtera—but I’m not so sure it wasn’t the Shinn Emperor who stopped the trade, myself.” Tao bit at her lip, worried; there had always been some degree of mistrust and tension between the two nations, but the great pull of coin to be made had always at least been enough to sustain a thriving trade route across the Long Sea. If even that had been severed…? Tao didn’t want to think about what that might mean. Eshtera was her home now, but Shinara…Shinara was part of who she was.
She shook off the thought and distracted herself in browsing the shops with Mash. The market made up for the lack of tea somewhat by proffering up a fine set of four patterned clay teacups for just a half-dozen silvers, and Mash was efficient in acquiring his new belt, dagger-sheath, and various other soldierly accouterments that Tao could barely identify. But their greatest triumph of the day came when they stopped at Craghorn’s watchhouse to inquire about Leah.
“A little girl? Gone missing from around Windmere months ago, you say?” the senior watchman had said, pulling at his pointed beard thoughtfully. “Can’t say for certain, but I did hear a story from a metal-trader in a tavern a while back. He said his brother was a river trader up in those parts, and had himself a bit of a conundrum when he started hearing noises from his storage hold halfway down to the coast. Opened up the hold, and wouldn’t you believe it, there was a child in it! Had himself a fright thinking the Greenkin had set a changeling on him, but turns out it was an ordinary human child who had just fallen asleep on his boat somewhere up north.”
“A girl?” Mash had latched on to his words urgently, leaning forward as if he could will the answers out of the watchman. “Did she have blond hair? Brown eyes? What did he do with her?”
The watchman shook his head. “I can’t rightly remember. It was just a story told over some ale.”
“Do you remember the trader’s name? Please,” said Mash, and Tao had never heard him so desperate. “The child might be my daughter, sir.”
The watchman nodded slowly, moved by his plea. “I don’t remember his name, but I can find him for you. All of the metal-traders stay in the inns down by the mines; I can ask around. Where are you staying?”
And so Tao and Mash gave him the name of their tavern, and when the watchman promised to send the metal-trader to meet them there tomorrow night, Mash looked like he could have hugged the man. As they left, he didn’t say anything more to Tao, but she could see the emotions warring on his face—hope, and disbelief, and a kind of fear, too, in being disappointed once more.
Laden with their new goods and a heavy, giddy anticipation, they eventually returned to the inn for an early supper—an enormous mutton roast and buttered lentils—where a downcast Kina rejoined them in the great room, saying little. She perked up significantly when told of what they had learned at the market.
“But that’s wonderful! Oh, if this child is Leah, and if this trader knows where she is…Oh, Mash! You might be so close now!” Then she’d looked anxiously around at the empty fourth chair. “Have you seen Silt yet to tell him the news?”
Luckily, to Tao’s great relief, Mash was right about the younger man, and an abashed Silt eventually reappeared just as they were flipping the roast over to get at the meat on the other side. The ex-thief stood before the table awkwardly, his usual poise gone, and cleared his throat before lifting his gaze to Kina.
“Kina, may I speak to you?”
She rose hastily, patting down her apron. “Yes, of course. Should we go somewhere private?”
But Silt shook his head. “No, it’s fine; they can hear what I’ve to say. Everyone’s already seen me act a fool earlier, anyway. Look, I just wanted to say—I—that is—” He ran a hand through his dark hair in frustration. “I’m sorry. I’m trying to say that I’m sorry for being an idiot.”
“I’m sorry, too,” blurted out Kina. “I was very rude and thoughtless, and said hurtful things to you in front of everyone. I shouldn’t have told you like that.”
“Yes, well, I probably deserved everything you said. You were right—I’ve been an idiot, following you around and trying to impress you all this time, and treating you like a prize to be won instead of as a—as a person.”
Kina gave him a watery smile. “Could we start over, maybe?”
“Yes.” Silt exhaled deeply, relieved. “I’d like that. Maybe we could be friends? Properly, without any of my mooning about.”
Kina beamed at him across the table, and this time her smile was bright and sincere.
“I’m Kina, an apprentice baker, and I suppose a traveler, now, too. I like cats, and new places, and unexpected kindnesses. And I’m afraid of growing old before I’ve had the chance to have any adventures. It’s a pleasure to meet you.” She bobbed a small seated curtsy in Silt’s direction, who laughed.
“I’m Silt, a mostly reformed thief,” he said. “I like silver, and contests of skill, and having plenty of adventures, no matter my age. I’m afraid…I’m afraid of never proving myself someone of any worth. The pleasure is mine.” And he gave her a small bow.
“ ’m Mash,” said the veteran through a mouthful of mutton. “And I’d like to be done with this conversation. Glad you children have sorted yourselves out.” He clapped Silt on the back, knocking the smaller man forward into an empty chair. “I knew you weren’t as much a fool as you look. Can I tell you what we heard at the market now?”
Silt, as expected, was overjoyed to hear that they might learn of Leah’s whereabouts as soon as tomorrow. As they celebrated, Mash was the one who cautioned them against overoptimism. “It might not be her,” he said over and over, but a smile tugged at his lips now and again, and it seemed like he could not help but believe that it was. The conversation eventually turned to other, more lighthearted topics, once they had gone over again and again what the watchman had told them.
“Kina,” said Tao thoughtfully, her spoon of lentils paused midair. “If Silt’s a macaron, what sort of pastry would I be?”
“A canelé, obviously.”
“What in the blasted hells is a can—canny—whatever you said?” said Mash.
“Oh, it’s delicious! Also from Lindisi, they’re really geniuses with their pastries there; I’d love to go someday—it’s got this thick hard shell, and it’s baked with dark rum, but the inside is more of a custard…”
And her voice rose through the great room like the scent of fresh-baked pie, explaining the various intricacies of Lindisian baking, as the four of them finished a hearty and thoroughly warming supper, awash in the glow of a good day and the hopes of what tomorrow might bring.



TEN


The next day was spent in anxious anticipation for the arrival of the promised trader who might bring news of Leah. Tao and Kina fussed about in the kitchens experimenting with her fortune cookies, but half of the batches came out burnt and inedible due to their distraction; Mash and Silt hovered near the tavern entrance, unnerving passersby with the intensity of their stares as they tried to identify any potential metal-traders.
When evening fell, the four of them (and Fidelitus, languidly waiting for scraps beneath the table) gathered once more in the great room, nursing mugs of undrunk ale and sitting in a tense, nervous silence. Every time the tavern door creaked, their heads whipped around to see if the metal-trader had come.
And so it was a great shock indeed when the door opened, and instead the Guild magefinder—still in his distinctive orange robes—burst into the inn, calling loudly for a Shinn fortune teller by the name of Tao.
“You! Finally,” panted the magefinder in front of the doorway. “Don’t you ever just stay still, instead of traipsing about all over the blasted country? I’ve had a messenger from the Guild, and was ordered to chase you down, which was a real task, I might add—only knew I was right to come to Craghorn when this blasted rash came back. You’ve stopped your fortune-telling then, have you?”
Tao had bolted upright from her chair as soon as she’d seen him, but the magefinder talked over her as she opened her mouth to speak. “Seems the Guild already knows who you are, too—Tao, right? Your mother and stepfather are in Margrave?—and they’ve said you must answer the summons. I’ve been instructed to fetch you to the Guildtower there, whether you agree or not.”
“I won’t go,” said Tao, her pulse quickening. Fidelitus, standing by her chair with an arched back, hissed.
“For the Mother’s sake,” said the magefinder with exasperation. His face was splotchily red; whether from exertion or a proximity-to-magic-induced rash was unclear. “They’re going to employ you, not kill you. And you’ve family there! Your own mother! Surely it wouldn’t be the worst thing to visit them for a spell?”
“You know nothing about me.” The others looked at her in surprise at the sudden venom in her voice.
The magefinder blew out a breath, frustrated and annoyed. “Well, I’m afraid you don’t have a choice. I’ve been authorized to call on the watch to help, if need be.” He crossed his arms, scratching at both all the while.
“We want no trouble here with the Guild,” said the innkeeper hastily, looking between Tao and the magefinder. A murmur of uneasy agreement rose from the other patrons of the tavern, some of whom edged their chairs farther away from Tao.
Tao was frozen in place. Her mind raced; her eyes darted around the tavern, seeking an escape, but she found none in the averted eyes of the tavern’s customers. “Please,” she whispered, not knowing whom she was asking—the magefinder, perhaps; or the old Shinn deities; or even the Mother and her Sons. None answered.
But then Mash rose slowly, leaning casually against the neighboring table. He caught Tao’s eye meaningfully. He looked next at Silt, who had somehow made his way up to the bar, and the younger man cocked an eyebrow in return. Mash, without looking, closed one hand on the rim of the plate behind him (much to the indignation of the farmer whose dinner it was, but every battle had its cost). There was a long second where nothing happened—then suddenly, all at once, everything happened, and the room erupted into chaos.
With one forceful flick of Mash’s wrist, airborne chunks of turnips in gravy rained down upon the tavern’s patrons. Cries of anger and disgust filled the room; chairs were toppled; curses and threats were flung with the same violence that the offending root vegetables had been, and in that moment, Silt chose to make his own strategic contribution to the chaos.
“Whoops!” shouted the thief as he took one enormous stumble forward and splashed a full mug of someone else’s ale into the magefinder’s face. “So sorry, how clumsy of me.” He threw the empty tankard at him, too, just for good measure, and it plunked audibly off the unfortunate young man’s forehead.
Spluttering and dripping, the magefinder put a foot backward, only to trip on the armored, outstretched leg that had appeared directly behind him. Mash grinned as his victim went crashing down to the ale-covered floor, robes tangled and askew, entirely unperturbed by the angry crowd behind him. Kina, gratifyingly quick to catch on, also ran up and slipped in the spilled ale with a loud cry, flinging her arms out in exaggerated fashion before she plopped herself down onto the besieged young man’s lap.
“Oh, help me, for this strange man has taken liberties and is accosting me,” she cried out to the general audience. Her performance was perhaps just a tad unconvincing, as she was presently elbowing her supposed attacker in the stomach while he struggled to rise—but in the chaos, it served its purpose. And Fidelitus, already displeased by all of the ruckus, certainly needed no further incitement to violence: a flash of fur, and then a furious projectile of claws and yellow-eyed savagery launched itself at the visible appendages of the stranger who had so upset his favorite humans.
“Leave,” Kina shouted urgently to Tao as she shifted her weight above the flailing, cat-beset magefinder. She jerked her head at the open doorway behind her, ignoring the yowling and muffled curses coming from beneath her. “We’ll find you later!”
Tao looked around desperately. “But the metal-trader—”
“Go,” said Mash, his voice barely audible over all the uproar, and shoved her gracelessly toward the exit.
“Thank you,” she said to her friends, breathing fast and hard, and she did not look back when she ran.



Tao kept her hood up as she sprinted through Craghorn’s darkening streets, slowing to a fast walk only once she deemed herself sufficiently far away from the inn. She found herself disoriented by the mountain town’s many narrow alleyways—was she headed east, or north? A store looked familiar; she couldn’t remember if she’d been down this road already. She felt as though every stranger she saw was staring at her, and her breaths came shorter and shallower.
She needed to hide. She just needed a moment to breathe.
Swallowing the panic as best she could, she ducked through a curtain in the closest doorway and into a shabby little shop, its shelves cluttered with an odd assortment of knickknacks and tools and lit only by a dim lantern. She leaned against the wall and tried to take a deep, steadying breath, though it still came out shakier than she intended.
“May I help you?”
A short, elderly man stood behind the shop counter, peering at Tao.
She half gasped from shock; she hadn’t realized there was anybody in the shop with her. “My apologies, sir, I’m just a little lost, and trying to—” But her words cut off as she turned to face the shopkeeper, and her mind registered his features more fully in the lantern light: narrow, hooded eyes, golden-hued skin, blackly shining hair now peppered with white. He was Shinn!
“Ah!” exclaimed the old man, lighting up as he, too, saw Tao’s face under her hood. But then he spoke in great excitement, a torrent of melodic Shinn bowling Tao over like a wave. The sounds of his vowels, rising and falling, provoked in her a sudden longing for home. Or what had been her home—before…everything.
“I’m sorry, sir,” she said. “I don’t speak Shinn anymore.”
The man’s face fell.
“But…you are Shinn, yes?” He spoke Eshteran readily, but with a noticeable lilt.
“Yes,” said Tao. She lowered her hood so he could see her face better. “I was born in Lianghe. But I came to Eshtera when I was young, and…and I did not speak Shinn much, afterward.” Because my mother would barely speak to me, and she was the only other Shinn person I knew. “I only remember a few words now.”
The shopkeeper regarded her with a mix of puzzlement and disappointment. “There are so few Shinn here,” he said. “I was excited to see you. I thought…But never mind.”
Tao swallowed; the rush of shame that ran through her was a hot, visceral thing. The shopkeeper’s eyes felt like her Baba’s. What kind of daughter are you, she imagined them saying, to no longer speak the language of your ancestors? But then, too, came the anger. Why should she be ashamed? She’d done what she’d had to, hadn’t she?
It had been such a struggle, she remembered, to learn Eshteran at all. She was just a child, so young, still, when she’d come to this unfamiliar land. Lord Desmond had hired the finest language tutors, all of whom had drilled into Tao’s head that she must learn to speak Eshteran or exist only on the outskirts of society; lower, even, than the servants and peasants of the Lower City. And so, when she had finally accepted the cold truth that she and her mother could not return to Shinara—that she was to be an Eshteran now, and must clothe herself in their language and ways—she applied herself to those lessons with a ferocious will to learn these strange sounds and letters, and in so doing, become one of them.
But of course, she had been just a child, and stupid. She had not seen then, as she did now, that no matter how clear her diction and how fine her clothing, she could never become a true Eshteran, for she could not change her eyes or her skin.
“I am sorry,” she said to the shopkeeper in halting Shinn—one of the few phrases she remembered. She wondered why that was, and then discarded the thought. It didn’t matter.
He nodded sadly at her, and made a tossing motion with his hand, as if to clear away the words left hanging. “You are lost? Where do you need to go?”
Tao paused, unsure how much she should tell him. But—he was Shinn, after all. “A man is chasing me,” she said, speaking Eshteran again. “A magefinder from the Guild. I’m trying to hide from him, but I don’t know where to go. He will be searching through the city soon, if not already.”
“I know of the Guild. I hope you have not committed a crime? It is not a good time to be Shinn and in trouble with the law; things are not friendly right now, between Eshtera and Shinara. The Crown will want to make an example.” The shopkeeper looked nervous. Tao knew that he must have worked hard to have established his shop, humble as it was, and would not be eager to put at risk his hard-earned livelihood.
“No,” she said quickly. “I have committed no crime. He only thinks that I am a Seer—that I have some magic of use to the Crown—and wants to take me to Margrave to the Guildtower there.”
“Hm,” he said, only a little reassured. “Well…he will know to look in all of the taverns and inns. But there are old salt caves, not far beyond the northern entrance to the city. Not many know of them. He would not search there.”
He gave her quick instructions on how to find the caves, eyes darting round at the passersby in the window as he did. Once confident she knew the way, Tao turned to leave, drawing up her hood again.
“Wait,” said the shopkeeper. He took something from a drawer and brought it over to her, favoring his right leg as he crossed the floor of his small shop. “Take this with you. A door-gift. May it aid you in your journey.” It was a small object bundled carefully in linen.
It was a Shinn custom, Tao remembered, to exchange small gifts when meeting a friend in their home. Her mother had always brought small mung bean cakes pressed into the shape of a lotus flower. But Tao had nothing to offer the shopkeeper in return. “I’m sorry,” she said again. “I have nothing for you.” The shopkeeper only shook his head.
“Take it on credit, as they say here. You have given me your gift already. A memory of home,” he said. “Please. It is only a small thing.”
Hesitating, Tao accepted it and put it in her pocket, but could not spare the time then to examine it more closely. “Thank you,” she said in her awkward, wrong-accented Shinn.
“I am sad that you have lost so much,” said the old man, empty hand falling back against his side. “I hope you find new joys to take their place.”
And he bowed to her, hands clasped in front in Shinn fashion, and she to him, before she disappeared again through the door and into the crowd outside.



It was nearly fully dark by the time Tao made her way to the northern gates of the city. She spotted a lone watchman armed with a crossbow standing beneath the raised portcullis. But he barely looked twice at the handful of travelers leaving the city and entering the mountain pass; it was likely that his post was intended more to spot any potential danger entering the city, rather than to prevent people from leaving.
Tao made sure her hood was up and ducked behind a group of merchants and their caravan, heavily laden with jugs of wine and dried goods. Avoiding the light of their torches, she walked steadily through the gates, matching the caravan’s pace although her pulse thudded hot and quick in her ears. Once she’d passed through without comment, it was then a simple matter for her to lag behind the traders as they rounded a curve in the path ahead, and quickly melt into the surrounding rocks.
After a silent, heart-pounding hike, she eventually managed to find the small rocky path that the old man had described and climbed it as quickly as she could, feeling exposed in the light of the moon; she was in plain view of anyone with sharp eyes who might happen to walk by on the path below. When she finally reached a plateau and saw a cave entrance, she flung herself inside with her heart thudding. She stayed very still for a minute, prone on the ground and listening for any distant shouts or alarms. When none came, she at last breathed a little easier and shifted, arms aching from the climb, to her feet. She looked around warily at what she could see of her surroundings.
The cave was a large one; standing near its mouth and looking in, she could not see its end. Its salt walls were whitish-brown and roughly textured; viewed closely, tiny holes were visible throughout its surface. They extended up to a ceiling at roughly twice Tao’s height where jagged stalactites of the same porous mineral stabbed down. The air felt dry and stale within the cave; Tao thought she could taste salt on her lips. Licking them, she realized with a sinking feeling that she had fled Craghorn with nothing but her small satchel and what she wore.
She crouched to the ground and upended the satchel, taking stock of its contents: a single apple, intended as a treat for Laohu. Two old strips of salted fish, brought all the way from Shellport, but neglected once they’d acquired more palatable provisions. A small canteen of water, mostly full. One more of Kina’s experimental fortune cookies, whole and unbroken.
Meager fare, but not nothing; she thought she could remain in the cave for two days, perhaps more, until the water ran out. She checked her trousers and belt pouches as well, but found nothing else of use besides her coinpurse, fire-starter and tinder, and a small knife. She did, however, rediscover the small, linen-covered item that the Shinn shopkeeper had given her. She pulled it out now and unrolled it.
It was a rounded flute roughly the size and shape of a chicken egg. It had a small blowing-hole on top, two finger holes on the back, and on its front, six finger holes divided between two curving rows of three. Beautifully crafted of clay, its rich red glaze reflected light back at Tao, even in the dimness of the cave. Turning it over in her hands, she felt the ridges of its finely engraved motif: a Shinn phoenix rising from ashes—a symbol of transformation and rebirth.
Hot tears pricked behind her eyes; she stubbornly refused to let them fall. She had known the Shinn name for this instrument, once, but couldn’t quite remember it now. Her Baba had owned one, larger and much grander and glazed in black enamel, kept in a place of pride in his study. She had admired it as a child but not dared to touch it, for it seemed a valuable thing, and she did not want to break it. But on rare summer afternoons, Baba had taken it off its stand and showed her how to play it, even though her six-year-old fingers had been too short yet to properly reach all of the holes.
Tao raised it to her mouth now, strangely hesitant. But there was no audience here to judge her. So she pursed her lips, calling forth the memory, and exhaled a soft, slow stream of breath across the blowing-hole.
A low, melancholy note sounded; it hung softly and wavered in the still cave air.
Tao thought again of Baba—his laughing eyes, his strong arms. She thought of her mother, too—not as she was now, a gilded doll in Eshteran lace, sitting still and saying nothing as Margrave danced its balls around her—but as she had been, eyes laughing and hands soft, all those years ago in Lianghe. She had still worn the jade ji, then.



It had been a cold day. A good day, by Tao’s estimation, as Lord Desmond was away on one of his trading trips, and his absence always sapped the tension from her shoulders just a little bit. Tao had already finished with her lessons for the day and tried not to look too hopeful as she approached her mother’s room. The door was closed, so she raised a hand to knock at it.
“Enter.”
Her mother sat at a desk, looking over documents—ship manifests from Shinara, perhaps. She looked drawn and tired, and she did not smile when she looked up at Tao. “Yes?”
“I turn fifteen tomorrow.”
She and her mother spoke in Eshteran by then, even when it was just the two of them. Here in this big house full of servants and heavy-soled shoes and dark curtains, there was no birdsong, no sounds of running water. Shinn words would have sounded out of place.
“Yes, I know. You will be old enough for next season’s debutante ball. The dressmaker will come next week, and Desmond has arranged for the dancing tutors.” Tao’s mother turned back to her papers.
Tao swallowed, but did not leave. “Yes, Mother. But…” Her mother glanced up again. “…will there be a ji ceremony?”
Her mother’s hair was worn loose over her shoulders in the Margravian fashion of the time. She no longer wore a bun, and it looked strange to Tao to see her hair styled in elaborate curls instead. Shinn hair did not hold curls well. Shi-Wen—Sarah was what some of Desmond’s acquaintances called her, unable or unwilling to pronounce her actual name—looked at Tao for a long moment then; Tao felt naked and awkward under her eyes, but it was her mother who looked away first. As if the sight of Tao pained her. “No,” Shi-Wen said, finally. “We are Eshterans now. We do not wear ji.”
Tao’s heart sank; tears threatened but she forced them back. Her Baba would have wanted her to wear a ji. As his mother and his mother’s mother had. But he was not here.
“Please,” Tao whispered. She rarely asked her mother for anything those days; she’d learned better by then. She lifted her chin; kept her gaze straight, as Lord Desmond had trained her to do. She hated herself for showing such weakness, but she would hate herself more if she didn’t ask. Didn’t even try.
Her mother’s lips pressed together thinly; Tao couldn’t tell what she was thinking. But after a few moments, she rose to her feet. She swept out of the room, and Tao stood there, unsure of whether to stay or to follow, but Shi-Wen returned soon enough. She held a small cloth bag.
“Here,” she’d said, holding the bag out to Tao. “If you want a ji, you can have mine. But do not wear it where Desmond can see you, or he will take it from you.”
And that was it. No ceremony; no loving words of pride and encouragement for a daughter now become a woman; no gentle hands fixing the ji just so.
But Tao had taken it nonetheless, and when she’d run away from Margrave, she’d made sure she wore it in her hair.
She sat now against the rough stone wall and leaned her head back, closing her eyes. The egg-shaped flute lay silent again in her hands. And so Tao stayed, unmoving and conscious of the growing chill, as she waited for full darkness and a sleep that would not come.



When Tao grew hungry during the night, she ate the apple first, for she knew that the dried fish and small cookie would keep for longer. The sweet tartness of the fruit was like a sudden burst of sunlight in the darkness of the cave, and Tao tried to savor it for as long as she could, taking small bites and eating even the core of it around its seeds. She followed it with just a small swallow of water, although she was thirsty enough to have more, and tried to assess her situation with a cold rationality.
The magefinder would still be searching for her. If his orders had dragged him all the way to Craghorn, he would not give up so easily now. Sneaking back into the city wouldn’t be safe, for somebody would certainly spot her, and word of a runaway Shinn girl-mage would spread like wildfire. She assumed that he would have sought assistance from the city watch already; the guards would have complied once they’d seen his official writ from the Guild.
It was theoretically possible to travel back west past Craghorn by going around the mountain city, avoiding its gates on either end—but it was a perilous option, as it would mean climbing up through the sheer rocky cliffs and back down again on the other side. Tao was no experienced mountaineer; and besides, she lacked any of the equipment and supplies that would have been necessary to attempt that. She quickly eliminated the idea from consideration.
So it seemed that she had but two viable options before her: one, to remain in her cave just outside Craghorn’s northern gates and hope, somehow, for rescue by her friends. She did not know how they could possibly find her here, but she also dared not venture out herself to seek them.
The second option was to forge on alone through the mountain pass and hike on to the next outpost, where she could do…something, she supposed.
Without her wagon or tent, her tea or fortune stones—not even Laohu, she thought with a pang—she would have to start anew. The coin she had in her purse would buy her a few weeks in a cheap inn, or transportation with a caravan to an eastern city. But after that…she doubted she could make a living reading fortunes in the street like a vagabond. Or that it was worth the risk of the magefinder tracking her down again. She could seek ordinary work, maybe—find an innkeeper willing to take on a Shinn girl to clean and serve drinks. Failing that, she could beg, although the thought was a heavy pit in her stomach.
Neither option was especially heartening. Weighing her situation, she knew that she should likely give up hope of rescue—Why would they even bother risking themselves to find you? asked a small and terrible voice in her head—and begin heading for the outpost now, while she still had food and water. It was certainly what she would have done in the past. Yes, it would be painful and debasing to begin again—but she’d done it before, hadn’t she, when she ran away from Margrave?
And yet…
One more day, she decided, sitting cross-legged on the cold cave floor. She’d wait here for one more day, then set out for the outpost if nobody came.



“What do we do now?” asked Silt.
He, Kina, and Mash stood in the inn’s stables, looking despondently at Laohu and Fortis. Tao’s traveling wagon showed no trace of its owner. They had searched its interior at Kina’s hopeful suggestion that perhaps the Shinn woman had hidden within, but to no avail; all they found was a hissing Fidelitus, sulking among the privacy of Tao’s tea jars after his melee in the tavern.
The magefinder had been quite furious after Tao had fled past him and disappeared into Craghorn. Dripping yeasty suds as he wrung his robes out onto the floor of the inn’s great room, he had demanded that the arriving guards seize the three of them for their role in helping Tao escape. They managed to narrowly avoid arrest only by means of Kina’s newly discovered knack for theatre (and, perhaps, the calculated application of her feminine wiles); she’d burst into noisy tears on the shoulder of a rather alarmed young watchman, and carried on in such a way about how the magefinder had so frightened her, that he had eventually given it up as a bad job and directed the guards to instead search the city for the Shinn fortune teller.
“I told her we’d find her later,” said Kina miserably. “I should have thought of something—a meeting place, or a signal.”
“Not your fault,” grunted Mash. “We were all caught by surprise. Didn’t have a battle plan.” For obvious reasons, he had taken the events of the night and Tao’s disappearance particularly hard, and his undisguised hostility had made the watchmen eye him (and his large mace) nervously.
“Do you think she’s still in the city?” asked Silt doubtfully. Mash shook his head.
“Those guards will have searched every tavern and sleeping house in town by now. She’d have known that she wouldn’t have been able to stay hidden here—a Shinn woman would stand out too much; someone would spot her and rat her out. I reckon she’s either backtracked to the river, or gone ahead north.”
“She doesn’t have much with her,” said Kina quietly, looking over all of the fortune teller’s possessions still in the wagon. “I’m not sure how far she could have gone on foot.”
“Should we split up then? One or two of us could head back west; the other north?” suggested Mash.
“Don’t you want to stay and try to find that metal-trader?” Silt asked. “It might be your best chance now of finding Leah…”
“The watchmen won’t help me now,” said Mash. His voice was low. “Not after I’ve made an enemy of the Guild. And the traders won’t want to get involved, either. Maybe we can come back after things have blown over and quieted down. After we’ve gotten Tao back.”
“I think we should stay together,” Kina agreed. “We’ve a better chance of spotting her that way. And besides…I don’t want us to lose anyone else.”
“We won’t,” said Silt grimly. He took a silver coin out from his pocket. “Crown for north; Mother for west?” he said.
“Wait,” said Mash. “First—” As the other two looked on, he rummaged through his pack, various metallic clanking noises emerging from within. At last, he dug deep into one of the bag’s pockets and made a noise of satisfaction: out came a small vial of golden liquid, warm and glowing even in the half-light of the stables. “Tao gave me this a while back,” he said by way of explanation. “A witch’s luck potion. Thought it’d help with the search for Leah, but…well, this seems as good a time as any to use it.”
And with that, he broke the wax seal, uncorked the vial with one hand, and tilted it up to his mouth. In a heartbeat, the liquid disappeared down his throat. Silt and Kina watched him anxiously; nothing seemed to happen.
“Well?”
Mash shrugged. “Tastes like peaches. Give it here, then.”
Silt passed him the coin doubtfully. Mash took it, turning it over a few times in his callused fingers. And then with a quick motion—a simple flick of his thumb—up went the coin. It flew up and spun far above their heads, seeming to hang in the air for a moment as a glittering disc, and they held their breath as it winked in the lantern light. At last, it dropped down, turning again and again, and fell neatly into the center of Mash’s palm.
The Crown.
The three of them looked at each other over the coin’s glinting surface and nodded, resolved. They would set out at first light.



