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      “Hoya, Otta!” called Ilpo, the ship’s boy, as he tromped across the sunlit deck toward her. “Look what I caught!”

      Otta set down the doll that First Mate had fashioned for her out of straw and twine, that she had been making pretend-dance along the railing. Really, it needed a friend doll to dance right. Maybe she could beg him to make her another? She could take off the twine binding that formed its legs and brush out the straw for a skirt, and then she could have one boy doll and one girl doll. But, more interesting, something furry and alive moved inside the metal contraption Ilpo was waving.

      The trap’s door popped open, and the creature leaped to escape. Ilpo, quick-handed, caught it falling. “Hah! That’s the third time. The latch must be broken.” Grinning, he caught up the wriggling creature by its pale tail and waved it menacingly toward Otta. “Rat! Rat! Rats in your hair!”

      Otta blinked, but leaned forward instead of shrieking as Ilpo probably wanted. The creature wasn’t big and brown and mangy, with nasty long yellow teeth like the usual ship’s rats, but instead slim and tawny, with a paler belly. Maybe it was a young rat? “Is it soft? Give here. I want to pet it.”

      “What? No, it’ll bite!” Ilpo swung away, but for once, Otta was quicker.

      Her small hands closed around the furry body, and Ilpo, surprised, gave way. The rat stilled in her grasp, and she turned it around upright and stared into its face. It had bright brown eyes, and twitching whiskers. The fur felt silky, with gold highlights in the sun like Mama’s hair; the body supple, with a flutter of heartbeat and fast breath under her uncertain grip, which she tried to adjust to be strong enough to hold but not strong enough to squash.

      “Give it to me,” Otta demanded, trying for Dada’s voice of command. Did the captain’s daughter outrank a cabin boy, for all that she was six and small and he was ten and big? She wasn’t sure. She certainly didn’t outrank anyone else aboard, not even her little brother, who was three. “For a present. I’ll take care of it.”

      “How?” Ilpo cocked a foot and scratched his messy curls.

      “I’ll get a box? And put straw in it for a bed. And feed it sunflower seeds.” Which she liked herself, when someone helped her peel them. They were very fiddly. She was pretty sure rats ate some kind of grain, anyway.

      “It’ll jump out. Or chew right through,” Ilpo scoffed. “Rats are always chewing through things, getting into the cargo and damaging ropes and bags and bales. No one will let you keep a pet on board. Well, maybe a cat.”

      Otta frowned. Their ship’s cat was an unfriendly beast, scarred like an old warrior, never purring or allowing petting. Even if you extended bits of meat, which it snatched in its teeth and ran off with, growling.

      Ilpo made to grab the rat back, and Otta yelped and swung away, hunching over her prize.

      “Here, what are you two fooling with?” a weary adult voice interrupted.

      First Mate trod across the deck toward them. He was a big, lean, sunburnt man, islander Roknari like Dada, and his amused mouth twitched down to a scowl as he saw the rat in Otta’s hands. “Four gods, girl, don’t touch that filthy thing. Doubtless has fleas. Hasn’t anyone taught you rats are the demon god’s vermin? Like to be accursed. Just throw it overboard.”

      “No!” Otta really did shriek, this time. “Don’t hurt it! I want it!”

      First Mate huffed irritation as, ignoring Otta’s wails of dismay, he pried the rat from her hands and flipped it over the side.

      She gasped outrage and rushed to the rail just in time to see it plop and sink. She’d thought rats could swim, but it didn’t come up again, and she watched the fading ripple, moving along toward the stern as the ship outpaced it. By the time she was stopped by the taffrail, there was nothing but the bubbling silver wake, swishing out and closing back, tracing the ship’s path.

      Tears and snot clogged her nose. She couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t breathe. Her ears, her eyes, her skin were squeezed, and her scream choked to nothing. As her head throbbed, the sea light darkened, and went out.
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        * * *

      

      Penric lay sideways on the cool flagstones of his townhouse atrium, his head propped up on one hand, watching in amusement. What had started out as a lesson in counting wooden blocks with his four-year-old son, Wyn, had turned into a rare collaborative city-building exercise with big sister Rina. After dutifully reciting to her papa her times tables, lately learned in the neighborhood Lady-school, Rina had been rewarded with being allowed to sketch in chalk on the slate floor. Bored with counting, Wyn had attempted to build a bridge with the blocks instead. Rina had drawn a chalk river under it, which soon elaborated into roads for their wooden horses and oxen, a block stable, a market square, and a shoreline and pier for the little wooden boats. Fish and sea monsters were now underway. Presumably the latter would shortly attack the boats, or vice versa, with dramatic narration.

      It's an improvement over two years ago, Penric’s chaos demon Desdemona observed in their silent speech. Then Wyn would mainly have been interested in knocking Rina’s bridges down, and crowing about it.

      You liked that stage, Pen returned. All that destruction. And wailing.

      Mm, murmured Des, noncommittally.

      A knock at the atrium’s street door interrupted Pen’s attention, though not that of the artists. As he clambered to his feet, he prodded, Des?

      A feeling of surprise. It’s Learned Sioann. And a lad, probably one of her pages. And a stranger. Young man.

      Usually, for consultations, Penric’s superior Sioann would summon him to the Vilnoc chapterhouse of the Bastard’s Order, of which she was head and he was a member, albeit a privileged one.

      It’s a fine spring day, said Des. Maybe she just wanted to get out of the house?

      Speaking for yourself?

      Maybe…

      Penric swung open his brightly painted door, the color of ripe persimmons, to reveal the party Des had detailed standing on his steps. Sioann wore the white summer vestment with long skirt that marked her allegiance to her chosen god, the enameled pendant on her breast proclaiming her rank. The walking stick she leaned upon was only partly for affectation. Her knotted hair might have turned white early, but her body was catching up, these days. The lad at her elbow indeed wore the tabard of a chapterhouse dedicat-page, appliqued with the emblem of the fifth god’s Order, two hands stacked thumb-up and thumb-down. He eyed Pen with cautious fascination.

      The stranger was a young man of about twenty, dressed in worn tunic, trousers, and sandals that might have belonged to any workman in the duchy of Orbas, but a distinct odor of salt, fish, and pine tar atop the day’s sweat could only rise from a fisherman. His skin was tanned deep brick red by the sea sun, curly black hair bleached brown on the tips. His expression was one of confusion as he regarded Penric, who made a very odd porter in shabby, chalk-smudged garb not unlike his own, barefoot, not at all the sort of tidy servant the house-front would suggest.

      “Learned Sioann, welcome!” said Pen, affably gesturing them all within. “What brings you to me?”

      “A matter of some urgency—perhaps,” she replied, though her smile suggested the emergency was not immediately in her lap. Which meant it was destined for Penric’s, ah.

      The fellow muttered, “No perhaps about it. Things were on fire.”

      “Pen, this is boat-master Chixide, who has brought me a message from the Temple acolyte at the village of Zerbo.” A, yes, small fishing cove some fifteen miles down the coast, only labeled on larger-scale maps. “Chixide, this is Learned Penric kin Jurald, Vilnoc’s foremost sorcerer and scholar. If anyone can sort out what’s really going on at your village, it is he.”

      The fisherman’s look of confusion deepened. He saw, Pen knew, a fellow who appeared not that much older than himself, if taller, with pale skin and blue eyes, hair in a long blond queue, all very foreign. “Learned Penric,” he repeated uncertainly.

      Quick scuffing footsteps sounded from the back premises. And here comes the tidy servant. Perhaps Chixide would be reassured. Their new housemaid Liva gasped, “Learned Penric, I am so sorry!” She bobbed bows all around.

      What, for not beating Pen to your door in a footrace from the kitchen? said Des, amused. He had an unfair start.

      Liva would overcome her unnecessary awe in time. Pen passed over reassurances that would just discommode her further, saying simply, “Liva, please run up to the weaving room and let Nikys know of our company. Ask her to come to my study.”

      He waved their guests in his wake and followed her up the atrium stairs, then around the lower gallery to his scholar’s lair. He cast a quick glance below to make sure the artists, who had stopped to watch this interesting influx, were safely reabsorbed by their project. Within, he rapidly cleared a chair and bench of scrolls and books, aided without comment by Sioann, sorted everyone into seats, and, now the sun was past noon, opened the east-facing shutters. The brighter light did not flatter his clutter. He hadn’t picked up since the children had last been through.

      Nor before, observed Des. How a bodiless, invisible demon smirked, he’d never quite been sure.

      At the fisherman’s anxious gesture, Sioann handed over a folded note, unsealed, from her tunic for Pen’s perusal. He leaned against his writing table to read the scrawl, its ink smeared in the correspondent’s haste.

      To Learned Sioann, Bastard’s Chapterhouse, Vilnoc, five gods guard us:

      A girl has washed up from the sea here, found by some women crabbing. We think she is possessed. She does not speak Cedonian, only Roknari, which none here are fluent in, with some admixture I do not recognize. We tried to care for her, but she was very distraught, and a number of things caught fire around her. For safety’s sake, we have put her in a well, which has stopped the fires, but she continues to cry and carry on, which is distressing for everybody. Please quickly send us some Temple sensitive from your Order who can deal with a wild demon, which we think is what has seized her.

      Acolyte Donou, Daughter’s Order, lately assigned to Zerbo.

      Pen blinked. “Just how much water is in this well?”

      “Oh. It’s dry, sir.” After a moment Chixide added, “Nearly.”

      Pen stopped picturing some poor young woman treading water for her life. But a deep enough well might indeed imprison a sorcerer, demon ascended or not, when no other restraint could, a sort of makeshift bottle dungeon. If the possessed-or-possessing person had not the arm-strength to climb the walls, nor enough handholds. Clever of the local acolyte to recognize that, in the midst of some conflagration.

      “What burned?”

      “Lots of things, all around her, but mostly little—we got them out pretty quick. My father’s boat burned to the waterline, though, and we lost some nets drying, before we figured it out.” He scowled in memory of all the labors wasted.

      At this point, Penric’s wife Nikys arrived in the doorway, and greetings and introductions had to be briefly repeated. Pen bade her stay. A shuffle followed as the young fisherman gave up the chair to the lady of the house, taking the stool, on which he rocked in worry. He cast a covertly curious glance at Nikys, a comfortable matron of near forty, with very Cedonian copper skin and black curls done up with neat bands, and back to the foreign and junior-looking Pen. We are the same age, boy. It was beginning to be something to have to explain to strangers, and Pen would rather not.

      Pen passed Nikys the note to read.

      “Oh, my,” she said after a quick glance through. “That poor girl. You must go at once, of course.”

      “Temple mounts will be made available to you,” said Sioann.

      “But I need to sail my boat home,” said the fisherman uneasily. “Should I take you?” Fretting, clearly, about all the rumors of the unlucky effects of sorcerers on ships.

      “Ah, you sailed up the coast this morning. That would make sense,” said Pen. It had likely been as fast as any plow horse on the road.

      Nikys was still frowning at the note. “How old is this girl? What is her name, for that matter?”

      “We hadn’t found out her name, I mean, by the time I left at dawn nobody had. I’m not sure about her age. Younger than my little brother, anyway. Six, eight?”

      Pen stopped picturing a nubile young woman, replacing it with an image of, oh, Rina. Bastard’s tears.

      You know, said Des, ascended or not, if she bears a young demon or an elemental, which is what it must be, it’s going to be panicked by me at first. And that atop whatever shock the girl has about her own situation.

      Which could not be slight. Shipwrecked or worse, an unknown time near-drowning in the sea, fallen into the hands of strangers with whom she could not speak…

      “What we need to take with us,” said Des aloud through Pen’s mouth, “is a kindly woman entirely understanding of demons and their ways, to intercede with this terrified pair until communication can be established.” She cast a significant look at Nikys, who through long practice had no trouble sorting out which of them was speaking.

      Pen followed Des’s reasoning. If the girl had contracted a more developed demon, imprinted with the lives of one or more prior human riders, it must surely have ascended. And its behavior would have been very different from what the fisherman and the acolyte reported. Even other Temple demons, the most highly developed of all, found Des’s depth and density, acquired through ten prior human lives, to be daunting. A fresh elemental would be utterly bewildered, sharing its wordless overflowing emotions with an unprotected child-mind who might have no idea where these feelings were coming from. Especially if, as her speech suggested, she was Roknari. The Quadrene Roknari, who denied the fifth god, would not have educated her about what to expect from either demons or sorcerers. Or, worse, have filled her head with distorted misinformation. …Though, irritatingly, that was also true of many Quintarians.

      Nikys was also thinking it through. “Pen,” she said, in a voice of unease, “do you suppose this child could have been put into the sea on purpose?”

      A bodiless demon, when its human or animal host died, would jump to the nearest and strongest other living host, making the execution of a sorcerer a tricky business. The islander Roknari traditionally solved the problem by taking the sorcerer—or alleged sorcerer—out to sea and abandoning them with some cushion that would slowly fill with water and sink. By the time the person drowned, the executioners would have sailed out of range of this hazard. Always a horrific picture, even when the sorcerer-demon pair had fallen into evil acts, but this…

      “It’s possible. We’ll find out, I expect.”

      “Pack for overnight?”

      Bless Nikys, always so quick to understand. And to understand Pen and Des, even more of a challenge.

      She’s my spouse too, you know, said Des. Preening? We’ve been together exactly as long, and as intimately. There was no arguing with that.

      Pen nodded to Nikys, turned to Sioann. “Can you provide us with a Temple cart and driver?” Because he would want independent control of his own conveyance.

      “Yes.” Sioann pursed her lips. “Will we want the Saint of Pef?”

      This—Pen hesitated to name him a mere functionary—god-touched man of the Bastard’s Order was responsible for removing demons from the world on the Temple’s behalf in Orbas. The village of Pef was at least a three-day ride away, beyond the duke’s winter capital of Dogrita.

      “Probably,” Pen conceded. “Actually, certainly, at some point. But I don’t know yet if it will be easier to take the girl to him, or summon him to the girl. We’ll have to decide later.”

      “I will leave that judgment to you.” Sioann, who no doubt had other demands on her time and attention, if of less urgency, signaled the end of this consultation by rising. “I’ll dispatch the cart to your house. It should be here by the time you’re ready.”

      Together, Pen and Nikys saw their guests out the door. Nikys hurried off to apprise those remaining behind of their pending absence and apportion responsibilities for the children and household. Pen, mournfully abandoning his study and all its current works where they lay, continued upstairs to change clothes and start packing.
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        * * *

      

      Nikys was rather proud of herself for marshaling all the necessary preparations for their sudden departure before the Temple cart arrived. It would not have been possible, of course, without her mother and Liva to cast everything upon. Liva, still new to the kin Jurald ménage, was a bit rattled, but Idrene, an army widow like her daughter, took it in stride. Idrene had managed much more harried camp retreats for her late husband General Arisaydia, his senior wife, and their children; Nikys had dim memories of some.

      Interrupting the chalk drawing, resumed on the atrium floor after a break for a hurried lunch, Nikys knelt along with Penric to hug both children goodbye. Pen assured them that, although he couldn’t say when, he would bring their mother back to them when his Temple tasks were done. They endured this tolerantly.

      “They seem unflatteringly unmoved at our elopement,” he murmured to Nikys, looking back over his shoulder as they made their way out the front door.

      “They feel safe.” Nikys shrugged. “Consider that an achievement, love.”

      “Mm.”

      “And they have their grandmother,” she added as, upon the steps, Idrene took her own chance for a parental goodbye hug, firmly returned. At sixty, she was not quite as much taller than her daughter as she used to be, her dark hair a little more silver-streaked, Nikys noted with a pang. But not yet wanting a walking stick like Learned Sioann’s.

      Instead of urging caution and safety upon her daughter and son-in-law—they had Desdemona for protection, after all—Idrene merely said, “It’s good Pen is getting you out for an airing. You were due.”

      “What am I, Mother, moldy bedding?” Nikys protested, half-laughing. And half not. There were recent reasons for her mother’s concern, true.

      Perhaps covertly agreeing with his mother-in-law, Penric enlisted the driver to help fold down the oilcloth awning that shaded the cart’s passenger seats. The rig was in good condition, the wood aglow with fresh varnish, neat plaques with the Vilnoc Temple crest bolted to the sides. In the shafts was harnessed a sturdy piebald gelding, black-and-white coat curried of winter’s mats to spring smoothness, also fresh by the way it tossed its head and stamped to be off.

      Its driver, a stout young lay dedicat with a badge of the Brother’s Order on his hat, gave it an affectionate pat on its neck as he rounded the cart to help his passengers aboard. He almost managed to conceal his awe and alarm at the learned divine, famous in the local Temple, that was his new charge. At least Pen looked the part now: smart in his second-best summer vestments, white sash with the silver cord cinched around his slim middle advertising, or warning, of his status as a sorcerer. With luck, the Zerbo acolyte and villagers would be properly impressed.

      At the last moment Liva darted out to pass up a heavy basket of hastily packed road food—no telling what reserves the poor village had to offer guests. Though Nikys supposed there would be fish. Then the driver chirped and slapped his reins on the piebald’s rump, and they were off, rattling down the cobbles of the street. Nikys twisted back to see their bright door swing closed in the row of whitewashed house fronts.

      Pen leaned his blond head back in the sunshine with a pleased noise, staring at his beloved blue sky overhead. Nikys decided she would give him a little time to enjoy it before she insisted on jamming a protective hat over his head. “Maybe I’m not the only one due an airing,” she murmured, discreetly pressing his hand on the cushioned seat between them.

      He inhaled deeply and turned to her, his faint smile fading. “I trust this expedition will not be too much for you.”

      She snorted, to discourage his pained, and painful, concern. “I was fully recovered a month ago. As Des could tell you.”

      “I did,” Des put in through Pen’s mouth. His features took on an acerb cast when Des was making her more tart and frank interpolations, usually—unless he was very beleaguered—alien to Pen’s own look. “Not that he listened.”

      Her recent miscarriage might have been less saddening, Nikys thought, not to mention less dangerous and messy, if it had occurred earlier in her pregnancy. Before quickening had made their hoped-for third child seem so real. These things happened, all too many people had lined up to reassure her, not least her mother Idrene who had multiple tales to tell of her senior wife Florina’s maternal misadventures. And other older women friends, either of their own or close relatives’. And, Mother goddess help her, Des, and no-longer-a-physician Penric to boot. It was like some unsuspected secret society, which Nikys would rather not have joined.

      “We can try again,” Pen said, squeezing her hand in return.

      She produced a shrug, and just who was trying to comfort whom with half-truths here? “Two children were already more than I ever dreamed of, after Kymis.” She had feared herself barren during her childless first marriage with the military officer. She scarcely thought of that lost life anymore, nor of the years of young widowhood that had followed, an amnesia more consoling than any memory. Thank Penric. And Desdemona. “Quality over quantity,” she lied lightly, and turned her attention to the passing scene.

      They threaded through the city gates, soon turning onto the main north-south coast road. It was lively with traffic: farmers bringing in produce or animals to the Vilnoc markets, or, by this time in the afternoon, heading home; merchants with wagons or pack trains, a team of oxen hauling in a heavy load of timber. Once, they were passed by a galloping ducal courier, perhaps bound for Dogrita in support of the court’s upcoming relocation from the winter to the summer capital.

      Their driver, who had introduced himself as Nym, urged the horse, which he had also introduced by the uninventive name of Pie, into a brisk trot on the flats, only dropping to a walk on the steeper upslopes. It ate the miles faster than Nikys would have thought. They had still a few hours of spring afternoon light left when, after a back-cast, they found the weed-obscured marker for the seaward track that led to Zerbo’s hidden cove.

      A patch of plowed plots and vines being worked by villagers, and a grove of olives with fresh leaves flickering silver-green, presaged the final rise to the coast. The land fell abruptly away between bracketing low cliffs with rocks strewn at their feet, white surf chewing them. Houses of stone and thatch clustered on the lower slope, down to a crescent of sand with a few small boats drawn up and fishing gear scattered across it. Some of the thatch sported blackened patches from recent fire. There were more blackened patches on the beach, and the charcoal corpse of a fishing boat like an icy southern island lord’s pyre.

      Nym pulled Pie to a halt and, after a moment studying the alarming drop, dismounted to take the horse’s head and lead it down the steep switchback descending to the shore. Nikys couldn’t help gripping the cart’s side as it creaked around the tight turns, its wheel rather too close to the crumbling edge.

      The one road led into what apparently passed for the village square, which had a well, but perhaps not the one they sought, as a trio of women were drawing up pails of water from it. Recognizing the Temple plaques and Pen’s vestments, they abandoned their task and clustered around the cart, asking anxiously if he’d come about the possessed demon child? Upon his assent, the eldest undertook to lead them to Acolyte Donou, who had been standing guard over the makeshift prison since Chixide had sailed off. They’d evidently beaten the fisherman home, and the women seemed relieved to hear he and his message had made it safely to Vilnoc.

      Leaving Nym to care for the horse and cart, Nikys and Pen followed the woman back up through a maze of village houses, and out onto an open area of the slope with some grape vines and fruit and almond trees clinging to it. At the center of the little orchard lay a ring of stones, formerly piled into a neat wall but now shedding rocks rather like the cliffs. Nearby, a young man dressed like a villager, but with a Temple tabard over his tunic with the floral sigil of the Daughter sewn to it, slumped in an exhausted doze upon a blanket.

      “Donou!” The village woman shook him awake, and he sat up, blinking. “Chixide brought us help!”

      “Ohfivegodsbethanked.” He made a sketchy tally of the gods over forehead, lips, navel, groin, and heart, more of a checkmark in the air, but clutched his fist to his forehead for a moment in an extra plea for blessing from the Daughter. It reminded Nikys of Pen’s habitual tap of the back of his thumb to his lips when he felt especially in need of aid from his own god the Bastard. Donou scrambled to his feet to take in Pen, involuntarily stepping back when his eye lit on the silver cord, but then he surged forward.

      “You are a Temple sorcerer, sir? Uh, learned sir? A real one?”

      Pen nodded reassurance. “Learned Penric kin Jurald, out of the white god’s chapterhouse in Vilnoc. And this is my wife, Nikys.”

      Nikys made a friendly nod to the fellow, who looked surprised at this unexpected appendage, but who ducked politely in return. Pen did not, just now, take the time to introduce Desdemona separately. Even with Temple folk, it took a little sounding-out to determine how to do so smoothly.

      “Chixide reached us with your message around noon, and we came as soon as we could. Can you show us what’s going on?”

      Donou gestured worriedly at the well. “We put her down there to stop the fires going off. Which worked, though not to calm her down. We tried putting down a blanket, but it caught fire, too. The skin of water was all right. And we dropped down bread rounds. She ate some of them, which at least stopped the crying. She finally fell asleep, a while back. She may still be, I hope.” He paused to listen, then ventured to the well edge to peer down. Pen and Nikys joined him.

      Coming from the bright afternoon, it took a few moments for her eyes to adjust to the shadows. The well was dug down to about thrice the height of a man. Its bottom was thick with fallen leaves and old mud, studded with rocks, the faint sheen of a puddle the only reflection. Curled up opposite the wet patch lay a sleeping girl-child, a little smaller than Rina, dressed in a shift dyed in some color now much the worse for wear. Wavy ash-brown hair, sun-bleached and trimmed to her shoulders, spread out untied. Bronzed skin paler in the shaded parts. Bare legs and feet and arms, scratched.

      “What do you make of her?” Nikys whispered to Penric, whose eyes saw so much more than her own.

      He straightened up and stepped back, giving the nervous hovering acolyte a nod. “You were correct.” Nikys could practically see him editing out the for once. So many accusations of the uncanny turned out to be false alarms, or the slander of neighbors. “She bears a demon so young it’s practically an elemental, though it seems to have been briefly in an animal host before her. For a very short time—it’s barely imprinted. Not a bird, for a change. Rodent, rabbit, something small and short-lived. Faint, fading. It’s actually quite interesting”—oh, she knew that distracted scholar’s tone—“most elementals don’t make it to a human host, or to my Order’s attention, until much farther into their development, variously adulterated. This one’s unusually, well, for lack of a better term, pure.”

      Donou was plainly baffled by this, instead going more practically to, “But can you fix her?”

      “It will take my Order’s saint to remove it altogether, but I hope I can help the child learn to manage things until we can reach him. This will first take getting her calmed down, and trusting us, which is… not a trivial task, under the circumstances.” A brief snort from Des, which Nikys hoped the acolyte would not notice. For all she agreed with it.

      “I think Nikys will be best fitted to, er, open negotiations. Can you fetch a good rope ladder?”

      “And a bit of fruit, I think,” Nikys added. “Something sweet.”

      A brief consultation with the village woman, who hurried off to find these aids. Nikys ventured back to the well edge and eyed the drop, dubiously. “You said she speaks only Roknari?” she said to Donou.

      He nodded. “Mostly. And something else. I’m not sure what.”

      She frowned at Pen. “My Roknari is very limited. You and Des are the linguists.”

      “I think I’d better keep Des at a distance until we find out the first reactions. I’ll be right up here listening, and can call down at need.”

      “No worries about her setting me on fire?”

      “I can put it out,” said, yes, Des, serenely.

      “Des?” said Donou, looking around. “What…?”

      Then Nikys got to enjoy the little show of Penric introducing his invisible demon to the uninitiated, an amusement that never grew old. Donou, Temple-trained if in another god’s Order, at least did not require a repeat of the basics, though it was clear thinking of a sorcerer’s demon as another person, to be treated as such, and not an inchoate bundle of dangerous powers, was a stretch for him.

      Well, the dangerous part is right.

      The village woman returned, hugging a big bundle of ropes and boards, which, when straightened, turned out to be the sort of ladder that was hung over a ship’s side. It did look sturdy. If possibly flammable. She also passed over a handful of dried apricots done up in a clean rag, which Nikys tucked into her bodice.

      Meanwhile, the two men anchored the ladder by its hooks over the least deteriorated stones of the well enclosure. Nikys inspected it. She wasn’t tall, but she wasn’t light, either. “How did you get her down there in the first place? Mother’s mercy, you didn’t throw her in?” Surely Penric would have mentioned broken bones or other injuries.

      “No!” said Donou indignantly. “We lowered her on a rope.” He brooded. “It caught fire partway down, but she didn’t fall far.”

      “Hm.” She trusted Des was right about being able to thwart fires, or they were going to have a hard time hoisting her back up, not to mention the child.

      With Penric’s aid and arm strength, they got her boosted over the lip, and her feet found a rung. She descended quickly, waving when she’d stepped onto the mucky ground. The air smelled dank and cool.  Pen, his blond head haloed by the late afternoon light, waved back, and she was put in mind of the first time she’d ever seen him, ethereally sun-dappled under a far-away pergola. Had it truly been a decade since then?

      She took a breath, straightened her skirts, and settled herself cross-legged next to the child. Close up, she could see the salt crust in her hair and shift, and exhausted gray shadows under her closed eyes. Bruises darkened her sun-burnished skin, both random thumps and what looked like the grips of hands, some a couple of days old, others newer. No visible burn blisters upon her, at least. Nikys plucked out the apricot bundle to set ready in her lap, then reached for a tentative shake of the young shoulder.
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        * * *

      

      Otta woke blearily at a touch, not yet afraid. Her head ached, and her mouth was dry. The withdrawing hand belonged to a strange woman seated cross-legged beside her.

      She had a kind, round face, black curls bound up at the back of her head, and wore a long tunic, cinched at her ample waist by a fine sash, and a short loose coat with wide sleeves. Big pearl earrings glowed against the copper skin of her ears. Those, and the bright embroidery around the edges of the coat, could not belong to a village woman, or a servant or slave. Some kind of city lady?

      She was full of the strange swirling colors Otta had seen in everybody since she first woke up back on Dada’s ship. With memory came horror. She jerked upright with a cry. She was still in this dirty well the villagers had put her down, saying, like the sailors, that she was setting everything on fire. She didn’t know how she was doing it, so she didn’t know how to stop. But it had to be true, because there had been the flames, all around.

      A flare of heat in the woman’s skirts, no, no, no! Otta didn’t want to do that again, it had got her in so much trouble… But something else reached out for it, and it melted away into nothing.

      The woman brushed absently at the warm spot. Not frightened. Not screaming. Not angry. Everybody else had quickly become so, on the ship and in the village alike. She smiled at Otta, dimpling. Her hand reached out, extending… an apricot? It looked still sweet and golden, not dried hard and brown like leather. Hunger warred with fear, and won. She tried not to snatch.

      The woman pointed at her. “What name… child?” She had a thick Cedonian accent, her Roknari words coming hesitantly.

      She managed to swallow, and said, “Otta!”

      The woman pointed at her well-filled bodice, and said, slowly and clearly, “Nikys kin Jurald.”

      The Nikys part was all right, a common peninsular name, but the other was very strange. Otta wasn’t sure she could say it.

      The woman, Nikys, Madame Nikys maybe, pointed again at Otta. “Where… from? You?”

      “The Golden Chance.”

      The woman frowned. “Don’t know… town, name.”

      “It’s not a place. It’s Dada’s ship.” It was as much her home as anywhere, more than any of the rented rooms in ports while Dada traded. Last seen on fire, retreating from her over the night waves as she clutched the board her screaming mama had tossed to her. Not turning back... Otta whimpered.

      “Ship… down?” Her hands mimed a ship sinking beneath finger-twiddling waves.

      “I don’t know. I don’t know!” Otta’s tears started again.

      The woman extended another apricot. Otta discovered she couldn’t cry, and chew and swallow, both at the same time. It helped.

      The woman muttered something in Cedonian, then called upward in that same language, in which Otta caught only her own name and that of the ship. Otta followed her glance and gasped in shock.

      A blond man was leaning over the well mouth. Otta remembered her mama’s tale—If ever you see a big blond man coming at you with an ax, run and keep on running. Mama had been kidnapped by ice island pirates, once, from her far southern village, before being sold to Dada. Had that home burned behind her, too?

      The man was tall enough, but more skinny than big, and he didn’t have an ax that Otta could spot. But his, his inside-colors were like nothing Otta had seen yet. Boiling-busy, bright and dark, no, deep, all at the same time. But it wasn’t like looking into something so shallow as this well. More like that round blue chasm under the sea they had sailed past that one time, crossed with some great whirlpool, all much more alive than anything should be. Otta swallowed, not sure if it was frightening or beautiful. Or both. But the kindly woman didn’t seem at all afraid, so maybe…

      The man called down, “Otta, were you handling some small animal before things went strange? That died?”

      She jerked at the words. His Roknari was perfectly clear, if weirdly formal, like that main island lord Dada had once traded with. His voice was warm like caramel. But how did he guess about the rat…?

      Yet for the first time, she could talk and have somebody understand. She overcame her dismay at his inner colors like a sunset being sucked down into the whirlpool, and quavered, “Our ship’s boy caught a rat. It was a pretty rat. He let me hold it”—well, she’d grabbed it from him—it felt like her last happy moment. “But First Mate said it was filthy, and threw it overboard. I was so mad. And then… then I woke up, and it was dark, and everybody looked like they were on fire on the inside, and I was so scared.” She found herself holding another apricot, pressed into her hand, and nibbled instead of sobbing.

      “Aha,” not-a-pirate man said, sounding satisfied. She couldn’t imagine why. He called down to the woman in Cedonian, maybe translating what Otta’d said, because she touched her lips in concern.

      Another exchange, with the woman pointing upward, getting some agreement.

      “Otta, I want to get you out of that well, but we have to talk first,” the glowing not-a-pirate continued. “Do you think you can stay calm if I come down and sit next to Nikys?”

      Did he know how alarming he looked? Nikys waved toward him and said, “Husband. Penric kin Jurald. Temple man.”

      She was married to that? And, oh, Temple, they must all be Quintarians here, wherever here was. Otta gulped. Dada had employed Quintarian sailors, from time to time, but they’d mostly kept to themselves. And he traded in Quintarian ports often enough. Mama had been Quintarian once, Otta dimly understood, before she’d been captured and sold. She didn’t make prayers to the demon god anymore that Otta knew of, though she’d also never repeated the sailors’ rude sayings about Him.

      “I… guess?”

      The blond man nodded and swung down onto the rope ladder, descending handily. He was dressed in fancier Temple clothes than just a tabard: close-fitted tan trousers, a sleeveless white tunic with a little border of fascinating white animals embroidered around the hems, and a silver belt, which probably meant something important if you were Quintarian. He looked around their damp little space, muttered something sounding peeved, picked up the remains of the burned blanket, shook it out and folded the best patch up, and set it on the other side of Madame Nikys. There he plopped down on his haunches, his arms around his upraised knees. He smiled sunnily across at Otta as if there was nothing strange about him at all.

      “I imagine we both have a lot of questions. And answers. I figure we can trade. Where do you want to start?”

      He was asking her…? She scarcely knew where to begin. She flailed out with, “Why has everyone turned all glowing inside?”

      “Ah.” He smiled even more cheerily, as if this wasn’t a mad question at all. “Actually, people are the same as they always have been. You have just been given a gift of god-sight to see their souls. So have I, and so have many of the god-touched.”

      He saw the world like this? And he wasn’t screaming all the time? She got out through a thick throat, “…Can I give it back?”

      He chuckled, which was very vexing. “Perhaps. We have a great many more steps to get through before we can arrange that, though.”

      Not reassuring. At a sudden horrid suspicion, Otta asked, “Which god?”

      “My own, in a roundabout way. I am a learned divine of the Bastard’s Order, out of Vilnoc.”

      Which gave her two urgent questions at once. One seemed worse: “You mean I’ve been cursed by the demon god?” Her voice pressed upward; Madame Nikys handed her another apricot.

      “Fifth and white, we call him. It seems more polite. And whether it is a blessing or a curse depends upon what you do with it.”

      “I don’t understand!”

      “I daresay. I promise to mend that, if you will be patient with me.”

      “But the demon god is evil. Or He wouldn’t be a demon?” She just managed to turn that into a question, so the glowing man maybe wouldn’t get angry?

      “Half-demon, half-god, according to the myths, but that is neither here nor there.”

      It seemed all too here to Otta.

      “My god has certain powers in the world; all the five gods do, each in their way. But, oh, think about the weather. Sometimes the weather is lucky for us, sometimes it is not. If you are in the middle of a drought, rain is a blessing, but if you are in the middle of a flood, it is a curse. So is rain good, or evil?”

      “Uh…” She abandoned this riddle, likely meant to trick her—most riddles were—in favor of her second question, “Am I in Cedonia?” She’d been there before, at some of the ship’s stops. The shore people here talked the same…

      “That is the realm next door. You fetched up from the sea in the village of Zerbo, near Vilnoc in the duchy of Orbas.”

      On the big peninsula, then, not on one of the islands. She tried to think if Dada’s ship had ever made port in Vilnoc. She couldn’t remember, although The Golden Chance did trade along the whole long coast. Mainland Quintarian countries lined this sea in a big curve, so one of them was the most likely thing to reach if only she didn’t drown. The water had been frightening and lonely, but she hadn’t, she hadn’t. So why did she… “I didn’t drown. Why do I remember drowning?” She shuddered, but since she still clutched half an apricot, Madame Nikys patted and stroked her back instead.

      “Aaand, that brings us to how you received this gift. Which is nothing that uncommon, well, not to me, being in the trade so to speak.” He touched his Temple clothes. “You do at least know that getting a demon is what makes a person a sorcerer?”

      She swallowed against the growing knot of dread in her throat, nodded. There were scary stories about such demons. And sorcerers sank ships, it was said… oh. Her heart began to beat harder.

      “Your pretty rat had recently picked up an elemental. That is, hm, like a little baby demon that does not know anything yet.”

      “Demons… have babies?” She’d never heard this tale. Was he gulling her?

      “Not as creatures do. They rise from the fundamental nature of, ah, probably too much theology for now, sorry. Let us say, they come from the fifth god like floating seeds from a rare flower, blow off into the world at random—by chance. But as beings of pure spirit, they cannot live in the world of matter without a creature of matter to support them. Higher creature, I should say; plants and bugs do not have the energy to spare. So, animals. If such a demon-seed lands on a fitting animal, it can, in a sense, take root and live within it.”

      Otta didn’t like the sound of this baffling talk at all, though the blond fellow plainly thought it a good bedtime tale. “A flower. Not… not a maggot?” Which was the other live thing she knew of that lived in animals and people. Which, ick.