The watchmen at the northern gates very grudgingly allowed them to pass, but only after they’d thoroughly searched both wagons, rummaging roughly through all of Tao’s bundles and bags twice.
“I told you, we don’t know where she is,” said Kina in exasperation as they slashed open a sack to verify that it indeed contained merely sugar, and not a twentysomething-year-old female Shinn mage.
“Sorry, miss, but the Guild’s man told us to make sure of you lot specifically,” said the watchman, tugging awkwardly at the straps of his boiled leather helm. “What with you having been traveling with the Shinn, and that incident in the tavern, and such.” But he quailed under Mash’s glare, and when the other guards found nothing as well, quickly waved them on through.
“The nerve of those guards!” said Kina indignantly as she drove her cart forward, Fortis the pony pulling placidly along the rocky path. Silt was behind her, driving Laohu with Tao’s wagon, while Mash walked between them. “To accuse us of aiding and abetting like that!”
“Well…we did,” pointed out Silt, reasonably. “And we’re trying to do so again.”
“Yes, but they don’t know that,” sniffed the baker. “As if we were petty criminals!”
Mash looked back over his shoulder at the gate, counting. “If those guards were posted there yesterday, I don’t know how Tao would’ve gotten through. Seems like they’re keeping a tight watch.”
Kina looked at him worriedly. “Do you think we should’ve gone west instead? But the luck potion…”
Mash only shrugged. But his expression was troubled as he walked on.
They traveled slowly for the next few hours, doubling back at times and scanning the cliffs on either side for any sign of their friend, but saw nothing but a fat mountain grouse or two, hopping and fluttering among the rocks. Their hopes sank as the sun began to pass high overhead, and none spoke to say out loud what they were surely thinking: that either they had chosen the wrong direction, or Tao was hiding somewhere in these cliffs, where it would be nigh impossible for them to find her without a signal of some kind.
At last, Silt called a halt. “We should take a rest—eat some lunch,” he said. “We can go back and try the western road afterward. Maybe she’s gone back to the bridge after all.”
It was a dejected camp they made, sitting on the benches of the two wagons and eating cold salt pork with biscuits. They felt Tao’s loss keenly; although the fortune teller had been reserved, she had brought a certain sense of togetherness to their little band. It was something about the way she looked at each of them—intently and gratefully, as if a little surprised to find them all still there. Without her, the meal felt hollow, and three somehow felt like a much smaller number than four. They ate slowly, reluctant to finish and start the journey back.
Suddenly, Fidelitus sprang out from within Kina’s new wagon and landed lightly on a rock. He gave the air a loud sniff, ears twitching.
“Would you like some lunch, too?” Kina reached out to him with a small piece of biscuit. The cat regarded this offering with obvious disfavor, meowed, and leapt up onto the cliffside, where he began to climb upward.
“Hey, come back here!” said Kina in alarm, standing up. “You’ll fall!”
“He’s a cat; he’ll be fine,” said Silt. “Nine lives and such, right?”
“But where’s he going?” said Mash. His eyes narrowed, following the animal. They watched as Fidelitus ascended the cliff, as daintily graceful on the sharp rocks as if they were stairs, and disappeared around a bend in the mountainside.
“Come back! Fidelitus!” Kina wrung her hands in dismay. “Oh, but we can’t lose him, too!”
Silt opened his mouth to say that yes, they could, and in fact abandoning the wretched beast might be a net gain for their party, but a hard look from Mash stopped him.
“Fine,” he said, sighing. “I’ll retrieve the damned cat.” And he began to clamber up the cliff himself, nimble and surefooted; the rocky holds weren’t so different from climbing up the back walls of fine manor houses, after all. He was halfway up the craggy slope, with Mash and Kina small figures below, when he paused to wipe the sweat from his face and see how much farther he had to go. He was out of climbing shape, and shook out one tired arm at a time as he clung to the wall. But he needn’t have worried about making it to the top, for as he looked up to reach for his next hold, he saw a single yellow eye and Fidelitus’s black, scarred face—a strip of dried fish poking out from his mouth—and behind this terrifyingly close feline visage, smiling down at him, was Tao.





“Good old Fidelitus,” said Tao fondly, rubbing the cat’s chin as they sat around their campfire. “He scared the spirits out of me when he just popped up from nowhere. I guess he smelled the fish in my bag and followed its trail.”
“Or maybe,” said Kina, feeding Fidelitus yet another piece of fish as he preened, “he knew we couldn’t find you, and decided to bring you to us!”
“Let’s not give him too much credit,” muttered Silt. “Obviously it was the luck potion that Mash took before we left; the witchy magic just worked its way through the cat. And I was the one who climbed up after him, anyway.” He eyed the cat with dissatisfaction, and Kina rolled her eyes, though she was still smiling.
“You used the potion to find me?” Tao asked Mash quietly. He shrugged and rubbed at his neck.
“Knew you couldn’t have gone too far, and that the longer we searched the harder it’d get. We had to either go north, or back west, but weren’t sure which. Figured a little luck might narrow the odds.”
She smiled up at him, grateful and touched, but then her smile faded as she remembered what she might have cost him.
“Mash…” Tao was almost afraid to ask, but she had to know. “After I left the tavern—did the metal-trader come to talk with you? Or were you able to find him?”
Mash looked away. “No.”
“Oh,” whispered Tao. “Mash…I’m sorry.”
He didn’t say anything for a moment as he turned back to tend to the fire. “Don’t be,” he said at last. “It wasn’t your fault. It was my choice to help you escape, and I knew what it might mean.”
“We’ll find her,” said Tao with quiet certainty. “I promise; we’ll do everything we can to find her, Mash.” Her heart hurt for the sacrifice that he had made, but she was also relieved and grateful beyond words to be with the others again. She had just been steeling herself to leave the cave and begin what she’d expected to be a grueling, thirsty, and lonely journey to the outpost when Fidelitus had appeared, as if by magic, to lead her down to the others. When she’d made it back to the wagons, she’d immediately hugged Laohu’s long face into her body, stroking his wiry mane; the mule had snorted and nuzzled her as if he, too, knew that they’d nearly been parted for good. Kina had hugged her tightly, and Mash had patted her shoulder in an awkward sort of way. Tao felt warmed from within—and not just because she’d taken a healthy swallow from Silt’s flask of mead.
After reuniting, the four of them had agreed to continue north and then east along the mountain pass, since returning to Craghorn was out of the question for now. They’d traveled as far as they could before sundown, wanting to put greater distance between them and the magefinder, but made camp in a small gully when evening fell. Though close to the road, the gully at least offered the protection of being well hidden; both wagons barely fit within it, but neither could be seen at all from the road.
They felt safe enough there to risk the campfire, and Tao was very glad for its warmth and light after her harrowing stint in the cold and dark salt cave. Kina stewed some salt pork with herbs, grain, and apple, and after a day of gnawing hunger, it made for as good a meal as the fortune teller had ever tasted. Tao felt suffused with gratitude as she sat on her log, saying nothing but merely soaking in the merriment and good cheer of the others.
“Hoy, Mash,” said Silt with a grin. “I reckon Tao’s bold escape and our brave rescue—”
“Hang on, I think Fidelitus did most of the rescuing,” interjected Kina.
“—would make a fine ballad, don’t you think?” He took a swig from his flask and passed it to the former mercenary.
Mash took a drink as well, resting at ease on his own log. “I suppose so,” he said. “Shall I compose one, then?” When Kina and Tao added their enthusiastic agreement, the big man thought for a moment, then cleared his throat:
Pursued by a Guild-man, an orange-clad foe
The fortune teller fled to a cavern.
Where she hid, and she hoped, and she laid herself low
And her companions were left in their tavern.
(“That’s us!” said a delighted Kina.)
But they plotted their hunt, and took the north road
And in vain searched the rocks for their friend.
Not a hair nor a sign nor a signal did show
And alas, would their journey here end?
But out jumped the cat, nose all a-twitch
For it had caught an interesting scent.
And as it sought out the trail of dried fish
It discovered the fortune teller’s den.
And so she returned, by a path of sharp rock
To the gladness of three, anxious-hearted.
Onward they ride, and forward they walk
For not so easily will friendship be parted.
This was met with laughter and vigorous applause from Tao and Kina, and even Silt stomped one foot approvingly. The warrior-poet gave them a short bow, his stubbled mouth twitching as it turned up in a smile that he tried to, but could not fully, repress.
“You ought to be a bard,” said Kina, thoroughly impressed. “No, really, you’re better than half of the ones I’ve heard in taverns!”
“Maybe you need to be going to better taverns,” said Silt, and ducked smoothly as the baker threw a pebble at him.
“Can’t be a bard,” said Mash. “Too busy being a…whatever it is I do for you lot. Baker’s assistant and fortune teller’s guard, I suppose.”
“You mean a friend,” Tao said, and she smiled at him from across the fire.



ELEVEN


They continued north along the mountain pass in the morning. As they journeyed, they passed a few straggling travelers and merchants but spotted no guards or itchy men in garishly orange robes, much to Tao’s relief. Even though she knew the magefinder would still be searching for her, the presence of the others made her feel less fearful—although she still made sure to keep her hood up as she rode, and they had taken the precaution of covering the lettering on the side of her wagon with some strategically applied mud.
Silt was riding up front with her behind Laohu; now that Kina’s heavy oven and sacks of ingredients had been transferred to her own wagon, Tao had offered for the two men to take turns riding with her should they want a rest from walking. The dark-haired man flipped a silver coin idly as he lounged beside her.
“So, why do you want so badly to avoid going back to Margrave, again?” he asked Tao as their party trundled along and the road began to curve east. Some greenery began to appear, short and scrubby among the rocks; they were at last nearing the mouth of the pass.
“It’s complicated.”
“Well, we’ve got at least a full day’s travel ahead of us; plenty of time for the tale, no?”
“Oh, let her be; if she wants to tell us, she will,” called Kina from the rear wagon.
“No,” said Tao. “Silt’s right, it’s nothing worth hiding from you all, not now.”
She took a breath and shook herself mentally; she knew that her years spent alone on the road with only Laohu for company had bred in her an instinct to deflect and to conceal. But she was among friends now—a small, giddy thrill ran through her at the thought. Friends who had taught her that to share a little of her old hurts, the memories that pulsed and throbbed at the very center of her like a dark star, did not make her weak.
“I’ve already told you that I was brought to Margrave after my father died, and my mother married an Eshteran nobleman,” she said. “And that I was raised there, but then I left.
“Some might think me ungrateful for running away. My new stepfather was—not a nice man. My mother came from a high-ranking family; her great-uncle was a minister in the Imperial court—and my stepfather married my mother thinking that she’d help establish and manage his trade with Shinara. So we were valuable investments, in a way. He treated my mother and me well enough by some standards, I suppose; we had all the nice clothes and food we could want, living in his fine house. I imagine it was also in his interest to see that we had all the trappings appropriate to Eshteran nobility, as we were reflections upon him and his name.”
“So that’s why you sound so posh all the time,” said Silt. “You’re practically a nob!”
“Yes, well.” Tao quirked her lips wryly. “There is a Shinn saying: ‘You cannot paint stripes on a donkey and call it a tiger.’ Even if I spoke Eshteran, and wore their lace petticoats, and danced their silly dances—I was not Eshteran. It was a hard thing, to have to go to dinner parties and balls, and always hear the whispers and feel the stares. And teenage girls—the other daughters of the nobility, whom I was encouraged to befriend—can be especially cruel.
“So I grew up there in Margrave—the famous Terraced City—quite alone and missing my father terribly. My mother…Well, she lost something important inside of her when my father died, I think. She went through the motions of this new life, but did not smile, or laugh, or even cry. As I’ve told you, she blamed me, in a way, for my father’s death. She could barely look at me anymore, even though I was young and frightened and…and I needed her.”
Tao looked away at the ragged bushes beside the road, merely a passing half blur of green. The words thickened in her throat. The casual tone she had adopted began to betray her, but she forged on.
“When I came of age, my stepfather had to decide what to do with me. I was an inconvenient problem—I’d had no marriage offers yet, which is the usual path; nor did I particularly want to marry anyone. But quite by accident—I’d been careless in telling little fortunes for the house staff, some of whom were kind to me—he learned of my vision. That I could see certain things that would then come to pass. And he was pleased, for surely the Guild of Mages would take me in and train me—a neat and highly respectable solution. He, as my guardian, would receive a generous stipend from the Guild should they accept my service, and it would increase the stature of his house to have a Guild mage for a stepdaughter.
“But I didn’t want to go, for a whole host of reasons—some more rational than others. For one, I knew the mages there would discover, one way or another, that I was a Seer, and make me use my greater vision…but I never wanted to use it again. Not after my father. What if all I can see is death and destruction? What if in seeing it, I cause it?
“Besides, I’d also seen by then how Guild mages hold themselves apart from ordinary folk in Margrave; how people fear them, and whisper about them. I’d heard stories about their training, too, of secret rituals where mage-candidates would give themselves over to the Guild, mind and body. I had lost enough of myself already that I did not want to lose any more. So I begged my mother not to let him give me to the Guild. I begged her to stop it, to send me anywhere else, to do something.
“But she said nothing. She did nothing.”
“So you ran?” asked Silt.
“So I ran. I took a purse full of coin, my cloak, and what little I had brought with me from Shinara, and I left the next night and never returned. That’s why I can’t go back.”
There was a thoughtful silence before Silt whistled, low and impressed. “Takes some guts, leaving just like that. Especially when all you knew of Eshtera was the Terraced City—a bit different from tiny villages stinking of fish, isn’t it?”
Tao shrugged, looking away. “It took some getting used to, and I bumbled about getting myself into trouble at first—but once I figured things out, life on my wagon wasn’t really much harder than it was in Margrave. Just different—and easier in some ways, too. And at least I’m free to do what I like, out here.”
“There is something liberating about traveling, isn’t there?” said Kina. “I’ve felt it since we left Shellport—only knowing where we’re going next, but not where we’ll end. The open road ahead of you—it’s a little scary, and a little wonderful.”
Silt nodded back at her. “It’s also easier to enjoy it when you’ve not left anything behind worth missing. I don’t think I’ll ever return to the back-alley slums of Peshmar that I wriggled my way out of; there’s nothing left for me there. Everywhere I’ve been, everything I’ve done since then—it’s all been more than I ever thought I’d have. More than I deserve, really.”
Kina looked at him thoughtfully, as if seeing him in a new light.
“Still, your mother should have protected you, Tao,” said Mash, his voice low and angry. “Should have made your life easier, not harder. That’s her job.”
Tao looked away. “I don’t think she meant to hurt me. She was grieving still, in her own way. And she wasn’t wrong to ask if my father would have died, if I hadn’t seen what I’d seen. If I hadn’t told him.”
“That’s no excuse. You were grieving, too. The difference is, you were a little girl, and she was your mother.”
“Yes, well,” said Tao, staring fixedly at the reins in front of her. “What’s done is done. And even if I may have needed her then, I don’t anymore.”



The mountain outpost was a small and rugged cluster of buildings, especially in contrast with the bustling, industrious city of Craghorn. The way station had come into being organically, built in degrees over time by the merchant caravans that traveled the pass in order to provide necessities and small comforts to ease long journeys: small stables here, a resting-house there, and so on. It was intended more as temporary shelter than permanent settlement, and the buildings reflected this, as they were crudely built things of stone and of wood, with drafty gaps between warped planks and no art or embellishment beyond what was necessary for function. It was a place intended to sustain, not to comfort.
But the sight of these threadbare buildings was still a welcome thing to Tao and the others as their wagons entered the outpost, not through a gate (for there were none, nor walls, either) but on the road that simply widened into an open space between the buildings.
Silt led the wagons over to the barn for stabling while the others ducked into the way station’s single resting-house in search of a hot meal. They found themselves in a stuffy great room; the warmth within was welcome, but the air was close and stifling, for the room was packed with many bodies. A few glanced up at their party as they entered, letting in a sudden gust of cold mountain air, but thankfully, none seemed to pay much mind to Tao beyond this.
The four of them (Silt having returned from the stables already, complaining in a disgruntled way about the station’s extortionate price of feed) found themselves an empty table near the door and sat down, Mash waving down the single waitress making her way throughout the room. They ordered their meals quickly—there being only a single option of potatoes and salted beef—and observed the crowd around them.
There were many people here, but the tavern was not rowdy; a steady buzz of conversation kept the noise level moderately high, but the general tone seemed to be of sober discussion—perhaps even an undercurrent of anxiety—rather than drunken revelry. The patrons seemed to largely consist of merchants, but of greatly varying degrees of success—some seemed to be traveling alone, in plain cloaks made dusty by the road; others were surrounded by trade-partners or guardservants, and wore fine clothing in the style of Margrave nobility, with high cuffs and mother-of-pearl buttons.
“Are there always this many merchants traveling the pass?” asked Kina, keeping her voice quiet.
Mash shook his head. “Last time we came through, it was half-empty. That was a few months ago, maybe—Silt?”
“Eh?” The thief started guiltily, tearing his calculating gaze away from the rings and necklaces of a merchant standing a little too close. “Yes, a few months. That’s right.”
“I passed through as well, when I first made my way west from Margrave,” said Tao. “Mostly empty then, too. I wonder what’s changed.”
“Seems like more traffic going west,” mused Kina. “I wonder why—my uncle told me that the eastern merchants always preferred to keep their trade in the east, for the coin was better, and easier, too.”
But the question of the increased western trade was answered later that night, when two strangers—merchants, plainly dressed—approached their table. One was a tall, older man with grey hair worn short; the other, dark-haired and younger, had markedly similar features—Tao guessed that they were father and son. Both wore expressions of anxiety as they approached, the son darting nervous glances at the surrounding faces.
“Excuse me,” said the older man, looking at Tao. “Are you the Shinn fortune teller?”
He took an alarmed half step back when Mash visibly tensed in response. The merchant’s hands flew out in placating fashion.
“Forgive me, we mean no offense—it’s just that we’ve heard tell of a Shinn fortune teller out west this way who tells true fortunes. And…well, we wanted to ask if she would read ours. For a fee, of course.”
Mash looked to Tao, who sighed.
“Forgive our wariness,” she said to the merchant. “Someone has been pursuing me recently, for ill reasons. I’ve been trying to avoid attention. I’m not telling fortunes at the moment.”
The older man slumped in clear disappointment, running a hand over his face. The younger man cast him an anxious look, and leaned in closer to their table. “Please,” he said, his voice urgent. “It’s important—a matter of our family’s livelihood. We’d be very grateful.”
Tao frowned at this. His earnestness was evident.
“Tao,” said Mash in an undertone, warning her against any rash decisions.
“I’m sorry,” she told the merchants reluctantly. “I’d like to help, but I can’t. Not right now.”
The older one nodded, despondent but accepting. He clasped the other’s shoulder and guided him away. “Thank you anyway, fortune teller. Come, son. Let’s leave them alone. It was a good thought to ask.”
As the traders turned to leave, Tao noticed that the hems of their coats were fraying. The loose threads had been carefully tied off and hemmed, but a wealthier merchant would surely have simply replaced them. She wondered what important deal had brought both father and son out to these hinterlands—and who waited at home for them. A mother? Younger sisters, perhaps? Tao bit her lip.
“Wait,” she blurted. “I might not be able to tell you what you want, but I can try. I’ll read your fortunes—if you promise to not speak of it to anyone, and if you answer a question of mine truthfully.”
They turned back, surprised. “But of course,” said the older merchant hurriedly, his eyes brightening with hope. “We would swear to the Mother and Sons on it.”
Mash began to mutter something and Kina, too, raised her hand toward Tao in concern—but she had already made up her mind and shook them off.
“Just one fortune,” she whispered to her friends. “It’ll be fine. We’ll be gone in the morning.” To the merchants, she said: “My question first. Have you heard anything about a trader who discovered a child in one of his riverboats, somewhere south of the village of Windmere, many months ago?”
The two men only shook their heads at her in bewilderment.
Tao sighed. It had been worth a try. Still, over Silt’s and Kina’s hushed protests, she rose from the table, nodding at the merchants and leading them away. When she explained that they’d need somewhere private for the reading, the younger man was sent to ask the innkeeper whether there was a private room they might use; there was not, but the pantry was offered as a substitute. And so Tao found herself sitting on a dusty barrel of ale surrounded by hanging hams, looking at the faces of the two merchants, whose eagerness was clear even in the dim half-light of the storeroom.
“It seems we cannot begin with tea, as I usually would,” she said, wrinkling her nose as she brushed aside a dangling cobweb. “And this pantry is too dark for a palm-reading. But we can use my box of fortune stones instead. Now: What is the urgent matter?”
“Our goods,” said the grey-haired merchant immediately. “Grain and wool, several wagons’ worth of each. Will they find buyers and fetch fair prices in the west?”
“You’re transporting them without an agreed buyer?” She was surprised; it seemed a risky gamble. She’d learned a little of merchanting from overhearing her stepfather’s discussions of business and contracts. The journey from eastern Eshtera to the west was a long, arduous, and costly one, with some added risk from highwaymen as well—and so goods sold to the west tended to incur a significant premium, which rather dampened the trade between the two halves of the kingdom and concentrated most of the wealth and fine goods in the east.
The trader nodded wearily, an unhappy set to his mouth. “Circumstances required it.”
Tao raised an eyebrow.
“We needed to get them out of the east,” blurted the son. “Before the Crown seized them!”
Tao let her confusion show. “Why would the Crown seize your goods?”
The father sighed, running a hand over his face again. “There’s some blasted new statute come out from the Queen’s Council just this past month. In addition to banning trade with Shinara, they’ve started requiring that merchants sell certain goods—grain and wool among them—directly to the Crown at fixed prices, far lower than what they’d fetch at market. And if you refuse, they just take them anyway and call it civil forfeiture. It is…a problem.”
“It’s shameful, and unjust, is what it is,” said the younger man hotly. “And they’ve given no good reason for it! Must just be the ministers getting greedy, and thinking they can make us all bow and scrape before them.”
“Yes, well,” said the father, throwing his son a quelling look. “It seemed prudent to find another market, at the moment. At least until the Crown’s supplymasters make their way through the pass to squeeze what they can from the west, as well.”
Tao nodded, troubled. She generally paid little attention to news of politics and the broader affairs of the kingdom, for they had little impact on life aboard her wagon as she traveled between the remote villages on the outskirts. But she could not help but feel uneasy about what seemed to her a draconian and illogical policy, and what effects it might have on the poorer folk of Eshtera. The statute might harm only the pockets of the wealthy merchant class now, but—as she had heard a sailor say once—shit seemed to have a way of trickling down. Economics, they called it.
“Well,” she said, taking out her wooden box of Shinn fortune stones and lifting its hinged lid. “I only tell small fortunes. What you’re asking—it may be beyond my abilities to see. Do you understand? I’ll do my best, but I make no guarantees.” She waited for father and son to both nod their assent before continuing. “Please, both of you—draw two stones from the box; one in each of your hands. Think of your goods and your trading prospects as you do so. Don’t look at the stones; simply take the ones that call to you.”
The two men did so, their eyes determinedly unfocused as each reached out and grabbed their rounded black stones. Tao nodded and closed the box. “Now please, place them here, on the box.” The wooden lid of the box bore eight rounded indents, each just the right size and shape to cradle a fortune stone.
When this was done, Tao closed her eyes and inhaled deeply. The air smelled of ale and cheese, but underlying it was a dampness—like moss at the bottom of a well. She put aside these thoughts and all other sensation besides the feeling of the box against her hands. The fine wood-grains, smoothed by craft and by time, slid beneath her gentle fingertips. When the stillness and silence at last embraced her, with her eyes still closed, she picked up the four stones laid before her—and using only the sensation of the cold, heavy smoothness to guide her, rotated them in their indentations so that the carved Shinn characters faced up.
She opened her eyes, and saw:
New Moon. Fortune. Ocean. Conflict.
The two merchants were watching her anxiously, waiting for her pronouncement.
“I sense a meal,” she said slowly, letting the weight of the fortune sink into her mind, filling every crevice like water. Slowly, flashes of a vision came into focus in her mind’s eye. Scents, too—she found herself salivating. “A feast; a celebration of the new year—somewhere salty? A harbortown, perhaps? You’re eating beef, and fat pork, too.” She blinked and the vision vanished; she looked up from the stones somewhat apologetically. “I’m sorry if that’s not very useful.”
The younger man’s brow was furrowed in frustration, but the older merchant was smiling widely. “Oh, thanks be to the Mother and the Scholar Son,” he said, slapping his son’s back. “That’s fine news—fine news! If we’re feasting on rich beef by the new year, then surely we’ll have found a buyer. And in a harbortown! We should head to Shellport, then!”
Tao smiled to see the men so relieved, but she still felt puzzled as she looked down at the stones. Conflict. It was a strange inclusion, and she was unsure how it fit—she hadn’t gotten the sense from her vision that the two men would find themselves in any dispute, violent or otherwise, during their feast. But she felt it hovering around the fringes of her vision—vague and diffuse, an ominous threat that both was and was not. She decided not to mention it to the merchants.
The merchants parted from her with effusive thanks, pressing ten full silver pennies into her hands as they left, all smiles and relief. Tao returned to the companions waiting worriedly for her at the table, but as she did she was still thinking about the last fortune stone, and a strange unease had settled on her, like dust that she couldn’t quite shake.



They left the outpost the next morning after resupplying at the way station’s small trading post. Prices for Fortis’s and Laohu’s feed were unusually high, but the hay merchant refused to budge: “It’ll cost you even more outside of the pass,” he said shortly. “Prices are up everywhere, not just here. Buy it or don’t, you can do as you like, but I’ll not sell for less.”
“The price is twice what it should be!” said Silt, aghast. “Highway robbery, that is—and I should know!”
But the man shrugged, so they were forced to accept it and count a great deal of coin into his hand, for there would be no other opportunity to restock before they were out of the mountains. Tao frowned, looking back at the outpost as their wagons rolled east and thinking of what the merchants had told her of the Crown’s new statute.
From the outpost, it would be three days’ steady travel before they exited the mountain pass into the flat, forested lands of eastern Eshtera. The pass had grown somewhat greener as they traveled, with stunted, dry-looking trees thrusting their branches above the rocks and scrabbling clusters of short bushes breaking the white-grey monotony, but the road was still a vastly unwelcoming channel of rock. The sun beat down, harsh and glaring against the white of the Saltpeaks, and they drew their cloaks up to their faces to avoid breathing in the dust kicked up by their wagon wheels.
They camped in whatever poor shelter they could find in the exposed pass: behind a rocky overhang, that first night after leaving the outpost; simply beside the side of the road behind a clump of bushes, the next. Tao looked forward to leaving the pass behind soon—a river, she thought wistfully, with good, fresh water to bathe in, even if it were freezing cold—would be just the thing to wash off all this dust.
But their journey through the mountains came to an abrupt halt late the next day. “Stop,” said Mash in a low, urgent voice, raising a hand for Tao and Kina to see. “There’s somebody waiting up ahead.”
And indeed, as soon as he’d said it, Tao spotted the figure of a man mounted on the most magnificent white stallion she’d ever seen, sitting at attention in the center of the road not forty paces ahead.
“He’s not the magefinder,” said Tao quietly. “A guard?”
“Or a mage himself, maybe,” said the thief beside her, eyeing the white horse.
“Should we turn around?” asked Kina anxiously.
“Too late. He’s seen us.” The warrior grimly loosened his mace in its holder. “If it comes to it, run for the rocks; you might be able to hide there for a time, and sneak past ahead to the outpost. Silt and I can buy you some time. Find each other at the market there.”
The man on the horse, seeing that they had paused, began to trot toward their wagons. Tao felt, rather than saw, Silt prepare himself; his posture was still deceptively casual beside her, but she knew that he was holding himself as tightly as a coiled spring. She herself felt for the knife in her belt and gripped its hilt tightly, commanding her rebellious heartbeats to slow; she’d been in one or two scraps before, but would hardly consider herself a fighter.
But as the man neared, she saw both Mash and Silt relax a fraction. The stranger was a short, round man, wearing ornately embroidered robes of black silk and gold cloth that matched the splendor of his beautiful horse; fingers on both of his hands were adorned with heavy gold rings. He was very tan, with just a fringe of short, white hair on an otherwise bald head that gleamed like a chestnut. Despite his unathletic figure, he rode easily in his saddle, but she could see neither weapon nor Guild badge on him, and he smiled cheerfully at them as he approached.
“Hello!” he called, halting his horse and peering at them. “You look like a likely party! Coming from Craghorn, are you?” His voice was smooth and unaccented, and rather deeper than Tao had expected from his appearance. Something about it sounded rich.
“Yes,” said Tao.
“No,” growled Mash simultaneously.
The stranger looked between them, eyes narrowed, but shrugged and then looked the warrior over more fully.
“Oh, perfect! Look at you; what a nice big mace you’ve got! Good sturdy armor, too; I suppose a full set of plate might be better, but you’ll do well enough, well enough indeed.”
“Eh?” said Mash. Tao supposed he’d never before had his mace—a fearsome, spiked thing the length of a small child—complimented in the tones with which one might greet a particularly impressive baby.
“You’re a great warrior, obviously! Wonderful; every party needs one, of course. Your companion here is a wily rogue type, yes? Maybe a thief?”
“Former thief,” said Silt indignantly. The man slapped his leg with delight.
“And you, the Shinn woman in the mystical cloak…Are you a mage, perhaps? Or at least a witch?”
“I’m just a fortune teller,” said Tao. She drew her cloak closer around her defensively. The stranger flapped his hands in dismissal, the gemstones on his fingers sparkling with the motion in the glow of the setting sun.
“Close enough, close enough.”
He paused last on Kina, looking her up and down. Under this scrutiny, she fussed a bit with her curls and brushed her hands self-consciously on her apron.
“My apologies, miss, but—what are you, exactly?”
“I’m a baker,” she said primly. “I make excellent buns, tarts, and scones. And I’ve invented a fortune cookie.”
He blinked at her, nonplussed. “Are the scones magical?”
“They’re raspberry, almond, and cinnamon-raisin.”
“They’re very good,” added Silt loyally.
“Well. Yes. I’m sure they’re nice,” said the stranger in his cultured voice, looking rather at a loss.
“Kina also talked a troll off of its bridge, once,” said Tao, feeling inexplicably like she should defend the baker, even though she’d no idea who this strange man was, or why he seemed to be appraising their small traveling party as if evaluating cattle for purchase.
“Oh well, that’s quite good,” said the man, brightening up measurably and giving Kina an approving nod. “Trolls—quite rare; well done!”
“Thank you?” said the baker uncertainly.
“Look here, who are you, and what do you want with us?” growled Mash, stepping between the stranger and their wagons.
“Oh! Yes, of course; my apologies,” said the stranger. “Forgive my manners! I am Master Jacopo.” He gave a funny little bow from his saddle, short and jerky, bouncing back up on his stirrups.
“I am…perhaps you might call me an agent. I work for—well, it doesn’t quite matter who I work for, but suffice to say they are quite wealthy and distinguished. A collector, you see.
“My employer is building a vast collection of rare and valuable treasures from across Eshtera. Oftentimes, these treasures are inconveniently located in dangerous and out-of-the-way places—temple ruins guarded by ancient specters, the war hordes of underground Greenkin kingdoms, and so on.
“Which is where I”—he gestured extravagantly to himself, still bouncing a little—“come in! For I seek out brave and worthy bands of adventurers, ideally with a diverse but compatible set of useful skills, to quest for these rare artifacts in return for glory!”
They stared blankly back at him. Laohu pawed impatiently at the ground.
“And an appropriate financial reward, too, of course,” he added as an afterthought.
“Ahhh,” said Silt, nodding wisely. “Right, loads of silver. That makes more sense.”
“Sorry to disappoint, but we’re not a band of adventurers for hire,” said Tao firmly from her wagon. “We’re just travelers, and we really ought to be on our way.”
“Oh? But you’ve a warrior, a thief, a mage—yes, yes, a fortune teller—and a…er, troll-conquering baker. I’d say you quite meet the general requirements for adventuring!”
“What’s the job?” asked Silt. When Tao looked at him in surprise, he shrugged one shoulder. “Well, coin’s coin, and we do need to eat and pay for supplies, don’t we?”
“We’ve got coin enough for now,” grunted Mash. “No time for haring off on quests; we need to search the rivertowns for Leah.”
“Leah?”
“My daughter,” he said unwillingly. “She’s missing.”
“Hmm…” Master Jacopo tapped his chin thoughtfully. “So you’re traveling the countryside in search of her? Hard luck, hard luck. But the four of you can only cover so much ground—and Eshtera is very big indeed. Would your search not benefit, perhaps, from many more eyes?”
“Speak plainly,” snarled Mash.
“What I mean to say is this: If your party agrees to take up my quest and succeeds in retrieving the treasure, I am authorized to offer you the following as additional compensation, beyond mere riches: My employer will generously fund a wide-ranging search across Eshtera for your lost daughter. Teams of scouts riding in every direction; messengers sent to every town watch; a sizable reward offered for any information leading to her safe return.
“More, far more, than you could ever manage on your own. Would that not be a suitable payment?”
There was a long, deep silence.
“A moment, while we discuss,” said Tao at last, when nobody else said anything. She jerked her head at the others, indicating that they should confer a short distance away; dismounting her wagon, she led them into a close huddle behind a gnarly, bare-branched tree.
“Do you really think he—or his employer, whoever he is—could do that?” whispered Kina. “Search the whole kingdom and find Leah?”
“Did you see his horse? And all the jewels on him?” said Silt. He cast a covetous glance back over his shoulder. “Real sunstones and amber, those rings are. The belt buckle looks to be gold, too. If he’s just the servant, I’d reckon any lord he serves can afford to hire half an army of scouts and not even feel his coinpurse any lighter.”
“I wonder why he was just waiting for us on the road, though,” said the baker doubtfully. “Seems a little odd, don’t you think?”
Silt shrugged. “Plenty of adventurers cross through the pass. Maybe it’s just a good recruiting ground?”
“Mash—this is your decision,” said Tao quietly, looking at the warrior. “I think I speak for the three of us when I say we owe you more than this, for all you’ve done. If going on this—this quest—helps find your daughter, we’ll do it, and be glad to. What do you think?”
The grizzled mercenary looked around at their expectant faces. His jaw clenched, his mouth working soundlessly for a moment. “If he really can…If there’s a chance…Blast it, I can’t not take it. If you’re really willing, then aye. Let’s find whatever damned trinket he wants us to find. And thank you.”



Jacopo clasped his hands and bounced delightedly when the four of them returned from their conference by the oak tree to inform him they’d accept. “Wonderful, wonderful! Let us sign the contract at once.”
He pulled from his saddlebags a bag of black velvet, out of which came a large scroll tied with gold cord, and a single quill with an enormous, rainbow-hued feather. Tao wondered what bird it had come from—certainly not one she had ever seen before. He unrolled the scroll, scanned it perfunctorily, muttering to himself, and then nodded. “All in order. If you would?” He proffered both the scroll and the quill to Mash first, who squinted down at the text.
“Here now, this has got our names in it—‘the Eshteran warrior known as Mash, the Eshteran thief known as Silt’ and so on—we never told you our names!”
“You also didn’t write anything on the scroll,” said Silt slowly. “It was all already written…”
Jacopo waved a hand airily, entirely unconcerned with their growing unease. “It’s an enchanted scroll, of course. The contract is scribed automatically, as befitting the quest at hand and the adventurers in question. One of our more useful commissions from the Guild artificers. Expensive, but worth it.”
“…no recompense shall be owed in the event of failure to retrieve the Treasure, or if the Adventurers should perish in the attempt…” said Kina, reading the scroll as she stood on her tiptoes beside the mercenary. “Does that happen a lot?”
“It’s not common,” said Jacopo. “But I suppose it’s also not entirely rare. And if one or two of you do survive to retrieve the item, of course those lucky few will still receive their full and just rewards, never fear!” He beamed magnanimously at them.
“What is it we’re actually meant to retrieve? And from where?” said Tao, craning her neck to look.
“Contract just keeps saying ‘Treasure,’ ” grunted Mash, still reading.
“Ah. Yes. Well, that’s perhaps one of the more awkward details,” said Jacopo, playing with his rings. “In this specific instance, we don’t quite know what the item is.”
“How the blast are we supposed to fetch it for you, then?” spluttered Silt.
“We do know where it is, roughly! And that it is a single and exceptionally valuable item, and jealously protected by its guardian— I’m sure it will be quite obvious what it is once you’re there,” Jacopo said hastily. “Its location is not far, either—it’s in the Splinthorn Woods, just to the east once you’re through this pass—not half a day’s ride.”
“Guardian?” said Tao.
“Yes. A monster, or a great beast of some sort; reports were rather muddled.”
The would-be adventurers looked at one another.
“Look, I know you all might prefer a more…specific set of instructions, but I’ve told you what I can. Do you accept, or not?” Jacopo drummed a heavily beringed hand on his saddle.
Mash gritted his teeth. “If you’re swindling us, I swear you’ll regret it. And if I die, my ghost’s coming after you. With a very big axe,” he muttered, before raising the flamboyant quill to sign his name to the bottom of the scroll.



TWELVE


Tao regarded the path leading into the Splinthorn Woods with apprehension.
Gnarled, age-old trees reached their branches to the sky like supplicants to some ancient god; although it was morning, only sparse rays of sunlight could be seen seeping through the forest canopy, and dark shadows moved within the half-light, slithering among dead leaves and unseen skittering things. Fidelitus bristled and hissed at the sight, his scraggly black fur standing on its end, before retreating farther within Kina’s wagon.
“A little bit strange,” Master Jacopo had called the forest. A little magical—or possibly just so very old that the history of all the lives that had come and gone within its boundaries had soaked into the deep, dark earth beneath its roots, and in so doing, given the place a power of its own. It was possible, Tao rationalized, that the forest would provide sufficiently magical cover to obscure any tracks that reading the merchants’ fortune at the outpost had left for the magefinder—another good reason to venture off the road into its depths, she assured Mash.
After they signed Jacopo’s contract, the strange round man had given them precise directions to the entrance of the forest. He’d promised to follow them shortly—after concluding some other business he had at the outpost, he’d said—and to meet them just outside the Woods once they emerged, successful or not.
He’d not lied in his directions, at least; after one final night camped within the mountain pass, they had emerged, dusty and determined, to find the forking path toward the Woods before them. They’d taken the path, glad to be breathing air that no longer stung of salt, but now the dark stillness of the Woods loomed before them. Laohu and Fortis had flatly refused to take one step into the forest, so they’d dismounted from the wagons and tethered the mounts with reluctance. They would bring into the forest only what they could carry and might need. Tao didn’t like leaving Laohu, her wagon, and various other possessions unguarded, but had little choice. If Jacopo came here to await them as promised, he would watch over their wagons, and they had left food out for the mounts (and for Fidelitus), enough for several days.
“We’re sure we’re doing this?” asked Mash, testing the straps of his armor and his pack once more. He fairly bristled with weaponry—he held an axe in his hand, and on his belt were a shortsword, two daggers, and of course his trusty spiked mace; within his pack, Tao knew, would be any number of additional implements for maiming and killing.
“Aye, sure enough,” said Silt, checking the edge on his own daggers. “It’ll be a grand tale!” Despite his suspicion of Master Jacopo, the thief had quickly grown enthusiastic about the quest—something of the mystery (and the promise of shiny riches, of course) appealed to his nature, and he positively brimmed with readiness.
“We’re with you,” said Kina, glancing at Tao to see her nodded agreement. The baker carried with her a pack of supplies—food and water, mostly; they hoped not to be in the Woods for long, but could not be sure how much time it would take to retrieve the item—and also wielded a large rolling pin like a cudgel.
Tao had left all of her fortune-telling implements behind in her wagon. She wore her cloak, her small belt-knife, and her own pack of supplies—and, without really knowing why, she’d brought along the egg-shaped red flute given to her by the shopkeeper in Craghorn as well.
The four of them looked at one another, grimly equipped, standing on the edge of the Woods. With a wordless nod that nonetheless conveyed much, Mash gripped his axe more tightly and led them forward into the shadows.



As soon as they stepped foot into the Woods, a queer silence seemed to fall around them like a heavy blanket. Looking back, they could still see their wagons standing in the clearing, but it seemed there was a barrier between them now through which sound would not pass. Instead there were only the noises of the forest, and these, too, were wrong; rather than birdsong and crickets, they heard only intermittent rustling and a slow, unsteady dripping, although they could see no water around them. Tao shivered even though she wasn’t cold.
Their party walked on, a single-file line following the narrow path, and they scanned their surroundings warily. “Look for anything unusual,” said Mash, his voice hushed and gravelly.
“Besides everything?” said Silt, and he had a point. The trees seemed to bend and move when one wasn’t watching, and more than once Tao thought she saw motion out of the corner of her eye, yet found nothing when she turned and looked.
But they continued unmolested along the forest path for a good while. The sound of dripping water grew louder ahead of them. They saw no other person, nor animal, nor conveniently placed chest full of treasures. Tao felt a strange sense of timelessness; without the sun or moon overhead, she could not say whether they had been walking in the Woods for hours or days, but as she hadn’t yet grown hungry, she supposed it could not have been that long.
Suddenly, Mash stopped in front of them; Silt stumbled into him from behind.
“Look,” said the warrior in a husky whisper, and Silt stifled a startled oath while Kina gasped.
Tao looked but saw nothing ahead on the path but darkness—until she realized that the darkness she saw was an immense, vertical wall of water. Still and unmoving, held back by nothing, the water glimmered darkly as high as they could see and stretched around in a curve on either side, forming a towering cylinder in the middle of the forest clearing.
“Well, that’s something unusual,” said the thief once he’d recovered himself.
“Magic?” said Kina. Her voice was hushed.
“Must be,” said Mash. He held a hand out cautiously, close to but not quite touching the wall of water. Nothing happened. Steeling himself, he moved yet closer and, with one finger, reached out to poke it. The water, dark and still, parted around this intrusion—a rounded indentation, swirling and closing again as Mash pressed in and withdrew—leaving his hand entirely dry.
“Reckon whatever we’re meant to retrieve is inside?”
“Only one way to find out,” said Silt with a brash grin, and he took one deep breath and walked forward into the wall, which allowed him in just as it had Mash’s finger, before the water closed again behind him and he disappeared from view.
“Blasted reckless, Daughter-cursed bastard,” swore Mash, and bulled forward into the water himself.
Tao felt Kina grab her hand; the two women looked at each other, eyes wide, before throwing themselves forward as well, and suddenly there was nothing but dark, dark water surrounding them. Tao felt the panic rising within her, but she clutched Kina’s hand tightly and reminded herself to breathe—that she was still able to, that air flowed in and out of her lungs, despite this strange aqueous prison—and she was able to put one foot in front of the other, and then again, until after what seemed an eternity, she stumbled forward out of the water and emerged onto dry land.
Mash and Silt awaited them there, but there was no breath to spare on relief or recriminations, for all four could only crouch there in the small circle within the center of the water-walls as a violent maelstrom of wind and sand battered at them. Tao’s cloak whipped around her, threatening to tear itself off her body; she clutched at the fox-clasp around her neck with the hand not holding Kina’s and struggled to hold it fast as she squinted through sand-stung tears. Mash’s mouth was moving as he shouted something at them, but it was impossible to hear his voice over the howling gale. Kina, reading his lips, seemed to understand—she tugged Tao’s hand and pointed urgently at something in the center of the clearing.
There was a hole in the earth there, ragged and rocky edges framing an opening about the width of a barrel. Mash and Silt were crawling their way toward it, fighting the vortex of whirling sand as they dug into the ground with the toes of their boots. Somehow, it seemed like the wind was growing only more powerful, and the grains of sand became shards and pebbles that tore at their clothes and cut at their skin. Tao felt her hair start to come loose from its bun; she reached up just in time to grab hold of her ji before it could be blown away, and stashed it safely into a belt-pouch as her hair whipped violently around her face. Kina pulled Tao along toward the center, and together they stumbled and staggered their way there, half-blind, each with one arm flung up to protect their eyes. Tao caught only the briefest glimpse of the hole as they neared it; it opened to darkness beneath the ground, and she thought she perhaps had seen the bottom—but how far it was, she could not say. Still, there seemed little alternative—there was no other path forward, and they could not stay in this maelstrom any longer.
Silt reached the hole first and flung himself through inelegantly, headfirst. He must have landed safely, for after one quick look down the hole, Mash dropped down as well; then Kina, and at last Tao. She felt herself plummet through the darkness before landing with an “oomph” on something soft and warm—the baker.
“Sorry, sorry,” she said hastily, rolling herself off and getting to her feet, offering Kina a hand as she did. As far as she could tell, she hadn’t broken anything in the fall—but she felt thoroughly wrung out from their ordeal, and standing up was its own challenge. Every part of her stung with a thousand small cuts even though she could see no visible wounds on her skin. She rubbed at her arms, wincing. “Is everyone all right?”
“I’m fine,” said Kina, accepting Tao’s outstretched hand and coughing out sand. “Not ideal, but fine.”
“Mother and Sons,” said Mash with a groan, rolling slowly to his feet on the ground nearby, which seemed answer enough. Silt, somehow, seemed unscathed; he had already gotten up and was walking around their new surroundings, more sprightly than he had any right to be, in Tao’s opinion. They had fallen into what seemed to be a stone chamber. It might have been called a cave, except that its walls were too smooth and rounded to have been natural. Unlike the clearing they had just escaped, there was no wind; the air lay entirely still and quiet within, and their voices echoed softly against the stone.
“This place is amazing,” Silt said, peering back up at the hole in wonder.
“This place,” said Tao, “could have killed us.” She did not point out that there was also no visible way of returning back through the hole; it was far too high above their heads, and she could see no holds nor means of climbing to reach it, either.
Silt had the decency to look chagrined, but quickly brightened and pointed toward an arched entryway in the stone wall. “That must be where we have to go next,” he said, almost eager. “The treasure might be close!”
They took a moment’s rest first, passing around a canteen of water and fortifying themselves with a few bites of salt pork wrapped in slices of bread. Silt was visibly impatient, finishing his food first and rolling a coin along his fingers as he watched the others eat.
“You seem to be enjoying this,” Kina said to him.
He grinned at her. “Well, you must admit it’s exciting, isn’t it? I suppose being on an adventure just makes me feel like one of the heroes from the old stories, instead of just…me.”
“I think,” she said matter-of-factly, wiping her hands, “that the old heroes were probably people just like us. And there’s nothing wrong with being just you.”
Silt, surprised, smiled at her shyly.
“Aye,” said Mash. “Heroes still had to earn coin and eat stale bread and shit behind bushes, didn’t they? They just leave those bits out of the stories when they tell them.”
Kina hid a laugh behind her hand. “They certainly do.”
“Sounds like a good subject for your next poem, Mash,” said Silt. “ ‘The Latrines of Legend’—I can hear the applause now. Maybe the Queen will invite you to perform it at court.”
Mash scowled. “Well, heroes or not, let’s get on with it.” He took out two crude torches from his pack—oil-doused rags, wrapped around thick pieces of resinous wood—and lit them with Tao’s offered fire-starter. One he passed to Tao, and the other he held before him as he led their small party into the darkened arch.
They walked in single file, for the passage was too narrow to allow anything else; Tao made sure to follow closely behind Silt and Kina, conscious of being in the rear and not wanting to be separated. The torches cast their flickering light on the walls of the passageway, and shadows danced mockingly along the smooth stone.
“How old is this place, do you think?” whispered Kina. “Is it a gnomehold? They live underground, don’t they?”
“Not gnome,” said Silt, running his fingers along the wall. “I’ve seen a gnomehold before; they’re more cramped, and they’d not have bothered smoothing the rock like this. They don’t do any magic like what we saw up there, either.”
“Elves, maybe?” asked Tao, raising her torch a little higher to cast the reassuring light farther.
Silt shook his head. “Elves are proud; their places are nothing so bare and cold as this. No, this…this doesn’t feel like somewhere that any kind of people have lived.”
They fell into uneasy silence then, and walked on. The ground began to slope slightly downward. The torches eventually began to sputter and their flames grew shorter, and the four of them quickened their pace, for the prospect of being lost in this strange, underground place without even light was an unpleasant one to consider.
At last, they emerged into a stone cavern much like the one they had fallen into—circular, and lit from high above by weak sunlight falling through a hole in the ceiling. Tao noted this with some relief, for she’d been unsure whether it was day or night after their passage through the water-walls and the windstorm. She hoped that Laohu and Fortis were still safe on their tethers outside the Woods. But then her eyes fell upon the rest of the chamber and its contents, and she forgot all thought of the world outside.
“Look,” said Silt, his voice strangled, for resting before them in the very center of the room was, like a small sun, a gleaming sphere of solid gold.



Mash had immediately moved to walk toward the treasure, but Silt stopped him.
“There may be a trap,” said the thief, his dark eyes not leaving the glorious prize. “We need to be cautious here—Jacopo said it would be guarded. Even if we see nothing, there could be some protective magic, like what we ran into aboveground.”
Reluctant but seeing the wisdom of this, Mash had conceded, and dropped his pack to lean against the wall beside the passageway. “All right, then, you’re the thief. How do we steal this thing?”
“I don’t know yet.” Silt frowned, eyes scanning the chamber. “We need more information.”
There were no other entryways visible in the chamber besides the passage from which they’d entered and the hole in the ceiling. The room itself was empty other than the great sphere, though some leaves and dirt were scattered throughout, as if the wind had blown them through—but there were also, here and there, some strange golden feathers of the same hue as the sphere. Tao picked up one curiously, turning it over in her hands; it felt oddly warm.
“These feathers,” she said. “They must be from the guardian.” She passed the one she’d picked up over to Silt, who examined it closely before giving it to Mash and Kina. He nodded, narrowing his eyes.
“Makes sense. Of course there’d be some blasted magical bird we need to defeat. It’s not here now…but it’ll likely return.”
“Should we try for the treasure now, then? Before it comes back?” asked Kina, shifting anxiously from foot to foot.
“Maybe.” Silt hesitated. “But…it seems too easy. It doesn’t feel right.”
“If there’s a magical barrier of some kind that we can’t see, we should test it first,” said Tao. Mash nodded in agreement.
“Here— Do we have anything small we can toss toward it? Obviously not at it,” said Mash, cutting off Silt’s indignant protest. “Nothing that’d damage the thing. Just something to see what happens if you get near.”
“Something like a coin?” suggested Tao.
Silt nodded, pulling one from his pocket. “I’ll do it. I’ve the best aim. Maybe the rest of you should stand behind me, in the passageway…just in case.”
They did so, Mash standing protectively in front of the two women, who were more or less shielded by his bulk. Silt crouched in front of them with the coin in his hand, eyes measuring the distance to the treasure. He swung his hand once, twice, as if practicing the toss, and muttered to himself wordlessly as he did so. Then he nodded decisively and turned to look back at the others.
“Ready?” he asked.
“Just do it,” gritted Mash.
The thief winked—a cheeky, cocky gesture that made Kina snort—and turned forward again. In one smooth motion, he swung his hand forward and released the coin, and it flew in a magnificent, glittering arc through the chamber before landing within a hairbreadth of the golden sphere.
Suddenly, the chamber exploded into light and heat; Tao threw an arm up, covering her eyes, and she heard swearing from the two men as Kina cried out behind her. A ring of flame, blue at the bottom and vivid orange on the top, had erupted around the sphere. It scorched at their faces even though they were at least twenty paces away, and the four of them stumbled backward into the passageway, blown back by the ferocity of it. Through the roaring of the flames there came suddenly a piercing cry from above and a great whooshing noise, and just as quickly as they had appeared, the flames vanished. Gasping for breath, all four of them looked up again into the chamber—and stared in wonder and terror at the enormous, red-gold phoenix that had appeared and now encircled the golden sphere.



It was magnificent, the phoenix—the height of a cart horse, its golden-plumed head rose above the sphere, clicking its long, pointed beak furiously. Its body was a sleek, curved thing with tightly overlapping feathers of red and gold, looking almost scaled as it gleamed in the light from above. Its wings were half-furled as it crouched, and visible beneath them were taloned claws at the end of two bent legs, leaving deep furrows in the hard earth beneath. Curled around the golden sphere was the phoenix’s tail—or tails, rather, as multiple long, golden plumes fanned and streamed out behind its body, each slashing the air or quivering tensely independent of the others. But as the great bird swiveled its head around, Tao noticed that its eyes were clouded and glassy, and it did not seem to fix its gaze anywhere. The phoenix was blind.
The others had noticed this, too; crouching there in the mouth of the passageway, they remained very, very still, though Tao’s chest heaved with the effort. When the phoenix did not move away and continued only to scan the chamber sightlessly, Silt caught her eye and, with a barely perceptible jerk of his head, indicated that they should retreat farther into the passageway.
Slowly, agonizingly slowly, they did so, taking the greatest care not to scrape their feet against the dirt or to brush against the stone walls. At one point, Mash’s shortsword scabbard dragged softly against the stone, and they all froze again as the phoenix’s head swiveled suddenly in their direction—but it turned away again, and they breathed, and continued their silent escape.
It wasn’t until they had safely returned to the original chamber that they let themselves collapse, gasping and exhausted with the effort of moving so slowly.
“Dear Mother,” whispered Kina, still afraid to speak loudly despite having the full length of the passageway between them and the great bird. “Was that a phoenix? I thought they were all dead!”
“Nothing else it could be,” said Mash, bent over himself with hands on knees. “I’ve seen paintings before—that thing looked just like them.”
“Well, what do we know about phoenixes?” asked Silt impatiently. “How do we defeat it and grab the treasure?”
“Aren’t they immortal?” asked Tao wonderingly. “They burn up and are reborn every century or so, according to Shinn legends.”
“Aye, they’re beings of magic and fire. Can’t be killed through normal means,” grunted the warrior. “This one seems to be blind, though…Wonder if we can just sneak past, somehow?”
Silt scratched his neck doubtfully. “I’m good, but I’m not that good. Not sure I’d like my chances sneaking up on it—especially now, when it’s on the alert; it’d probably spear me, quick as anything, if I made a sound. Or light me on fire—that’s a thing they can do, isn’t it?”
“I heard a story once,” said Kina slowly. “From a bard back in Shellport, about the rogue prince of Efreet. I don’t remember the details, but at some point he was taken prisoner by a phoenix in the desert, and to escape, he lulled it to sleep by singing to it. His voice was so sweet that the phoenix couldn’t resist. Or something like that, anyway.”
They looked at one another in the cavern. “Don’t look at me,” said Silt. “I’ve many skills, but carrying a tune isn’t one of them.” Mash and Kina shook their heads regretfully as well.
“Well,” said Tao slowly. “Does it have to be singing? Or would any music suffice?”
Kina shrugged. “The bard didn’t say. And Mother knows if the story’s just a tale, or if there’s even any truth to it. Why?”
Tao said nothing, but she opened her satchel and took out a small item wrapped in linen. She unrolled the cloth and held it out so that the others could see: the small, red, egg-shaped Shinn flute, engraved with the figure of a phoenix.
The others crowded round.
“It’s a…Well, I don’t remember what it’s called in Shinn, but it’s a kind of flute. You blow here on top and cover these other holes with your fingers,” said Tao. “A Shinn shopkeeper in Craghorn gave it to me when he helped me escape.”
“You can play it?” asked Mash.
Tao nodded hesitantly. “I wouldn’t say I’m a master, or anything close…but yes, I can play it.” She remembered the song her father had taught her so many years ago—a simple tune, with just a few notes—and lifted the flute to her mouth. With tentative fingers that grew more sure, she began to play, and the melody, sweet and haunting, echoed through the cavern. When she finished and the last note rang out and faded, the silence felt heavier around them.
“There’s no guarantee it’ll work,” said Silt, his face intent and serious for once as he looked at her. “But it’s the only chance we have, it seems. Are you willing to try?”
She looked at Mash, his stubbled face grim and worn. She thought of the months he had spent scouring Eshtera in search of his daughter, a little girl with yellow hair and a button nose. She thought of his face, warmed by the campfire those many nights ago, as he had offered her space to load her burdens alongside his, willing to share their weight and asking nothing in return.
“I’ll do it,” she said. The red clay flute was warm in her palm.