      He stopped short for a moment, then grinned briefly. “You have the idea—good work—but it’s arbitrary which metaphor… um, all words from real things are a bit wrong when you try to use them to describe spirit. So you may as well pick the nicer one.”

      Otta made an uncertain noise, reminded of the traders trying to sell their second-best wares to the sailors.

      “Anyway. Baby demons grow much as baby people do, living and learning in the world along with their host. Becoming a sort of copy of their host, since that is all they have access to. But when their host dies and goes to their god, the demon does not die along with them. Instead, it jumps to the nearest other person, as a copy of its former mind. It is like having another person join you inside your head.” He nodded and smiled, as if this were fine news.

      He continued, “Whether this is good or bad depends almost entirely upon the nature of that first person. And the second. It is not the demon that makes the difference, only the people, the hosts. Just like rain, that way. Do you see?”

      She wanted to wail, Noooo… But she couldn’t, quite. So… demons weren’t all alike, was he trying to say? And jumped around like... ghost fleas? Ghost flowers? Ghost people? What?

      “My own demon, Desdemona, had acquired ten such human lives before she joined me. So it can get a trifle noisy in here”—he touched his blond head—“but she also brought me great gifts, far beyond just second sight.”

      “Then you’re a sorcerer?” So he looked like a firestorm inside because he was jammed full of… ghost-people-things? She stared around in panic. There was nowhere to run. Only the ladder, if she could get away from this strange couple, but atop that was the village, and she already knew how that would go. The soft woman was looking sympathetic, and Otta would cling to her, but what could you do when the only comfort offered was the very thing you feared?

      “Breathe, child,” said the woman. “Penric help you, give time him.”

      She wanted to go home. She wanted her own mama. But both were lost in the sea and the dark, and… it might be her fault? So she breathed, and waited.

      “I am many things,” said the Penric fellow seriously. “A sorcerer, a learned divine, a husband, a father, a scholar, a teacher, once a physician… even, for about a week, a slave, though that did not last.” His grin was unsettling. “Nobody is just one thing, even without a demon. Which is the gift that has come to you—to us each.”

      “There’s a demon in me?” She tried to see inside her own head, and failed. Her hands just looked like her hands… didn’t they? Ghost maggot…? She gulped back tears, and tried to think ghost flower, ghost flower.

      “Yes, and yours,” he said, sounding terribly enthusiastic, “is about as opposite to mine as possible. Mine was many people, and could teach me from their lives, but yours was no one—apart from that bare trace of rat—otherwise as close to being an elemental as I have ever seen. Between Otta and her demon seems no distinction. It will only ever be you.”

      “…Is that why you’re all those swirly colors?”

      “Yes?”

      She couldn’t help the next question. “…What color am I?”

      He gazed at Otta as if she were some treat. “Tremendously interesting. I see you as if through clear but wavery glass.”

      This wasn’t at all useful. Again. “But why is everything catching fire?”

      “Ah, ha, I was coming to that. It is something you will need to understand before we get out of this well, for safety’s sake if nothing else. Now it gets a little complicated.”

      Now? What was it before?

      He turned and said something to his wife, who nodded and checked around for the leather water bottle, finding it not yet empty. She handed it over to Otta, encouraging her by signs to drink up. If this was supposed to make things less scary, it didn’t work, but it did wash down the apricots. The blond man called up to the acolyte, some request that made the man hurry away.

      “Demons,” he began, turning to Otta again, “are naturally beings of chaos, of disorder.” He hesitated, his lips quirking up as she stared at him helplessly, and tried instead, “That means, they cannot help shedding messes, like a cat sheds hairs.”

      All right, that… almost made sense? Except not really.

      “A sorcerer’s Temple training is all about learning how to manage this disorder for good instead of ill. Think of rain, again. The very easiest form of disorder for a demon to shed is fire, which is why one of the first skills I learned was how to light candles.”

      “This demon was catching everything on fire?” She stared at him in new horror. “Then they really are bad!”

      He opened a hand, granting the first, but then waved away the second. “Ethical debates later, I promise. The important thing is, if you learn how to light a candle with your demon, you will also learn how to not light one.”

      He sat back as if to let that statement settle for a time.

      She had no idea what he was talking about with the debates part, but the other…! It seemed backwards, but she really really wanted to stop doing… whatever she was doing. She scrubbed at her itchy scalp, trying to sort out all the many things he’d said. “So… are demons ghosts?” They sounded like ghosts.

      He smiled at her approvingly, and why? “Neither are material, but no. Ghosts are actual human souls, real dead people who have become lost on the way to their gods, doomed to fade. Demons are… how to put this, if copies isn’t working… more like bundles of pure learning, that can be passed along.”

      That was very hard to picture, but it did sound less worrying than ghosts.

      “I should say, this bundle comes wrapped around the underlying core of chaos, the part we call an elemental, and learning how to handle it is very important. Not setting things on fire when you do not mean to will be your first lesson in just exactly that.”

      More too-many-words, except for not setting things on fire. She wanted that lesson, desperately. The fires on the ship and the beach and in the house-thatches had terrified her more even than all those inside-soul-fires in people. More even than the sorcerer’s beautiful piled-up not-ghosts.

      The acolyte poked his head back over the lip of the well. Penric unfolded and climbed the ladder far enough to reach the object handed down, which turned out to be a good beeswax candle of the sort people saved for altars. He leaned over past his wife and screwed it upright into the mud in front of Otta. The two said something to each other in Cedonian that made Nikys smile as if at an old joke.

      “Now,” said Penric, sitting again—Learned Penric, Otta guessed she should call him, Quadrene divines were titled Learned, too—“I want you to do on purpose, willed and directed, what you have been doing by accident, unwilled. It helps, at first, to use your body to guide your mind, so point—” He broke off to say something to his wife, who nodded and lifted Otta’s hand to the wick, a small black curl in a well of cold wax that smelled faintly of honey. He added something in Cedonian, and she moved Otta’s hand back a few lengths.

      “The first time I tried this,” said the sorcerer to Otta, “I burned my finger.” His expression shifted, and he said something in Cedonian that made Madame Nikys giggle. “It is the first magic most novice sorcerers attempt. So it has been done by many people before you, if, um, maybe not so young as you. You can do this. It will be all right.”

      Otta whimpered in disagreement.

      “It will,” said Learned Penric confidently. “If anything but the candle catches alight, Desdemona and I are right here to put it out. Though I grant it is probably better to be down here in this well for your first tries. So, concentrate upon that wick, and try.”

      She scarcely believed him, but she stuck out her pointer finger, stared with all her might at the wick, and willed.

      The sudden flare made everyone jump back.

      “Whups!” said Learned Penric, waving his hand, and the spatters of other heat all around them abruptly went out like the one she’d accidentally put in Madame Nikys’s skirts, oh, those snuffings came from him. But the candle, when Otta opened her scrunched eyes, was burning just like any ordinary candle.

      “It went all over!” Otta cried, tears starting. “Again!” Would she be stuck in this well forever?

      Madly, the sorcerer was smiling. “Yes, a little too much, there. Very common for a first try.” He added after a moment, “It looked as if you lost control when you became afraid. This will work better when you are calm.”

      “How ’m I supposed to not be afraid on purpose?” Otta wailed.

      Learned Penric’s face sobered. “By knowing your own power. Which can only be learned by practice. So, we will just practice some more, all right? No one is in a hurry, here. And, as you just saw, I can catch you when you fall.”

      She sniffled, but, under his encouragement, tried again. And again. And again. By the fourth time, only the candle was alight, burning steadily. Otta stared at the little flame in astonishment. “I did that?”

      “You did. And very neatly, too. Good work!”

      “Good work!” Madame Nikys echoed in support.

      A watery smile took over her face at this unexpected praise. “Oh…”

      But as Otta gazed at the tame gold flame, a wholly different sort of fear surged in her heart, with the memory of fires not so tame, but fierce and cruel. Her voice went thin and strained. “Did I sink Dada’s ship?” Did everyone die because of me?

      Learned Penric sat back, a thoughtful frown upon his lips. “Did you actually see it go down?”

      She remembered First Mate yelling, everyone yelling, when he’d tossed her over the side just like her rat, while sailors frantically pulled up buckets of seawater. There had not seemed enough buckets. Coming up out of the cold waves, not like the rat, gasping for air as the hull swished past in the dark. The receding orange light, slithering over the waves in which she bobbed with her board.

      “It went away from me… like someone carrying a torch off in the night. Getting smaller. I don’t know if the fires stopped because they got them out, or if… if the sea put them out.” She gulped, and gulped again, trying to swallow her terrors old and new. Madame Nikys rubbed Otta’s back and said something to her husband, who shook his head and said something in return.

      He turned to Otta. “With you and your baby demon, er, removed from onboard, no more fires should have started. When I get back to Vilnoc, I can make inquiries of friends around the port, and see if anyone has heard any word or rumors. The merchant sailors, for all that they travel far, are a close community in their way. If The Golden Chance makes port again anywhere, someone will eventually know. So do not assume the worst, eh?”

      He seemed to want her to agree, so, uncertainly, she nodded. After a moment she asked, “Can you make those inside-fires go away, too?”

      “Your second sight? Yes, in due course a sorcerer learns how to call it up and dismiss it at will. It is too large a lesson for tonight, though.”

      “Oh. All right…” Belatedly, she wondered if that had been a yes or a no.

      Learned Penric smiled again, rising to go back up the ladder. Some conversation with the acolyte floated back down, then he stuck his head over the edge, said a few words to his wife, and continued to Otta, “You can come up now. We will be spending the night in the village.”

      Otta took a deep breath and climbed the ladder, Madame Nikys guarding her close behind, into the fading sunset light.
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        * * *

      

      As Pen turned to help the other two over the well lip, Des remarked, I like that little demon. Even I have never seen one so pure in its potential.

      Elemental, surely? They are entirely potential, supposedly. Almost their definition.

      But sopping up form fast. If its host is charming, can it become anything else? She sounded… pleased? But then Pen had to wrench his attention to their more material concerns.

      After a brief, heated discussion with the village women, Acolyte Donou apologetically led Penric and his charges to his temple to sleep. It was the only building with a slate floor and a slate roof, though he eyed the supporting timbers in worry as he ushered them inside and lit lamps.

      “I’m sorry it will only be bedrolls. Everyone is afraid of fire, after yesterday. And I’ve no house of my own to offer, since I just room in a loft above the olive press, and eat with the family that runs it.” Though Donou assured Pen that Nym and Pie, not offering an incendiary hazard, had been taken in by a charitable family who kept plow horses, which solved that bit of logistics.

      The little temple off the square was a whitewashed rectangle no larger than the neighboring houses, with a corner fireplace. The altars for the five gods lined the far wall, since it also doubled as Donou’s Lady-school for the village children, and the village meeting house at need. It did manage woven altar cloths and glazed ceramic candlesticks, and some very local artwork, mosaics of shells and colored stones, affixed above each table appropriate to its god.

      “This will be fine,” Pen assured him, as some wary women hauled in donated bedding and, at Nikys’s request, a large washtub. And, in due course, pails of water to fill it. A basket of food and a jug of wine soon followed, so that the learned Vilnoc sorcerer and his wife should not feel too insultingly stinted about Zerbo’s hospitality. The bedraggled and bewildered Otta hung back, drooping on one of the benches, cowed and silent.

      Donou at last stopped apologizing and went off to his own supper, to Pen’s relief. Nikys sniffed at and set aside the harsh homemade soap that Donou had offered in favor of her own, scented and white, dug from their luggage. She doffed her big-sleeved coat and turned to Pen.

      “Can you explain to Otta that I want to give her a bath and wash her hair? And for goodness sake’s wash those scratches. Can you heal them at all?”

      Pen shook his head in regret. “Her own demon would block my uphill magic, unfortunately. But I can help with the water.”

      “That was going to be my next request.” Nikys dipped her hand in the tub. “It’s fresh enough, but chilly.”

      Penric smiled and motioned the girl over, switching to Roknari. “Nikys is going to help you to a bath, Otta. She will get all that itchy salt out of your hair. And I want to show you a fun trick you can do with your demon.”

      Otta’s expression suggested she thought fun with demons was a demented idea, but she obediently approached.

      Pen ran his hand through the water, shedding as much chaos as something so inert could accept; it warmed in a trail. “This is much the same as what you did with the candle, very basic downhill magic. Ah, I will explain about uphill and downhill later on. And I promise you will not set the water on fire. Try it.” He demonstrated again.

      Hesitantly, she repeated his gesture. It took a couple of tries, but she managed a not-crude copy, though she looked more puzzled than pleased by her success.

      “The girl’s nearly dead on her feet,” commented Nikys. “Is this really the time for more lessons?”

      “The more chaos she can shed in a controlled fashion, the better. For our cart ride tomorrow, among other things. We don’t want wheels coming loose.”

      Nikys tilted her head in concession, and, the chill now off the water, took over with practiced maternal efficiency. Nikys’s broken Roknari and gestures were enough to shepherd the girl through this familiar domestic routine, though there was a brief moment of tremor when Nikys guided her head under to rinse her hair. Only a couple of the scratches reopened, and Pen opined they would be best left to dry in the air. After a rub-down with Donou’s not-too-coarse towels, Nikys dressed her in Penric’s spare shirt, which with its sleeves rolled up made an adequate nightdress.

      There followed a makeshift picnic, prefaced with the briefest of learned-divine blessings by Pen. Nikys offered what tidbits from their baskets that Otta would eat, then walked the girl to her very overdue bed. Pen could wish Otta didn’t lie so stiffly in her bedroll, staring up as if it were a trap about to close on her.

      “Was there anything else people usually did for you at bedtime?” Pen asked, sitting cross-legged beside her.

      “Mama sings for me, sometimes,” Otta said. Then swallowed.

      Perhaps not a good reminder. Avoiding past tense, Pen said, “What sort of things does she sing?”

      “Just her songs?” And then, to Pen’s surprise, opened her mouth and sang a simple couplet in Wealdean. Unaccented, or rather, in the rural accent of the far south coast. Off-key, but still, clear enough.

      “Your mother speaks Wealdean?” Pen said in that tongue.

      Otta’s eyes widened in greater surprise. “You do too?”

      Pen turned a hand out in assent. “Did she speak it a lot?”

      “Just to me. Just sometimes. Nobody else on the ship did.”

      “We should talk more about this, later.”

      She eyed him in new speculation. “Can you sing?”

      “I did as a boy, in the temple in Greenwell Town.” Plus that stint in seminary, where he had been hunted down by the music students for his baritone, though it was not his field of study.

      “Where’s that?”

      “In the Cantons.” At her blank look he elaborated, “It’s a cold mountain country north of the Weald, and south of Adria and Carpagamo. It doesn’t have a coast.”

      “Oh.” A pause. “Can you sing now?”

      “If you like.”

      Nikys, her arms folded, was looking on with a small smile. He thought she’d caught the gist of this exchange, though she possessed no more Wealdean than Roknari.

      An important audience, these two. Along with Whomever of the Five might be listening, in this Their house. Pen sieved his memory, dredging up a children’s hymn from that long-ago time and place. He moistened his lips and cleared his throat. And tapped the back of his thumb to his lips for luck, which he likely needed.

      After the first line, the old words came up out the dim past as if pulled on a string, and his voice grew more confident. By the time he’d got to the fifth verse, half filled in with nonsense words and humming as the string failed, Otta’s exhausted eyes had slipped closed.

      “Well done, love,” murmured Nikys. “I daresay she’ll be out like a lamp for the rest of the night.”

      “I hope so.” With a muffled oof, Pen climbed to his feet.

      Nikys moved off to reuse the bath water, and Donou’s soap, to launder Otta’s stained shift. Pen sat on the bench and watched, more tired than he had a right to be.

      She hung the garment up on a wall hook to, with luck or with Des, dry by morning. “I think some of Rina’s outgrowns would fit Otta,” she observed quietly. “Shall we be taking her home to Vilnoc with us tomorrow, then?”

      “That’s the next question. One way or another, Des and I will have to stay with her until she’s brought before Blessed Iroki. The most efficient might be to start out straight from here, since we’re already fifteen miles on the way.”

      “We didn’t pack for so long an outing. Nor bring funds. And Otta has nothing.”

      “I could refill my purse at the Bastard’s chapterhouse in Dogrita…”

      “Mm.” An unenthusiastic noise.

      Des had been a mute observer for a while—or possibly asleep, Pen was never sure with his demon’s longer silences. She now seized his mouth to say, “We should go back to Vilnoc. Who knows what Pen could find out at the port? There is no port at Pef.” And I don’t sleep. Just doze, when you are being very boring.

      Nikys redonned her short coat against the advancing coolness of the spring evening, joining them on the bench. Pen nudged his thigh against the warmth of hers in welcome, rewarded with a friendly nudge in return. She tilted back her head and blew out her breath, her only concession so far to the length and strangeness of this day.

      “Will Des be comfortable with another demon so close in the cart?” asked Nikys.

      Des answered for herself. “Pen has trained me to manage. We rode all the way to Thasalon and back with Learned Alixtra’s ferret-child Arra that time. And there was Learned Dubro’s demon-dog Maska, and Pen’s tutoring of Learned Master Ravana’s collection of sorcerer-physicians, who tend to be quite full of themselves at first. This infant elemental will be no challenge for me.” She gave a proud sniff, which made Nikys smile.

      “And the reverse? The elemental upset by Des?”

      “Harder to say,” said Pen. “Though we’ll not have a choice, whichever direction.”

      Nikys went on, “Which brings me to the next question, could this elemental ascend?”

      Pen frowned in thought. “If it were a developed demon, imprinted with one or more adult human lives and all their knowledge, it would have seized control of Otta’s body and actions already. Yet I suspect even a six-year-old has enough will to stay on top of a near-blank elemental—if she realizes what’s happening.” Could Rina…? Pen thought yes, with guidance. “But right now I’m not sure Otta can distinguish between her own thoughts and those flowing from her passenger. Or likely only unvoiced emotions, at this stage. The problem may be to establish enough separation between the pair that control is even a sensible concept.”

      “So her control is lacking only because she doesn’t know how?”

      “Possibly.”

      “So… might it be like teaching a child to ride a pony?”