They decided that there was no benefit to waiting longer for the attempt, and so began their slow, painfully silent creep once again through the passageway. This time, they forwent the torches; instead, they felt their way forward along the ground where they crouched, and it was a painful, aching eternity in the dark before they caught the gleam of light from the phoenix’s chamber.
They had agreed on the plan before setting forth: Silt led the party, with Tao following; Kina and Mash hung back a short distance, but were ready to dash forward at a moment’s notice should help be needed. As they neared the opening Tao had the flute out and ready, though her grip was sweaty; Silt’s lithe body hummed with tension, moving with silence and grace through the still air.
The phoenix was still there in the center of the chamber as they’d expected. Its many tails danced and shimmied as they curled possessively over the golden treasure, and its head still swiveled from side to side, though with less frantic urgency than before.
Tao’s heart thudded in her chest. She tried to focus and slow her breathing, as she did when reading fortunes; one deep breath in, held for a heavy moment, and then exhaled slowly, very slowly, so as to not make a noise.
Silt looked back at them all, dark eyes bright and wild. He quirked his lips in a tight, fleeting semblance of a smile, and gave Tao a single nod—their signal. Ready when you are.
Tao took one more breath in. Then she held the flute to her mouth, hands shaking slightly, and began to play. At the first note that sung out, the phoenix darted its head to face them, tails thrashing in agitation; Tao nearly dropped the flute in her shock and fright. But she managed to continue playing, the notes wavering only a little, and somehow—thankfully, miraculously—the song seemed to be working. The feathered tails drooped; the half-furled wings shivered before drawing themselves in more closely to the brilliant-hued body; the great head began to hang lower, swinging left, then right, as thin, filmy membranes slid forward to further obscure the phoenix’s clouded eyes.
Tao played on and on, repeating the song without pause, and Silt crept forward cautiously, his padded boots making no noise. At last, the phoenix laid its head down on the ground; the great bird stilled, unmoving but for a steady rising and falling of its chest, and the golden sphere rested between its tails and body as if on a nest of golden fire.
The thief darted forward then across the chamber, and reaching carefully over the motionless plumes, placed two hands gingerly on either side of the enormous sphere, lifting it up with excruciating care. Once it was free of the phoenix’s embrace, he paused there, looking up at the luminescence held up in his hands; it was a beautiful, wondrous thing, and they all could not help but be awed by it.
But the phoenix lay softly twitching, and Tao was running out of air; her lungs burned and she screamed silently at Silt, willing him to hear, to move. The thief seemed to come back to himself in a start and held the treasure carefully against his body as he ran back, footsteps padding quietly on the packed ground and slower than before in his caution. Each step seemed an eternity; her notes wavered and shook as she forced every bit of oxygen she had through the flute. They were so, so close—if she could just hold it for a moment longer! Silt had very nearly reached them, but—no, no, hold it, damn you!—darkness flickered at the edges of her vision; her blood thudded thickly, deafeningly, in her ears—
And Tao, powerless to stop herself, took a single, desperate, gasping breath. The flute’s song broke off abruptly, and the phoenix awakened with a heart-wrenching cry.
“Go, go!” shouted Silt at the others, sprinting madly at them now with the sphere still clutched to his chest. The phoenix rose screeching into the air and leapt for the arched entryway, enormous talons clawing frantically at nothing. It landed just behind Silt, shaking the ground and buffeting him with the wind beneath its wings, and the thief stumbled sideways, arms still clutched around the treasure, protecting it from the heavy fall as he rolled.
Mash and Kina had begun to run back through the passage, Tao gasping behind them, but all three paused as they heard Silt’s body hitting the ground, a stifled cry of pain with it. They looked at one another, frantic, and Mash swore; they could not leave Silt—nor the treasure—behind.
They sprinted back to help the thief—Tao wasn’t sure how, exactly, but her legs seemed to move on sheer adrenaline, without direction from her brain—but, staggering into the wide chamber, she froze in place. Silt was crouched against the wall of the chamber, one hand hugging the sphere and the other held out between him and the phoenix. The phoenix stood over the thief, wings and tails spread wide; a magnificent, terrifying vision of gleaming red and gold.
Then, the phoenix spoke.
“You would take from me my young?” came its voice, thundering and multitoned in its anguish, scouring their ears like the merciless winds of a winter storm.
“This egg that I have watched over, alone, for a hundred hundred years—
“This egg, into which I have poured the joy of my first flight, and the sorrow of my mate’s last burning, and my love eternal; that it may rise strong and beautiful from my pyre—
“This egg, whose hatching shall grant me the rest I have sought for so long—
“This egg—you would steal it from me, Thief?”
The voice of the phoenix pierced deep, deep within them; its cries stabbed into Tao’s heart and she could not breathe for the drowning, all-encompassing wave of grief, and loneliness, and love that washed over her with its words. She felt, numbly, a strange wetness on her cheeks; she raised a trembling hand and found tears there. She looked at Kina and Mash and saw that they were weeping as well.
“We didn’t know,” Silt whispered, crouched beneath the phoenix with the golden sphere—its egg—staring up at the glorious being before him. Tao didn’t know how he was still able to speak, overwhelmed with the power of the phoenix as she was.
“I’m sorry; we didn’t know it was your egg. We struck a bargain—to retrieve the treasure hidden within these woods so that my friend could find his daughter. We didn’t know!”
“But now you know,” cried the phoenix, the sound a flaming spear through their minds. “You know that you steal not a bauble from a senseless beast, but the best beloved and only child of an old and weary mother.”
The great bird lowered its head to meet Silt’s gaze, although it could not see him.
“You are a thief, Siltarien Silvertongue. Even your name is stolen. I have seen into your heart. You believed yourself to still be noble because you stole not out of greed but necessity. But then, when no longer necessary, still you stole—for the sake of triumphing over others. For the love of the game.
“And now, you steal because you know nothing else—because you fear the emptiness of being not even a thief, but nothing at all.
“Stealing my egg will bring you glory. It may bring your friend back his daughter. And yet only a true thief would do such an evil thing. Will you, Siltarien Silvertongue? Is this who you are?”
Silt stared helplessly into the blind eyes of the phoenix. He lowered his shaking hand and looked down at the golden egg in his arm. He turned back to the others then, an agonizing despair written across his face. “I’m sorry, Mash,” he said, tears streaming from dark eyes full of pain. “I can’t do it.”
“No,” said Mash hoarsely, looking into his friend’s face. “No, you can’t. It’s all right. We’ll find Leah some other way. We’ll do whatever it takes. But we can’t do this. I won’t ask you to.”



The egg was returned to the center of the room, where the phoenix circled it multiple times, nudging it gently with its beak, before seeming assured of its safety.
“You may leave,” it had said to them in its terrible, wonderful voice. “But do not return.”
It had clutched the four of them, more carefully and gently than Tao would have thought possible, between its talons, and in a heart-stopping rush of wind and falling-away, had flown up through the hole in the chamber to deposit the humans on the ground above.
Then it had swooped once, twice, and shrieked away above the forest, a rapidly disappearing glimmer of gold against a darkening sky.
The four of them lay there, trembling, for a few minutes; none spoke. They felt keenly the weight of their failure—to have come so close, and to have held the treasure in their grasp but then given it up!—and what it meant for Mash. But none regretted returning the egg to the phoenix, for it had spoken true—the theft would have been, undeniably, an act of evil. They could not separate a parent from its child, not even to reunite Mash with his own.
The path was not far, and it was a silent and heartsick group that trudged back toward the entry point of the Woods. The sun had fallen; not a single ray of sunlight made its way through the dense foliage, and tendrils of cold grasped hungrily at any exposed skin. They finally emerged, and Tao caught sight of Laohu, Fortis, and their wagons with a dull pang of relief—but with them was the round, richly dressed figure of Master Jacopo, awaiting them at a small campfire.
He narrowed his gaze at the four of them as they approached. He wore a smile that did not reach his eyes as he took in their slumping figures, their bone-weary faces.
“I congratulate you on having all returned—safely, it seems,” he said in that rich, smooth, controlled voice. “You were in the Woods for quite a while—nearly four days! I had almost given up on your return!”
“Four days?” gasped Kina. “That’s not possible. It was hardly a day!”
Jacopo shrugged. “Four days. I told you, the Woods can be strange—time doesn’t always pass within them in the same way. But regardless—have you succeeded in retrieving the treasure?”
“No,” said Mash.
“It was a phoenix egg,” said Silt, his tone bitter and harsh and very unlike him. “You sent us to steal a blasted egg from a blasted phoenix.”
“Ah. Interesting! Yes, that would certainly be a valuable acquisition indeed. So you did find the treasure after all?”
“We found it. But we left it. It was her child, and it would have been wrong to take it from her. Phoenixes are—they’re living, thinking creatures, Jacopo! It spoke to us, like a person. We couldn’t do it.”
“Are you not a thief? I would not have thought that claiming such treasure would have proved…so difficult for you.”
“I was a thief,” said Silt, low and dangerous. “I’m not anymore. And you don’t know me, so don’t speak to me as if you do.” Kina stepped up beside him, laying a gentle hand on his arm; it seemed to help, for some of the tension left his shoulders, and he looked away.
Jacopo frowned, twisting his rings around his fingers. “I see. That is…unfortunate. My master will be disappointed. You understand, of course, that there can be no reward for this? The terms were clear: safe return of the treasure itself, not simply word of it.”
“Yes,” said Mash. “We know. Now go away.”
And so the rich man rode away on his magnificent white horse, leaving them at the campfire there beside the path into the Splinthorn Woods. They ate a desultory meal, saying little, and went, exhausted, to their respective wagons and bedrolls to sleep fitfully for the night.
But Tao could not sleep. She lay among her bundles beneath her drying herbs, listening to Laohu’s soft snuffling snorts beside the wagon, and thought of the phoenix, and of Mash, and of the hope that had been offered to him and then snatched away, time and time again.



THIRTEEN


Tao had made her decision by the next morning, and it sat like a stone in her stomach, but she said nothing to the others as they rose from their camp.
They spared a little water from their canteens to wash their faces, feeling some of the heaviness of their ordeal in the Woods running off along with all the sand and dust. Fidelitus had reappeared sometime in the night, and he was curled now by the dying fire, a smug ball of black fur. The remnants of some unfortunate feathered snack were scattered about him.
“Do you think we’re far away enough from Craghorn yet?” asked Kina, her small nose wrinkling as she regarded Tao’s traveling wagon with distaste. The lettering on the side that announced Tao as a fortune teller was still obscured behind a thick layer of dried mud.
“I don’t know,” said Mash. He scattered a handful of dirt across the campfire’s ashes, inadvertently sprinkling the cat; Fidelitus gave him a reproachful look, shook himself off, and resettled slightly farther away. “That magefinder’s probably guessed that we’ve crossed through the pass. Might still be looking.”
“I think it’s safe now,” said Tao. She lifted her chin decisively. “Jacopo said we were four days within the Woods—I’m sure the trail is cold. Let’s wash that mud off, Kina. I’m done hiding.” Before Mash could argue, she splashed more of her water on the wagon’s side, scraping at the mud with a thick branch; Kina helped her, using one of her larger baking spatulas. It was a rough and hasty job, and they couldn’t quite get all of the mud off, but Tao nonetheless felt her spirits rise as the painted letters reappeared, though Mash frowned doubtfully at her.
They set off shortly after, returning along the small path until it rejoined the main road, then continuing east toward the next village. The network of smaller rivers that passed through Windmere lay farther yet to the east, and it would be a few days yet before they reached the first rivertown. They were in eastern Eshtera properly now, but as they traveled deeper into the farmlands, it didn’t look all that different from the rural outskirts of the west that Tao had grown accustomed to. It was a cloudy morning; a soft, misty sort of light fell upon the young green wheat stalks that began to dominate the view as their wagons rolled along. Here and there were a few farmhouses; sturdy and well sized but still humble—no marble lion statues or filigreed gates here, thought Tao wryly. The wealth of eastern Eshtera lived in its cities, behind manor walls and uniformed guards. As they passed, Tao saw some farmers working out among the fields, but none paid any attention to their party. They were likely accustomed to seeing the many caravans and traders pass by on their way to Craghorn.
“Let’s stop in the next town,” Tao called out to the others. “We could use a resupply. And I’ll set up my tent and read some fortunes.”
“And I’ll do some baking!” said Kina, cheering up a little at the prospect. “I haven’t had a chance to test the fortune cookies on real customers yet. Oh, but Tao—” The baker dimmed slightly. “The magefinder—maybe you shouldn’t read any fortunes, just yet? Won’t he sense your magic?”
“Just a few,” said Tao. “I’ll be careful. And besides, we need the coin.”
The men didn’t protest; indeed, Silt had been unusually reserved since their emergence from the Woods, and Tao cast a worried glance at him. But his eyes were fixed on the road ahead, and he frowned a little as he walked, clearly lost in thought. Tao wondered if he was still thinking over the phoenix’s words.
The next town turned out to be a prosperous farming village by the name of Burlton. They were fortunate enough to arrive on a market day; the town green, a large circular area that sloped down slightly into a rounded depression, was crowded with villagers from all around the neighboring areas. Tao and Kina dismounted and, with Mash’s and Silt’s help, carefully led their two wagons down to an empty space along the southern edge of the green. Kina immediately disappeared toward some grocer stalls to purchase fresh eggs for her baking, Mash accompanying her in search of any small jobs for the day.
Tao found an easy sort of comfort in setting up her tent again. Silt hammered in the tall stake and she unrolled her blue silk, and the routine of it made her feel sure of herself again. She nodded, satisfied, when it was done. She knew who she was, here in this tent; she was Tao, the Teller of Small Fortunes. Just like it said on the wagon.
Kina and Mash had returned at some point; evidently Mash had been unsuccessful in finding work. Tao heard the sounds of the clay oven being lifted onto the ground, and a coal fire being started beneath it. A sweet, tantalizing aroma began to waft its way across the green.
“Tao, can you take a look at these fortunes before I fold them into the cookies?” Kina had set up her table just in front of her own wagon, and poked her head now into Tao’s tent, holding a baking tray filled not with cookies but tiny slips of paper. “I’d like to make sure I’ve gotten them right. It’s a nightmare to take one out of a cookie again after it’s in; believe me, I’ve tried.”
Tao scanned the proffered tray of paper fortunes, the Shinn characters on them matching those of her fortune stones. “Wealth, luck, love, opportunity…These all look fine to me. You’ve gotten better at copying them!”
The baker gave her a shrug and a smile. “Practice makes perfect, and all. Thanks, Tao—we’ll see how the customers like them! I suppose I’ll have to explain what they are to everyone.”
“Wait,” said Tao. “I’ve a better idea.” She led Kina out of the tent, leaping back onto the driving perch and disappearing behind the curtains into her wagon. Tao emerged holding her gong and mallet. Standing tall on her bench, she looked out across the green full of farmers and housewives and villagers, and struck the gong firmly.
Heads turned to look at her, and she struck it again, and again, until most of the crowd had paused to stare at the source of the noise.
“Tao, what are you doing?” hissed Silt urgently from below. She ignored him.
“People of Burlton,” she cried out. “I am Tao, the Teller of Small Fortunes, come from faraway Shinara! In my tent I offer you a glimpse of your future, a bargain for just a few pennies! And beside my tent, Kina, the finest baker in the west, offers enchanting baked goods—and, for the very first time, a new invention seen nowhere else but here: the Fortune Cookie!
“Delicious, cheap, and exciting—break open the cookie’s shell to reveal an ancient Shinn fortune. Which one you receive is up to chance—and fate!
“We will not be here long, so do not delay—come by, come buy—fortunes and fortune cookies!”
She ended with another strike of the gong and a flourishing bow, then leapt off her wagon with a rush of ebullience as an excited murmur arose from the crowd. A stream of villagers began to make their way toward their wagons, and Kina eeped and hurried to finish folding her fortune cookies.
“Done with hiding, are we?” said Mash, eyeing Tao sidelong.
She nodded, unsmiling, as she filled her teapot from the boiling kettle beside Kina’s oven. “Sometimes,” she said over her shoulder as she carried the pot inside her tent, “you just need to announce yourself.”



“No,” said Tao patiently. “I can’t tell you how good the harvest will be this season, I’m afraid—that sort of thing is for Seers—those with the greater vision. But I can tell you…” She squinted again into the soggy tea leaves before them. “I can tell you that your neighbor—the fellow with the slow eye—will be looking to sell off his four hectares by the old well before the end of this year. You may want to make an early offer.”
The wheat farmer sitting before her lit up. “Maker Son be praised! Good news, that is! Very fine land by the well—wonder why he’ll be selling. Oh, but I must go home! Tell the lady wife—if we take a loan against the harvest, perhaps we could make an offer next month…” He left, still calculating bushels and weights, after gratefully sliding a few silver pennies across the table.
Tao rubbed her eyes tiredly as the tent flapped closed behind him. She’d told twelve fortunes so far, pausing only for a quick meal of honey-oats and to check on how Kina’s fortune cookies were doing.
“Sold out, all sold out,” the baker had gasped in delight, dashing between oven and table with a fresh tray even as she spoke. “Can barely keep up! Even with Silt helping me to fold, and he’s twice as fast as I am with those hands of his. Mash is off fetching us more eggs!”
The thief looked up from above a tray of golden discs, fingers flying as he folded them around paper slips. “Folk are buying a dozen of them at a time! You should see the coin she’s pulling in from these fortune cookies, Tao—it’s like turning flour into silver!”
“You’ll get a cut, of course,” said the baker as she stirred a bowl of batter frantically. “Just keep folding!”
Tao had smiled at this, and returned to the quieter confines of her tent. She was doing a brisk business in fortunes as well, but she thought little of the coin filling her purse as she moved through the day’s customers. She had already made her decision, and she was resolved to carry through with it. Reading as many palms as she could in Burlton was simply a matter of making it happen all the sooner.



They sat around their table at the tavern that night, as exhausted as if they’d escaped from a magical forest yet again. Kina and Silt looked a little shell-shocked; indeed, covered in flour as they were, they looked like the lone survivors of some violent conflict involving powdered sugar and burnt pastry. Mash teased the thief about his appearance and his apparent new profession as an assistant baker, and Tao smiled a little to see the two of them bickering and in good spirits again. She knew the failure of their quest still sat heavily on both—Mash had asked the barkeep here about Leah in a tone more mechanical than hopeful—and was glad to see its shadow lifted, at least for a short time.
“It’s nice to be out of the mountains,” said Kina as she tucked into the tavern’s very respectable steak-and-onion pie. “And that awful forest. Just ordinary folk here, and baking cookies, and having a rest—it’s been a long month or so for us since Shellport, hasn’t it?”
Silt nodded, taking a long draft from his tankard. “Feels like longer,” he said, leaning back and looking at Mash beside him. “What, with all we’ve seen and done, and how far we’ve traveled.”
“Why don’t we stay here in Burlton for a little while?” asked Tao, picking with her fork at the remaining bits of beef on her plate. “With the type of business we saw today, I’ve no doubt we could set up here for many more days before we run out of customers, if at all. And we could all use a rest.”
Kina nodded enthusiastically at this, but Mash set down his mug of ale and leaned forward, voice lowered. “Is that really a good idea, Tao? Wouldn’t it be safer to keep moving? Stay ahead of the magefinder, if he ever comes this way—and get to the rivertowns all the sooner.”
“Nobody would want to travel through that pass if they didn’t have to; I’m sure he’s given up by now. Or maybe he went back west instead; he’d have thought I’d go back to somewhere more familiar to me.” Tao avoided his gaze, taking a swallow of her own ale. “The rivertowns will still be there in a few days, and we’ll want the extra coin before we’re there. Anyone else want a refill? I’ll go fetch us another round.”
Mash watched her with narrowed eyes as she headed over to the barkeep’s counter, but let it drop.
So they stayed there in Burlton for several more days, raising Tao’s tent and filling Kina’s oven each morning, and sharing meals in the tavern each night. Word spread of the Shinn fortune teller and the marvelous fortune cookies, and eager villagers continued to flock to them with coin in hand. Silt continued to help fold cookies, and Mash did whatever else needed doing around their wagons—buying ingredients, raking coals, enforcing a radius of privacy around Tao’s tent, or merely standing there looking fearsome just in case any particularly daring delinquents got any ideas about the rapidly accumulating purses of silver behind their tables.
It was easy, and comfortable, and pleasant—and as such things often do, it came to an abrupt end.



The soldiers showed up on a Mothersday night.
The village tavern was full, and a local fiddler played merry tunes near the hearth while Tao and the others sat over mugs of ale at their usual table. A heavy thumping at the tavern door went unnoticed at first, but the pounding increased in volume and speed until the fiddler paused midsong and conversation died. Frowning, the barkeep left his counter and headed for the entry.
Tao had tensed in her chair when she’d heard the banging, and sat very still now; in the sudden hush, she and everyone else heard the commanding shout from outside once the barkeep opened the door:
“We’re soldiers of the Royal Eshteran Army. On behalf of the Guild of Mages, we command you to release the Shinn fortune teller known as Tao to us. We know that she’s here.”
The reaction of her companions was immediate; Mash gave a violent start, hand moving to the mace at his side as he began to stand. Silt’s dark eyes darted across the room, searching for exits; the kitchen, perhaps, or a rear window might offer a means of escape.
“Where should we meet you?” Kina asked Tao in a low, urgent voice as the barkeep looked toward their table in some confusion.
But Tao shook her head, putting a hand gently on Mash’s shoulder as she rose. “No,” she said simply. “Not this time.”
She stood, her hood down and face bare, and felt a strange calmness descend on her; she was ready. She took the purse of silver from her belt and dropped it on the table in front of her friends. “Take care of Laohu for me, please. He likes apples best.” And scratches behind his ears. Oh, Laohu—my dear friend—I am sorry I can’t say goodbye.
The others only stared, uncomprehending.
Tao walked toward the door. Her legs didn’t feel like hers anymore, and she moved as if within a dream. She saw the red-brown uniforms of the men waiting outside; at least six of them, she thought, with a distant satisfaction, and the familiar, garishly orange robes of the magefinder behind them.
“I’m here,” she said in a loud, clear voice—to the barkeep, to the soldiers, to the bewildered patrons of the tavern. “I’m Tao, the fortune teller. And I won’t run any longer. I’ll go with you to the Guild in Margrave.”
“No!” shouted Silt, rising from the table. “You can still get away; we can hide you!”
“Don’t do this,” said Mash.
“Tao—why?” asked Kina, distress written clearly upon her open face. Hers was the hardest for Tao to look at, but she forced herself to—even smiled a little.
“Because even if we failed the quest, it doesn’t mean we can’t have the reward after all.”
“I don’t understand,” said Kina.
Tao nodded at Silt. “You said it yourself, when the magefinder first found me. Guild mages are wealthy—they’re given titles and stipends. Money and influence, see?”
“No,” said Mash, slowly understanding. Tao pressed on.
“I’ll go to the Guild, and I’ll do what they want of me. I’ll become who they want me to be. And then I’ll take their silver and commission a search for Leah. If she’s found, Mash, I’ll send word to Windmere for you.” I may not be able to save my own family, but at least I can save yours.
Tao swallowed hard now, feeling her walls of resolve beginning to crumble. Time to go. She looked back at her friends—her unlikely, unwanted companions—and tried in that moment to memorize their faces, and the way it had felt to sit with them around a campfire and be a part of something.
“You may not see me again, not for a long time, but I hope you each find what you’re looking for. And thank you, for everything.”
Tao turned now and looked at the men waiting warily for her, their weapons at the ready in case the Shinn fortune teller tried to magic her way out of things somehow.
“I’m ready,” she said quietly, and walked toward them with her head held high. She did not look back.



FOURTEEN


The soldiers were courteous but mercilessly efficient; once outside the tavern, they immediately bundled Tao into the saddle of the waiting horse (which had been brought along, harnessed and unmounted, exactly for this purpose) and the eight of them—Tao, the magefinder, and six soldiers—departed Burlton at a fast canter. Two soldiers rode alongside her at all times; the others ranged in front and behind.
Tao could have told them that they needn’t have worried that she would escape; it was all she could do to stay in the saddle. She clutched grimly onto the reins of the warhorse she’d been deposited on as they rode, hard and fast, into the night. At least it was blessedly clear to her what she must do now, and this clarity gave her resolve, even as she rattled violently in her stirrups and part of her quailed at the thought of returning to the city that she had fled that cold night so many years ago.
Remounts awaited them at a way station several hours in; the soldier in charge of their small contingent—a steely-eyed, strong-jawed fellow for whom the milkmaids probably swooned back home—had explained to Tao, somewhat apologetically, that the Guild had instructed them to make all haste in bringing the fortune teller to the capital.
“I don’t rightly know why,” he’d said gruffly as he offered her his interlocked hands to mount. “But orders are orders. Sorry, miss.”
“Can’t be soon enough,” said the magefinder nastily, standing as far as he could from Tao while still remaining within the shelter of the way station. His face was red and he seemed to have broken out into hives, which in combination with the half-healed scratches Fidelitus had left on his face and arms made him look very unwell indeed. Tao didn’t entirely blame him for harboring resentment for the long and uncomfortable chase she’d led him on, although she did rather think that perhaps he would do well to find another job—somewhere far, far away from anything magical. Maybe a taxman.
She had merely nodded to the soldier, accepting his explanation silently. And so they rode on fresh horses toward Margrave, and the night passed by in a cold, dark clattering of hooves, the farmlands falling away like shadows.



The innkeeper approached Mash, Silt, and Kina rather nervously after the soldiers’ departure to ask them how much longer they planned to stay.
“Not that you’ve not been good customers, of course, but…well, we don’t want any trouble, you see?” He stood there, fidgeting with his apron uncomfortably as the other tavern patrons watched.
Kina laid a quelling hand on Mash’s arm as he started to growl a response—likely something offensive and unhelpful—but Silt answered easily enough.
“We’ll be leaving at dawn tomorrow,” he said. He looked at the other two, surprised by their surprise. “What? Well, we’re going after her, aren’t we?”
Kina smiled softly at him. “You’re more than a macaron after all, aren’t you, Silt?” She looked at Mash; he looked back, and she knew at once that they were in agreement. “Yes,” she said with certainty. “We are. Of course we are.”
And so the three of them spent one last night in the village of Burlton, and left behind the relieved innkeeper the next morning.
Silt rode with Mash aboard Tao’s traveling wagon, and Kina (with Fidelitus nestled on her lap) rode on her own cart behind them. Laohu, not understanding Tao’s absence, had been reluctant to leave; the mule had tossed his head unhappily as Mash harnessed him to the wagon, and only after much coaxing and pleading did he begin to plod forward. Margrave lay many days’ ride to the east—past the farmlands, and nearly all the way through to the coast—so they traveled as quickly as they could, taking their meals on the wagons and pausing only when necessary to give Laohu and Fortis a rest.
On their cumbersome wagons, built for sturdiness and capacity rather than speed, they could not hope to match the pace of the mounted soldiers, and so they instead used their time on the road to plot Tao’s rescue. It seemed like the prospect of delivering Tao from Margrave—a clear and worthy goal, well suited to his skills—had cheered Silt out of his funk.
“It’s like a heist!” Silt said with enthusiasm. “Except instead of gems or gold, we’re stealing back our friend.”
“I think that’s called kidnapping,” said Kina. She tossed over to him a small sack of oatcakes, feeding one to Fortis as she did so. Fidelitus swatted at her arm in jealousy, and she gave him a small piece as well.
“It’s not kidnapping if she wants to go with us.”
“I’m not so sure she will. She left of her own free will, didn’t she?”
“Aye, she knew what she was doing,” said Mash. “I reckon she was trying to bring the magefinder to her—staying in Burlton that long, making all that ruckus, reading all those fortunes.”
Kina shook her head. “I wish she had at least spoken with us about it first. Instead of just leaving like that.”
“She did it for me,” said Mash roughly. “We just need to tell her that she doesn’t need to—that she shouldn’t sacrifice her freedom to help find Leah. We can find her together, once we’ve gotten Tao away from the Guild.”
“We’ll have to start with finding Tao in the capital, in any case.” Silt nibbled thoughtfully at his oatcake. “Seems to me there’s only one place in Margrave they’d take her: the Guildtower. Aye?”
“Probably,” said Kina. “But it’ll be impossible for us to get her out of there—I’ve heard there’s all manner of spells and magical protections woven around it. Not to mention all of Eshtera’s most powerful mages.”
“There is that,” said Silt, deflated. “Well…I’ll think of something.”
They lapsed into a gloomy and pensive silence as the wagons rolled on.



The ride to Margrave was among the most grueling journeys Tao could remember. The soldiers pushed on relentlessly; they’d continue riding for hours after dark before stopping for just a few hours’ rest, then would rouse the party to continue on early the next morning. Tao made no complaint (although the magefinder did—repeatedly), but every muscle in her body ached, and she caught herself slumping forward in her saddle, half-asleep, more than once. She was almost too tired to feel anything by the time they arrived, at last, at the tall western gates of Eshtera’s capital.
Almost, but not quite.
Tao looked up at the city of Margrave towering above her. She had fought so hard and run so far to escape this place—and yet, here she was, once again.
Margrave, the Terraced City—the shining jewel upon the hill. It was the pride of Eshtera and widely agreed to be the most beautiful city in the civilized world (the civilized world, of course, being confined to Eshtera and a handful of allied kingdoms in the west, for everyone knew that beyond the Long Sea was only an empire of savages—their reverence for the arts and rumored technological developments notwithstanding).
The wealthiest Eshteran ministers, mages, and nobles made their homes in the fine estates of the High City, which ranged in a tight circle around the White Palace itself. One level below was the wider ribbon of the Middle City, where successful merchants, artisans, and lesser nobles lived; Tao had known that area best, as it was where her stepfather’s house was located. It was, perhaps counterintuitively, the Middle City denizens who were most resentful of their place—for from their spot on the slopes, they were constantly reminded of both the heights to which they daren’t aspire and the depths to which they might sink, should they somehow lose their wealth and status to the machinations of Eshteran politics.
And below this glittering finery sprawled the Lower City—the largest by land mass and population, and the least by any measure that really mattered, at least according to those who mattered. There in the Lows, those who did the useful but ugly work necessary to the ordinary functionings of a city had the privilege of eking out whatever comfort they could in the shadow of their betters. Tao had snuck there once, with the help of some sympathetic servants—but found that even if the slums offered a greater sort of freedom than the upper cities, it wasn’t a freedom that easily extended itself to young, unaccompanied female nobility with Shinn features. She’d escaped without any serious harm but learned her lesson and had never gone there again.
Tao looked upon the famous terraced neighborhoods of Margrave, and the spires of the White Palace gleaming in the moonlight, and felt the churning fear inside her harden into something cold and angry.
She had come home at last.



The soldiers rode through the hovels and drinking-houses of the Lower City at a fast trot. Although it was night, there were still people in the streets, and more than one man was nearly trampled for being too slow (or too drunk) to heed the soldiers’ shouts of “Make way, make way!”
They climbed next the wide stone ramp leading to the Middle City, passing quickly through the quieter merchant quarters lit by sputtering streetlamps—Tao consciously kept her eyes front, not looking for her stepfather’s house, as they passed the Silk Quarter—before finally navigating the smoothly cobbled streets of the High City to the base of the Guildtower.
The Guildtower was a narrow, immensely tall cylinder of polished white stone that rose far above the city, taller even than the spires of the Palace beside it. Circular windows climbed the tower’s full length. Looking at it from below, Tao wondered at the labor and the coin—and also the magic—that must have been expended in raising the Guildtower.
They dismounted there at its base, and one of the soldiers—the handsome one—strode up to the tower’s closed doors. But rather than knocking, he pulled hard on a thick, red rope hanging beside them, which disappeared overhead through a circular opening in the tower wall. Tao heard a faint chiming from within the tower, and after a minute the doors opened soundlessly, a mage emerging to blink blearily out at them.
“Good heavens, what is it?”
“The Shinn fortune teller, sir. We’ve brought her for the High Mage.”
The mage squinted at Tao’s face beneath her hood, and at the rest of their exhausted party, too. His eyebrows were threadbare wisps of white, and Tao wondered how old he was. “I see that. Mother and Sons, you all look terrible. Did you ride through the night?”
“Our orders were to bring her to the Guildtower immediately, sir.”
“Yes, and you’ve done well, but the kingdom won’t crumble if you’d waited five hours,” said the mage cantankerously. “And the High Mage isn’t here, besides. She’s visiting the Guildtower in Parsippion this week. Should be back in a few days.”
The soldiers looked at one another, unsure of what to do. The old mage sighed in exasperation.
“Here, I’ll take the responsibility— These are your new orders: take the girl to her family’s home—Lord Desmond, I believe, over in the Silk Quarter—and bring her back three days from now, understood?”
“Yes, sir,” said the soldier.
The crotchety old mage cast one final measuring look at Tao, his gaze sharp and fully awake now. “I hope you’re worth all this trouble, girl. The High Mage has been waiting for you for a long time.”
She said nothing, but simply let herself be led by the soldiers back to her horse.



Tao’s arriving at her stepfather’s home in the middle of the night caused quite a stir. Lord Desmond had been first startled, then furious, at the impropriety of being woken by his servants for the arrival of six soldiers; when he’d been made to understand that the soldiers were escorting home his runaway Shinn stepdaughter, who was apparently now a mage-candidate of great interest to the Guild, his anger was subsumed under a sort of cold satisfaction. Tao looked woodenly at the face of the man who had loomed over her unhappiest years. His features had not changed, but somehow she perceived him now as a stranger.
“Tao,” he said, tying a thick fur robe over his bedclothes and looking down at her in the foyer. Even in the dark and early hours, with no audience but Tao and a footman, he received her formally. “So you’ve come to your senses and returned home at last. I trust you have been safe, out there with the rabble all these years? Your, ah, virtue remains intact?”
Of course that would be his first concern. Tao did not look over at the footman, though she felt her cheeks flare with humiliation.
“Thank you, Lord Desmond,” she said stiffly. “I am well.”
Lord Desmond gave a disbelieving sniff. Tao supposed her haggard, road-worn appearance might speak to the contrary.
“Returned to join the Guild at last, have you?”
“Yes.”
“Very good. It’s the best place for you. You should be grateful they’ll still take you after such a display of flightiness; certainly no marriageable gentleman would—running away like that in the night! And not a word from you for years!”
“Flightiness?” Tao was trying to remain composed—impassive, even—but she couldn’t fight the swell of fury that rose in her. Her display of flightiness had been a life-altering leap of faith, a choice of unknown dangers over continuing down the path that he had dictated for her—a path that would force her to use the greater vision, no matter what suffering it entailed. “It was not some sudden impulse! I told you—I begged you, and Mother, too—I told you that I would not join the Guild. And yet you would not listen!”
“You were a child! And a half-feral child at that, despite all the tutors— What else should we have done with you, Tao?” Lord Desmond was shouting now, too; their voices tumbled over each other’s in the emptiness of the foyer. “The Guild was the best option for you—”
“The Guild was the best option for you,” spat Tao. “I know all you cared about was the stipend, and your reputation, and your stupid family name—”
“ENOUGH!”
They glared at each other in the foyer; Tao’s breaths came heavily, and she felt as if she were suffocating. Like old times, she thought bitterly. The silence, thick and angry, lay between them until Tao broke it once more.
“Is Mother here?”
At the mention of her mother, Lord Desmond’s jaw unclenched just the tiniest bit. He took a deep breath, seeming to master himself. “Yes, of course, where else would she be? I haven’t woken her yet—but she will be glad to see you, Tao.”
Tao gave one short, bitter laugh. “Somehow I doubt that.”
“No, Tao.” He ran one hand over his brow. “She was…affected, you know. When you ran away. She tried to hide it, but your absence hurt her deeply. She didn’t think she’d lose you.”
Tao didn’t know what to say. Could it be true? Could her mother really have changed so much in her absence? Her feelings toward her mother were a complicated jumble, and her exhaustion didn’t make it easier to sort through them at the moment. “I’m tired,” she said. “I’ll see her tomorrow. But I’d like to go to sleep now, please?”
Her stepfather hesitated, then nodded curtly. He led her upstairs and to the door of her old bedroom. But he paused there, one hand on the doorknob, and looked at her again. They were alone in the hallway now, with the soldiers gone and the footman sent back to his quarters. They stood but two paces apart; Tao could see clearly the new lines on his face, the spread of white along his temples, the wateriness of his eyes. Had he always been this old? She had measured herself again and again in the reflection of those eyes, as a child, and always fallen short. She had not known better then.
“You know, I was only ever trying to do what I thought was best for you,” Lord Desmond said quietly. “My first responsibility is to my house and my name—both of which are yours as well, mind you—and I could not let you damage them. But I never wished to make you so unhappy here.”
It was not an apology—but it was something. An acknowledgment.
Tao looked back at him. It would be so easy to continue hating him—to let the hurt and humiliation of her adolescence seethe and fester—but instead, she pushed it all down. She shoved away, into some dark crevice of her mind, the memories of tiptoeing through this extravagant house—of hearing his voice criticizing her, dismissing her, cutting her down—and instead reminded herself of why she was here: to help Mash find his daughter. To help bring a family back together again, even if her own had been splintered beyond repair.
With that in mind, her stepfather seemed small and unimportant before her—nothing more than a pale shadow from the past. So: “I know,” she said to him. There was nothing else to say.
Her stepfather seemed to accept this as enough. He gave her a single nod and turned the doorknob, pushing the door ajar before leaving her and disappearing down the hallway into his own bedchambers once again.
For the first time in many years, Tao entered her bedroom.
Had she been less exhausted, she would have noticed that it was just as she had left it. Too big; too foreign. Heavy curtains of velvet and lace. A writing desk, still laid out neatly with paper and quills for her daily practices. Bedsheets crisply pressed, as they always were—and how strange that had been for her to grow accustomed to! No matter how she’d left the bed in the morning, in the evenings it would once again look untouched, made just so by the busy hands of Lord Desmond’s servants. She had hated that. Hated feeling like her existence was not heavy enough to leave any mark in this space that should have been hers, this room that should have been a refuge from the life outside its doors.
But tonight, Tao was too tired to see any of that. And so, shrugging off her cloak and boots, she crawled into the bed where she stared blankly into nothingness until sleep claimed her.



The next morning, Tao woke to find that Lord Desmond had already gone out to see to matters of business in the city. But the servants—some of whom whispered words of welcome to Tao, which she returned with a grateful smile—had drawn a bath and laid out fresh clothing for her. She basked in the feeling of the warm water washing away the dust of the road—truly, of all of the luxuries she had left behind, regular, hot baths were what she missed most—but she could not fully enjoy it. Tao knew that seeing her mother could not be put off any longer.
So once dressed, she ate a slice of bread and a boiled egg from the trenchers laid out in the parlor, and asked a footman where her mother would be. He led her to a closed door in the eastern wing, bowed, and departed. Tao took a deep breath and entered.
It was a richly appointed room, of the sort that nobles kept mostly empty as a means of displaying their wealth: We’re not Lower City folk, who only have rooms for sleeping and eating, it said; we have entire rooms for no purpose at all but to exist. But at the moment, the room also held a woman standing by the window. Older, slender, with a willowy frame that could be blown away in the wind—and straight black hair, each strand dark as calligraphy ink.
Her features could not be seen as she faced away, still as she looked out into the smoke-dotted industriousness of the Lower City. Hua Shi-Wen, daughter of Shinara, widow of Hua Yong-Rui, stood there at the window, looking for all the world like a statue of someone Tao had once known.
Tao moistened her lips, mouth suddenly gone dry. She had imagined this moment in a thousand different ways before. She’d played the scene through in her mind; scripted herself a speech that made her sound dignified and mature. She would be like jade: cool and impervious, unaffected by such silly things as childhood memories. But all of that fell away now, and she could think of nothing eloquent and cutting to say.
So she simply said, “Mother, it’s Tao. I’ve come home.”
The woman at the window jerked as if hit. She turned. Tao’s hand lifted of its own volition, reaching out—but she caught it and forced it down again to her side. The moment Tao saw her mother’s face, clumsy words, unrehearsed, began to pour out of her, and she could not stop them.
“It’s been three years, Mother. I’ve changed.” I’m not the same angry, frightened girl who ran away. “I’ve traveled the kingdom. I’ve made something of myself.”
Shi-Wen—her mother—stood rigid by the window. She looked older than Tao remembered but still beautiful, in the way that dried flower petals pressed between pages are still beautiful. Her mouth worked as if to say something, but no words came out. Tao filled their absence with her own.
“I have friends now.”
These words seemed to fracture whatever invisible bonds that had been holding her mother so still; she finally took a halting step toward Tao, then another, and one more still.
“Tao,” she whispered. “Tao, you have been gone for so long.”
“I needed to be,” said Tao stiffly.
“I…I wish you had written. Sent a message.”
“I apologize, Mother. But I could not stay here any longer.” Tao held her chin high, willing herself to remain poised. One adult to another.
But Shi-Wen’s face worked soundlessly, raw with emotion in a way that Tao had not seen since Baba’s funeral. “Oh, Tao,” she whispered, and at the sound of her name, the last of Tao’s carefully built walls came crumbling down.
Tao fell to her knees. “Ama, I’m sorry.” She wept, as if she were a child again and not a twentysomething woman hardened by a life on the road, one who carried a knife on her belt and knew to soften stale bread above a pot of boiling water. “I’m sorry I couldn’t learn how to be happy here, and I’m sorry that Baba is dead; I’m sorry that I killed him. I didn’t know, Ama. I wish I had never looked; I wish I hadn’t told him. Please, Ama, can’t you forgive me yet?”
Tao squeezed her eyes shut, feeling hot tears streaming down her face; she was ashamed, furious with herself for her weakness. She waited for the words of incrimination, or of dismissal; she could not look up for fear of seeing that familiar blame and regret in her mother’s eyes once more. Her breaths came in wet gasps, and she almost didn’t hear it when her mother knelt on the floor in front of her. Careful hands cradled her head, brought it forward against something warm and solid.
“Oh, Tao,” her mother said brokenly. “Oh, my daughter. You did not kill him. It was not your fault; it was never your fault. And I am sorry; I am so sorry that I ever made you believe that.”
Of all the versions of their reunion that Tao had played through in her mind, she had not once let herself imagine those words coming from her mother. It was not your fault. I am sorry. Tao let out one long, shuddering breath, and it was as if something dark and poisonous within her had been lanced; the pain that she had slowly numbed herself to over so many years poured back in even as it flowed out of her. The two women held each other and cried together, there in a fine house in a fine city an ocean away from the place that had once been their home.
“I miss him so much,” Tao whispered into her mother’s shoulder. “I think about him every night when I sleep. I see his face; I hear his voice.”
She heard her mother sigh: a long, stuttering sound. A release.
“I miss him, too, so very much. But I should never have blamed you. Tao, I thought I had lost you, too. I cannot lose you.” Tao felt fingers brushing against the ji in her hair. “I did not see it until you left. I did not see what I had done to my own daughter. Oh, Tao, will you forgive me?”
Tao suddenly felt completely, unutterably exhausted; she squeezed her eyes shut and found that she was shaking. Her skin felt paper-thin, like just the barest brush would rupture it, spilling out all of the words and the memories onto the ornate rug beneath her. She wanted to say yes, but the word would not come. So instead she adjusted her arms around her mother, and said nothing, but hoped that the tightness with which she held her would say enough.



The next three days at Lord Desmond’s house passed in something of a blur for Tao. She and her mother took meals together and walked the grounds together, both of them tentatively feeling out the shape of this fragile new relationship. Tao told her mother about where she had gone and what she had done while away from home; Shi-Wen mostly listened, and looked at her daughter as if she had never really seen her before.
“A troll?” she said. “And a phoenix—a fenghuang? Truly?”
“Truly.”
Her mother shook her head, disbelieving, but she was smiling. “I’m glad you are safe, Tao. But…such adventures you’ve had!”
“It wasn’t all adventures,” Tao admitted. “When I was still alone, it was harder. I had to learn what to say and what not to say; where to go. I had to ration my coin and my food, and find places to sleep that were safe. But at least I had Laohu with me.”
“Laohu?”
“My, er, mule,” said Tao sheepishly. “To pull my traveling wagon.”
Her mother blinked. “But why did you name your mule ‘Tiger’?”
Tao shrugged, and when her mother laughed, she could not stop the smile that tugged at her lips. She had missed the sound of her Ama laughing.
“Oh, Tao. I am so glad you came back. But—why are you joining the Guild now? When you were running away from them this whole time? I know Desmond wants you to, but Tao, you don’t have to—I’ll tell him no—”
Tao shook her head, although her heart sang at hearing her mother’s willingness to defend her now, as she hadn’t all those years ago. “It’s all right, Ama. I’m not doing it for him. I’m doing it to help my friend.”
Shi-Wen went quiet again as Tao explained Mash’s search for his daughter. When Tao finished, she said, “I’m glad for you, Tao, that you’ve found friends that you care for so much. I know you did not have such friends in Margrave.”
“No,” Tao said softly. “I did not.” A silence, then, heavy with regret and other things unspoken. “…but neither did you, did you, Ama?”
Her mother reached out to touch a particularly beautiful hyacinth stalk in the garden, its tight clusters of purple flowers emitting a sweet and strong scent. An early bloom this year. “No, Tao. I…I suppose that we two were both very lonely here, weren’t we? And needlessly so—for we could at least have been lonely together.”
Tao said nothing, but lifted a hand to the same hyacinth; the petals were delicate and cool to the touch. She let her hand brush her mother’s there.
“Do you still miss Lianghe?” she asked. Do you still think of it as home?
“Yes, of course I do. But Desmond would never allow me to make the journey, especially not now, with relations as they are. And even if I could, it would not be the same Lianghe. Your Baba is no longer there. I am not the same Hua Shi-Wen. Still…” Her mother turned her face into the sun, and Tao saw the wistfulness in her expression. “I do wish I could see its hills again. Hear the sounds of the birds—the thrushes, the painted hwamei. Do you remember?”
“I remember,” said Tao quietly. There must have been something in her voice, because her mother looked at her then, really looked at her. “Ama…why did you do it? Why did you bring us here to Eshtera?”
Her mother stared at her. “Don’t you know?”
Tao shook her head, wordless. Not trusting herself to speak. Her mother lifted one hand to her mouth, pressing it to her lips tightly.
“Tao,” she whispered, “I did it for you. You were in danger in Shinara, with your…your abilities. Magic of any kind was outlawed by the Emperor in the years before your birth. Too many people in Lianghe knew of what you’d seen. What happened to Baba. I thought, at least here, you would be safe.”
I did it for you. Tao’s mind whirled at this upending of everything she thought she had known; her deepest hurts and resentments tumbled over each other in a confused mass. “Then why—” Her voice cracked, and she had to try again. “Why didn’t you tell me? Why did you barely speak to me once we were here?”
“I thought you knew,” said her mother. “And as for the rest—I have no excuse, Tao. I was grieving, and in pain, and too selfish to see beyond that. I’m sorry. But Tao…you can’t go back to Lianghe. Not now, perhaps not ever.”
Tao let the truth of that sink in, turning the words this way and that in her mind, tasting them, testing them against the sharp edge of her memories. It hurt, but not as much as she would have expected.
“I don’t know if I would even want to go back now, if I could,” she said. “Before, yes. But now…” She thought of Mash, and Silt, and Kina. She thought of how the shopkeeper’s face had fallen when she had stumbled over Shinn words. “I’m not sure I’d belong there anymore. But I do still miss it. We were happy there. And we were a family.”
“We still could be,” said her mother, lifting her eyes to Tao’s. “If it’s not too late. If you’ll let me try to do better.” She reached out tentatively and tucked a loose strand of hair behind Tao’s ear, her eyes catching on the jade ji as she did so.
“I’d like that,” whispered Tao. “I’d like that very much.”
And on the third day, when the soldiers arrived to escort Tao back to the Guildtower, her mother was there at the door to wish her goodbye.



FIFTEEN


Kina and Mash stared at Silt in stunned incredulity.
“You’re joking,” Kina said at last.
“It’s a good plan!” Silt crossed his arms defensively.
“It’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard, and I’ve heard a lot of stupid things,” said Mash. “Mostly from you.”
“Well, do you have a better idea? And remind me—have either of you ever planned and executed a heist before? No, I didn’t think so,” Silt said indignantly.
Silt, Mash, and Kina were huddled in a dark, dirty Lower City drinking hole, trying not to touch the mysteriously sticky surface of their table. (While the thief hadn’t specifically sought out the grubbiest, most unwelcoming tavern he could find, he had been seeking out a mostly empty one for the sake of privacy. It seemed that the qualities were correlated.)
The three of them had made good time on the road. After stabling their wagons and mounts just outside of Margrave so as to better avoid detection, Silt had led the others through the winding alleys of the Lower City with more confidence than knowledge. If not for Mash’s towering presence, they likely would have paid for his inept navigation with their purses, if not their lives, but as it was, they made it through unharmed, although many eyes watched them go from the shadows.
And there, over their untouched mugs of flat ale, the thief explained to the others the plan that he had devised for rescuing Tao—to a very unenthusiastic reception.
“You’re sure we can’t just ask the Guild nicely to let Tao go?” Kina was particularly lukewarm about the proposed scheme—which was no wonder, given the role she was supposed to play in it.
“Or break their doors down with an axe, then ask them,” growled Mash.
“As effective as your methods might be in a siege, Mash, I don’t think brute force works on mages who can turn you into a mosquito with a snap of their fingers. No, this is the only way; I’m sure of it.” Silt took a deep breath, and his voice turned serious as he met Mash’s and Kina’s eyes. “Look, I know I talk more than I ought to. I spend half the time pretending to be something I’m not, because I’ve worn a mask for so long I don’t know what’s underneath anymore. I’m a swindler, and a scoundrel, and a thief, and I’m no good at most things—but I am good at this. I swear to you, my plan will work. Are we rescuing Tao or not?”



With great reluctance and grim resolve, Kina and Mash followed Silt to the Guildtower the next morning. They walked quickly through the more genteel avenues of the Middle City, hoping to avoid attention, but they need not have worried, for workers and craftsmen rushed through the streets in dress as plain as their own and they blended in easily. A few patrolling watchmen even nodded at Mash as they passed, perhaps mistaking him for an off-duty soldier from a nobleman’s private house guard.
It was in the High City that they felt the most exposed, for the streets were largely empty but for a few passing carriages or small troops of patrolling Palace soldiers. They hurried to the base of the Guildtower, heads down and trying to look like servants on an errand. When they arrived, Silt gave the others a reassuring grin and bounded up the steps toward the heavy doors. He pushed experimentally at them; they did not budge.
“Good start,” grunted Mash.
But then Silt noticed the large red rope hanging to the side. With a pointed look back at Mash, he grabbed hold of it and pulled.
Kina flinched as a bell somewhere within the tower pealed, and she gripped her basket, suddenly heavy, tighter to her chest.
After an eternity, the tall Guildtower doors swung open, and a young man with the long, upturned nose of an Eshteran nobleman emerged. He wore dark grey robes, simple but of fine wool, with silver threading in the cuffs and collar. The gold interlocked circles of a Guildmage were pinned upon his chest. He had a dark goatee—likely grown in an attempt at gravitas—but it served only to make his chin look like it was wearing a rather small and furry hat.
The mage looked down his patrician nose at the three of them, and sniffed.
“I am Guild Examiner Hester,” he said. His voice was unpleasantly nasal, and his tone uninterested. “You rang the bell.” It sounded like an accusation.
“Hello! Yes! We’re here to seek admission into the Guild,” said Silt brightly. “For my friend here—she’s got a magical ability, a really good one.”
Kina stood behind him in her second-best apron, clutching the large cloth-covered wicker basket. She gave the mage a little wave and curtsy, her smile wide and frozen and terrified.
“Hm,” said Hester, the one syllable managing to efficiently convey both contempt and boredom. He scanned Silt with distaste, then eyed the enormous, armed figure that was Mash.
“If she’s the applicant, what are the two of you here for?”
“We’re proof of her magic. It’s, er, hard to explain, but we’d be more than happy to demonstrate.” Silt beamed. Mash glowered.
Hester sniffed again, pinched the bridge of his nose, and looked upward for a second, as if praying to the Mother for strength. “Fine,” he said. “Come in. No weapons; leave them with the guards.”
Once Mash and Silt had been thoroughly divested—the guards looking rather impressed at the half dozen or so deadly weapons Mash had pulled out of various places—the three of them followed Hester into the Guildtower. Kina shivered slightly as she crossed the threshold of the doors; their entrance felt as though it had caused ripples in something vast and powerful. The air around them crackled with something, but nothing happened, and they continued uneasily into a plain semicircular room just to the side of the entry. There was only a small table and chair within. The examiner took the one available seat, and the three of them stood awkwardly before him as if on trial.
“All right,” he said, sighing as he pulled some parchment and a quill toward him. “Name and residence?”
“Kina of Shellport,” she supplied. The examiner wrinkled his nose; perhaps he’d been before.
“And what’s this magic of yours?”
“I’m, er, a baker. A magical baker.”
The quill paused, and Hester’s gaze flicked up at her. “A magical baker.”
“Yes. I bake buns, and croissants, and—and cookies and things.” She reached into her basket, taking out something that might generously be called a scone, and placed it onto the table.
Hester looked at it as if it were something he had found on the bottom of his shoe. “What is this supposed to be?”
“They’re scones,” said Kina defensively.
“And they’re delicious!” said Silt hotly. Kina beamed at him, and he blinked foolishly at her a moment before remembering the rest of what he was supposed to say. “Oh, and also, they’re magical—they grant the eaters special abilities. Like strength, and—and luck! Mash here ate one, and now look at him.” He elbowed Mash hurriedly.
“Uh, yes,” said Mash. “I’m very strong now. After eating the scone.”
Hester looked him over, his gaze passing pointedly over Mash’s battle-trained physique: the bulging biceps, the neck like a tree trunk, the pectorals that looked like they might offer a battering ram some trouble.
“Only after the scone. I see. How strong, exactly?”
Mash cast a glance helplessly around the room, searching for something sufficiently heavy and impressive to lift. Failing to find anything, he looked back at the examiner. “I could lift you? And the table?”
“That will be quite unnecessary,” said Hester. He tilted his head at Silt. “I suppose you ate one of these magical scones as well, did you?”
“It made me very lucky,” said Silt, nodding eagerly. “Look—” He pulled a handful of dice from his pocket, some wooden and some carved bone, and shook them in his hands before rolling them across the table with a gambler’s flourish. The four of them looked at the dice; all sixes looked back.
Hester picked up a die, weighing it carefully in his fingers, before he tossed it back onto the table.
It rolled a six again. Mash glared at Silt.
“I see,” repeated the mage dryly. “Fascinating. Please, wait here.”
He stood and swept out of the room, and the three of them exhaled heavily, letting out some of the tension in their postures.
“Do you think he bought it?” whispered Kina. But Silt only shook his head in warning, jerking his head at the doorway to indicate that someone might be listening. They stood in anxious silence for a few minutes until Hester returned.
Unfortunately, he returned with four armed guards.
“Put them in the holding cells,” he said with a dismissive wave. “I don’t know what swindle they’re trying to run, but they’re as magical as my left stocking. Write down the cause as ‘willful deception and mischief.’ ”
“Now look here—” began Silt desperately.
“Hey!” yelped Kina as a guard took her arms.
But their loud protests were ignored, and the guards remained professionally stoic as they trussed and bundled the three of them out through the door and along the hallway, presumably toward the aforementioned cells.
“Now would be a wonderful time to come up with something clever,” hissed Kina at Silt. “What was the rest of your plan?”
“This was the plan! It’s an improvisational plan!”
“Is improvisational a technical thief term for really blasted stupid?” Mash growled. Unlike Silt and Kina, he had not one but two guards holding his arms tightly between them; apparently they had decided to err on the side of caution with him.
They were shoved through several hallways and two descending flights of stairs before finally being thrust roughly into a large cell, the barred iron door clanking shut with a discouragingly solid bang behind them. The cell was empty but for the three of them, a chamber pot, and a single straw mattress. The cell had no windows.
“You’ll be seen by a magistrate when they get to your case,” a guard told them. He sounded bored—as if he couldn’t even muster the energy for proper contempt. “Might be a while. Enjoy your stay.”
And with that encouraging advice, the soldiers trooped back up the stairs, leaving the three of them alone in their cell.



Back in the small examination room, Hester rubbed his temples; he’d had a blasted headache before having to deal with the idiotic threesome, and having to sit through their fumblingly transparent attempt at deception had only worsened the pain. If only he had a more useful magic, or at least seniority within the Guild, he might have escaped admissions duty and gotten assigned to the Palace instead. But life could be a real pile of dung for a junior mage whose only power was enhanced smell. Really, he shouldn’t even have been accepted to the Guild if not for his father, the Minister of Maritime Commerce, having donated a rather large sum of coin to get his useless third son off his hands. And so here he was—relegated to being a glorified doorman for whatever smelly, hopeful peasantry showed up outside the Guild’s hallowed halls. He supposed it could be worse, though. At least he wasn’t a priest. He would have looked terrible with a shaved head.
Hester sighed and regarded the baked…thing…that had been left on his table. Breakfast had been rather light. He lifted the scone, sniffed at it—no poison. Ugly as it was, it still smelled like a scone should smell, besides a faint whiff of cat. He took an experimental nibble—raspberry jam.
“Hm,” said Hester. “That is quite good.”
He took another bite, and another, and when he had finished the scone, he was surprised to find that his headache had quite disappeared.



“All right,” growled Mash when he had finally worked loose his wrists from the rope that bound them, and began to help the others with theirs. “What’s actually the plan, Silt?”
“This is the plan. We’re right where we want to be!”
“A prison cell?” said Kina. “I may not have your level of experience with heists, but I feel like this isn’t generally where you want to end up.”
“No, no,” said Silt impatiently. “This is perfect—we’ve done the hardest part! We needed to get ourselves inside the Guildtower, and letting them arrest us was far easier than trying to break in past all their guards and protective wards. Now we just need to get ourselves out of this cell, find Tao, and get back out!”
“And…how do we do that, exactly?”
Silt flashed them a cocky grin. “Ex-thief, remember?” He knelt, rummaging in his sock, and came up again with a tiny metal pin in his hand, strangely bent—a lockpick.
Double-checking that the guards had left, Silt leaned against the heavy cell door, squeezing his right arm between the bars and down toward the lock. He chewed his lip in fierce concentration as he maneuvered the pick into the lock, and Mash and Kina watched with bated breath.
Suddenly, the lock glowed a bright, magical blue and the lockpick pinged forcefully across the room. It bounced off the opposite wall and landed on the ground, well out of reach, and an odd, barely audible noise seemed to come from the vicinity of the lock. It sounded almost like a snicker.
“Magical pick-proof lock,” observed Mash. “I’m sure that was part of the plan, too?”
Silt ran a flustered hand through his dark hair, leaving it sticking up and giving him the appearance of a ruffled rooster.
“What do we do now?” asked Kina.
“No idea yet. But I’ll figure something out—like I said, improvisational.”
Mash swore and slid down against the cell wall to sit with his legs spread out before him. “While you’re figuring it out, I suppose we’ll just starve to death in here.”
“Well, that’s not very constructive of you,” said Kina. “At least Silt is trying!”
Silt shot her a grateful look, and Mash muttered something about daft young idiots.
“Oh, but if you really are hungry, Mash, I still have my scones!” exclaimed Kina. She lifted the cloth covering on her basket, reaching in—but then gasped as a ball of black fur and claws shot out, yowling, to ricochet off the wall beside Mash.
“Fidelitus! What are you doing in here?” The question was a little redundant given the context; the basket—previously full of baked goods—was now quite empty, whereas the cat was unusually spherical and covered in crumbs to boot.
“Mrao,” said the cat, sounding very satisfied indeed. He shook himself from head to tail, then sauntered toward the heavy cell door, tail held high. He regarded the door closely for a moment before squeezing—perhaps with a bit more difficulty than he’d have had prior to eating a half dozen scones—between its bars.
“Yes,” said Silt urgently, pressing his face up against the bars. “Good kitty—nice kitty—does kitty want to go find us some keys? Nice, shiny keys?”
Fidelitus deigned to cast him a single glance of utter disdain, and hopped up onto the guards’ table in the center of the room. The cat sniffed at a mug, then very casually batted it with a paw. It fell with a heavy smack, spilling ale across the stone floor.
“No! Bad Fidelitus!”
But the cat ignored him and ambled across the table to the remnants of the guards’ meal. This, too, he regarded critically through his one good eye; he lifted a paw with an experimental air and swatted off a fork, which rang metallically against the floor. Silt winced at the noise.
Next went another mug, then a guard’s helmet, then a brief scuffle with a cloth napkin—but then, his heart leaping to his throat, Silt saw a flash of metal fall with a jingle.
“No,” said Mash in disbelief, who had come to the door beside Silt to watch Fidelitus’s rampage. “Are those the—”
“Keys!” gasped Kina.
“You’d think prison guards would figure out not to leave the cell keys just lying around on convenient tables all the time,” said Silt gleefully. “Honestly, it’s about the third time this has happened to me.”
“We still can’t reach them from here, though. Can we get Fidelitus to bring them to us?”
But such an entity of chaos could be only temporarily guided, never commanded; the scruffy cat, the table cleared and his work there done, had already disappeared up the stairs in search of further entertainment.
The three of them stared longingly at the ring of keys lying on the floor. It was mere meters away but may as well have been on the other side of Eshtera for all the good it did—even Silt’s lanky arms couldn’t stretch far enough through the bars to touch them.
Kina took a deep breath. “I have an idea,” she told the men. “But I need you both to look away, and do not turn around.”
“Wha—”
“Just do it!”
Confused, Silt and Mash did as she’d asked, and stood facing out through the barred door. Strange, rustling fabric noises nearly tempted Silt to peek, but Kina’s voice came sharply from behind: “Don’t you dare, Siltarien Silvertongue. Eyes front!”
At last, after much more rustling, some unladylike swearing, and the sound of fabric tearing, Kina said, “All right. You can turn around again.” She sounded out of breath.
The men turned to find the disheveled and panting baker—hair and clothes askew—holding out a long, thin bit of ribbon (that looked as though it had been torn on one end) in triumph.
“Where did that come from?” asked Silt, staring at it.
“Never you mind,” said Kina, still breathing heavily. “Will it work or not?” She walked over to hand the ribbon to him, and he could not help but notice that she seemed to move more freely than before; there was suddenly a certain improper swishiness to her kirtle, which meant that parts of her—interesting parts—jiggled slightly more than he had previously observed. Silt blinked owlishly; Mash shoved a sharp elbow into his side.
“Yes—ah, yes, that should work.” He shook his head, clearing away lingering thoughts of the mysteries of women’s clothing and from where, precisely, the ribbon may have been extracted. Whatever its original purpose, it was being sacrificed now to a greater cause. Silt tried to ignore the lingering warmth of the ribbon as he deftly tied a loop on one end and crouched down.
Kina and Mash watched anxiously as Silt reached the looped ribbon out between the bars, stretching toward the ring of keys. Carefully, very carefully, he flicked his wrist just so—and gusted out relief, for the ribbon-loop had fallen perfectly atop the keys. As he pulled the ribbon back toward them with painstaking slowness, the loop tightened itself around the keys, and brought them through the bars. Silt picked up the keys, grasping them tightly so they didn’t jingle, and stood back up, grinning triumphantly. “You see?” he said. “Improvisation!”