      Rider versus Ridden was a common metaphor for a sorcerer-demon pair, with the implication that which was which could flip if things went badly. “Ngh, I suppose… But at six?”

      “My brother and I were started riding at age four,” said Nikys. “Of course, we grew up in a military household.”

      “Good point,” put in Des, approvingly. “And ours is a sorcerous household, so the parallel holds.”

      Well, that was an unexpected contribution. What are you about, Des? She didn’t answer.

      Nikys remarked, “Alixtra once told me that her demon Arra began to feel less like a ferret and more like an invisible twin sister, as her imprinting developed over time.”

      “But Otta herself is still developing.” Curiosity colored Pen’s voice. “I wonder if it would feel more like… conjoined twins?”

      Nikys gave him That Look, and he cleared his throat.

      “It’s a very odd situation all around,” Nikys allowed. “But presumably all these puzzles will be cut short by Blessed Iroki.”

      A restless sense of unease from Des. The recall and destruction of a corrupted demon by their god was something like watching a hanging, she’d once told Pen.

      “Leaving just Otta,” Nikys continued, “who should not be abandoned alone in a strange country.”

      “Certainly not!”

      “Then we’ll all manage somehow.” Nikys yawned, which was contagious. “I suspect we’ll get no further tonight. Bed, loves?”

      “Please,” Pen and Des agreed as one.
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        * * *

      

      Otta had hardly ever ridden in carts before, since when she wasn’t on the ship it was mostly walking around port towns holding someone’s hand. The horse, close up, seemed dauntingly large, snorting and jingling its harness.

      “It’s full of swirly colors too,” she said doubtfully to Learned Penric, stopping short at a safe-seeming distance from it in the village square.

      “All living things are, each in their ways,” the sorcerer told her. “Everything alive is open to second sight. Non-living things also have a presence, though one does not notice it at first through all the greater noise of life. …Would you like to pat Pie?”

      She inhaled, twisting on one foot—Madame Nikys had begged straw sandals for her from someone this morning before allowing her to walk outside. Learned Penric nodded to his wife, who knelt and opened her arms to Otta, and waited. Nervously, Otta stepped forward to let herself be picked up.

      The horse’s neck was warm and smooth, its pale mane coarse and wavy as she combed her fingers through it. Otta almost smiled. The driver fellow, standing at the horse’s head, gave them an approving nod. And then Madame Nikys swung her aboard the cart, settling beside her in the rear seat, and Learned Penric took the other, facing them. The driver led the horse up the switchback out of the village. Otta looked back a last time at her refuge and prison, throat tightening at the sight of the burned boat on the beach. Then the driver climbed into his own seat, making the cart dip, and chirped his horse into a trot. Otta squeaked and gripped the thwart as the cart began to bounce and rattle, then flushed as the grownups smiled at her.

      They soon turned onto a bigger road, and the cart sped up yet more. They passed other travelers and their beasts, all flaring in her new sight. The inside visions felt less overwhelming now she had an explanation and name for them. Or maybe just less compared to the sorcerer and his Des?

      It felt odd to glimpse the sea, shining off to their side from time to time, when she had mostly looked at coasts from the other way, slowly drifting past. She had always used to wonder what all the people were doing over there, what the land was like beyond the shifting hills, how far it went. I guess I’m going to see. A little scary, but… interesting. She pulled Learned Penric’s shirt closer around herself. She’d been given it again as a sort of jacket to wear over her shabby shift, now dry and smelling more of soap than seaweed.

      At last the big port city, so unusual to see from the wrong side, came into view as they topped a rise. She tensed as traffic grew thicker near the gates. “Where are we going?” she thought to ask for the first time. To the harbor, maybe? Could the ship be there…?

      “First, we are going to Nikys’s and my house,” said Penric.

      A new alarm shook her. “What if I get scared and set it on fire?”

      “My home is made of stone, so you would find that a challenge.”

      “Oh…” She tried closing her eyes against the press of people as they wove through the city gates with their towers. It didn’t help at all—the glowing fires were still there, moving about, more frightening for being more mysterious. “There are so many souls. And so strange.”

      “The Sighted can learn to read the meanings of all those colors, you know. Rather like reading a book. Very handy for a physician, among other uses.”

      “I don’t know how to read.”

      “Ah. Well, we can fix that, too.”

      Otta wasn’t sure if that was a promise or a threat.

      “It will be easier when we get you indoors. My household is not large. Nikys and me and Des, you have met. We have two children, Rina who is seven—I think just a little older than you?”

      “I’m six?” she offered cautiously.

      He nodded. “And our son Wyn who is four. Then there is Nikys’s widowed mother Idrene Gardiki, who lives with us. To my great good fortune as a son-in-law. Liva is our maid-of-all-tasks, and Daxi is the scullion who sleeps off the kitchen. So not too many to sort out, I hope.”

      Certainly fewer than the crew of The Golden Chance, who often came and went. Otta frowned. “My little brother Hiset is three. After he was born, Dada freed Mama and made her his ’fishal concubine. Mama was really happy about that.”

      “Otta is a Wealdean name, as you may know. Hiset is Roknari. Do you two have different fathers?”

      “No?”

      “Hm.” What he was hm-ing about, Otta could not guess.

      But the side-talk had got them through the soul-haunted city. And then the cart was turning onto a cobbled street, lined with a row of half-a-dozen tall houses sharing a long, whitewashed stone front with different-colored doors. The driver called Whoa and pulled up the spotted horse before one in the middle, painted deep red-orange.

      Learned Penric had some earnest speech with the driver as they unloaded the scant luggage and set it on the steps. The man nodded, and Learned Penric made a tally-blessing at him by way of farewell. With five godly points, not four; it was supposed to be four. Quadrene templemen did not touch the lips, the point for the demon-god, because He was said to be the source of lies, Dada had once told Otta. Though the Quintarian and Quadrene sailors she had met all seemed to lie just as much as each other. In any case, driver, Pie, and cart rattled away.

      Penric was opening the painted door. Madame Nikys took Otta by the hand and drew her within.

      The house was tall on the inside, too, a narrow, bright atrium opening out past the entry with two galleries above. The first was supported by stone arches as Learned Penric had promised, but the second was timber, which worried Otta. Then her eye was caught by the chalk drawings and wooden toys scattered all over the slate flagstones. There were more of the latter than she had ever owned, though no better than what the sailors occasionally carved and gave her; some of these might even be sailor-work. …But all her little things were gone with the ship. Down, or away…

      Another soul-swirling woman hurried out from the door under the rear gallery. Otta thought she must be Madame Nikys’s mother, because she had silvery hair, and they hugged each other. She and Penric and Nikys had some rapid exchange in Cedonian, with motions at Otta, and then toward the back archway.

      “We are just in time for lunch,” Learned Penric told Otta. “Nikys will help you wash up, and I will join you in a moment.”

      He turned to deal with the luggage. Otta lost sight of him as Madame Nikys led her though into a kitchen, which had a fancy tiled stove, something that smelled good in an iron pot upon it, and a water kettle. In back of the kitchen was a tiny room that turned out to house a closed stone bench with a wooden seat and lid. A bucket of water sat beside it. It wasn’t a privy, because it didn’t stink nearly as much as usual for shore-bound places, and when they finished Madame Nikys rinsed it out from the bucket, and the water gurgled away somewhere. Still not as fresh as the seats hung over the back of the taffrail, but not nearly as dizzying as when the ship was pitching…

      A stone sink and counter in the kitchen held a basin to wash their hands, with a stepstool just the right height for Otta to reach. Then Madame Nikys guided her around and through the back door. A lattice roof on posts twined with young grape leaves shaded a stone-paved space with a big table, benches, stools, and too many new swirling souls. Otta blinked nervously and tried to make out all the people they belonged to.

      The silvery-haired woman, Madame Gardiki the grandmama Otta supposed, was just sitting down again. The little boy squirming on the bench next to her had to be the son, Wyn. A young woman quickly setting down new plates and more food was probably the maid Liva. And, most interesting, the girl not much older than herself staring intently back at her had to be Rina. She was bigger than Otta by some, and had dark eyes like her mama, with ruddy brown hair in a loose braid tied with a blue ribbon. The names were settled when Madame Nikys went around the table and introduced them one by one in halting Roknari. She sat herself on the bench next to Rina, and had Otta sit beside her.

      The two mamas seemed to compete with each other to fill Otta’s plate: bread rounds with some garlicky meat stew plopped upon them, goat cheese and some other cheese, raisins and olives and dried persimmon slices. Madame Gardiki peeled a whole boiled egg just for Otta, and sprinkled salt upon it. Madame Nikys spread another bread round with butter from a crock, drizzled a generous dollop of honey upon it, and divided it between the two girls on her either hand. All the swirling soul-stuff crowded so close about Otta began to seem not so threatening.

      This improved still further when Learned Penric returned, taking a short bench at the head of the table. His five-part tally sign and muttered blessing went by quite fast as he, too, reached for the food. “Are you faring well so far, Otta?”

      She managed a nod around her chewing.

      Then a great deal of rapid conversation in Cedonian flew over her head. It seemed to be mostly the story of the trip to Zerbo, and a lot about Otta, her name popping up. At one point, Rina said something very indignant, countered by her laughing papa.

      He explained to Otta, “Rina is quite peeved that you received a demon of your very own, when I have been telling her that she cannot get one until she has done years and years of seminary study to be a Temple divine. I explained it was an accident. She thinks it is not fair. I said accidents generally are not.”

      “She wants this curse?”

      “Many people think such powers are something to covet.” He seemed about to say more, but then shook his head and turned to Wyn, who was being encouraged to spit out his olive pits but not too far. This somehow turned into a counting game with pits, Wyn’s own and some collected from around the table. Otta wasn’t quite sure how it all happened, but by the end of the meal she’d learned a dozen new words and how to count to twenty in Cedonian.
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        * * *

      

      Following lunch, Pen, the family, and a hesitant Otta trooped upstairs to the children’s bedchamber. Nikys and Idrene bustled about to shift Wyn’s things temporarily to the truckle in his grandmother’s room, so that the ship-lost girl might have his sleeping space. To Pen’s relief Wyn, who liked the novelty, and also the truckle, took the move in stride, and Rina, who’d been sharing the room with her brother since he’d been weaned, seemed to think it a fine trade. Otta, seated out of the way on Wyn’s bed, looked much less sure.

      “Rina,” said Pen quietly, “a word with you in my study.”

      They stepped along the gallery to the next door, which he closed behind them. He seated himself in his writing-table chair and motioned to her, and she hopped up into his lap, which made him say Oof and smile a little. “You shall be outgrowing this papa-cushion soon.” Rina rolled her eyes at his humor, but cuddled in to his inviting shoulder.

      “Our new guest is going to be a bit of a challenge, and some of that challenge will fall on you,” Pen began.

      Duly challenged, Rina sat up and paid attention.

      “Still, I think it will be better for Otta to be in with you than to be shuffled off alone with nothing but her own thoughts to brood upon. She’s had a pretty dreadful time of it these past few days, and because her elemental is still quite untrained, it’s important she be kept as calm as possible.”

      “Does she really set things on fire?”

      He nodded. “And we would both rather she did not.”

      Desdemona put in, “Think how you would feel if you inadvertently burned down the whole house with all your family inside ngh Des that’s much too blunt! No, it’s not,” Des overrode him. “It’s no favor not to tell people things they need to know because of some misplaced sensibility.” She turned Pen’s face to Rina. “Then think of how desperate you’d feel if you were taken off in the midst of it all and didn’t know whether the fire was put out or if anyone survived or not. That’s Otta, right now.”

      Sometimes, he and Des wrestling for control of his speech made his daughter laugh, but not this time. She swallowed and nodded, and he hugged her.

      “This house is less vulnerable than a wooden ship, fortunately,” he went on. “But two chaos demons in one place is usually considered an imprudent concentration. Although,” his voice went pensive, “how that’s worse than one chaos demon and two small children in a household, I don’t see.”

      “You!” she said, giving him an indignant little punch to the chest for this papa-joke. It was like being kicked by a bunny. He grinned and kissed the top of her head by way of apology.

      “Nonetheless, you should likely keep her out of your mother’s weaving room, for now. I can’t think that a dose of disorder would do any good for that finicky spinning contraption Ikos brought her. Agh, Ikos’s contraptions are vile,” Des broke in. Pen countered, “No, they’re not! You just had a bad experience, the first time. This one’s extremely interesting. You like it, don’t you, Rina?”

      Rina nodded emphatically. A sense of a Humph from Des.

      Pen considered the successes of their recent lunch. “While you’re together with Otta, try to teach her some more Cedonian, as chance allows. Because another source of unease for her is never being able to tell what’s being said around her, or to talk to anyone else. And it won’t hurt you to learn a little Roknari, while you’re at it.”

      Rina nodded less enthusiastically at that last bit, but then looked thoughtful. “Should I maybe not draw sea monsters on the floor for Wyn to fight with his ships? Because they sink a lot.”

      …And every once in a while, his children surprised him by not being short demons. Hey. Do not slander demons. His lips quirked. “Perhaps you could draw mountains instead? You may certainly populate mountains with all the monsters you two like. Well, maybe not fire monsters just now. Did I ever tell you the Canton legends of ice wyrms?”

      Evidently he hadn’t, because she demanded he repair this lapse forthwith. Conscious of the needs in the next room, he regretfully kept the digression short, with a promise extracted for more later.

      “I’ll be here to translate and supervise as much as I can, but I do need to go out now and report to Sioann, and ask around for any news of Otta’s ship. So I’ll have to leave you both for a bit. Meanwhile, the poor child has nothing to wear but that tattered shift. I hope you can help your mama sort through your old things and see if any will fit her.” He smiled in what he hoped was an encouraging way. Des put in, helpfully this time, “It will be just like a dress-up party!”

      Enticed by this prospect, Rina hopped back down, though she said shrewdly, “Des said that, didn’t she. Boys don’t play dress-up!”

      Possibly a hint of disbelief in his papa-infallibility? For Wyn’s sake, Pen decided to save for another time his tales of what his older sisters had used to do to him before he grew big enough to outrun them. He didn’t want to inspire the sartorial torment of little brothers. Confident he’d enlisted her to his aid, he led back to her bedchamber.

      Idrene and Wyn had gone off, presumably to organize their newly shared room. Nikys had the clothes chests open, and a few garments spread out on the beds. Otta looked on in doubt.

      “Oh, good,” said Pen to Nikys. He lowered his voice. “It might be a wise idea to let Rina do the selecting. Recalling some of the heated squabbles my older sisters used to get into over hand-me-downs. …Good grief, I haven’t thought about that in years.”

      Nikys’s lips twitched. “I shall be advised by your experience. My twin brother Adelis and I naturally had no issues over hand-me-downs.” She dimpled. “Though we did try dressing up in each other’s clothes a couple of times.”

      Pen laughed. “Oh, I must be certain to mention that next time we visit with the general!”

      “Don’t you dare.”

      “Only if provoked.”

      Des snickered.

      Pen turned to Otta, watching this exchange with deep confusion, and explained in Roknari what his wife was going to do for her next. She looked barely reassured. He gave Nikys a brief itinerary of his errand.

      “I hope you can find out something,” she sighed. “Not knowing is agonizing.” Spoken from experience as a veteran army wife, he suspected. Having secured everyone against his absence as well as he could, he nodded agreement, and hurried off.
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        * * *

      

      To Nikys’s relief, whatever Pen had said to Rina seemed to reconcile her to sharing her wardrobe, his story of his sisters notwithstanding. Nikys had always wondered what it would be like to have a sister, but no more children had ever followed the twins in the Arisaydia family, despite her concubine mother’s relative youth.

      They soon picked out a summer shift, a nightgown, and a more fitted tunic and skirt for their unexpected guest. Nikys had only to restrain Rina’s generosity from emptying the whole chest at once. They would not yet need to raid the winter garments, lately packed away for the season with camphor and lavender. “Your underdrawers are hardly outgrown,” said Nikys to Rina, shaking out a couple of pairs in their light linen-cotton weave. “But since your Uncle Ikos brought us his machine, the supply is up.”

      “Oh, yes,” said Rina. “Papa said not to take Otta into the weaving room, on account of that. I wanted to show her!”

      Nikys’s older half-brother Ikos had purchased the spinning machine last year when he was working in Trigonie, and brought it as a gift on his way home to Cedonia. It had been imported, disassembled and packed on mules, over the mountains from the Weald, a realm famous for metalwork. It took up so much space in the weaving room one had to edge past it, which Idrene complained about—although not to her beloved Ikos. While as troublesome as the loom to set up, once the women succeeded, and Rina was allowed to sit to the treadle, it spun six fine threads at once.

      Pen claimed it gave her a heady sense of power. Rina was certainly more enthusiastic about it than her clumsier efforts on the spindle or the wheel, despite its lack of portability. And the increase in the supply of thread had allowed not only more cloth for Nikys’s family, but some spare bolts to sell to the mercers in the marketplace, to the benefit of her household budget. A parade of neighbor women had come over to try it out.

      “Hm, yes, he may be right about that. That thing is inclined to plenty of disorder all on its own. You may get a chance to show off later, after Otta has her demon more under control.” Nikys glanced around the untidy bedchamber, and at the silent, diffident Otta, cut off from all this by the language obstacle. “I wonder if it would be prudent to keep a pail or two of water handy near her.”

      “I could fetch them,” Rina offered. “And keep them full!”

      “That could be helpful,” allowed Nikys, not inclined to discourage this. Despite an immediate mental picture of buckets accidentally upended.

      It was all proceeding smoothly until Rina’s middle-aged tomcat wandered in, seeking either petting or a soft place to nap. He jumped up onto the bed between the two girls with an inquisitive prrt.

      Otta screamed and recoiled, batting at the cat, which emitted a nonplussed noise and dodged behind Rina.

      “No fire cat! No fire cat!” Nikys cried urgently. A frighted gasp from Otta, a frantic look around the room, and the two candles on the washstand spontaneously burst into a flare of flame, fortunately soon steadying. Redirecting her involuntary spurt of magic to these safe targets?

      The startled Rina had gathered up her pet and retreated. “Hey! Don’t hit Cat!”

      Nikys quashed her vision of a burning animal racing through the house—it seemed Otta had actually averted this event on her own, though Otta now seemed as alarmed by the near-mishap as by the cat. Nikys plunked down next to the trembling girl and tried to gather her into her arms, fumbling for her Roknari. “Good work. Good work. What—wrong, Otta? What wrong?”