SIXTEEN


Tao wasn’t sure what she’d expected the High Mage of the Royal Guild of Mages to look like, but it wasn’t this: a lean, fortysomething-year-old woman, bespectacled, with crow’s-feet on the outer edges of her eyes and the grimace of someone suffering from a perpetual headache. She had long, dark-brown hair, some wisps of it askew, with a few strands of silver visible here and there. Her badge of office—an elaborately gilded pin of the royal lions, with the interlocked circles of the Guild engraved upon it—hung rather sloppily from a fold in her grey robes. She looked more like a tired librarian than the most powerful mage in the kingdom.
The High Mage did not smile at Tao as she entered the room. With a preoccupied air, she poured herself a cup of tea from a pot on the sideboard; she offered Tao one as well, but upon being refused, with a sigh she eased her frame into the cushioned chair across from Tao. Tao tensed, guarding herself against whatever angle of attack would come next.
“Tao, is it? I’m High Mage Melea. You may call me Melea.” She took a sip, then set her cup down, businesslike. “I will be frank, Tao, for we haven’t the time to waste on niceties. You have the greater vision, and you must join the Guild.”
“I don’t…” Tao began to protest, but the High Mage shot her a look that said don’t bother and anger rose inside of Tao instead, displacing the cold anxiety that had been roiling her stomach all morning while she’d waited for this audience. She spoke next without thinking.
“Why should I join the Guild, anyway? So that I can drink wine, and wear fine robes, and fatten the pockets of the Crown and its ministers like you do?” To get rich and powerful and help Mash find his daughter, you idiot.
“What?” Melea furrowed her brow. “Is that what you think the Guild does?”
“Everyone knows it’s true. That the Guild just collects anyone with enough magic to be any kind of threat, and instead makes them useful to the Crown. Makes them servants—rich, important, comfortable—but servants all the same.”
“Dear girl, we just don’t have time for this…” The High Mage ran a weary hand over her face, rubbing at her eyes, before she let out an exasperated breath. “Yes, I see why that may be your perception, but it’s wrong.
“The Guild isn’t evil. And it’s not stupid, either—at least, not most of the time. It’s just another arm of government filled with people like you or me who generally want to do what’s best for Eshtera, though of course we get the occasional idiot in charge every now and again. The only difference is that we happen to have various forms of magic to put to use in these efforts.”
“So you’re bureaucrats instead of servants,” said Tao savagely. “That’s no better. I’ve seen how the Crown’s ministers serve Eshtera’s people. I’ve talked to merchants all throughout the west. Corrupt policies, forcing folk to sell goods at cutthroat prices, just so the Council can make themselves wealthier at the expense of the poor?”
“You’re a child,” snapped Melea, leaning forward and slapping the table with her palm hard enough that her cup rattled slightly. “We pour water on you and you scream assault, failing to notice that you are presently on fire. We—the Guild, and the Crown, and the Council—are trying to save lives, you foolish girl!
“We are facing a war. Shinara’s armies gather at their coast. Our spies tell us that their shipyards work through the night. Our embassies have all failed, and the drumbeat grows louder every day. Do you understand? We’ve been preparing as best we can—purchasing supplies, shoring up our eastern defenses, amassing coin to hire mercenaries—but we are fumbling in the dark! Eshtera’s only Seer died a year ago! We made do without for a while, but now, with the threat from Shinara…
“What we need,” said Melea, her voice grown urgent and passionate, “is for someone with the greater vision—you—to look into the future, and help us see the truth: Will this war come to our shores? When will it come, and where will it land?”
Tao fell back in her chair, stunned into speechlessness. So the tavern gossip had been right after all. She felt a strange twist in her gut at realizing that she now viewed Shinara as the other side. If Baba had lived, he would be Eshtera’s enemy now. Did that mean she considered herself an Eshteran? She didn’t know what she was. It seemed like there were just the two halves of her life, split as cleanly as a log: the Tao who spoke Shinn and listened to her Baba’s stories in Lianghe, and the Tao who read fortunes to Eshterans in the accent of a Margravian noble.
“Why would there be war?” Tao asked. She was stalling for time, but she did actually want to know the answer. The High Mage was someone who seemed to know things. “I thought Shinara and Eshtera have always been close trading partners.”
“Yes. One would have hoped that the bonds of coin and self-interest would have shielded us from violent conflict,” said Melea. Her voice was dry again, but there was an undercurrent of anger—disgust?—that made Tao wonder for how long the High Mage had been in her position, and what lessons she’d had to learn in navigating the currents of power.
Melea took another drink from her cup, calming herself. “It seems that there are even baser motivations than greed, alas. Shinara’s current Emperor grows old, and his rivals grow bold and fractious—it seems he believes that a show of force, a great expansion of Empire like the days of old, will quiet them. The fool. If only he could see that invasion will only drag his precious Empire back into the bloody past and erase a century of progress. Does nobody remember the Mage Wars? Half the kingdoms on this side of the Long Sea, reduced to rubble and ash. But men are shortsighted. Especially when a heavy crown is blocking their eyes.
“So you see,” she said, snapping her attention back onto Tao, “we need you. Eshtera needs you.” Her lips pressed thinly together. It was only Melea’s clear distaste for saying those words that made Tao believe them.
“But it makes no difference,” Tao whispered. “Fate cannot be averted. If war is to come, it will come whether I see it or not.” And what if it comes because I see it? Surely it’s better to not look at all.
“Think, girl,” said the High Mage impatiently. “If we know war will come, we can prepare. We can store grain against famine; we can evacuate families from the coastal villages. We can forge weapons, and build walls, and station our battle-mages and soldiers where they can do the most good.
“And if we know war will not come, then we can do none of those things, and instead divert the coin to building roads, training healers, feeding the poor. Both paths save lives, one way or another. Don’t you see?”
Tao said nothing, heat rising to her cheeks, for she did see. There was no path that did not require her to make a choice, and no choice without cost. Melea looked at her with something like pity.
“If you don’t want to join the Guild, I won’t make you,” the High Mage said. “Just this one vision is all I ask. And if not for reward, or for the gratitude of the Crown—would you not do it for the people of Eshtera?”
Tao felt the familiar rush of shame and anger and fear prickling behind her eyes. “I hate you,” she said lowly to the High Mage. “You are manipulative, and selfish, and treat people as tools.”
“Yes,” said Melea. “I am. I do. I must.”
But also, some part of Tao noted, Melea was the only Eshteran Tao had ever met to not mention her being Shinn. Perhaps to her, a tool was simply a tool, no matter its appearance or origin. A heavy silence, rigid and tense, lay between them, as much a barrier as the wooden desk. The older woman sighed, finally, a weary and frustrated sound. She steepled bony fingers together before her, elbows leaning onto the desk, and regarded Tao.
She said, a little less harshly now: “I have learned, in my many years, that doing what’s right may not always feel good. But I’ve found that if I ask myself not who will gain what from my action or inaction, but who will suffer—how many, and how much—my choice becomes clear. Isn’t yours?”
Tao thought about this for a long moment. Her hands clenched and unclenched on the chair, and the High Mage sat waiting.
“I have a friend,” she said at last. “His daughter—a little girl—has been missing, somewhere in Eshtera, for six months now.”
Melea raised an eyebrow at this apparent detour.
“If I do this thing—if I use my greater vision, once, to foretell what I can about the war; regardless of what it is I see—will the Guild commission a search for her? Scouts, messengers, bounties—whatever it takes to find her.”
The High Mage narrowed her eyes. “You would haggle with the lives of Eshterans?”
Tao lifted her chin. “Those I don’t know and have never met mean nothing to me,” she lied. “Even though I have lived here nearly all my life, Eshtera has never seen me as one of her own. My own stepfather treats me as a trade good, to be bartered and sold. But my friends—they matter to me. I would do this for them.”
Melea took a sip, buying time as she mulled this over and looked at Tao with shrewd eyes. “I don’t believe you,” she said eventually. “Not that Eshtera’s not been welcoming to you, or that your stepfather, Lord Desmond, is a prick; that I can believe well enough. But I don’t believe you’re as callous as that about the lives of all the innocent folk in Eshtera.”
Tao stared back at her defiantly, saying nothing. The High Mage sighed.
“But regardless. I’ll give you what you ask. If you help us, the Guild will find this girl for your friend. Agreed?” Tao slumped with relief.
“Agreed,” she said. Melea nodded.
“But I would ask you to remember, Tao, as one woman with power to another—the greater good must always come before the personal.”
“No,” said Tao. Here, at last, was something she was sure of—something that she had learned in her journeys, that perhaps the High Mage had not. “You’re wrong. There’s no such thing as greater good—there’s just good, and the more of it we can do, the better.”



Melea wasted no time once the deal was made. A quick, simple lunch was brought in on trays—fresh bread, good cheese, and late-season figs—but the High Mage worked while Tao ate, writing and handing off messages to a flock of couriers who came and went from her office. When Tao had finished, Melea focused on her once again. It was rather like being stared at by a judgmental hawk wearing glasses.
“Well, are you ready, then?”
“For what?”
“Don’t be slow, girl. To use your greater vision.” Tao hesitated, and Melea narrowed her eyes. “You have done this before, haven’t you?”
“It was an accident,” said Tao reluctantly. “I was a child.”
Melea waved a hand impatiently at Tao. Go on.
“I was…playing, by myself, near the river behind our home. There was a dip in the banks, and some water had pooled in it. I got distracted—was watching the ripples that the wind made on its surface—and then I felt a tugging, and saw…what I saw. I don’t remember what happened next, but I woke up a few days later in a sickbed. Apparently my heart had stopped, and then I’d nearly died of fever.”
“Yes, that’s an expected risk,” said Melea briskly. “The greater vision always takes a physical cost from the Seer. I’m surprised you managed it with just a rain puddle, though; I wonder if you were near a magical spring of some sort? Does Shinara have…? Never mind. Not important now. Regardless—old Lord Pallaver always needed a day or two’s rest after he used the Bowl.”
“The Bowl?”
Melea nodded impatiently. “The Guild has amassed quite a library of magical tools and artifacts over the years. Some are relics from before the Mage Wars. One of our most valuable is, of course, the Bowl of True Sight. Only Seers are able to use it, naturally. Hence our interest in finding you. Are you ready to go to it?”
“What, right now?” Tao asked, her heartbeat quickening. “Aren’t there, I don’t know, lessons I should have? Some rituals or preparations I should make first?”
But Melea was already standing, reaching out to ring a small bell on her desk. “No lessons. No rituals that I know of. Pallaver’s not alive to teach you anymore, and I certainly don’t know any divination lore—you’ll just have to make do,” she said curtly. “But don’t worry; we’ll have a healer ready for you in case it goes poorly.”
Tao did not find this particularly reassuring. A servant in Guild livery appeared, bowing. “Find Brandis, and send him to the top of the tower,” Melea said to him. “And one of the healers, too; whoever’s available—tell them to be ready nearby.” He bowed again and disappeared through the doorway. Melea tossed down the last of her tea and made to leave the office; seeing Tao still seated, she raised an eyebrow. “Shall we?”
Swallowing her nervousness, Tao stood and followed the High Mage through the door. Outside, she tried not to be overwhelmed by the activity in the curving hallway: small groups of mages and nobles, richly dressed, huddled in conversation even as they flowed down the hall. Wall sconces holding glowing orbs cast a bright, steady light throughout. Servants and couriers dashed underfoot, and guards in Guild livery stood rigidly in position between curtained doorways. Tao felt small in all the commotion—but Melea only strode confidently forward through the crowd toward the white stairs visible at one end, and Tao followed. Together, they began to climb up the winding central staircase of the Guildtower.
Other mages and servants hurried out of the way as they ascended, bowing to the High Mage and staring in puzzlement at the young Shinn woman beside her. Tao lost count of how many floors they had climbed, and by the time they finally stopped, her thighs ached and her breaths came hard. They had arrived at the very highest floor of the Guildtower.
“A magical focal point,” the High Mage said. She was breathing heavily as well, which made Tao feel slightly better. “Our mages find it easier to work their greatest magics here. I had the Bowl brought up here as soon as we received word of your arrival.”
They were in a plain, circular chamber, open to the overcast sky but largely shielded against wind by a ring of wide white columns. Through the gaps of the columns, Tao caught a dizzying glimpse of Margrave’s grand terraces below—far below, her stomach noticed with a lurch. She quickly looked away again.
Tao wondered what powerful spells had once been performed here. Then she remembered what Mash had told her, about the mage casting spells on his mercenary troop, and had a frightening thought. “You’re not magicking me right now, are you?”
Melea frowned back at her. “What do you mean?”
“You’re the most powerful mage in Eshtera. You might have—I don’t know, cast a spell of compulsion on me to make me do as you wish, or something like that.”
The High Mage stared at her over her spectacles for a moment, then snorted loudly in rather un-mage-like fashion. “You think I’m the most powerful mage in Eshtera? If only.”
“You’re the High Mage, aren’t you?”
“Yes, but that’s got nothing to do with power—not magical power, anyway. I’m not magicking you into compliance. If I could, we’d have skipped all this nonsense and be done with the blasted thing by now. Do you know what my magic is, girl?”
Tao shook her head, not sure how to feel about the admission that the High Mage would have happily subverted her free will if she could have.
“I can speak with rats. And mice, and squirrels, and probably some other rodents as well, although it’s mainly rats here in Margrave. Fitting, now that I think about it…But do you know how stupid rats are? It’s nothing but food, food, food all the time, with the occasional cat-related panic thrown into the mix. I suppose it’s come in slightly useful once or twice—counterespionage, you know; rats are everywhere—but it’s a blasted awful time getting them to concentrate enough to remember anything they’ve seen.
“Most powerful mage, ha! No, that’s probably one of the fire-mages, or the harvest-mages—very useful for agriculture, you see. Not that we’ve got many of them. Fewer and fewer mages in each generation, it seems.”
Melea regarded her with lingering amusement, but behind it her eyes were hard and steely. The full weight of her attention was like a vise on Tao’s mind.
“I’m not the High Mage because of my magic, Tao. I’m the High Mage because I’m the best at managing the politics and handling the paperwork, and because the Queen trusts my judgment over that of any of the hot-blooded, prideful young men squabbling for my position.”
“Oh,” said Tao. She suddenly felt very young.
“No matter,” said the older woman briskly, swatting the conversation aside like a fruit fly. “It wasn’t a stupid thing to ask; just a naive one. Have you any other questions, or shall we get on with it?”
Tao did in fact have a number of other questions swirling around her mind, but none seemed immediately relevant, and she already felt rather like a schoolgirl admonished by a disapproving teacher. So she shook her head.
“No,” said Tao. “I’m ready.”
They approached the Bowl in the center of the chamber. It was a large but shallow copper bowl, as wide as Tao was tall, resting on a low dais. A mage wearing the Guild’s circles entered soon after, young and eager-looking; he nodded deferentially to the High Mage, sparing a curious glance for Tao before laying his hands on the Bowl with a look of concentration. Tao was startled as clear water suddenly rushed into the Bowl from above, pouring down out of nothing to splash against its sides. The water-mage grinned proudly, standing back from the newly filled basin. “Anything else I can do for you, High Mage?”
“No, Brandis, thank you.” Melea nodded at him, and he bowed and left. Tao shrank within herself a little. That was real magic—making something from nothing. Helping others, being useful—not seeing death and destruction and terrible truths better left unknown. She stared in trepidation at the surface of the water, still sloshing gently in the Bowl. Melea looked at her expectantly.
But I can help people, too. If I do this, the Guild will find Leah for Mash. And it may save some lives. That’s worth something, right? She swallowed her resentment of the Guild—both the Guild of fat, venal sycophants from her imagination, and the real Guild of ruthless pragmatism that the High Mage had opened her eyes to. It left a sour taste, but Melea’s arguments had been brutally effective; Tao simply could not stand by and watch an invasion tear Eshtera apart, knowing that she could have done something to reduce the suffering.
But knowing that didn’t make her any less afraid.
Tao took a deep breath. “All right,” she said, more to herself than Melea.
She walked forward toward the basin, looking down into the gentle ripples of the water’s surface; it reflected only the sky. She swallowed hard and tried not to think of anything—especially not of the last time she’d used her greater vision, and had seen her father die.
She opened her mind, tried to stretch it beyond the boundaries of just the small fortunes she’d grown accustomed to. She focused intently, imagining Eshtera as a bird might see it from above—a vast land stretching between two oceans, split by mountains; lush green forests and sprawling farmlands; cities swarming with noise and industry. People—farmers, traders, fishermen—getting on with their small and wonderful lives, however they could.
Tao willed the water to show her something—where would armies burn a path? Which craggy beaches would see foreign ships drop anchor?—but there was nothing. As she stood there, counting her breaths in the silent chill, she saw only water.
“Nothing,” Tao said finally, looking away. She felt a queer mix of disappointment and relief.
“Try again,” said Melea tersely.
“But it didn’t do anything!”
“So try again.”
Stung, Tao glared at the High Mage. “Maybe I just don’t have the greater vision anymore! Have you considered that?”
“The only mages that ever lost their powers did so by using them too much. Burned it right out of them,” snapped Melea. “You’ve just not been using yours at all. It’s still there. Try. Again.”
“Maybe I’m just too weak!”
“You’re not weak; you’re afraid! That’s not the same thing!” The High Mage’s voice was sharp and cutting. “Fear is the cost of power, Tao. Every mage is afraid. We just learn how to push past it—to use it instead of letting ourselves be imprisoned by it.”
“What are you afraid of, then?” Tao said challengingly.
Melea stared back at her. She was quiet for a moment—thinking, perhaps, or weighing the cost of honesty. Then she let out a breath. “I’m afraid of failing,” she said.
Tao didn’t understand. “You’re the High Mage. You’re one of the most important people in Eshtera.”
“I am. And I’m even more afraid now than I was before becoming High Mage. Now I’m afraid that what I do isn’t enough. Afraid to make the wrong decisions, or to not make them quickly enough. I’m afraid that I am not the right person to lead the Guild. But I do it anyway, because someone needs to, and the Queen relies on me, and if I gave up the title to someone who did an even worse job, then their failures would be mine, too.”
She wiped her spectacles on her robe before looking back at Tao, her gaze steady. “So what are you afraid of, Tao?”
“I’m afraid my greater vision won’t work.”
Melea shook her head, impatient. “That’s not it. What are you afraid of?”
“I’m…afraid of hurting people.”
“What else?” Melea’s eyes burned into Tao, and she felt as if they were reaching within her and grabbing—pulling out the unwilling words and the thoughts she hadn’t even known were there.
“I’m afraid I’ll always be alone,” Tao whispered, and knew that it was true as soon as she’d said it.
Melea nodded. “That’s it,” she said quietly. “There’s your fear. Look at it—see that it’s a part of you—and use it. Try again.”
Tao swallowed, stepped closer to the Bowl. The water was smooth and still now, as the wind had quieted. But this time, she leaned over it and instead of grey sky, she saw the reflection of her own face: scrubbed clean, framed by strands of black hair fallen loose from her bun. She looked older than she remembered, and tired, too, but there was a new firmness in her eyes and a set to her jaw that she rather liked. I am Hua Tao, of Shinara and Eshtera both, she thought, with a small rush of pride. I am the Teller of Small Fortunes. She thought of the ship that had brought her from Shinara to Eshtera, and the many roads that had taken her far from Margrave and back again. She thought of her mother, and of her friends: of Mash’s gruff kindness, of Silt’s cheeky smile. Kina’s arms around her at the campfire. She thought, too, of the others that she had met along the way—Esther; the witch in Shellport; the Shinn shopkeeper in Craghorn. Strangers who had flitted in and out of her life only briefly, but in doing so had shaped the course of her journey. As she had theirs.
I am Tao, she thought. And I’m not alone anymore.
Tao placed her hands on either side of the Bowl. It felt cold and expectant against her palms. She imagined the pool of water before her as the still, quiet heart of Eshtera—the very core of the country that had been her home, albeit an unwelcoming one, for over a decade now. Tao nodded to her reflection; it nodded back. She took a deep breath, held it for a count, and released it; she did this again, and again, and again, until there was nothing left but the shimmering of the water and the rhythm of her breath.
The Bowl began to hum beneath her hands, and a soft glow rose from the surface of the water. Tao thought she heard the High Mage gasp behind her. The wind began to rise, whipping loose tendrils of hair around her face, but Tao paid no mind to any of this.
In the vast nothingness that surrounded her, she searched again for what she had always sought to avoid: the heaviest threads of fate, thick and unbending; the loci of these threads that dragged like anchors at her mind. This time, she found them. She groped among them for a sense of conflict—of battle, of blood, of empires risen and fallen. One called to her like a summons—a clarion call, a battle cry, a howl—and she obeyed. She fought to allow herself to fall into its gravity—an effortful release—and at last, she saw, with blind eyes:
The armies of Shinara, massed on hills along the coast. Banners snapping in the wind.
Ships with battened sails arrayed in port, preparing to sail. Soldiers, marching up ramps into the holds.
A line of Shinn generals kneeling before the throne, receiving the Emperor’s blessing. Divine hands touching their heads, prayers on lips. We will not fail. We will not fail.
But then:
Secret meetings in crowded barracks. Low, urgent Shinn voices.
Caves. Desperate villagers. Hunger, anger—festering, simmering, growing hotter, stoked by each new injustice.
Black powder; barrels of it. Fire-lances hidden in carts beneath hay; bought with lives and treachery.
A quiet night. Stillness. Then explosions: fire, everywhere; nothing but flame, and heat, and agony. Screaming. Shouting. Burning.
The ships do not sail. The soldiers disembark. The banners separate; new orders are given. The armies march away from the coast, and back into Shinara. One to the east; one to the north; two to the south.
War—it comes; it comes.
War—bloody and terrible. Clashing dao, falling horses, dying men.
War—in Shinara. Brother against brother; soldier against soldier.
“Rebellion,” gasped Tao, chest heaving for air as the terrible, awful images streamed across her mind, dancing across the shimmering water. Her fingers clutched, white and spasmodic, against the edges of the Bowl. “In Shinara. They won’t go to war against Eshtera. Civil war—Shinn war—the rebels.” She barely choked the words out, dimly sensing Melea saying something in response beside her, but could no longer hear nor see.
Her task done, Tao tried, desperately, to pull herself out—to ground herself in the here and now of the Guildtower. She was Tao, the Teller of Small Fortunes. She was Tao, the Teller of Small Fortunes. But she could not fight it—it overwhelmed her—and the visions dragged her back into their violent depths:
Rebels fighting soldiers—all Shinn faces—golden skin, black hair, hooded eyes.
Blood, steel, mud.
Rebels. Horses. Baba.
Baba, pointing his dao.
Baba, pulled out of the saddle.
Baba, in the mud.
Baba, bleeding.
Bodies, men in armor, fighting, chaos.
Eyes closing.
Baba, dead and alone. Baba, dead and alone. Baba, dead.
Alone.
Tao drowned. She could not see; she could not breathe. As if from very, very far away, she felt a dull pain of something crashing against her side—the ground—and a strange, frantic shaking; a voice, or perhaps just a memory, was shouting at her, but she understood no words. All was terror; all was chaos; and then, mercifully, at last—
All was still.



SEVENTEEN


Tao awoke to the smell of cinnamon and sugar.
She felt thick and heavy. The world was warm and soft around her, and she wanted to sink back into unthinking, unfeeling peace, but the scent tugged insistently at her brain. Her mouth watered, and Tao remembered that she had a mouth—which must be attached to a body—so she still existed in corporeal form, after all.
This semi-reassuring thought prompted her to blink open her eyes—good, those were still there, too—and the light of the morning that met them made her squint. But through the haze, she saw figures seated beside her: a dark-haired man, a stubbled giant, and a woman with curly red hair. She sniffed experimentally—something really did smell quite good—and as the figures turned toward her, Tao saw the faces of her friends more fully, and suddenly the events of the past week rushed back into her mind.
“Tao! Oh, you’re awake!” Kina flew to her side, grabbing at her hands and squeezing them tightly.
“Welcome back,” said Mash.
“Mrao,” said Fidelitus, extraordinarily round and sulky in a corner.
“I…What are you all doing here?” asked Tao, bewildered, as she struggled to sit up in the enormous featherbed. Her head sloshed painfully with the motion, and a wave of nausea came and went, making her realize that she was suddenly enormously hungry.
“We’re rescuing you, obviously!” said Silt. He was grinning ear to ear. “Though it seems we might have shown up just a tiny bit late.”
Kina rolled her eyes at him. “Silt hatched a very stupid plan—”
“—a brilliant and deceptively simple plan—”
“—to get ourselves taken prisoner by the Guild, and then to break out, find you, and escape. We somehow managed the first parts of that, but when we went to look for you in the High Mage’s office—”
“—turns out it was heavily spelled,” grunted Mash. “Who would have expected that, right? Not like it was the office of the High Blasted Mage or anything.”
“—we ended up getting caught again. But then the High Mage showed up, and once we explained that we were your friends, she told us you’d already seen your vision and had had a fit or something. So she brought us to you, and, well, here we are!”
Tao blinked up at them. “You…you came after me? To Margrave?” She’d absorbed very little of Kina’s explanation and was still stuck on the basic fact that they were here, with her, in the Guildtower of Margrave.
“Did the fever affect her mind, do you think?” said Silt to the others in an undertone. At Tao, he smiled encouragingly, and said in exaggeratedly loud and slow speech, “Yes, Tao. We are your friends. We came to get you.”
She felt her eyes begin to fill, but stubbornly forced the tears back to ask a more pressing question. “And…there are cinnamon buns?” Her voice wobbled.
Kina beamed, giving her hands another squeeze before ducking out of sight. She returned momentarily with a gloriously golden-brown mess of pastry dripping with icing, which she offered to Tao on a napkin. “Yes, you silly goose,” she said through a watery smile. “They let me use the kitchens. I made cinnamon buns.”
Tao looked down at the warm, freshly baked evidence of her friends’ presence—they were real, she hadn’t dreamed them; they knew and still liked her, and they were here—and she could hold it back no longer. She burst into great, uncontrollable sobs, holding the precious cinnamon bun away from her face, and Kina wrapped her in her arms, now leaking fat tears down her cheeks as well.
Mash and Silt stood there watching the two women weep at (and on) each other. Mash rubbed awkwardly at the back of his head. Silt looked down at his own half-eaten cinnamon bun and picked it up. He gave it a cautious sniff. It smelled like a perfectly ordinary cinnamon bun, and certainly didn’t provoke in him the urge to weep.
He looked at Mash in befuddlement, who simply shrugged back—the universal symbol of men who have failed to understand something very important.