      From the returning spate of Roknari Nikys picked out only cat! and bite!

      Nikys tried, “No, good cat. Good cat. No bite. See?” She pointed to where Rina stood cuddling her feline companion; it was hard to tell which of them was more offended. Nikys remembered Pen’s successful introduction to the carthorse. “Good cat. Want pat?”

      Otta shook her head emphatically.

      “What’s she saying?” Rina asked in suspicion.

      “I’m not sure. She seems to be very afraid of cats.”

      Rina sat down on the opposite bed, continuing to console Cat for the insult. Cat looked largely indifferent, although he kept a wary eye on Otta.

      Rina’s nose scrunched in thought. “Maybe it’s because she has that rat demon in her?”

      “I… have no idea. We’ll have to ask your papa when he gets home. He seemed to think the trace the rat left upon the elemental was very slight, so it could be something else.” Although if Rina seemed more inclined to forgive the rat demon than the Roknari girl for the near-disaster, perhaps Nikys ought to encourage that interpretation. She sighed. “Meanwhile, you had better put Cat out of the room. Otta seems more likely to accidentally set things alight when she’s afraid. And even if we had a bucket ready, I can’t think Cat would like being dunked in it any better than being on fire.”

      Rina could not disagree with this point. Reluctantly, she rose and exiled Cat, apologizing to the grumpy beast as she shut the door upon him. “Do I have to not let him in while Otta’s here? Will he be sad?”

      No, you will. “I expect he’ll just go off to the kitchen to beg for scraps. But it will be better if you don’t let him back in till Papa can find out from Otta what the problem is.”

      Otta hunched, contrite. She pointed at the door and said something of which Nikys only certainly caught cat and name.

      Nikys ventured, “Cat name, Cat.”

      More Roknari, sounding frustrated.

      “Cat name, Cat,” Nikys tried again. “Penric name cat, Cat.” She rolled her eyes to try to indicate the family opinion of her husband’s naming skills. Otta just looked slightly helpless. Curse it, she needed more verbs.

      Rina, evidently still thinking on the interesting rat quandary, asked, “Will Otta like seeds, then?”

      “Heavens, I don’t know. Ask your papa. Better yet, ask Des. She’s more likely to give you a straight answer on demon matters.”

      “Not always,” said Rina.

      “True…”

      Cat crisis over, Nikys managed to turn matters back to clothing. She unearthed a pair of good leather sandals more outgrown than outworn, though both children went through footwear quickly. She wondered what Otta was used to wearing. The underdrawers had seemed a novelty to her. There was not much room for possessions on shipboard, though as the captain’s daughter she could not have been impoverished. Her thinness was of a child active, not starved.

      Could Otta’s violent reaction to Cat be some lingering rattiness from her demon passenger? Penric had once kept rats for some of his more alarming magical experiments, although Rina had made pets of them as well—sometimes creating impassioned conflicts with the investigations. Nikys trusted Pen was done with his uncanny explorations of rats.

      She eyed Otta. Well. Perhaps not.
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        * * *

      

      A brisk walk in the soft spring air brought Pen shortly to the Vilnoc chapterhouse of the Bastard’s Order. It was more of a compound than a house; Pen made his way through the front gate to the main building. There he inquired of the porter as to Sioann’s whereabouts.

      “I think she went to confer with the comptroller, learned sir.”

      A clerk-dedicat trotting across the atrium with a stack of documents called over her shoulder, “No, they finished, Learned Penric. She went back to her cabinet.”

      Penric cast her a tally-sign in thanks, which she received with a quick nod and knee-duck before continuing on about the Order’s business. He waved away the porter’s offer of further assistance and made his way up the big main staircase unescorted, turning in to the corridor that led to Sioann’s den. Her antechamber clerk passed him on through. His rap on her open door elicited a sharp What now? and then, as she looked up from her quill, “Oh, Penric, good. Come in. Dedicat Nym reported you were back, but I must say his account seemed a bit lurid and confused.”

      At her beckoning, he seated himself in the chair across from her at the writing table. “Probably because he was pelted with more villager gossip. It was a confusing event for everyone there, but I must commend Acolyte Donou for quickly realizing he needed to call on us rather than his own people. The Daughter’s Order does fine work, but this was outside their ambit.”

      He drew breath and recounted the tale of his trip to Zerbo, with its unexpected results. Sioann’s white brows drew down as she listened.

      “I’m sorry your household must take on this burden,” she said, “but it does sound as if you may be better fitted for it than bringing the girl to the chapterhouse.” It was perhaps unfair to notice the relieved tone to her voice.

      “So I judged. But that does bring me to the next question, whether I should bundle Otta up and whisk her off to Pef as soon as may be, or write and beg the saint to attend upon us here. For the first I must requisition a coach, for the other a courier.”

      This clearly wasn’t a question Sioann felt comfortable settling, either. Her lips twisted. “Perhaps… write to Blessed Iroki and let him decide?” Which was probably the limit of boosting the dilemma upstairs, true.

      Pen tilted his head in agreement. “Since I’d like at least a few days to inquire into the fate of her father’s ship, I’ve no objection. Lend me some paper?”

      Sioann waved him to paper, ink, and quill, and Pen scooted up to her table to take advantage of all. Two nibs scratched for a time, Sioann finishing up whatever he’d interrupted, Pen composing all he thought Iroki needed to know to choose his course. Not that the saint necessarily needed Pen’s counsel for that. On the other hand, their mutual god could be maddeningly erratic at times in His answers to prayers, even to his best-beloved servants.

      Anything to add, Des?

      A brooding silence, then, You know I hate this part. Why do you even ask?

      Sorry. But it cannot be avoided. Or evaded.

      Surly acquiescence was still acquiescence. He did not press.

      He handed his finished letter across to Sioann, who read it through, nodded, and reached for her sealing wax. “It will go out directly to Pef within the hour. I’ll tell the courier to wait for a reply, and drop off anything that needs to go to Dogrita on his way back.”

      “Thank you.”

      “What will you do next?”

      “Ask around the harbor, I think. It may take time for any word to turn up.” Pen grimaced. “Longer if there’s no word to be had.”

      Sioann took his meaning. “Let us hope for the girl’s sake worse has not come to worst. Please keep me apprised.”

      “Of course.” Pen rose and made his leave.
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        * * *

      

      Penric’s first stop was the ducal Customs house, which kept the most official records of merchants docking at Vilnoc, including ship names, captains’ and owners’ names, dates, cargoes, and taxes charged. An obsequious and rather nervous clerk, who possibly remembered his last visit, promised him results by the time he returned. Pen headed off to his next-best source for port gossip.

      On the way he swung into a dockside tavern to pick up a jug of good wine and, upon reflection, a loaf of soft bread and an expensive crock of stewed meat. Charges to the chapterhouse. He wondered how the comptroller would classify the bill. Miscellaneous, perhaps, or did she keep a file for Espionage?

      By now, said Des dryly, she likely just has a file labeled “Penric, Don’t Bother Asking.”

      Pen threaded their way through all the mercantile and maritime clutter of Orbas’s busiest harbor. Between a ship chandler and a pottery shop, stuck in the narrow space like an opportunistic barnacle, a crude shack built mostly of discarded worm-bored boat timbers took advantage of the neighboring walls for most of its structural support.

      Anyone home, Des?

      One of ’em, at least.

      Pen juggled his load of offerings into one arm and knocked on the plank door.

      A shuffling within; a bleary eye peeking through which widened in recognition, followed by the door. “Ah, Learned Pen! And Miss Desdemona! Welcome to our abode!” Laxo tended to trot out his best vocabulary for his Temple visitors.

      “Good afternoon, Laxo! Are you still sober?”

      “Sadly, yes.”

      “Would you like to change that?” Pen sloshed the jug invitingly.

      “Five gods, yes! Bless you, learned sir.” The old wharf rat, skinny and balding, bustled out to command Pen to the sunlit bench against the wall that served, in better weather, as his receiving room.

      Pen set down his load gratefully and sat beside his host, who eyed the comestibles with covert interest. Pen shoved them toward him. The bread and meat stew would be soft for old teeth, what remained of them. The elderly sailor probably needed good food more than good drink, but Pen was about to ask for special favors.

      “Is your shipmate about?”

      “Aye, but I’m not sure when he’ll be back. He picked up a little job sewing sacks. Not work for me, anymore.” He held up a trembling hand missing a couple of finger-ends, wrinkling his nose at it in disfavor. “It don’t pay much, but at least he can do it sitting down.”

      Laxo shared this shack with an equally aged compatriot of many years, Symo. Retired from the hazards of the sea, the two had eked out a shore life as stevedores, and when that grew too hard, whatever odd jobs could be found. Both, Pen knew, feared the ultimate devolution to beggars, to end life in the charity ward of the Mother’s hospice. They weren’t quite to the point of finishing each other’s sentences like an old married couple, but, like such couples, Pen fancied their alliance had served to keep the pair from that fate for longer than either left alone.

      Laxo curled an arm possessively around Pen’s gift, but said, “I’ll wait to open these till he gets home.”

      Pen nodded.

      “So what brings you two to us today? Collecting sea stories again? I’d think you got all of ’em by now.” Though by his cheerful expression, he seemed willing to create more on the spot.

      “No, or not exactly. I need harbor gossip. I’m looking for anything anyone knows about a ship called The Golden Chance. It’s a big merchant cog, probably from the north islands or even Rathnatta, because its captain-owner is a Roknari-speaking Quadrene. Name of Tai Ankahat. He carries, or carried, a concubine and two children aboard. He seems to trade along the Carpagamon islands and around the peninsular coast, at least as far as Lodi. I don’t know if he ventures farther.”

      “Huh,” said Laxo. “We’ve done loading for a Golden Hand, a Golden Bear, and a Golden Lamp, as I recall. Kind of a hopeful theme among them merchants. Golden Chance, hm, not particular. Why do you ask?”

      “Between three and, mm, at most four nights ago, that ship suffered a fire aboard while coasting down near Zerbo. Very near, I’d guess, because the captain’s six-year-old daughter, who was lost overboard, fetched up there—most fortunately still alive.”

      Laxo vented a sound of astonishment. “Lucky tyke for sure!”

      “Her name is Otta, and she’s been given into my charge.” Pen wasn’t sure the demonic details were relevant here. “I need to know whether the ship sank that night, or limped to some port for repairs. I already know it didn’t come to Vilnoc.” Or this search would be much shortened.

      “Well, that’s a bit odd. Vilnoc would be the closest for big repairs to Zerbo, sure. Which means it went down, or was still sound enough to sail on with just patches from the ship’s carpenters. But then you’d think it would circle back to look for the girl!”

      “Or they were sure she’d drowned.”

      Made sure, you mean, sniffed Des. I think you’re being excessively charitable.

      “In any case,” Pen continued, “I’d take it as a favor if you and Symo could keep your ears out for any word among your sailor and stevedore friends. Wreckage found on the coast, the ship seen at any other port, anything. Anything certain, that is. I need facts not tales.”

      Laxo nodded slowly. “On account of that little girl, you mean.”

      “Yes. False hope or false horror would be equally bad.”

      “I can see that.”

      Pen pushed to his feet. “If you two hear something, you can leave word at my chapterhouse, or come to my house for that matter.”

      Laxo agreed, looking quite pleased at this new odd-job within his capacities. They took their farewells with fervent thanks for the fine dinner, and an equally sincere tally-blessing. Pen retraced his path to the Customs house.

      The records clerk had been earnestly if inefficiently busy, uncovering receipts from all the Golden ships Laxo had detailed plus two more besides. Fortunately, one was The Golden Chance. The vessel did make port in Vilnoc, then, from time to time—one stop last year and two the year before, though it hadn’t lingered for more than some re-lading. But its captain therefore had to know of the repairs facilities available. Pen instructed the clerk to notify him at once if any news of the ship came to this office.

      No more to be gained here, said Des.

      For now. Pen hurried their steps for home, hoping he would find nothing much on fire.
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        * * *

      

      Learned Penric came back to his house in the late afternoon, but said he’d found out nothing yet of Dada’s ship. Dinner was served out under the grape lattice roof again. Otta met the scullion boy, who was not a boy but a lanky young man who gave her a friendly wave when introduced. Had Learned Penric explained her? Daxi didn’t seem afraid of sorcerers or demons, though Otta supposed you couldn’t be, to work here.

      Bedtime came in Rina’s room, supervised by Madame Nikys. A bucket of safety water had arrived, tucked out of the way, which Madame Nikys made sure Otta did not confuse with the chamber pot. The cat was not allowed in. Otta was sorry about the cat incident, but was still not convinced that it didn’t bite and scratch like the nasty ship’s cat. Nor that it was really named Cat.

      Wyn’s bed was soft and clean and nothing like her familiar little ship’s hammock. She was too tired to be afraid…

      The next thing she knew, morning light was pouring in from the shutters that Madame Nikys had just opened.

      Rina was rousted out of bed first, to get ready for something that, with some confusing Roknari words and signs, Madame Nikys made Otta understand was a Lady-school down the street. She also brushed Otta’s hair, which felt nice, and tied it back in a quick, neat braid at her nape. The school story was confirmed by Learned Penric when the two girls arrived again at the plank table under the grapevine lattice, where he was sipping tea and nibbling on a bread round stuffed with goat cheese and cucumber slices. She was getting better at ignoring everyone’s insides, though it was harder with his. Yet, dressed in shabby tunic and trousers, barefoot, he looked nothing like a sorcerer, or even the imposing Temple divine he’d been at Zerbo.

      After they’d finished eating, Otta watched as a blue tabard was popped over Rina’s head by her mother, who tied the side-strings in neat bows. It bore a patch of the Daughter’s Order sewn to its breast with what Learned Penric said was the name of the school embroidered on it. She waved to Otta, saying something to her papa as she was escorted off by the maid Liva.

      “Rina wanted to take you with her. I told her maybe later.” Learned Penric smiled in some amusement baffling to Otta.

      “I’ve never been to a Lady-school.” She stared after Rina in curiosity and some envy. “We were never in one port long enough. And Mama said I was too little anyway. But I met land children who went.” The Daughter of Spring was a goddess of the sacred Four, so all right to Quadrenes. So maybe going to Her school would be something allowed?

      Though setting it on fire would be bad.

      “You have enough to learn for now right here,” said the sorcerer, rising. “Come along up to my study. I want to show you a few things.”

      Otta followed, wondering worriedly if it was to be more of what he dubbed fun with demons. Although the trick of heating the water hadn’t hurt. She’d tried it again with the water in her bucket this morning, secretly, when Madame Nikys was busy with getting Rina dressed.

      She swallowed when he opened the study door, just one down from Rina’s bedroom, and gestured her through. He spread the shutters, flooding the room with light.

      Sorcerers in tales were supposed to live alone in caves, or maybe towers, with storms and lightning all around them, always midnight, always raining, but in any case, dark. There were no bats or crows here, only books, scrolls, and papers scattered about. Nor any cauldrons for evil potions, though those would have to be in the kitchen, Otta supposed. She wasn’t sure the lady cooks of the house would like that. And you wouldn’t want bats or crows in here anyway, because they would poop on all the expensive papers.

      Instead there was, for some reason, a ring of blocks on the floor with some painted wooden horses in it, and scattered scrap papers scribbled with pictures that looked more like Rina’s work, and more Rina-pictures stuck to the walls with pins. It was… an odd let-down, really.

      “This is where I work,” said Learned Penric, tapping a big carved writing table topped with more papers, and quills and ink bottles and penknives and other tools Otta did not know the use of. “I do some translations for the Temple or the duke, and prepare printing plates for my own books and monographs.”

      Otta didn’t know what that last word was, even in Roknari, but… he wrote books? Well, she supposed someone real had to, somewhere, or else where would they all come from? “Don’t you do magic here?”

      “Some, of a subtler sort. I will show you in a bit. I was actually working on making the final plates for a little book for my Order when I was called out to Zerbo. I have taught seminars on demonology at Dogrita to the advanced divinity students, but I have thought for some time that there should be a basic book on how to understand magic for country Temple servants like Acolyte Donou, who will never pursue higher studies. It could be sent around to all the smaller temples.” Learned Penric glanced at her, rubbed his nose, and tried words he probably imagined were simpler: “Among other things, it would let them know what to do when encountering an elemental or young demon like yours, whether in a person or an animal, and just as important, how not to confuse the uncanny with the mundane. To cut down on false alarms and accusations. And when to send for help. Young Donou did well, but others are not so shrewd.”

      Otta barely understood any of this, but she did seize on, “You teach divines?”

      “Mm, yes, and physicians, sometimes.”

      Otta stared around. “It doesn’t look like… Do you even have a tower? Out in the country, maybe?”

      Learned Penric’s lips tipped up. “We are comfortable here in Vilnoc, but alas I cannot afford a country estate. With or without a tower.”

      “That’s not what I… never mind.” Otta waved away her confusion.

      “And, as you saw, I sometimes get called out to deal with problems that arise for my Order. Or for anyone. Difficulties with, or by, demons or other sorcerers. Ghosts.”

      “Ghosts, too?” said Otta faintly.

      “Souls astray, yes. You will see them yourself with your second sight, if we go out much. They appear somewhat like live souls, but grayed out and fading, losing their boundaries.” He smiled crookedly at Otta. “They cannot hurt you, though it would be going much too far to call them friendly. No one becomes sundered or self-sundered from the gods without being very unhappy about something. But they are powerless in the world of matter. Temple sorcerers learn a great deal about sundered souls. A few rare times, I have even been able to help one on to their god. Possibly the most satisfying thing I have ever done as a divine.”

      “You don’t… brew spells and poisons?”

      “An apothecary would be much better at that.”

      “You don’t… ensorcell people?”

      “Shamanic magic is more in that line. There is a whole order of royal shamans in the Weald where your mother comes from, did you know?”

      Otta shook her head.

      “Des can work some shamanic magic, but it is costly.”

      “How?”

      “Blood.”

      Otta flinched, but then he went on, “Which for me usually takes the form of a bad nosebleed. Very messy and annoying.”

      Otta had seen nosebleeds on sailors after stupid tavern brawls, which were not magical at all. She scowled in disgust. “Ugh!”

      “Yes, that is what I say,” he sighed. “But all of this is much too advanced for you to worry about. We only need to concern ourselves with one task right now, which is getting your second sight under your own control.”

      Half of what he said was, as usual, too hard to understand, but she certainly wanted that.

      He motioned her to a seat on the bench, then drew up the stool a few arm-lengths away for himself. Seated, he studied her with narrowed eyes as if she were some sort of messy writing he was trying to puzzle out. “You and your elemental are very interesting, do you know?”

      Otta had been called many things, but never that. She wondered if it was good or bad. Or maybe both, like his rain? “No?”

      “The arrival of your second sight right along with your elemental is uncommon. More usually, it takes several weeks for such deep communication to be established. Or it did me, and most of Des’s prior human riders. I cannot speak to the inner experiences of the mare and the lioness.”

      “The what?”

      “Ah. The elemental that was to become Des arrived first in the world in a wild hill mare, in the northern mountains of Cedonia.”

      Otta stared, wondering how in the world she was supposed to make out a horse within his many swirling layers. Or maybe she was trying to see wrong-way round. How did a horse look from its inside? Oh. Like Pie!

      “Her first four lives, two animal and two human, were passed there. More than two centuries ago. Des is a very long-lived demon, to my benefit. One of which was that she had long since learned how to control second sight, so she could teach me very directly.”

      Penric sucked on his lower lip. “Your second sight has arrived, oh, more like a water spigot accidentally left open, already running. Flooding your room, to draw out a questionable comparison.”

      It did feel like drowning in sensations…

      “Helping you figure out how to turn it off is actually”—he cleared his throat—“something I have never done before, so you will need to be patient while we experiment.”

      Otta wrinkled her nose in worry. “What does that mean?”

      “It means we try different things till something works, or almost works, and then try that some more.” He added after a moment, “And make notes, to keep it all straight.” A snort, which did not seem to come from him.

      “Learning how to light those candles, positive control, did help you to not ignite things, negative control. So perhaps we should start with just using second sight.” His blond brows drew down. “As I think on it, if my demon taught me, perhaps my demon should be the one to teach you.”

      His face suddenly changed, becoming more amused. “It’s about time that occurred to you, Pen! Really, you’re still using far too many words. This skill is wordless, so you’ll never get there that way. For someone to learn how to ride a horse, you have to actually put them on the horse.”

      His lips twisted. “Point, Des, but in this case, it is more like—ah, never mind. Fewer words. Let us try something physical.” He sat and thought for a moment, long-fingered hands held loosely in his lap weaving and unweaving. “Let us try… a game.”

      That sounded more suspicious than enticing to Otta, but she nodded, because what else could she do?

      “The muscles of the face are certainly physical. I am going to make some faces at you, and you name them and tell me what they mean to you. At the same time, try to keep your inner eye on how my soul-stuff changes.”

      He sat up straight, and broke into a sunny smile.

      It was a little off-putting, but Otta dutifully said, “Smile. It means… it’s safe.”

      His brows flicked up. “All right, another.” He made an exaggerated face of astonishment, mouth and eyes wide.

      “Surprise. …But it looks silly.”

      “Trust me, in the pursuit of knowledge, I am willing to be as silly as you like.” And then his other voice, dryly, “One of your saving graces, Pen.”

      “Another.” His brows crunched down and his lips drew back in a teeth-bared snarl.

      Otta would have recoiled, except… his soul-stuff didn’t change at all. “Angry. It means, get away fast.”

      “Hm, hm, hm. And how do you know what those faces mean?”

      “I just know?”

      “And which ones felt like they matched my soul?”

      “…None of them? They all looked fake. …Except I think they’d all look fake anyway, so I don’t know.”

      He laughed, his eyes narrowing in amusement.

      “Except now you don’t look fake. You… match?”

      “Huh. Good. People can lie with both words and faces, but not their souls, by the way. When they do not match up, you know something is going on. Though you still may not know what, alas.”

      He then made her close her eyes and ran though the set again, which did nothing that she could see… no, sense. Which she told him.

      “All right… Now I am going to have you close your eyes again, and I will say some things, and Desdemona will say some things, and you say which of us is speaking aloud. Watch to see how our soul-stuff shifts as we trade control. Mm, just for good luck, we will each speak in Darthacan—you do not know any Darthacan, do you?”—Otta shook her head—“so you will not be picking up clues from content. It is all right to guess.”

      A little impressed noise. “Nice method of distinction,” said, yes, Des.

      Otta squeezed her eyes shut and sat up straight on her bench. All his—their—colors were still there, swirling within the confines of his body.

      He spoke a sentence. She’d just heard Des, but the new language threw her off. Still… “Des.”

      Another sentence, longer and more involved. “You.” Unless both of them were you. “Um, Learned Penric.”

      Another. “Learned again.” Another. “Des?”

      With each one, their colors did shift around. After a few more turns, she stopped paying attention to the words altogether, and just guessed from the swirls. Des’s swirls were deeper, somehow. They kept it up for a rather long time.

      Then Learned Penric said, “Good. Open your eyes.”

      Otta blinked in the room’s bright light. “How did I do?” Had she managed to please them?

      Evidently yes, because Learned Penric was grinning. “You missed a couple at the beginning, but at the end you were getting them all. Which says we should try things like this more.”

      “All right…” said Otta doubtfully. “But I can’t walk around with my eyes closed.”

      “Especially not on the stairs, no. But keep trying to notice the inner differences between different people, and people at different times.”

      “…And the cat?”

      “Certainly! Or anything else alive you encounter.” He stretched and stood up. “I think that’s enough for this morning’s lesson. Would you like to see some magic?”

      The offer was both attractive and scary. “…Maybe?”

      He nodded and motioned her over to a side table. Upon it were piled a few very neatly written pages in Cedonian, and two piles of mysterious metal tablets.

      “These are printing plates, blanks and some I finished the other day.” He turned one over and tilted it in the light to display more Cedonian writing in raised letters on its surface, backwards. So his plates were not something you ate off of, but these things?  “When one is inked, and pressed to a piece of paper, it leaves an imprint right way around for a book or whatever. There are more steps—I should take you and Rina to see the duke’s printing shop working, next time I go over. Oh, and we should do that thing with carving a turnip to stamp letters. I did that as a boy. Cook disapproved of the waste of turnips, but I thought it was great fun.

      “Anyway. Carving plates in wood or etching metal ones with substances you really do not want to touch, or breathe, are very tedious tasks. Some years ago, Des and I invented a faster way. Did you know that rust is a form of fire, and thus, downhill?”

      Otta shook her head in some bewilderment.

      “Ah, most people do not. Well, watch a good thing you can do with fire. I promise it will not get away. Attend especially with your second sight, now.”

      Very carefully, he aligned one of his written pages face-down against a plate. He half-closed his eyes, passing his hand above it. His soul-stuff bunched and shifted in a way she’d not seen before.

      His page caught fire, but burned so fast the ash didn’t even get a chance to rise, nor Otta to yelp. Something else burned, deep and strange, eating into the metal even faster. Learned Penric straightened up with a satisfied smile. “Ah, good one. It is frustrating at this stage to make a blunder and waste the work that went before.”

      He picked up a soft whisk broom from the table and rapidly flicked it to remove a cloud of ash and orange flecks from the metal. Left behind was another metal rectangle of raised, backwards letters.

      “And that,” he said, “is a well-balanced example of both downhill magic, creating destruction, and uphill magic, creating order, cancelling each other to produce a useful object. Rightly understood and used, there is no end to the clever things that can be done with demonic magic, despite its being intrinsically chaotic.” He looked so happy. All the way through. “Learning how is the difference between being merely be-demoned, and being a sorcerer.”

      “Which am I?” asked Otta apprehensively. Though she thought she could guess.

      “Presently, be-demoned. In the future…” He stopped, his smile fading. “Well. I am getting ahead of myself, am I not. Shall we go see what is happening downstairs?”
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        * * *

      

      The afternoon passed for Nikys in reestablishing her household routine, such as it was, though the demand for meals came with thudding regularity that did not stop for crises domestic or civic. Nikys and Idrene collaborated as usual on cooking dinner, with Rina being an increasing help from her stepstool. Really, once they were producing food thrice daily for seven, adding an eighth small mouth was hardly a stretch.

      Otta, planted on a short bench at the corner of the kitchen, watched with wary fascination; she had not, Nikys was able to ascertain, been allowed underfoot in the ship’s galley, which Nikys could entirely understand. Wyn was lately graduated from underfoot to simple tasks like shelling peas, to which Otta gravitated in clumsy imitation. Nikys made sure to praise both their efforts. …After picking up the escaped peas, which, well, they were going to be cooked.

      After supper came the twice-weekly ritual of a more thorough child-bathing in the tub rolled onto the kitchen floor, starting with the cleanest candidate. This time it was Otta. Under Penric’s supervision, Otta was encouraged to again help take the chill off the water, lugged in from the well by Daxi. Wyn as typical was last. Liva, washing dishes, wondered if he picked up more dirt because he was a boy, but his grandmother opined it was merely because he lived closer to the floor. He was, thankfully, past the stage of actually crawling on it and putting everything he found into his mouth. Nikys managed to get them all three into their beds without any cats or little brothers being set on fire, so she counted the day as a success.

      The market-goers, which next morning were Idrene and Liva, were somewhat nonplussed to be instructed by Penric to buy a big bag of bad turnips cheap. The extra supply of expensive colored chalks from the stationer was more explicable. It had rained in the night, mostly rinsing the prior drawings off the atrium floor, followed up by Liva with a mop. The chalk order made Liva look more resigned than indignant, so Nikys trusted she was growing used to the ways of the sorcerer’s chaos-tinged household.

      While Rina went off to her morning Lady-school, Penric again took Otta to his study to work on trying to get her second sight under her control. Nikys and Idrene repaired to the weaving room to set up the loom for its next piece, detailing Liva and Daxi to keep an eye on Wyn. At some point neither was, or each thought the other doing so, and Wyn took advantage of the lapse to practice his growing athleticism by jumping off higher and higher steps on the atrium stairs until, inevitably, he found his limit the hard way. The alarming thumps and ensuing wails drew both his parents in a hurry, and the wide-eyed Otta got to witness Pen perform an unscheduled demonstration of minor uphill healing magic.

      Nikys suspected the papa-attention did more to quell the crying than the treatment for what were thankfully only bruises. And was reminded again never to tell her children how she and her twin brother the future general, when similarly unsupervised, had used to play “Storm the Battlements” off their house’s gallery with clothesline converted to scaling ropes. Which, upon a shudder of mature maternal reflection, Nikys acknowledged might have resulted in something much worse than bruises, and no resident sorcerer-physician to treat them. In any case, the memory made Nikys perhaps less stern at scolding Daxi, Liva, and Wyn than she should have been. At least the first two were contrite. …Would ship-girl Otta be good at climbing ropes?

      The interrupted session in Pen’s study was allowed to resume. Again without success, though Pen seemed far less discouraged than Otta did, when they at last came down. In the afternoon, he encouraged Rina to introduce their guest to the joys of colored chalks, a pastime she seemed not to have encountered before. Otta took to it immediately, with intense absorption. Twice, Nikys saw her nearly smile.

      Toward the end of the art session, quite spontaneously, Rina started trying to teach her companion Cedonian letters and numerals. Otta was less clumsy trying to replicate them than she had been with the peas. The ship-girl was also acquiring nouns with a speed that reminded Nikys of a younger Rina—they would have to ask Pen to help with verbs. Demons, Pen said, had extraordinarily retentive memories, and Nikys wondered if the little… sorcerette was getting hidden aid from her enigmatic passenger. If so, good; the lost child needed all the help she could find.

      The next afternoon, the turnip mystery was solved when Pen announced he was going to teach the children to carve what he claimed were turnip-stamps. He started in the kitchen, but Nikys, as soon as she understood the thrust of the plan, hastily relocated them all out to the table under the pergola. At least he sat Wyn in his lap to participate, helping guide the knife into vegetable not flesh. Yes, Pen could aid with healing in case of more mishaps, but she didn’t imagine any of them would care to repeat the uproar that came in between. Not even Des.

      Wyn managed a blobby animal that he claimed was a dog, although after a slip of the knife it only had three legs. Penric consoled him that he’d once known a farmer with a three-legged dog, so that stamp was promptly named after the long-gone beast. Otta, after some face-screwed concentration and a couple of discarded tries, produced a recognizable fish. Rina carved her own name—in correct backward letters. Result, Nikys supposed, of her time spent cluttering up her papa’s study. And evidently paying more attention there than one would have guessed.

      Pen, an abstracted look on his face, carved a turnip image involving a stylized pine tree, crossed sword and pike, and some kind of frame that, by his grimace, did not quite succeed.

      Nikys had been leaning against a pergola post with her arms crossed to watch the show. “What’s that?”

      “My father’s seal. My eldest brother’s now. I don’t think I could counterfeit Baron kin Jurald’s mark with this, alas.” He didn’t seem especially disappointed.

      “Did your father teach you this skill?” Nikys nodded to the dismembered turnips strewn across the table.

      “Oh, no, I was still a nursery denizen at the time. It was my middle sister, and one of her friends—I don’t recall which.” He gave his seal a pensive look. “He did teach me bow-work, though, later in my youth. And how to butcher a red deer.” He ruffled Wyn’s hair, which made him duck and protest. “We should find some way to get the children out of the city more.”

      “Mm.” Nikys spared a moment of amusement that he could remember the name of the three-legged dog, but not his sister’s friend. Then the project moved on to its even messier climax, inking the carvings and pressing them to discarded paper, spoilt pages that Pen brought home by the stack from the duke’s printer.

      Pen picked out Otta’s best fishes, studying them and saying something to the girl in Roknari, which made her both gratified and alarmed.

      “Come up with us to my study?” he said to Nikys. “I want to try an experiment.”

      “Are you sure you need me?”

      “I will if she gets upset during it.”

      “Hmm.” Nikys prudently sent Wyn off to show his stamp to his grandmama, and followed the pair upstairs. Rina, uninvited but not forbidden, trailed along, waving her own best page to dry before its being displayed with the rest of her gallery.

      After a delay to pin up Rina’s name and Otta’s first-best fish side-by-side, Pen took the ship-girl’s second-best print and motioned her to his work table. There he selected a metal plate that had gone awry and was waiting to be returned to the printer for melting back down.

      “What are you trying?” Rina asked.

      “I want to see if I can get Otta to focus her fire-skill down enough to generate rust.”

      “Do we want her generating rust?” asked Nikys doubtfully. And wasn’t that rather advanced? But downhill, yes.

      “Do we want her generating rust at random?”

      “You have a point.”

      A spate of Roknari followed. Otta sounded very hesitant, Pen excessively hearty. As the debate finished in his favor, he gave Nikys a little head jerk, and she gathered Rina in a hug and stepped well back.

      More Roknari, and he guided Otta’s hands to spread the turnip-printed image face down across the plate. He stood behind her with his hands hovering above her slender shoulders; Nikys had seen this task done enough times that she could practically fill in the content of his monologue for herself.

      Then, a sudden flareup of fire. Otta yelped and recoiled into her mentor, who caught her firmly, though leaving go at once.

      “Did she get the fish?” Rina asked eagerly. Judging that Otta’s trembling was not about to turn to tears, or arson, Nikys released her daughter; she trotted over to view the results for herself.

      Pen busied himself with his whisk broom, giving a hah of satisfaction as he caught orange flecks amongst the ash. “More of a broiled fish, but that’s not the point.” He held out his hand to Otta, expounding on the rust flecks and, probably, praising her work. She didn’t look all that reassured, but at Rina’s avid interest—and envy—grew guardedly more pleased.

      Rina was allowed to brush a little ink lightly over the raised image, Otta was encouraged to press a paper down upon it, and the broiled fish joined the gallery. To Otta’s obvious and Nikys’s covert relief, if to Rina’s discontent, Pen declared this enough magic lesson for today.

      Another bedtime with nothing on fire was itself a sufficient victory, in Nikys’s own view.
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        * * *

      

      The next day was laundry, a twice-a-month production for which Nikys conscripted the whole household—even Penric, on rainy or cold days when drying strung across the atrium would otherwise take forever. Des also had some tricks for stains. Given that the Order devoted to a god of chaos and mischance had chosen white for the emblematic color of its divines’ vestments, Nikys thought it only fair. Daxi also earned his keep, hauling bucket after bucket from the communal well behind the row of houses, and keeping the fire going under the kitchen stove for the big water kettles.

      Otta, not quite so unacquainted with this task as with cooking, trailed after Rina, who was happy to demonstrate and instruct in her share of the chore. And gratified to acquire a willing minion, Nikys suspected. At length, the wash lines all were up and loaded under the bright afternoon sunshine falling into the atrium, and Nikys freed the girls to get back to their chalking.

      A little later, passing through after taking an armload of some quicker drying garments upstairs to put away, Nikys paused to watch the two young heads bent over their growing sprawl of scrawl. Rina had drawn a large flower, each petal consisting of her whole name, Florina, enclosed in a pink outline, the scheme repeated in the green chalk leaves. Otta had contented herself with simpler practice, her name printed in a column, OTTA OTTA OTTA, though each in a different color. The column beside it read ATTO ATTO ATTO.

      “She’s getting it backwards,” Nikys observed. “Unless she’s thinking about turnip stamps.”

      “No,” said Rina, “that’s what we named her demon. Because Papa says demons should always be given names by their sorcerers. He said Otta’s would grow more like a mirror to her, instead of all those dead women like Des, so I thought her name should be a mirror, too. …It will be a she-demon, right?”

      “Uh… yes, probably.” Had Penric mentioned what would happen when they brought the girl before the Saint of Pef? Nikys had a sudden horrid memory of the conflict that had ensued after Rina had been allowed to name some of Penric’s experimental rats. So much howling and outrage…

      Otta looked up from her chalking, following who-knew-how-much of this conversation. Suddenly her face broke into a huge smile. She started to say something, but then her expression crumpled into woe, and she burst into tears.

      “Rina, run upstairs and fetch your papa,” said Nikys, alarmed for all the flammable cloth hung around them. And also for the weeping child. “Tell him to hurry.”

      Managing any exchange of words was hard enough when Otta was calm. Nikys knelt, opening her arms to offer what physical comfort might be accepted, but Otta only shook her head and hunched away.