Her friends were relieved to learn that the High Mage had agreed to allow Tao to leave once she had recovered, and Mash was affected beyond words when Tao told him of the agreement she had extracted from the Guild to find Leah. “I…you…” he’d managed, and then gave up speech entirely in favor of wrapping Tao into an enormous, bone-cracking hug. She’d patted him on the back with the one hand that she could still move, and pretended not to see as he’d turned away to clear his throat gruffly, and wiped at eyes that were just a tad glassier than before.
Once notified of Tao’s awakening, Melea had come to the bedchamber and looked at the four of them (and Fidelitus) in some bemusement. Tao supposed that they made a rather odd party. But Melea was patient and courteous in answering the group’s questions, and even deigned to give Fidelitus a cursory pat on the head. Tao wondered if he’d eaten any of her rat-spies yet, but couldn’t muster the heart to fault him for it if he had. He, too, had come to rescue her, after all.
“Very well,” said Melea briskly. “Tao, I’m glad you have recovered— You should rest here for another night, but please come see me in my office before you leave. We’ve the matter of your compensation to finalize.” Silt perked up at this and opened his mouth to speak, but Mash thwacked him over the head, cutting short whatever request the thief had been about to make.
“Not for you, you knob,” he growled. “For Tao.”
“Wait,” Tao said. “I do have another question first. Does the Guild employ someone called Master Jacopo?”
Melea frowned back at her. “Master Jacopo?”
“Short, balding fellow,” said Silt.
“Nice horse, dresses like a twat, lots of jewelry,” grunted Mash.
The High Mage’s expression cleared, and she looked at them incredulously. “Jak? What in the name of the Mother does Jak have to do with you lot?”
“He sent us on a blasted quest that almost got us killed,” said Silt. “Claimed he was an agent for some rich lord. Had us wandering through the Splinthorn Woods, getting blown about by magical sandstorms and lectured by an angry mother phoenix.”
“That bastard,” said the High Mage. “I knew he was up to something.” She muttered something profane to herself, then sighed.
“Yes, he’s in the Guild, but I didn’t put him up to it, if that’s what you’re asking. He’s always been a scheming toerag…If I had to guess, he caught wind that we were searching for a powerful mage-candidate out west, and decided to, er, make a strategic play. I imagine he thought that by sending you on this absurd quest, he’d either reduce his future competition in the Guild hierarchy or gain a valuable artifact—either way, he’d come out ahead.” Tao snorted at the thought of posing any competition to the conniving mage; if he’d only asked, he would have learned that she would have happily paid him to keep the Guild far away from her.
“Is he here in Margrave?” asked Kina, eyes narrowed. “If so, we’d like to have a word with him. A few words.”
“Afraid not. He hasn’t shown his face here in months. But meddling with a mage-candidate is strictly prohibited—I’ll have his Guild circles for this, see if I don’t. Thank you for telling me. Like I said,” the High Mage added, turning to Tao, “we’re mostly well-intentioned bureaucrats, but the occasional weasel does manage to sneak through the door every now and again. It’s good to weed them out when we can.”



Tao’s vision—of war in Shinara, but not Eshtera—had been an immense relief to the Crown, and it was on this upswell of political goodwill that Tao chose to negotiate additional compensation for her service.
“Five hundred silvers, yes,” the High Mage said in her office, distracted by one of the scrolls that messengers had been racing around the tower delivering since Tao’s vision. “The standard reward for a magical service of significance to the Crown. And as agreed, we’ll commission that search of yours immediately, and dispatch a messenger to find you as soon as we’ve had word of the girl, Leah. We’ll start with the rivertowns south of Windmere, as you suggested.”
“Thank you,” said Tao. “But there are some other things I’ll need, too.” She lifted her chin higher and slid a folded paper with her additional demands—a small list, written neatly out in her own hand—across the table. Melea opened it, scanned it with narrowed eyes, then looked back at the fortune teller.
“Ordinarily, one would negotiate before performing the service. When one still has leverage.”
“Ordinarily,” said Tao, “one wouldn’t have dragged an innocent woman halfway across the kingdom against her will. And one isn’t a High Mage who might need to call upon a Seer again in the future.”
Melea tapped her fingers thoughtfully against the table. “So you’ll join the Guild after all?”
“I won’t wear the robes or the circles. And I won’t stay here in Margrave, or in any of your other Guildtowers, either. But…if Eshtera has great need of my visions again, sometime in the future—I suppose I might consider answering the call.”
A corner of Melea’s mouth lifted, briefly. “You’re sure you don’t just want more silver? And this last request…I can make no guarantees it’s possible, mind you. None of our current mages can work a spell like that, so we’ll have to search our artifacts to see if we have anything stored away that might do the trick.”
But Tao was sure. And so the High Mage had agreed, ringing the bell on her table; a servant immediately appeared with eyes lowered deferentially. “Make it so,” said Melea, handing him Tao’s note. This done, she sat back and looked at Tao, her shoulders much more relaxed than the last time they had sat there together in her office.
“You’ve done a good thing,” Melea said to Tao. “And a useful thing, too, which is not always the same. Without having to worry about a Shinn army landing at our doorstep, we’ll be able to ease the trade policies, release some of our grain reserves back onto the market, and stand down the auxiliary armies. The Crown can get back to the messy business of keeping Eshtera happy and prosperous, not just alive.
“I am not insensitive to the fact that using your greater vision was a very difficult and painful thing for you. I am grateful. And so is Eshtera.”
She reached into a drawer behind her, pulling out a small scroll wrapped in red ribbon. She handed this to Tao.
“Those in the kingdom may not always have treated you as one of our own, but know that you are. This is for you to carry on the rest of your travels. You may not need it, but…well, times change slowly. People, too. Better to have it.”
Tao unrolled the scroll, taking note of the royal seal stamped in wax on the bottom, and read the elaborate script slowly:
The bearer of this writ, Tao the fortune teller, is a true and loyal Eshteran who has done great service to the Crown. She is to be granted full rights of passage and commerce wheresoever she may travel within the Royal Kingdom of Eshtera.
A true and loyal Eshteran. Tao swallowed, not sure quite how to feel about that, but she rolled the scroll back up with care and put it into her satchel. “Thank you,” she said to the High Mage of Eshtera, who nodded back at her in something a little like understanding. “So what now?”
“What do you mean?”
“For Eshtera. You’ve said the Crown will change their policies and redistribute how coin is spent, now that you know there won’t be a war. But…ordinary people won’t know, will they? They didn’t know before that you were preparing to be invaded, and they won’t know now that anything has changed.” Had anything changed, really?
“No,” said Melea. “They won’t know. And that is a blessing. Nothing has changed; everything has changed. Ordinary Eshterans can go on with their lives now; they can grumble about taxes and make plans for their families’ futures without the weight of fearing what might have been. Because you, and I, and the Crown have carried that burden for them. That is the gift of your magic, Tao. And it is a great gift indeed.”



The Guild worked fast; Tao gave them that. The first and second items on her list were waiting for them at the stables outside of Margrave the very next day.
“Silt, Mash,” said Tao, accepting the leads from a waiting groom. “These are for you.”
Two sleek, beautifully groomed horses stood before them: one a pale silver, the other a dark bay. Finely made saddles of gleaming, oiled leather already sat empty on their backs, awaiting their new riders.
Silt exclaimed in delight, claiming the silver; even Mash could not repress a wide smile as he ran his hands over the bay’s soft coat. Since learning that the Guild had commissioned a kingdom-wide search for Leah, he had been smiling more in general; the warrior looked younger, somehow, without a permanent scowl etched onto his face.
Standing beside the two magnificent warhorses, Laohu snorted glumly, perhaps aware that he did not compare favorably. Fortis nuzzled the mule in consolation. As the others looked over the two fine new steeds, Tao stood to the side and wrapped her arms around the mule’s neck, breathing deep into his wiry warmth. “Oh, Laohu,” she said quietly, “we’ve come so far together, haven’t we?” Laohu’s ears twitched back at her in affection, and she leaned into him.
“Thank you, Tao,” said Mash, turning back to her with the bay’s lead in his hands. “He’s a beauty.” Silt echoed these thanks loudly, his eyes not leaving the silver as he checked over the tack and the farrier’s work.
Kina had also been exclaiming over the horses with the men, but now noticed the odd appearance of her own wagon behind them. “What’s this?”
Tao smiled. “It’s something for you, as well.” A heavy tarp had been draped over Kina’s wagon, concealing it entirely. She yanked off the covering, revealing the wagon—almost the same as before, but with two new additions.
First, Kina’s heavy clay oven had been replaced with a gleaming contraption of metal and fiddly knobs. “It’s a new oven,” said Tao. “Gnomish engineering—heats twice as fast and half the weight.”
Kina squealed, rushing over to examine it. “Oh, Tao! It’s beautiful!”
“And one more thing, too,” said Tao, smiling. She pointed at the side of the wagon, and Kina looked and saw the neat lettering painted in gold on its right side: FINE BAKED GOODS. As an afterthought, the painter had also added KINA’S in a much smaller script at the very top left, slightly askew, and drawn below it a small shape that was likely intended to be a scone but might also be a misshapen gourd. It was therefore a fairly accurate depiction of Kina’s creations.
“It’s so people will know what you’re selling before you’ve even set up,” said Tao, a little nervous as she watched Kina’s face. “And it’s more official than just telling people you’re a baker. Do you like it?”
“Oh,” said Kina helplessly. “Oh…oh, it’s wonderful!” And she burst into loud, happy tears and threw herself around Tao, who patted her back but didn’t quite know what else to do with her hands.
The very last item on her list was not there, but then, of course, it would not have been sent to her. Tao put it to the back of her mind, reminding herself not to get her hopes up—that it likely had been an impossible request—but some traitorous part of her heart ached with its absence. If the Guild had managed it, Tao would find out when she next returned to Margrave. And she would; she had promised her mother that much. After Leah was found, and Mash’s family was reunited. Tao wasn’t sure she was ready to give up her wagon and the open road for good, but her mother hadn’t asked her to. “As long as you write, or visit once in a while,” Shi-Wen had said as they parted. “That is more than enough. That is more than I deserve.”
Still, Tao looked around at the beaming faces of her friends, and let herself feel joy; she was a cup of tea, overflowing with warmth and wrapped in loving hands. This time when she left Margrave, the sun shone down, and Tao’s heart was full.



EIGHTEEN


As they traveled west from Margrave (at a far more leisurely pace than they’d arrived), Tao scanned the roads continuously for any sign of a messenger. She knew, rationally, that a wide-ranging search for Leah would take time, but she couldn’t stop her heart from leaping at every passing hoofbeat or dust cloud. Silt and Mash rode on their fine new horses alongside the two wagons. They might have been mistaken for knights-errant, although it would have been a strange chivalrous quest indeed that set them as escorts to a baker and a Shinn fortune teller. Leaving the capital city behind, they had paused at a crossroads, unsure of where to go next.
“Where to now?” asked Silt.
Mash cleared his throat. “Windmere isn’t too far from here,” he said gruffly. “I’d like to go home. See Anna. Tell her about the Guild commissioning a search for Leah. You all would be very welcome to come, too, if you’d like.”
This was met with enthusiastic assent by the others, and so they turned south along the road, spirits high and shoulders light. They rested that night at a large inn that sat at the crossing of three main roads. THE LUCKY JESTER read the wooden sign hanging out front. The artist had taken some creative license with the sign, it seemed; a colorful figure in green tights and a many-pointed hat was painted sitting atop a pile of gold.
The innkeeper welcomed them and their silver readily enough, his glance passing over Tao’s face for only a moment longer than it did the others’. Feeling extravagant (and with her purse full to bursting, after the Guild’s reward), Tao had asked for a private room and the best meal he could provide. The innkeeper had immediately warmed to this profligacy and ushered them into a large back room already set with a round table and many cushioned chairs.
“Mashed turnips, roast chicken, pie—I’ll bring out all the works, of course! Finest pie in the east, my Bess makes. And a lovely cherry cordial as well, just in from Forlinet—”
A veritable feast was soon laid out upon their table, and the innkeeper ducked out, bowing over the fat handfuls of silver Tao paid him. Comfortable and alone, the four of them tucked heartily into the many platters before them; Fidelitus managed to abscond with an entire chicken leg—the cat really seemed to eat far more than an ordinary cat should, thought Tao—and found a comfortable spot by the window in which to have his way with it.
Their conversation was merry and indulgent, and soon turned to idle musings about the future.
“Oh, I suppose I’ll need to go back to Shellport at some point,” said Kina, sipping at her cordial. “My uncle will want to know that I’m well, and I’d like to show him my recipe for the fortune cookies, too. But now that I’ve been on the road, I’m not sure I can give it up and just stay in one place forever.”
“You could always keep a home there, but spend some of the time traveling,” suggested Tao. “Seems like it’d be the best of both worlds?”
Mash rumbled agreement. “Nothing better than knowing you’ve a warm hearth and your lady wife—or I suppose husband, in your case—waiting for you at home. Oh, but it will be good to see Anna again! She’ll be so glad to hear about the Guild’s search, and the fortune you saw when we first met, Tao.”
“You know, Silt—I think you’re the only one whose fortune I haven’t read yet.” Tao smiled at him from behind her glass.
“Ah, well,” he said easily. “That’s all right. I’m happy enough not knowing what my future may hold.”
“Oh, let her read your palm!” said Kina. “Look what’s come of it for me and Mash—I’ve had grand adventures, and found my path as a baker, and Mash will be finding his daughter any day now, thanks to Tao’s fortunes. Whyever wouldn’t you want to?”
But Silt shook his head, unsmiling now. “What the phoenix said…I think I’d rather not know what Tao might see,” he said. “In case I’m still not the person I’d want to be in the future.”
“Of course,” Tao said gently. She understood Silt’s reasoning; she’d often wondered herself whether she’d even want to know her own fortune, had she been able to read it. She rather thought that she would prefer to make her mistakes out of excessive ignorance rather than out of excessive knowledge.
“I don’t think you need to be afraid of that,” said Kina. “After all—are you the person you want to be now?”
“I’m…not sure. But I think I’m getting closer.” His lips half lifted in a smile, looking down into his cup, and he did not see when Kina smiled across the table at him.
“If the Siltarien Silvertongue of the future is anything like the one I know today—the one who would do anything to help his friends—then I think he’ll do just fine.”
As Silt looked up at her, startled and pleased, the baker went pink and dropped her gaze back to her cordial. She hastily changed the subject.
“Would anyone like more of this pie?”
And so dinner concluded in enjoyable fashion, although Tao took note—with secret amusement—of Kina and Silt alternately sneaking glimpses at each other over their pie while also determinedly avoiding the other’s gaze.



Silt changed his mind two nights later. They were camped in a lovely little copse of trees just outside the city of Ash-on-Loross; it was a new moon, and stars flickered down at them through the cloudless night. Tao was brewing her pot of tea by the campfire when Silt came over to her and asked abruptly, “Will you read my fortune, Tao?”
“I thought you didn’t want me to,” she said, surprised.
He fiddled with a twig on the ground. “I thought about it some more, and…and I do. I want to know after all.”
Tao nodded slowly. “Of course. Shall we go over to the wagons for some privacy?”
“It’s all right.” Silt swallowed and looked at the others sitting across the campfire. “I don’t mind if they hear.”
And so Tao finished brewing her tea, but when it was done, she poured two cups: one for her, and one for Silt. He drank his slowly—perhaps not wanting to burn his tongue, or perhaps still mustering his courage—but when it was finished, he handed it back to Tao without hesitation.
She smiled at him, then settled herself more comfortably on her log and looked down into the cup. She breathed, in and out, a tide on the shore—and looked past the leaves, to see:
Coarse brick under fingertips. The stench of fish.
Climbing; reaching—an open window—just wide enough.
Silent footsteps in a darkened bedroom—huddled shapes beneath blankets. Snoring.
Calm, sure, practiced. Outstretched hand—a gleam in the night—moonlight on silver.
“I see you in someone’s bedroom. At night—through an open window. With a silver necklace.”
Silt’s face had gone wooden, and his eyes—his quick, dark, laughing eyes—had suddenly drained of their lightness. Across the fire, Kina lifted a hand to her mouth in dismay.
“So I’ll still be a thief,” he said hollowly. “I’ll always be just a thief.”
“No.” Tao was smiling.
“You saw me stealing a necklace from someone’s home, Tao!”
Her smile grew wider. “I saw you holding a necklace, Silt. A familiar one—that ugly charm of the Mother you took off a sailor in Shellport, do you remember?”
“…So?”
“So…” Tao laughed in the firelight, feeling warm and free. “I think you were giving the necklace back, Silt. I think you were atoning for your past, and finding a new path.”
Mash clapped a hand against his leg, barking out a laugh. Silt only stared at her, uncomprehending for a moment—and then a grin began to slowly spread across his face.
“I was reverse burgling!”
Tao smiled. “I suppose so.”
Silt threw his head back and let out a whoop of delight, then jumped to his feet and pulled Kina up by her hands, whirling her around the fire in sheer, uninhibited joy.
Tao grinned at the sight—for as Kina spun, laughing and curls bouncing, around the fire with Silt, her cheeks glowed a rosy pink and she looked upon the thief with something soft and unspoken—something perhaps just a little more than friendship.



Silt positively sparkled as they traveled on the next day, prancing about on his horse and persuading Mash to race him to the far oak and back. (He won, but Mash complained that it was hardly fair, given how much less he weighed, slight and unarmored as he was.) It was on this cloud of exuberance that the four of them rode into the small rivertown of Ash-on-Loross, where they promptly took rooms at a comfortably appointed inn.
Tao elected to set up her tent for the first time since Burlton—no need now to worry about attracting the Guild’s attention, she thought with satisfaction—and Kina leapt at the chance to try out her new gnomish oven. Steady customers kept them busy for one day, then two; Tao was so absorbed in reading fortunes that she nearly forgot to keep a lookout for messengers—although she needn’t have worried, for Mash, at his position outside her tent, certainly did not forget.
No messenger came, but they lost themselves in the comfortable routine of baking, and fortune-telling, and resting at the inn. Until:
“Has anyone seen Fidelitus?” asked Kina worriedly at breakfast one morning. “He wasn’t in either of the wagons, and hasn’t come by for tidbits when I’ve been baking, like he usually does.”
It turned out that nobody had seen the black cat since arriving in Ash-on-Loross. And so in the face of Kina’s anxiety, they reluctantly began a search of the inn and its surroundings, though Tao secretly thought that it was likely that the cat had simply finally grown tired of life on the road and wandered—or waddled, given his new portliness—off in search of a new set of humans to claim. But at last, several hours later, their search proved fruitful: with the help of the inn’s groom, Kina discovered Fidelitus hiding in the barn.
“Mother and Sons protect us,” whispered Silt in horror. “The bugger’s gone and multiplied.”
They crowded there in the stable, peering into the stall farthest in the back. A very smug Fidelitus—or perhaps more properly, Fidelita—looked back at them from a pile of hay. Six tiny balls of warm fur suckled beside her, making small mewling noises. The cat’s excessive appetite in recent weeks now made much more sense.
“They’re so cute!” squealed Kina. “Oh, but just look at them!”
They were, Tao had to admit, very cute. “But we can’t keep them all.”
“Of course not! They’d murder us in our sleep.” Silt eyed them closely, as if expecting them to launch a violent attack at any moment.
“Eh, we can take them off your hands if you’d like,” said the groom with a shrug. “Always useful to have some cats round the place. Keeps rats away.”
“There,” said Silt in some relief. “A fine solution. We’ll leave them here, and they can do some good for the local community, instead of being horrible little monsters and eating all our supplies.”
But as the groom entered the stall to examine the kittens, Tao’s breath caught in her throat.
“Wait,” she said abruptly, her heart thudding so loud that she thought the others might hear. “That one—the tabby on the right, with the funny ear.” The others all looked where she pointed. “We’re keeping that one.”
“Suit yourself,” said the groom. “I reckon that one may be the runt of the litter, though. Sure you don’t want a different one?”
“I’m sure,” Tao managed. Mash made a sudden noise in his throat. She turned to him. He didn’t speak—couldn’t speak—but the wild hope in his eyes asked the question for him.
“Yes,” she said, trembling slightly. “Mash, that’s the kitten I saw in my vision. That’s the kitten you’ll give to Leah.”
Time stood still.
Then a half-stifled cry, more sound than speech, came from the bearded mercenary as he fell to his knees on the stable floor; his massive shoulders heaved, and he buried his face in shaking hands, and suddenly Tao was there on the ground, too, arms around him, and the two of them wept, lost to everything but the smell of fresh hay and the sounds of the kittens—the wonderful, beautiful kittens that were real, and perfect, and alive before them.





Once Mash had recovered himself, the party congratulated him heartily, raising a toast in the inn.
“It must be soon, now,” said Kina, patting Mash on the back enthusiastically.
“I don’t know what to say when I see her,” said Mash, both anxious and ebullient. “I hope she’ll recognize me. Do you think I should shave again?”
“Oh, definitely,” said Silt. “That beard scares me, let alone a small child. You look like a troll. Hang on, no, not a troll—a bear, maybe? An ugly one.” Kina gave Silt a little shove at this, and he grinned back at her playfully.
“Remember, she might not be found immediately,” cautioned Tao. “We still don’t know when or where. But in my vision, the kitten was definitely still small, so…perhaps in the next few weeks?”
“I know, I know,” said Mash. “But a few weeks—that’s nothing. I’ve been looking for her for half a year, Tao. You don’t know how it feels…what it means…” and he was lost for words again, and instead took a deep draft of his mug, shaking the droplets off his beard afterward.
They decided to continue waiting in Ash-on-Loross for word from the Guild, as Fidelitus refused to leave her kittens so soon (and Kina, of course, refused to leave Fidelitus). Mash threw himself into whatever physical labor he could find, though with understandable distraction. He spent much of his days at the local blacksmith, offering his strong arm at the bellows for coin, but was also often to be found walking outside, squinting out at the roads for any sign of a messenger, or at the inn’s stables, bringing small dishes of milk, fish heads, and other increasingly pungent treats out to Fidelitus and her litter.
“They’re doing just fine, Mash,” said Tao gently when she saw him fussing over the kittens yet again. “Look, he’s so healthy now!” And indeed, the tabby with the bent ear meowed lustily and pawed at the air when one of the others nudged it away from the fish. They hadn’t given him a name yet, as Mash insisted that Leah must be the one to name him, just as Tao had seen in her vision.
Tao had done very little during this time of waiting, and enjoyed it thoroughly. She found it restful to spend each afternoon drinking the last of her tea under the shade of the great oak outside the inn, watching clouds pass while an unharnessed Laohu munched happily among the clover nearby. It was pleasant to be still and quiet for a change. She had taken a pause from setting up her tent and reading fortunes, as her purse was already fuller than she’d ever known. And besides, it was almost the spring fair—the air was warm and light with the scent of flowers. She would read her fortunes then, for the crowds would be large and merry.
When the fairday came at last, the four of them went down to the town green together after breakfast.
Flapping, many-colored ribbons adorned a ring of tents, some still in the process of being erected. In the center of the green was a tall, feminine statue, softer-looking than the Mother that Tao had seen in Turtling’s church; it was made of thin sticks and reeds, bundled together, and garlanded all over with flowers so that it looked like something made by elves.
Dispersed throughout the green were children, dressed in brightly colored new frocks and tunics but doing their best to sully them as they chased one another about. Some flew ribbons as they ran; one particularly enterprising group seemed to be attempting a raid on a sweet stall but was being chased away by the furious confectioner.
“I love spring fairs,” said Kina happily. “This one’s much lovelier than Shellport’s. Look at all of those flowers!”
“It’s very nice,” agreed Tao. She looked around, searching for an open space. “Shall we set up over there?” She pointed out a sufficiently large clearing toward the back of the green.
With Mash and Silt assisting, they managed to quickly set up both Tao’s tent and Kina’s stall. The gnomish oven drew some curious stares from villagers as Kina and Silt finished preparing her dough and shaping the buns.
“Hoy, I think there’s a minstrel over there with a fiddle,” said Silt, wiping flour off his hands and squinting across the green. “Mash, shall we go have a listen? Maybe you’ll learn something from hearing a real poet.”
“Cretin,” growled Mash. “Just because you haven’t the wits to appreciate my talent…” But he went with Silt to see the performer, leaving the women behind.
Tao ducked into her tent to ready her table. She was just making herself a cup of tea when a kindly-looking woman poked her head into the tent.
“Pardon me, are you open yet?”
“Oh—not quite yet,” said Tao. “But I will be in a minute, if you could just give me a moment to finish preparing?”
“Oh, of course! I’m so sorry to barge in,” said the woman apologetically, shifting to reveal a child by her side. “It’s just that once she saw your wagon, she absolutely insisted we come over right away. We’ve never had a fortune teller come through Ash-on-Loross before, and she said she wanted to ask you about finding her family, you see.”
And Tao looked upon the little girl standing just outside her tent. Her cup fell from her hands and spilled hot tea all over her boots, but she gave it no notice at all.
For standing before her was a very small yellow-haired, button-nosed girl with eyes as brown as rabbit fur.



NINETEEN


After Tao confirmed that the little girl’s name was, in fact, Leah, she shouted for Kina, who immediately left her stall to fetch Mash. The men returned at a run, bursting into Tao’s tent and rather frightening the middle-aged woman who had accompanied Leah (whom Tao reassured with a kind word and a cup of tea).
Tao could not tear her face away from Mash’s as he swept a wild gaze through the tent and saw, at last, his daughter: the look in his eyes would have thawed even the coldest heart. If the troll from the bridge had been there, the sight would surely have cured its mage-curse, for none could witness such pure, raw love and still believe that the life that made it possible was meaningless.
“Leah…” Mash whispered hoarsely. He cleared his throat and wet his lips, staring at her as if he dared not blink for fear she would vanish, that it was only a cruel dream. One big hand lifted to his chin, feeling at the beard that he hadn’t yet shaved. He knelt down, slowly. “Leah, it’s me. It’s your da.”
The little girl had clutched tightly at the woman’s hand when Mash had come running in, but she took a step forward now, her eyes running over Mash’s face. “Da?” she asked, young and uncertain.
“Yes, love,” said Mash. “I’ve been looking for you for a long time. Your ma and I have been very, very worried.” His deep voice trembled; Tao could see the effort he was putting into staying still, into not rushing forward to wrap Leah in his arms.
Leah took a few more steps forward, letting go of the woman’s hand. She raised one small hand, hesitating, and touched Mash’s face—feeling at his beard, rough and scratchy. Mash froze in place, still kneeling, and let her. It seemed as if all of them held their breath in that moment, and then a shy smile spread on Leah’s face. Wonderingly, she said, “Da, you have so much hair on your face now!”
She leant forward, her small arms barely reaching around Mash’s shoulders in a fierce hug, and Mash scooped her up and lifted her, burying his face in her yellow hair, shoulders shaking with words left unsaid. Kina could not contain a loud, teary sniff, and Tao quickly ushered everyone else out of the tent to allow Mash a moment with his daughter in privacy.



When at last Mash emerged from the tent, he looked a new man.
“It wasn’t raiders,” he told them, smiling indulgently down at Leah in his arms. “She was playing near the river and found a trade-boat tethered to a pier—somehow got herself into its hold and fell asleep there among the cargo, and nobody heard her until it was already halfway to the ports!”
“Aye, and she couldn’t tell anyone where she’d come from, nor did the merchant know when in his journey she’d boarded,” added the middle-aged woman. “For we all tried to find her rightful home; we did—but all the little lass could remember was that she lived in a farm by the woods, with goats and chickens, and, well…there’s a great many farms that fit that description here in the riverlands. So we asked the merchants traveling downriver, and sent word to the other towns nearby. But the riverlands stretch far and wide, and when no one came for her after a few weeks, well…” The woman looked at Leah with soft eyes that were a little regretful. “I’d always wanted a daughter anyway, so I thought I’d give her as good a life as I could manage. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to keep her from her family.”
“I thank you,” said Mash roughly. “For taking her in, and taking good care of her all these months. My Anna and I, we owe you a great debt.”
“Ah, I only did what any right-thinking Eshteran would do. Couldn’t have left a little thing like her to fend for herself now, could we?” She smiled at Leah, a little sadly. “It’ll be hard to see her go, but of course, it’s better she be with her true family.”
“If it’s any consolation,” cut in Silt, “I believe there’s a rather large amount of silver waiting for you in Margrave—the Guild has commissioned a search for Leah, and there’s a reward for any who help find her. I reckon it’s yours, now, once we send word.”
The woman—a widowed seamstress who led a humble life in the small village—was quite interested indeed to learn this news, and so it was with slightly less visible heartache that she hugged and kissed Leah goodbye before wishing her well and taking her leave.
“Leah,” said Mash, still smiling broadly, “these are my friends. They helped me to find you.”
“We’re very glad to meet you,” said Kina, beaming at the girl.
Leah smiled back tentatively. “Are you a baker?” she asked.
“Why, yes, I am! How did you know?”
“You have flour on your face. And you smell good.”
They laughed, and Kina plucked a small pastry from one of her trays. “Would you like one to try? These are just fresh out of the oven.”
Leah accepted, stuffing the entire pastry into her mouth with the lack of reserve to be expected from a four-year-old. “Mmf,” she said, chewing. “S’good. Da, I like your friends!”