      Pen scuffed down the stairs, Rina close behind him. He, and presumably Des, took in the scene at a glance, and he plopped down cross-legged in front of the girl and began speaking gently in Roknari. A rapid exchange followed. Pen assumed an expression and tone of great cheer. Otta looked less than convinced by this, but stopped crying, with trailing sniffle.

      “So what just happened?” Nikys asked him. “She was very sunny for a moment, then came this storm of sobs.”

      “Apparently, sometime during their play, her second sight stopped. When she looked up and noticed that all that distracting soul-stuff had disappeared, she was overjoyed, but then it popped back. She thinks it a crashing disappointment. I assured her it was fine progress and a good sign.”

      “Pen,” said Nikys slowly, thinking about what she’d just seen, “do you suppose her second sight won’t turn off because she’s afraid? Like the fire-control problem. And just now, when she completely forgot to be afraid, it ceased freely?”

      His mouth opened, closed. “That… seems a very plausible observation. Circularity. Huh. Tricky. I must think what might be done with this. She said back in the well that she didn’t understand how to not be afraid on purpose, which is a very cogent complaint.”

      Rina, head tilted, listened to this with a frown. Construing who knew what?

      Penric leaned back on his hands. “Clever flower, Rina,” he observed. “And Otta’s writing is getting clearer. You’re a good tutor.”

      “Yes,” she agreed, then brightened, pointing to Otta’s lists. “And we named her demon Atto!”

      A slight pause. “Ah. That’s very clever, too.” His glance up intersected Nikys’s; she suspected they shared the same sense of unease.

      He oofed to his feet, ducking laundry. “Well, carry on, you two. Let me know if you run short of chalk.” He said something in Roknari to Otta, perhaps repeating the message, because she managed a grateful-ish nod in return.

      Nikys strolled with her husband, weaving through the hanging lines, to the foot of the atrium staircase. He lowered his voice. “Atto, eh?”

      Des took over, briefly. “I quite like it. Short but dignified, and unique. It would wear well, over time.”

      “Hnh. Time. That is an unsettled question, isn’t it.”

      Nikys wasn’t sure if the flickering grimace accompanying this was him or her.

      “It seems unfair,” and that was Des, “that one should demand more demonstration of control from a child than from an adult, just because she’s six.”

      “Not more,” said Pen, “but there has to be enough.”

      “So think harder, then,” Des sniffed. “And maybe faster.”

      “Des,” said Nikys tentatively, “are you hoping that this elemental should be spared by the saint?” Leaving Otta as a six-year-old… working sorcerette? Well, eventually seven. And eight, and so on.

      “Why not? There have certainly been worse pairings!”

      “True, but the bad examples hardly support your argument,” said Pen.

      “Are you two having an argument?” asked Nikys, growing concerned.

      “Ngh. I think Des is harboring maternal impulses.”

      “How is that a bad thing? Six of her were mothers, after all.”

      “Not toward Otta. Or not only toward Otta. To her elemental.”

      “That… still doesn’t seem like a bad thing. Intrinsically.”

      “From one demon to another? It’s unheard of!”

      “I’m here listening, you know,” Des said snippily.

      “I am aware,” sighed Pen. “Always. In any case, it’s not for me or any of us, or even for Otta, to decide. It’s the choice of the god. With Whom even you, Des, dare not argue.”

      “You could decide not to bring her before the saint,” said Des.

      Nikys’s breath drew in. Pen just looked harassed. “I cannot.”

      “Coward.”

      “I will not.” Pen’s teeth set. Des either did not, or could not, respond. Such harsh assertion of control was extraordinarily rare for Pen.

      “Pen,” said Nikys, “how long has this, this debate been going on?”

      “A few days.”

      And this was the first she’d heard about it? She groped for something constructive. “Could the continuous second sight be because her naive elemental is trying to protect her, in some wordless way?”

      Pen vented a frustrated huff. “I don’t know. Des doesn’t know.”

      “Are you sure?”

      His Which? tangled in his mouth with Des’s Thank you, Nikys! That her ear could sort out the resultant gargle had to be practice. Or possibly luck.

      “Of the two of us,” said Pen tightly, and yes, it was Des he was addressing aloud, “you always seemed the least susceptible to self-delusion. To the point of brutality at times.”

      “Hope is not the same thing as self-delusion,” she countered just as tightly. “Or else why do you don those holy vestments every day?”

      For a change, Penric was the one silenced. He stood, almost vibrating, then growled, “Let us apply our attention to something we can accomplish right now.” He didn’t stomp off up the stairs. He didn’t-stomp with great precision.

      Pen, angry?

      No… he was upset. Dismayed, Nikys blew out her breath. And then, after a helpless moment, turned her own steps back to the task nearest to her hand.
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        * * *

      

      The day after the big laundry, when Rina went off to her Lady-school, Learned Penric did not take Otta up to his study for more weird and frustrating experiments in getting her second sight under control. Instead, Madame Nikys dressed her for the first time in the tunic and skirt, and the good leather sandals, and led her down to the atrium. There Learned Penric waited, wearing his fancy vestments again instead of his usual workman’s garb. He still sat casually on the atrium steps to talk to Otta.

      “You are getting more used to your second sight now, even if you cannot yet control it at will. And we have had you cooped up in this house for days. I think you would benefit from a little walk outside. I want to show you a ghost.”

      “Ghost!” Otta said, alarmed. Although… the sunny morning hardly seemed the right time to see such a thing. “There’s a ghost around?”

      “They are around everywhere, in old buildings and houses. Thicker in the city, rarer in the country, but that is only because people are rarer there. With your second sight, you will be seeing them whether you want to or not. I think it best to meet your first one with Nikys and me along.” He gestured to his wife, who nodded agreeably.

      Otta swallowed. “Will you protect me?”

      “No protection is needed, as you will soon see, but we will certainly be with you.”

      Madame Nikys took her hand, and they started out. It was the first time Otta had stepped into the street since she’d arrived, and she hardly knew whether to be frightened or curious. Some passersby swirled with soul-stuff, but paid them no attention. She tried not to pay them any, either. It was getting easier. They walked to the end of the street, rounding the corner onto another.

      “My own Sight did not come in till some weeks after I had acquired Des, or she me, and I was already enrolled in the seminary,” Learned Penric told her, cheerily. “Which was not a turn of my life I had expected, at the time. My first ghosts startled me greatly. I kept dodging around things no one else could see, which I fear just made me look as if I were having some sort of fit. One would think seminary students would be more sympathetic to my plight! Although the ones who laughed were better than the ones who became over-interested. I quickly learned not to reveal what I was seeing.”

      Des, smirking with his face, said, “You were hilarious.”

      “I am glad one of us was amused.”

      How strange that one’s demon should just chat with their sorcerer, but Learned Penric and his Desdemona talked all the time, and not just out loud. Otta was even beginning to see them continuing to talk silently inside Learned Penric’s head, from changes in the way his—their—soul-stuff swirled. Would Atto ever talk to her like that? Or at all?

      They arrived at an intersection two down from their street, where Learned Penric stopped.

      “It should be right around… ah. There.” He pointed to the opposite corner and led them across, dodging around a sluggish oxcart. The yoked oxen swirled inside like Pie the horse, but slower-moving, in time with their plodding hooves.

      Otta could not at first see what he was looking at, but then she did. A blobby gray blur more formless than Wyn’s three-legged dog floated in the air like a thick puff of smoke that didn’t blow away. They came right up to it.

      Otta watched for several moments. The blob failed to do anything. “…That’s it? That’s all?”

      “Did you want it to be scarier?”

      “No…”

      Learned Penric, shockingly, ran his hand right through it. It parted like smoke, but unlike smoke came together again the same as before. “Now you try.”

      “What… is it… is that all right?”

      “With newer, well-formed ghosts, who still look more like their old bodies, it can feel a little rude. Though if dodging invisible things made people stare at me, apologizing to them was possibly worse.”

      Tentatively, she reached up her free hand, gripping Madame Nikys’s tighter with her other, and copied his motion. The blob felt cool, like fog, but not wet. She gazed at her hand, clenching and unclenching her fingers. Then tried it again. “Oh.” And then, “Where did this ghost come from?”

      “It is years too late to guess what exactly happened, but it is the remnant of a person who died near here, and who either refused or was refused by the gods. It might have been an accident, it could have been a murder, but whatever rage or distress the soul was in held it in the world, until so much of it eroded that it could no longer assent to any god. I find the sundered very sad. But, as you see, not frightening. Despite all the midnight tales, these remnants do not have any ability to move matter, nor make sounds.”

      Madame Nikys tried waving her hand too, but she missed the blob altogether. She said something to her husband which made him laugh, and she smiled ruefully.

      “What did she say?” Otta asked.

      “She said she could see why Rina was a touch envious of you.”

      “Oh…” That was the strangest of all, that these Quintarians, that anybody, would want this thing that had torn her so violently from her old life. Though Learned Penric didn’t sound at all sorry to have been torn from his, back in his mountain country. Even though from the way he’d told her the story, his demon had been an accident, too.

      “Do you want to look any longer?” Learned Penric asked Otta. “You will get a chance to see more of these later on.”

      She shook her head.

      “Can you sense for yourself the difference between ghosts and demons, now?”

      Surprised, she nodded. “Yes!”

      “Good work.” At his gesture, they started up the next street, maybe taking a long way around back to his house.

      “We look quite like a little family out for an airing,” observed, yes, Des. She repeated the remark in Cedonian to Madame Nikys. Switching back to Roknari, she continued, “Your coloration is very close to that of Rina and Wyn, Otta. You blend right in. Is your mother light like Pen?”

      “Not as light,” said Otta. “But lighter than Dada.” Her throat tightened at the reminder.

      Learned Penric’s jaw set, and he had some kind of talk inside his head with his demon that made their soul-stuff churn.

      “Family of three? Or five,” said Madame Nikys in her clumsy Roknari. “Or, hm. Eight.”

      Learned Penric sighed, and said something in Cedonian of which Otta caught, All you women, and up on me?

      Madame Nikys linked her arm comfortingly through her husband’s, but Desdemona was not allowed to talk again all the way back to the house.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, Pen calculated, was the earliest a Temple courier might arrive back, assuming no undue snags on the Pef end. The most likely might be Iroki having been called out to deal with some other demon or elemental infestation, although since he’d once required Temple servants to transport a be-demoned bear to him, it was hard to imagine what. Which didn’t stop Pen’s imagination from spinning ever more improbable scenarios for delay.

      Too on-edge to work or teach that morning—or was that Des, leaking in?—he left Otta to Nikys’s and Idrene’s care, and walked down to the harbor to canvass again for any word of The Golden Chance. Laxo and Symo both apologized for their lack of news, but that was hardly their fault. Nothing at the Customs house. Pen had already written to his Temple contacts in Patos, Trigonie, and Lodi, the three largest ports around this part of the sea, but his letters could barely have arrived, let alone been replied to. Sioann’s circular to Temple servants at smaller coastal towns in Orbas had likewise turned up nothing so far, though Pen could hardly wish for word of burnt wreckage washed up on shores.

      He returned home for lunch with a leaden appetite. Otta at least seemed happily absorbed with Rina in the afternoon, both giving up chalking for an exploration of her doll collection. Otta had apparently never had a doll with clothes before, a novelty she found fascinating. With a mother, a grandmother, and lately Rina herself all willing to stitch little garments out of scraps, the wardrobe was extensive. Together with the dolls it occupied a whole chest, soon gutted, its contents strewn across Rina’s room. The emergency water bucket was not required.

      Dinner preparations were making the kitchen raucous when the knock finally came at the atrium door. Pen, on the alert, answered it himself.

      It was Sioann’s own page. He’d barely got out his, “Learned Penric, sir, Learned Sioann sends—” when Pen plucked the written missive from his hands. A grubby unsealed note on cheap paper lay folded inside another on more pristine Order stationary, a quick scrawl from Sioann: Pen—Temple conveyance will be made available to you at your earliest convenience. Let me know how much and when. S.

      Pen unfolded the enclosure. It was just as short. In labored, blocky writing, with a quill that sputtered, it read: Hello Pen—Good to hear from you again. Bring the girl to Pef. Bring the family. Blessings, Iroki.

      Des tried to set it on fire, an impulse Pen instantly blocked. What good would you think that could do?

      Cold silence was his only reply.

      “Should I wait to take a message back to Learned Sioann, sir?” asked the hovering page.

      “Not now. Tell her I’ll send a note by the hand of my servant when we know what we want.” Pen cast him a hasty five-fold tally by way of conclusion.

      “Yes, sir.” Duty done, the boy trotted back up the street.

      Pen frowned and made his way back to the kitchen. Nikys took one look at him and turned her stirring over to her mother. She came to the door, inquiry on her face.

      He gave a little jerk of his head. “Let’s go to the atrium.”

      She nodded. He was very conscious of Otta, worriedly watching them exit.

      “Bad news?” Nikys asked quietly.

      “No, not exactly.” They sat side-by-side on one of the atrium benches, and he handed her Iroki’s note.

      She read it, eyebrows climbing. “The whole family?” she said in a hollow voice. Which was not quite the first response he’d expected, but, upon reflection, explicable.

      The last time the entire kin Jurald menage had traveled together had been the prior summer for his month-long annual courses in Dogrita. It had required two coaches, plus drivers, grooms, and an outrider. Rina had done fairly well, but Wyn was not a good traveler, being given to coach-sickness, or batting around inside, as Daxi had put it, like a fly in a corked bottle. Wyn on the pitching roof had been even more of a nightmare. A safety harness had been improvised, resisted until his sister suggested he could pretend to be a dog. And then joined him in the game. The ensuing barking had been as annoying as real dogs.

      He took back the note to study. “It doesn’t say ‘whole’. But Iroki is not a man given to finicky precision.”

      “Let’s talk this over with my mother after supper. One way or another, she’ll be affected, too.”

      Pen nodded. Des said nothing.

      In the event, it wasn’t till after supper, the evening chores, and all three children ushered to their beds that Nikys, Idrene, Pen, and inevitably Des, were able to gather around the lamplit table in the little back dining room they used in rainy or winter weather.

      Idrene, who had also met Iroki, read his note with quirked lips. “Written like a childless man,” she remarked, setting it down. “Or childless saint, I suppose. Might just Nikys and Rina be enough to qualify as family?”

      “Nikys must go with Otta and me,” said Pen. “Rina is possible. Do you have a preference yourself?”

      “Oh, hm. Stay here in this pleasant quiet house with two servants and one little boy, and busy myself about my work. Or go for a teeth-rattling three-, no, six-day coach ride with an excited four-year-old either trampling repeatedly across my lap, or puking in it. He weighs more than last year, you know. Such a quandary. Oh, and don’t forget the two chaos demons, one scarcely yet more, ah, housebroken than Wyn.” She rolled her eyes at Pen, who shrugged.

      “Right,” said Nikys, suppressing a grin that nonetheless escaped to her dimples. “Just Pen, me, Otta, and Rina, then. And two demons, who at least won’t need seats. Leaving you the servants—we can tap the coachman and groom for help as needed. One coach would do for that.” Her smile tilted. “Put that way, we still won’t be traveling light.”

      “You may tell Blessed Iroki from me that if he’d wanted the whole family, he should have said so,” said Idrene firmly.

      Which settled that. There were still dozens of practical details to address for the journey, but they could be safely left to the women’s experience, Pen judged. “When is the earliest you may reasonably make ready?”

      Nikys’s eyes narrowed in calculation. “Tomorrow noon, probably. A half-day on the road will be enough challenge for Otta to start. Has she ever made such a land trip before?”

      “We’ll have to ask,” said Pen, “but I doubt it. Though if she doesn’t get seasick, she likely won’t get coach-sick.” He frowned. “A more important question is what to tell her, and when.”

      Nikys started to speak, then pursed her lips. “Oh. Yes. Has Des some advice?”

      Pen waited, receiving only an awkwardly long silence. He shrugged apology; Nikys’s brows rose.

      But then his demon burst out, “I think we should wait for news of Otta’s ship.”

      “Which could be weeks. Or never,” sighed Pen. It wasn’t the first time Des had urged this; she’d started back in Zerbo, come to think.

      “In the time it takes to get to Pef and back we might still be waiting,” said Nikys. “It’s very important to know, but not something we can actually control. Perhaps, if news comes while we’re gone, you could ask for a Temple courier to forward it to us?”

      “Sioann should certainly be willing to do that,” Pen agreed to this reasonable suggestion. Des said nothing, but Pen didn’t think her silence meant favor.

      The council concluding, they broke up, each to their own tasks; the women to begin planning and packing, Pen to write a note to Sioann to be delivered tonight by Daxi, detailing their transport request. He was not able to return to that last unanswered question until he—and Des—lay down with Nikys in their bedchamber, later than usual.

      He rolled over to face her in the dim candlelight. “When I first tried to explain these god-gifts to Otta, back in Zerbo,” he began slowly, “she asked if she could give them back. I said yes, but didn’t explain how. She would have been all for it in that moment. Since then…”

      “Since then,” said Nikys, equally slowly, “you and Des have done everything you could think of to reconcile her to her gifts. To attach her to her elemental. Were you thinking ahead at all of what would happen when you brought her before the saint?”

      “We needed to make everyone safe, as quickly as we might,” said Pen. “Including Otta.”

      “I can’t deny that.” Nikys rustled in unease.

      “It’s a tangle.”

      “It’s hard, but not that much of a tangle.” She rolled onto her back, lifting her hands to count on her fingers. “We have two big questions, neither of which we can affect, but both of which affect us. Whether or not the ship has sunk, and whether or not the god will take back Otta’s demon. So, four combinations.”

      “Go on…”

      “The ship has sunk, the god removes the demon. This leaves an ordinary orphan girl with no known relatives. Our choices then would be to help her to an adoption, adopt her ourselves, or place her in the Bastard’s orphanage.”

      “Not the last,” said Pen at once. “They do their best, over there, but they’re always strained for resources. …Would you consider taking her into our family? The bulk of her care would fall on you, you know. And it will be a long haul.”

      “Not all the care.” A small, candlelit smile glimmered on her lips. “You do more for your children than my father ever did with his. I think he was intimidated by infants, which you never were. He didn’t start to be comfortable with us till we were nearly grown, and then he was gone.” The smile turned to a grimace; the old general had died when she and Adelis were barely eighteen.