Tao had been a little worried about how Leah would adjust—the disruption of her own childhood, after all, had been a deeply painful thing. But she supposed that Leah’s reunion with her father, while jarring, was a much happier event altogether, and perhaps the little girl was simply young enough to still be at that elastic age where everything was new and exciting—or maybe, the purring tabby kitten that her father had gently placed into her arms simply overshadowed all.
“Oh, Da, I love him,” she had squeaked, staring down at the furball with the pure, unadulterated love that only a four-year-old girl could muster for something small and fluffy. “I’m going to name him Bloodhair, like the pirate!”
Mash looked simultaneously guilty and delighted at that. And so Bloodhair the kitten came along with Fidelitus when their wagons rolled out of Ash-on-Loross.
Regardless of why or how, Leah fell happily into place among their party; indeed, she seemed to think it all a grand adventure. She had a vague memory of having met Silt before, and he had instantly re-endeared himself to her by making a silver coin appear behind her ear through sleight of hand.
“Do it again, do it again!” squealed the little girl as she sat cross-legged by the campfire.
“But I can’t,” said Silt, feigning puzzlement as he turned over his empty hands. “I don’t have the coin anymore! Where’s it gone?”
Leah darted to grab his hands and search them herself.
“Here now,” said Silt, squinting at her suspiciously. “Have you stolen it?”
“I did not!” said Leah, giggling and indignant all at once.
“Are you sure? I think I saw you steal it, you little thief! Is it in your pockets?”
Leah shoved her hands in the pockets of her jumper, protesting, but then her eyes went big and wide. She brought out her hands, opening them slowly—a silver coin lay in each of her small palms.
“You thief!” gasped Silt in faux outrage. “And a magic thief—you’ve doubled the coin!”
“Da, Da! Did you see?” Mash looked over tolerantly as he turned from where he sat shaving himself with a dagger, again using the blade of his axe as a mirror.
“Has Uncle Silt been tricking you again, love? I’ve told you he’s a sneaky one—not to be trusted, that snake. Watch his hands!”
“I did watch them, Da! I don’t know how he did it—it’s like magic!”
“You know, she’s got a point,” said Kina thoughtfully, sipping at a cup of tea. “Your coin and card tricks are a bit like magic. I wonder if you could make it a show for children? Like the puppeteers, or the street wizards that do little spells as entertainment.”
Silt grinned, rolling a coin on his knuckles and flipping it into the air. He caught it, flashed it in front of Leah’s face, and then with a flick of his wrist, opened his hands again—a handful of silver winked back. The little girl gasped and applauded.
“Not a bad idea,” Silt said, taking a small bow. “After all, if I’m not to be a thief anymore, I’ve got to find some way of making silver—perhaps the stage is my true destiny!” He leapt atop a nearby boulder, striking a mighty pose like the Soldier Son—one hand above his eyes, peering into the unknown distance, the other on his dagger hilt.
“Behold, one and all, as Siltarien Silvertongue—formerly a great thief and famous adventurer—shares with you, for the first time, the secrets of his trade! You shall be astonished and amazed as he performs awe-evoking illusions and legendary feats of legerdemain!”
“Foolishness,” said Mash, but it came out half-hearted, and he hid a smile as he shaved.
“What’s leg…legger-the-main?” asked Leah, scrunching up her nose.
“It’s like magic, but for a thief,” said Silt.
Leah tilted her head, thinking hard about this new piece of information. “Neat,” she decided. “Da, I want to be a thief.”
Mash growled loudly in warning, and Silt hastily ushered the girl over to her father, his magical silver coins making no further appearances that evening.



With Leah safely in hand—literally, as Mash barely let go of the girl for longer than a minute and would not allow her out of his sight—they journeyed in all haste toward his farm. It lay just east of Windmere, nearly a week’s ride to the south and past a sprawl of rivertowns both small and large. The increasingly familiar landscapes made both father and daughter anxious to be home as quickly as possible. Still, the wagons could travel only so quickly; Tao had suggested that Mash take Leah up on his horse and ride ahead, but he had refused, wanting the party to stay together—and so they rumbled on in their strange assortment.
Leah was still slightly shy around Tao; Tao wasn’t sure if it was because she was naturally less gregarious than Silt and Kina, or because she was the first Shinn person that Leah had met. But she was pleased and a little surprised that day when Leah chose to ride on Tao’s wagon with her, Bloodhair and Fidelitus nestling among the bundles within.
“Da said you’re a fortune teller,” said Leah as the wagon bumped along, Mash riding alongside on his horse. “And you saw that he would find me and give me Bloodhair. Is that true?”
“Yes,” said Tao. “I didn’t even know at the time that he was looking for you. It was quite a surprise to all of us.”
Leah nodded, absorbing this. “Will you read my fortune?” she asked shyly.
“Well, I can try,” said Tao, smiling down at the girl. “But you’re still quite young, so it might not work. My fortunes can be very unreliable for children—your fates are still being shaped as you grow and figure out who you are, you see.”
“When does that happen?”
Tao paused. “Honestly, I’m…not sure. I’m still figuring myself out, too.”
Leah accepted this slightly dissatisfying answer with a shrug. “That’s all right. I don’t really need my fortune read, anyway. I’ll just do what I want, and what Da says, and make my own future.”
“Yes, I suppose you will,” said Tao. She smiled at Leah, and Leah smiled back.



Eventually, after many days’ travel, they reached Windmere—but they passed by the village itself, turning off just before the main road and the riverbridge to make their way up a small, wooded path beside the riverbank. Mash grew very quiet as they traversed the woods. He reached for Leah’s hand as they finally emerged.
A moderate-sized farm, spread over a low hill, lay before them: a small paddock, empty of goats, beside a barn; neat rows of wheat and cornstalks running parallel to the horizon in their fields; and in the center where the path led, a house with white shutters and a red door, small and cozy and inviting.
The noise from the wheels and many hooves made quite a clatter as they rode up to the house and dismounted, disturbing the tranquility of any inhabitants within. But there was only one person there, and her voice rang out into the early evening:
“Mastrick? Is that you?”
(Mastrick? mouthed Kina incredulously.)
A golden-haired woman had appeared in the doorway of the house. She had a casual, comfortable sort of beauty; her hair was tied up in a loose, pragmatic bun, and warm brown eyes looked out at them from a freckled face. She had that soft roundedness of figure that suggested she’d give wonderful hugs. It seemed that their arrival had interrupted her at her chores; Anna stood at the door with a basket of fat greens balanced on her hip.
“It’s me, love,” said Mash, his voice cracking like old pottery. He looked to his wife as if she were water, and he a man dying in the desert.
“I’ve come home at last. And…I’ve brought someone else with me, too. Look who it is—look who’s come home.”
He shifted a little to the side, gently nudging Leah out from behind him. The little girl peeked shyly out from beside his arm.
The golden-haired woman in the doorway stared motionless for a moment, her face blank. But then—she screamed, a sharp, sudden sound full of joy, and dropped her basket of greens to the ground as she ran, ran forward to meet them. Leah forgot her shyness and sprinted forward into the woman’s arms, crying out, “Ma, Ma, Ma!”
It looked as if Mash had meant to hang back for a moment but then some gravity compelled him forward. Tao watched, her throat thickening, as he wrapped his arms around the two people he loved most in the world, saying over and over in a broken voice that was barely recognizable, “I promised, Anna. I promised you; I promised I’d bring our little girl home.”



TWENTY


The dinner they had at the farmhouse that evening was the finest meal Tao had ever had—though perhaps it was the company and the joy of it, rather than the food, that made it so remarkable.
Mash had not lied; Anna’s stew was a thing of beauty—and all the more so for somehow being stretched (with the hasty addition of some chopped potatoes and onions, and an unlucky chicken from the coop) to feed all six of them. They made for a cramped table, squeezing in beside one another on mismatched chairs in the cozy farmhouse, but none complained. It was quite different, Tao thought as she looked around, from the dinners she remembered in Margrave—those had been elaborate affairs, where she’d been seated half a room’s length away from her mother at a long table as servants brought out multiple dishes of fashionable fussiness. This was far more like the meals of her childhood, the ones that felt more like dreams now than memories. In Lianghe, she had sat on a low bench between her mother and father, and they had laughed and talked and scooped rice into their mouths as they served themselves out of the clay pot full of braised pork and vegetables.
She knew which type of dinner she preferred.
Leah sat between Mash and Anna now, kicking her feet happily as her parents fussed over her, touching her hair and touching each other every once in a while as well, as if to make sure it was all still real. Fidelitus and Bloodhair—Anna had raised an eyebrow pointedly at Mash, hearing the kitten’s name—were curled happily over a pile of chicken scraps beside the table.
Anna smiled warmly over at Kina and Tao. “I’m so glad that my Mastrick met you,” she said, handing over a basket of flatbread. “I worried about him out there, and what trouble he and Silt might be getting themselves into—but it’s nice to see him in the company of good, sensible women.”
“I’ve never gotten Mash into trouble,” protested Silt over a mouthful of stew. “Except for maybe that one time in Sothering. And maybe with that shoemaker in Camsherd…”
“And in Margrave, and Shellport, and every other blasted place we’ve been since we met,” said Mash.
“Language!” said Anna. She looked meaningfully at Leah.
“Sorry, love,” said Mash guiltily. He glared at Silt, as if blaming him for provoking him.
“Mash was a great help to me on our travels,” said Tao hastily. “I thought he and Silt were highwaymen at first! But without them, I’d never have had the courage to go back to Margrave.”
“And without you, we’d never have found Leah again,” said Mash. “You saw the fortune, aye—but it was more than that. You made it come true.” Anna turned big, grateful eyes on Tao, who felt warmth rising in her cheeks at the attention.
Kina sighed happily. “It’s been a grand adventure,” she said, almost wistfully. “It’s a shame that it’s coming to an end.”
“Why does it have to end?” asked Leah, blinking up from her stew in alarm.
“Well, now that your parents have found you, I expect Mash will want to stay home with you and your ma,” said Silt. “So Kina, Tao, and I will likely head back to Shellport, where Kina will go back to her uncle’s bakery again, and…Tao and I will do something else, and go our separate ways.” He looked around at all the faces across the table. “But we’ll still visit, and write, and see each other again in the future, I’m sure? When we have the chance?”
There was a dismayed silence as they all contemplated this.
“But I don’t want to stay home,” said Leah, fixating as a four-year-old was wont to do on the only part of Silt’s speech that concerned her. “I want to have adventures, too!”
Mash frowned down at his daughter. “What do you mean?”
“I like traveling!” she said. “I like the wagons, and the horses, and seeing different places. And I like Uncle Silt and Aunt Kina and Aunt Tao, too. Why can’t we all just stay together and keep going places?”
“Leah,” said Mash, putting a gentle hand on her back. “We can’t do that. Your ma has been working very hard these past months to keep this farm for the two of us to come back and be with her. She wouldn’t want to be always traveling about in a wagon, not having a proper house or even a bed to sleep in—and we couldn’t take the goats or the chickens with us, either. Sometimes stories have to end so we can go back to real life.”
“Oh,” said Leah, her voice very small.
But—
“Actually…” said Anna very slowly, fingers twisting at the bread in her hands. Mash looked at her.
“Well, I wouldn’t mind not having a bed, exactly. And I’m sure Fran and Deckan down the road would be happy to watch the farm for a bit, if we let them have some of the harvest.”
Mash gaped at his wife. “What are you saying, love?”
She smiled timorously back. “You’ve had all these adventures, Mastrick. Whereas I’ve had chores, and endless waiting for you to come home, wondering if you’re safe. I’d rather like to see a bit of the world, myself, now that we’re finally together again. And if Leah does, too, then…”
Mash blinked, looking struck; he looked at Anna, then Leah, and around at the rest of them. There was a long moment. Then:
“I suppose we’ll need another wagon,” he said finally, and Leah let out a great squeal and hugged him with all the force she could muster, and Anna beamed as well, kissing the warrior on his stubbled cheek.



The next week passed at the farm in a flurry of cheerful activity. While Silt and Mash rode back to Ash-on-Loross to purchase a third wagon, Kina and Tao stayed behind to help Anna prepare to upend her cozy, comfortable life on the farm and trade it for one on the road.
By the second day, Tao was wondering why she hadn’t volunteered to fetch the wagon instead—she had never worked on a farm before and hadn’t quite imagined how physical it all was. She found herself dirty and tired each night, from wrestling a pitchfork full of dung in the stables or being chased by chickens around the coop (while feeling like perhaps it ought to work the other way around)—but still, she caught herself smiling for no particular reason multiple times a day, and the work grew easier.
Kina made herself at home in the kitchen of the farmhouse, baking up a storm of biscuits, pies, and scones—much to Leah’s delight—and offering helpful suggestions as Anna bustled about, deciding what to bring on the journey.
Fran and Deckan, the older couple on the neighboring farm, had indeed been more than willing to temporarily expand their holdings—Deckan in particular casting a covetous eye over the rows of fat young cornstalks already beginning to show. Fran was a sturdy, good-looking woman; her hair was tied back from an open, honest face that was creased with years of smiling. They had raised two children already: one was a merchant sailor on the eastern coast and the other, Deckan told them with pride, was studying to be a scholar in Margrave.
“Oh, but do be careful out there, won’t you?” said Fran anxiously as Anna showed her where the well was; how many chickens there were; how the goats liked their feed to be dampened a little with milk. “It can be dangerous out on the roads, with any manner of folk out there.” Tao smiled a little to herself at their words—in most company, a Shinn fortune teller would have fallen under that dubious category.
Anna had only nodded, one relaxed arm around Leah as the girl leaned against her, and said, “We’ll have Mastrick, and we’ll all be together. We’ll be safe enough.”



Silt and Mash returned several days later with a traveling wagon larger than either Tao’s or Kina’s in tow. Their fine-blooded mounts (which the men had named Walter and Otto, much to Kina’s dismay—she had suggested Veritas and Aequitas, and been summarily ignored) looked displeased to be relegated to the roles of cart horses but performed the duty readily enough, stepping smartly as they pulled the traveling wagon up to the farmhouse. Laohu looked on smugly.
“Anna, Leah,” called Mash, stepping down from the driver’s perch. “Come see our new home away from home!” A squeal came from inside the house, and a tiny blur of yellow hair came running, flinging itself up into the wagon. Anna smiled as she greeted her husband with a kiss.
“It’s lovely, dear,” she said, admiring the rich red paint on its wooden exterior; the small circular window cut into the side; the smoothness of the wheels.
“Da, what’s it say on the side?” asked Leah, having climbed out to circle the wagon and properly admire it from all angles. She tilted her head slightly, tongue sticking out between her teeth, at the large black letters painted onto the wood.
Mash rubbed at his neck. “It was Silt’s idea,” he said to Anna, almost an apology.
On the side of the wagon read:
FEATS OF STRENGTH AND LEGERDEMAIN
“Oh, thief magic!” said Leah delightedly when Kina read this aloud. Anna narrowed her eyes at her husband for a moment, but then laughed and threw up her arms.
“Feats of strength, is it? I suppose there’s no helping it now. At least you’ll have something to keep you busy when we stop in towns!” And Mash had exhaled in relief, and Silt had clapped him on the back before heading into the house in search of whatever baked goods were wafting their scent through the windows.



It was a strange caravan they made when they finally left the farm and headed west: in front, Laohu pulled the TELLER OF SMALL FORTUNES; behind him came KINA’S FINE BAKED GOODS, with two feline passengers to boot; finally, in the rear, came Silt, Mash, Anna, and Leah, in the gaudily painted traveling wagon pulled by two of the finest warhorses in the kingdom.
Wherever they went, people stared, but unlike the suspicion that Tao had attracted when she had been alone, these were stares of excitement and curiosity. Children came running alongside, shouting and waving. Leah waved back, regal as the Queen, and laughed in delight when Kina tossed a few fortune cookies to the crowds as their wagons passed by.
When they paused at the first town, Mash and Silt rehearsed their debut with the focused intensity of soldiers preparing for battle. “No!” growled Mash. “I’ve already told you—do the card trick, and then make the coin appear and throw it at me, and I’ll slash it in two with my sword.”
Together the two of them had devised a curious performance involving sleight of hand, much lifting of heavy objects (including Silt, sacks of flour, and a very startled Laohu), and rather bombastic narration and cloak-flourishing from Silt—unique might be the most diplomatic descriptor, thought Tao, watching them run through it yet again. But it certainly wouldn’t be dull.
“Oh, Mastrick, I do wish people could see you for more than your strength,” said Anna with a sigh, watching him hurl a log many paces away. It thudded into the ground, gouging a scar into the meadow floor. “You’re such a good poet! Couldn’t you perform that instead?”
Silt snapped his fingers, jumping to his feet. “Yes—yes! That’s perfect! Just what the show needs to round it out. Mash—can you recite your poem, that one about the glories of war and flashing steel and so on, while you’re doing the weapons segment?”
Mash puffed out his chest, pleased. “Of course I can! Wonderful idea, love.” He took up his battle-axe and whirled it about his head as he began to declaim his couplets.
Anna sighed. “That wasn’t quite what I had in mind,” she said. “But I suppose it’s an improvement.”



The performance was, of course, a rousing success. A herd of wide-eyed children sat cross-legged before the two men’s makeshift stage. Many were covered in crumbs from Kina’s fortune cookies. As Mash and Silt took their bows, Kina passed around a basket, which came back brimming with silver pennies. Leah could be overheard saying smugly to the other children, “—and he’s my da, and he’s my uncle except not really, and he’s going to teach me his leggy thief magic, too!”
Silt counted the coins after the villagers had gone, grinning madly. “Who’d have thought it,” he crowed to Mash. “Like taking coin from children!”
“You are taking coin from children,” pointed out Kina.
Silt waved a fist full of pennies at her. “You know what I mean!”





Tao thought her heart couldn’t feel any fuller than it did, as their odd little wagon-family traveled slowly back toward the mountain pass. But the final piece of happiness—late, and unexpected—came galloping down the road toward them as they rolled on between lake and farmland.
“Is that…a messenger?” said Kina, squinting into the dust clouds.
“Reckon the Guild wants something more from you?” asked Mash.
“But the High Mage promised,” said Kina, indignant on Tao’s behalf. “She promised that they’d leave you alone now, unless it was really important!”
The messenger arrived, panting, as his horse thundered to a stop before their little caravan. He wore no Guild livery. “Message from Lady Shi-Wen, for Tao the fortune teller?” He fetched a small scroll out from his message-satchel, sealed simply with red wax. As her friends watched, Tao broke the seal and unrolled it.
She must have made a sound, although she did not realize it, for the others immediately halted their wagons and came swiftly to her side, Kina taking Laohu’s reins from her. But Tao neither noticed nor heard their questions as she read the writing on the scroll:
To Tao, my daughter—
They tell me that you did Eshtera a great service, and that it was you who asked the Guild to send me their gift. Oh, Tao! I love you, and I thank you. The mirror’s magic worked, and I keep it now on the wall of my bedroom. I pretend it is a window, and that Lianghe is just on the other side of the wall. Every morning, I wake to the calling of the rice farmers and birdsong; every night, I sleep to the sound of the river.
Lord Desmond does not like it, of course, but even he would not dare turn away a gift from the Guild. When you next visit, Tao, I will show it to you. We can sit on the floor, and share stories of Baba, and perhaps I can show you different ways to wear your ji so your hair is not falling loose all the time. But never mind that.
Tao, my daughter: I love you.
Thank you for the gift. With it, perhaps the two of us can be in Lianghe once more.
From your Ama,
Hua Shi-Wen
華
詩
玟
Tao read the letter from her mother, and as her friends crowded around her, her heart shattered into a million pieces and stitched itself back together again. The sun shone down and the birds sang, and the little caravan of three wagons remained there on the road, unmoving, as the Teller of Small Fortunes wept with inconsolable joy to never, ever be as alone as she had been, ever again.



EPILOGUE


In the easternmost meeting chamber of the White Palace of Margrave, Lisbet, Queen of Eshtera, sat on an uncomfortably gilded chair and prayed to the Mother, as she so often did, for patience. Her seventeen ministers—or rather, the Crown’s seventeen ministers, for Lisbet was neither young nor fool enough to think that they were one and the same—crowded the long mahogany table before her, filling her vision with expensive velvet collars and the blustery old men who wore them. They were forty minutes into a two-hour session but somehow had yet to progress beyond the agenda’s first item. Lisbet sighed inwardly; she had thought she’d put an easy one first. It should have been a triumph—a moment for general satisfaction and solidarity, a simple piece of good news—but she had underestimated the capacity of her ministers to find new and stupider fault lines to divide themselves across. With admirable effort, Lisbet made herself focus once again on the debate playing out before her.
“—but can we truly trust this so-called vision from a Seer of Shinn descent?” bellowed the Minister of the Seas, pounding the table for emphasis. He was a rather pompous retired admiral with a bow-legged stance on dry ground and a tendency to forget his inside voice. “You tell us she hasn’t even officially joined the Guild, that she’s roaming about in a wagon somewhere like a vagrant—how can we know her loyalties truly lie with Eshtera, and not the kingdom of her birth? Could she not have fed us misinformation, to weaken our defenses before they attack?” Several of the other ministers nodded agreement at this. Lisbet looked to her Minister of Magic—the High Mage Melea—with something like pleading.
Melea rubbed at her eyes. Sometimes, she preferred the company of the rats. “Minister,” she said, her voice patient and controlled, “as I have said before, the Seer made use of the Bowl of True Sight in seeing her vision—an ancient and powerful magical artifact. I witnessed it, as I witnessed all of our last Seer’s great visions. I have full confidence in her—both her ability and her truthfulness, regardless of whether or not she has chosen to stay here in Margrave. The Crown has never before had reason to doubt the guidance provided by the Guild of Mages. Why begin now?”
“Oh, come now, Minister, surely you see the difference! The last Seer was an Eshteran! A Margravian lord in his own right, with a good family name—a little eccentric at the end there, granted, but that sort of thing is to be expected from you mages—”
“Do you doubt my testimony? The new Seer is also an Eshteran,” said Melea sharply. “The stepdaughter of Lord Desmond, raised and educated in Margrave, and more familiar by now with the western reaches than any of us, I’d wager—and were that not enough, the Crown has decreed it so.”
This reminder of the higher authority sitting at the end of their table quelled the ministers slightly, and Lisbet seized her opportunity to speak.
“We trust the assurances of the High Mage,” said the Queen. “We are glad that Eshtera has a new Seer at last. And we will take her vision as the Mother-sent blessing that it is. Enough months have been spent preparing for a war that will not come. Repeal the new mandates and taxes. Stand down the auxiliary garrisons. And let’s send some of the weapons and supplies we’ve been stockpiling to the rebellion’s leaders in Shinara, shall we? Call it a diplomatic gift—quietly, of course. Best to encourage things along, and make sure the Emperor’s attention stays focused on his domestic difficulties.
“There will be,” she added, cutting off the protests that had begun to arise from the table, “a budget surplus, resulting from this net reduction in planned military expenditures. The Crown shall rely upon all of you, our most wise and trusted ministers, to propose an allocation of these additional funds amongst your offices. We shall hear these proposals in one week’s time, and determine how the surplus may best be used to serve the people of Eshtera.”
The general grumbling ceased immediately, although the Minister of the Seas and the Minister of the Armies continued to scowl. A new, thoughtful silence took its place as the ministers all glanced surreptitiously around the table at one another, weighing the competition. The Queen smiled. The High Mage made eye contact with her, giving a small nod of wry respect—one woman to another. Sometimes, thought Lisbet, you just have to make it easier for people to do the right thing.
By the time that summer came, then fall, and still no Shinn ships full of soldiers landed on Eshtera’s shores, the ministers had entirely forgotten that they had ever argued about whether or not to trust the visions of Eshtera’s newest Seer.



In the mountain town of Craghorn, the sun had fallen back behind the cliffs, and Jian sighed as he hobbled across his shop to close up for the day. Business had been worse than usual lately, and his leg was acting up again—he wondered, not for the first time, how much longer he could keep on before the effort was no longer worth it. He was not a young man anymore.
Perhaps he should sell the store and move to the capital, as his cousin had urged in his latest letter—there were more Shinn there these days, he’d said, and one could even find some reasonably authentic Shinn noodles in certain streets of the Lower City.
But Jian looked around at the shelves of his little shop, and felt a pang at the thought of leaving it behind. He had been so, so sure all those years ago that he would make a success of himself in this strange new land. The mountain pass between the two halves of the kingdom would see travelers in each direction, all of whom would surely need new lanterns, ropes, fire-starters, and other such useful items. He had resolved to work harder, keep the shop open later, do whatever was needed to become a respected man of industry in Eshtera, as opposed to just another lowly watersilk farmer back home. Where had it all gone wrong?
Of course, he knew the answer—he just didn’t want to think about it. There were a dozen little shops like his in Craghorn. Why would any Eshteran choose to buy from his when they could instead buy from a true Eshteran, without funny slanted eyes or an accent?
He rubbed his leg, trying to dismiss this disheartening thought, when suddenly the curtain that served as the shop’s entrance was swept aside, and two men—soldiers, in the red-brown uniforms of the Eshteran army—stood before him.
“Pardon, sirs,” said Jian, bowing anxiously. “I was just about to close. May I be of assistance?”
“Yes,” said one of the soldiers, looking around. “We need packs and equipment—full gear—for two dozen men. A pathfinding expedition through the Saltpeaks. The Guild directed us to purchase it from you. There will be another later this spring as well.” He handed over a small scroll to the Shinn shopkeeper, who scanned the list of goods with growing incredulity. It was a fortune in sales, and would be more than his shop had sold all year—more than enough to keep him in business. He forgot the pain in his leg entirely.
“But…how does the Guild know of my store?” said Jian, bewildered and elated.
The soldier shrugged. “Apparently some Seer told the High Mage that the expedition would have the best luck if the equipment came from your store.”
Jian blinked. A slow, wide smile began to spread on his wrinkled face. “The Guild,” he said, “is most welcome, and I will be delighted to help.”



Far away in the west, a bell tolled as morning prayers began.
It tolled again, and again, and again—a sweet-sounding chime that rang through the pastoral scene. Mourning doves (perhaps confused by the spelling of their name) warbled out their own prayers from the branches of apple trees; silver fish glinted beneath clear-flowing water; goats perked their bearded heads up, knowing that breakfast would soon arrive.
And Sister Gravel rose ponderously from her rocky den beside the river, startling a family of deer into flight.
“Good Morning,” she said to the forest beneath her. The trees did not respond.
She blinked slowly, each movement the shifting of a small tectonic plate, and did nothing. She simply stood there, enjoying the sun on her crevices and the breeze through her moss.
When she’d had enough of this, she decided to go see if her sisters needed any help.
She walked along the river, stepping lightly—meaning that her immense rocky feet left only small craters in the silty soil, rather than volcanic depressions—and headed toward the tiny white rectangle in the distance, from which the bells had tolled.
By noon, she had reached the nunnery.
“Good morning, Sister Gravel!” came the cheerful call from the ground far, far below. Many small white figures waved up at her from beside the building.
“Good Morning, Sisters,” said Sister Gravel, each guttural syllable a rockslide.
“If you’ve the time, we were wondering if you might help us with shoring up the old wall out by the pastures at some point? The storm last week blew some boulders loose, and they’re quite too heavy for us to manage ourselves.”
As Sister Gravel had nothing but time, she agreed, accepting several barrels of mead that the nuns rolled out for her as thanks. She hadn’t yet had the heart to tell them that the strange drink wasn’t very good—far too sweet, and not a single eel or fish wriggling about in it. She would simply take the barrels back to her den, where she had amassed rather a hoard of them. She supposed she could bring them to the town of Whitelake to barter with, the next time she made the trip—though the townsmen did have a tendency to shout and wave their pitchforks about unnecessarily.
Nonetheless, it seemed that the strange baker at the bridge had had a point after all, thought Sister Gravel as she lumbered through the pasture—very carefully, for humans did make such a fuss if you stepped on things, especially their goats.
One could choose to be nothing, or one could choose to be happy.
And Sister Gravel had chosen to be happy, mage-curse be damned.
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
 
	How have Tao, Mash, Silt, and Kina each changed—or not changed—by the end of the book?

	Does Tao’s experience of being an immigrant caught between cultures resonate with any experiences from your own childhood?

	What stance do you think the book takes on people being driven by free will versus fate? What are the most important choices that Tao makes throughout the book?

	Who or what would you consider the “villain” of the story? Is there one?

	How does Tao’s experience of gaining a found family change her view of the world? Do you think it has any bearing on the resolution of her problems with her mother?

	Did you find the ending of the book satisfying? What do you imagine will happen next to each of the characters?
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