      She touched a second finger. “Next, the ship has sunk, but the god leaves the elemental. No question of what household must take in Otta then, but… it leaves her bearing a heavy moral burden along with her demon. Which would never grow less, with the constant reminder. Maybe more, as her understanding increases.”

      “Children don’t much question the world in which they find themselves,” Des suddenly put in. “And they forget their early days.”

      “Not with demonic clarity given to one’s memory,” said Pen grimly. “Speaking of ambiguous gifts.”

      Nikys, seeming about to question which of them had spoken, sorted it out for herself. “I just note a future hazard. I don’t yet have advice.” She touched her next finger. “Third. The ship has not sunk, the god takes the elemental. At that point, our care for her must be custodial, until we can make some contact with The Golden Chance and she can be reunited with her parents.”

      Des stirred. “Her parents threw her into the sea. They don’t deserve to have her back!”

      Pen cleared his throat. “We still don’t know exactly what happened that frantic night.” Although he couldn’t quite disagree. “But we would still be obliged to ask.”

      An angry Humph was pushed through his mouth.

      Nikys soldiered on. “Fourth. The ship survives, the god leaves the elemental. We would still be obliged to ask, but…”

      “The chances of a Roknari Quadrene captain accepting a six-year-old sorceress aboard his ship seem about nil,” Pen conceded. “Or any captain, to be fair.”

      “Why be fair?” grumbled Des. “The rest of the world isn’t.”

      “At that point,” Nikys went on, “our adopting her—or them—would seem nearly a Temple duty.” She didn’t sound particularly trammeled by this prospect. “But I must wonder about her mother.”

      “I don’t know how much voice a concubine would have?” Pen said, doubt coloring his tone.

      “My mother would have had plenty,” said Nikys. “Backed by Florina senior, at that. The two wives were always a team. But Idrene came from a solid family, and chose her contract freely. A woman kidnapped into slavery and then raised out of it at one man’s whim… I can’t guess either.”

      “So the only way we can go forward at this time,” said Pen, “is to Pef. Which still leaves me with the question of how much to tell Otta in advance. Should I try to explain, or not?”

      The extraction of a demon from its host could be a tricky business, even for a saint. Oh, not for some stubby elemental found in an animal—those were commonly just handed over upon capture, though Pen still wondered about that bear. An ascendant demon in a human, however, that had gained enough time in the world to learn of its danger, would try to flee, and would have to be ambushed. Pen had been involved in enough such ugly cases to not relish the prospect of another. Otta, fitting neither model, was once again outside of his prior experience.

      “Granted Otta is only six,” said Nikys, “but speaking as a woman who has been left in the dark a few too many times by well-meaning men who actually just didn’t want to endure my distress, I would say tell her as much as possible as soon as possible.”

      “It’s going to be a long ride to Pef.”

      “Inevitably.”

      “We could just not go to Pef at all,” growled Des. “Then you wouldn’t have to explain anything.”

      “That decision has already been made, Des,” Pen said wearily.

      Des all but snarled. “You think you’re taking an adopted child to be cured of a disease, but I would be taking an adopted child to be executed.”

      Nikys’s breath drew in sharply. “I did not realize you were thinking of Otta’s Atto in those terms, Des.”

      “Who else is thinking of Atto at all?”

      If Des had been able, Pen thought, she would have stormed out of the room and slammed the door. As it was, she could only retreat into a tight, fuming, uncommunicative ball inside him. It was horribly uncomfortable.

      Pen just shook his head, snuffed the candle, and drew Nikys in close. He didn’t think anyone in this bed would be sleeping well tonight.
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        * * *

      

      Breakfast under the grape leaves seemed more hurried today, with lots of rapid questions and instructions passing among Madame Nikys, the servants, and Grandmama Idrene. After Rina was dressed in her Lady-school tabard, her mother herself went off with her, and everyone else scattered as if set on other errands. Soon only Otta and Learned Penric were left.

      In the morning light he looked rather tired and bleary, like a wine-sick sailor, but she didn’t think he drank that much. His frown seemed more distracted than angry. His soul-stuff was odd, the deep swirls that she’d learned to recognize as Des withdrawn into a bunch, with none of that busy back-and-forthing of their secret talking. Otta nibbled a last strip of dried persimmon and watched him nervously.

      He turned to her and twitched his mouth into a smile that didn’t seem to match at all what was happening inside his head. “Well. We are going to do something different today. We are going to take a trip.”

      “Will there be more ghosts?”

      “Not on purpose, though we might pass some.”

      “Will there be more magic?”

      A sad little snort. “Not today. Desdemona is… taking a rest.”

      That also didn’t seem quite right.

      “Will we go in a cart again? With a horse?” She had liked the cart.

      “It is a longer trip, about three days, so we will go in a Temple coach. There will be four horses, to go faster—and if the roads are muddy, to pull us out of the ruts. Nikys and Rina are going to go with us. We will leave Vilnoc around noon.”

      That sounded interesting. Would she see more country beyond the coastal hills? An anxious thought struck her. “But what if news about Dada’s ship comes while we’re gone?” She hardly dared think, What if the ship itself came? Looking for me? Or, worse, What if it didn’t find me and went away again? Though there were worser thoughts, about a ship that could never come back at all.

      “Then a Temple courier will overtake us on the road and bring us word. They ride very fast.”

      “Oh…”

      He muttered something to himself in Cedonian that seemed to be a joke, but not one he found terribly funny. He straightened up. “In Zerbo, you asked me if your demon-gifts could be given back, and I said they could. We are going to go meet the man who does this task for my Order. His name is Blessed Iroki. He is a saint of the Bastard, and he lives in a village upriver of Dogrita—do you know where that is?”

      She shook her head.

      “Ah, well, I suppose you are going to find out. Practical geography. I should show you some maps before we start off.”

      “I like charts…” She hadn’t been able read the mysterious words on them, but her finger could trace the shapes of all the coasts and islands, and the curls for currents, and the little pictures of creatures around the edges. They didn’t show the insides of countries, only the coastlines. All gone with the ship… Otta frowned. “How are demons given back? Does it hurt? Will the second sight go away?” She did for-sure want that to stop. “Wait. Would Atto go away?”

      “Do you want Atto to go away?”

      “I… don’t know.”

      He ran his hands through his hair, mussing it, and muttered again in Cedonian. “I have watched the process several times, and once been subject to, ah, divine inspection myself. Thankfully, the god did not take back Des. I do not know if there is physical pain. There is no physical injury. The demons are of course very upset to be pulled out of the person and the world. The people vary, depending on whether they find it a great release, or a great loss. The presence of the god is, um… daunting, in a way that is hard to describe. Agh. I am giving this to you all out of order, sorry.”

      She stared at him in bewilderment. Was he talking about the demon-god?

      He took a deep breath and began again. “A sorcerer is generally brought before a saint if they and their demon have become corrupted, doing evil, or if the demon is too powerful and has taken over the shared body to use for its own ends. Ascended, this is called. Your Atto is neither ascended nor corrupted. If a grown person contracts a tame demon like that by accident, as I did, and they beg to keep it, it is sometimes permitted—though they will be sent to seminary training very shortly thereafter. As I was. Because the Temple wants all sorcerers be learned divines, for a number of good reasons. Hedge sorcerers, well, that is a complicated subject for some other day.” He huffed and waved this away. “The thing is, you are only six. Too young for seminary.”

      This was all very confusing. Even in Roknari. “So… I can’t keep Atto?”

      “That must be for the white god and His saint—through His saint—to decide.” He offered after a moment, “Blessed Iroki is a friendly fellow. A fisherman by trade, when he is not being a saint. I think he will be kind to you.”

      She was relieved about not being made to go to a seminary—for one thing, it would surely all be in Cedonian. “But… couldn’t you teach me instead? Like you have been? Didn’t you say you teach divines?” Making him some sort of, she didn’t know a word for it, grandpapa divine?

      “This is something that we cannot choose until the other choices are made. If it were only up to me and Des, yes.” His lips twisted. “I do not think you are quite following this, so I will make it plainer. If the god allowed you to keep Atto, and you chose to do so, you would become a sort of special apprentice sorceress to me.”

      That didn’t sound so bad, only then he went on. “But should your father’s ship prove not lost, I do not think he would, or could, allow you back aboard. It would not be safe do so until you are fully trained. Which would take years. By which time you would be a divine in the Bastard’s Order, and necessarily a Quintarian. I think this would be a cruel choice to lay even before a grownup, but I cannot make it for you, even to spare you distress. I can only pray that my god may lead you aright.”

      The bright morning was suddenly cold. For the first time in a while, she felt frightened in Learned Penric’s presence, but… not frightened of him. How could she tell if Atto were ascended? Or corrupted—that meant evil, right? She didn’t feel evil, but… she remembered the fires. So maybe she couldn’t tell that, either. “What if I give back Atto?”

      “Then you will return to being just Otta, the person you were before this misadventure.”

      At first this sounded wonderful, but then…

      “If your parents are still alive, we will try to reunite you with them. If… otherwise, Nikys and I will take you into our household. You will not be abandoned.”

      Again, she couldn’t help thinking. “Oh.”

      “You do not need to make any decision right now. We have three days. If you want to talk about it with Nikys or me, we will be glad to listen.”

      “And Des?”

      “She is… sleeping right now.” A violent spasm moved in his inner colors, which made him wince. “Maybe later.”

      That was a lie, Otta thought. I can tell. She didn’t think he’d lied to her before, though with his floods of words it was hard to be sure. She was sure now.

      He unfolded his tall body from his bench and pushed to his feet. “I need to finish some letters in my study. You should find Idrene and help her pack things. Nikys and Rina will return soon—they just had to make arrangements for Rina to be out of school for a week.”

      Doubtfully, she followed him back into the house.
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        * * *

      

      The Temple coach that came for them at noon was rather grand, Otta thought. The harness gleamed and glittered, and the four horses were brown and glossy, two with black socks and one with white socks and a white blaze on its face. They came with three men to take care of them, two to ride in saddles atop and guide them—Learned Penric said they were called postillions, another new Cedonian word—and one groom who rode on the coach front. A fourth man, in some kind of Temple uniform, rode his own horse alongside.

      The groom and Learned’s servants worked quickly to load the luggage, fitting most of it under a kind of leather tent at the back. Rina and Otta climbed in the door, and Madame Nikys and Learned stepped up after them. They sorted themselves into the padded leather seats, Rina and her papa facing backwards, Otta and Madame Nikys facing front. Otta hung on the window frame to stare out as they started up. The tall housefronts with their painted doors fell behind as they rounded the first corner.

      It was slow going through the city, but once they were out on the coast road the horses trotted very fast, making for a bumpy ride. The beasts were sweaty and blowing when they stopped to change the team, and to pee, at a Temple waystation a little past the turn-off to Zerbo. When Madame Nikys ushered the two girls back out, Rina fell into some kind of bargaining with her parents that turned out to be asking to ride on the roof. Which sounded rather exciting to Otta.

      “Do you think you can keep from falling off?” asked Learned Penric, smiling. “Ground is much harder than water, and we do not want any broken bones.”

      The roof had a brass railing all around, which looked like plenty to hang onto compared to ship’s ropes, so she nodded earnestly.

      He said something to Rina as he lifted them up into the groom’s hands—was it really No barking, now? She replied indignantly, That’s for babies! which made him chuckle in that annoying way grownups had when they were laughing at you. Did Orban babies bark? It was hard to imagine. Otta was understanding a lot more Cedonian words now, though it was trickier to line them up and get them out of her mouth in return. She wondered if it was the same for Madame Nikys in Roknari. Maybe she should be more patient during their frustrating efforts to talk.

      Riding on the roof was much more fun than being inside, she and Rina both agreed. The wind blew their hair, and they could watch the new horses labor along. Rina pointed out things they passed in the fields and farmhouses, naming them. When the hills opened enough for glimpses of the sea, or the road descended to run alongside it for a little, Otta turned and squinted out into the light and blue as far as the horizon-haze. There were fishing boats, and one or two big ships, but none of those had the right shape of sails to be The Golden Chance. Was it stupid to hope…?

      Dusk was closing in when they came to a port town where a river met the sea. It wasn’t a big place—Learned said this harbor was inferior, not deep enough to headquarter the navy like Vilnoc. They would be turning inland tomorrow, he added, to follow the river up a long valley that went to the duke’s winter capital of Dogrita. Where that seminary he’d talked about was, she guessed. The village of Pef, where this Blessed Iroki lived, was even further upriver from that. Learned thought they would arrive there on the afternoon of the third day. So there would be no more sea-watching after this.

      Their inn was very nice, better than any of the port lodgings Otta had stayed in with her mother. Learned got them a private room for supper, to lessen the press of strange souls upon Otta. Otta and Rina were given their own little bedchamber, with her parents just across the hall. It wasn’t till after Madame Nikys tucked them into their shared bed and closed the door on them, and their giggling attempts at conversation were turning to yawns, that Otta discovered Rina had actually met the saint Iroki.

      “I like him. He’s funny,” Rina said, reassuringly—her Cedonian speech was easier to follow than Learned’s. In either language.

      Otta carefully marshalled some Cedonian in return. “Did you ever see him away take demon?”

      “Take away,” Rina corrected casually. Otta would remember. “No. I’ve heard Papa talk about it. Not to Blessed, but to other Temple people. And to Mama, sometimes.” Rina wriggled. “Last summer, I something in the back at his something in Dogrita. If I was very quiet, no one made me leave.”

      A little frustrated, Otta sat up and pointed to the bedside candle, dim in the darkness, and concentrated. It flared to life, and nothing else did, good. It made Rina say Ooh and sit up with her. With some miming, they eventually figured out the first something was sneaked, and the second was talk, but to a room full of people. Lecture. Otta added it to her word-bag. So Rina had got to listen in when Learned was grandpapa-teaching those other divines about magic. Though those ones had not been other sorcerers, Otta determined with some more miming, just regular divines. All Quintarian, they had to be.

      Otta finally got back to her first question. “When saint takes away demon, where does it go?”

      Rina blinked in confusion. “It doesn’t go anywhere.”

      Otta shook her head. “If gone from me, must be somewhere. Where? Does god take care of it?”

      Rina looked as if she finally understood, but she said, “It’s something.” She made a gesture with her hands like a flower opening, but then spread her arms wide and blew out her breath. “Gone.”

      “Yes, gone where?”

      Rina sucked her lip, evidently groping around for some word they both already knew. Eventually, she tried, “Dead. But more-more.”

      “What?” Otta cried. “Learned not say that! Atto dead...ed? Deaded?”

      “Killed,” Rina supplied. And, “Papa said saint Iroki something something”—she caught Otta’s wild eyes and changed it to, “look at. Will look at Atto. Like a saint looked at Des, once, when Papa first got her. Except...” She scowled, and muttered something peeved about pet rats.

      “Lying?” Otta said unhappily.

      Rina considered this seriously. “Maybe? But… I think he something doesn’t know. Not lying, guessing. Only the saint knows.”

      Otta leaned back on the headboard, trying to think this through. That bad demons were taken away and—she thought that arm-waving word must have been something like ‘destroyed’—only made sense. And good demons were allowed to stay in their people. Which also made sense. But what happened to a good demon that was taken away? Couldn’t the god give it to another person? Like a pet someone couldn’t keep. He was a god, after all. The demons belonged to Him, it was said.

      She would ask Learned Penric tomorrow. Or maybe she should ask Des, instead.

      But the decision Learned had warned her she would have to make, between keeping Atto or going back to her family, suddenly seemed a lot harder. Especially when she still didn’t even know if she had a family to go back to.

      With no more questions forthcoming from her bedmate, Rina blew out the candle and they both burrowed back down into their sheets. Rina fell asleep long before Otta did.
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        * * *

      

      His demon was still not speaking to Pen when they took a light breakfast at dawn, again in the inn’s private dining room, while the coach was being readied for its day’s journey. Otta was withdrawn, and Rina was frowning.

      “Papa,” she began, “if Otta doesn’t want her demon, can I have it?”

      Pen’s brows climbed. “Sadly, no. A demon is not an extra dessert.” A peeved pfft from Rina gave this quip the reception it probably deserved. “Where did this question come from?”

      “Otta says you didn’t tell her Blessed Iroki would destroy Atto, if she gives her back.”

      “Ah. And you informed her, I take it.”

      Rina nodded firmly. Pen suppressed a wince. Des said nothing, though even through her mute withdrawal Pen could feel her anger.

      Otta, following this better than Pen would have guessed, said in Roknari, “Why can’t I give her Atto? Why isn’t somebody allowed to give their demon to somebody else?”

      “To be clear about it, people give up their demons to others all the time, but they do it by dying. Just as your rat did for you.”

      “Oh…”

      “And just as Learned Ruchia once gave Des to me, years ago.” This month was the twentieth anniversary of that event, come to think. “She died in my arms, more or less. Well, I was holding her hand on a roadside in the Cantons, where she had suffered a seizure of the heart. Every sorcerer is gifted their powers through the death of another. When the Quadrenes call us necromancers, they are not wholly wrong.”

      Otta looked as if she found this troubling to digest. As well she might.

      “What are you saying?” Rina demanded.

      “I was explaining that Otta could give you her demon by dying.”

      Rina scowled. “You know that’s not what I meant!” She rabbit-punched him in the arm. As papa-jokes went, he had to agree it wasn’t very funny.

      “If you do ever complete training as a divine, such a bedside deathwatch is exactly how you would acquire a Temple demon. It is a peculiar burden to carry forward.” His half-smile went crooked. “Did you think I was just being a stodgy grownup, to be so tepid in my encouragement?”

      “…Yes.” But her voice was smaller.

      “This lesson is a little morbid for breakfast, don’t you think?” said Nikys dryly, and, bless her, directed the party back to their food.
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        * * *

      

      The departure from the coast went smoothly. At the first change, the girls took to the roof again, perching more like birds than dogs. Thankfully. Pen took the chance to sit next to Nikys in the forward-facing seat.

      She pressed his hand in support. “You’re looking rather abstracted. How is Des doing now?”

      Pen grimaced. “Not talking.” He rolled his shoulders, trying to work the tension out. “Our disagreements can get very uncomfortable. Like two escaping prisoners from opposing armies, chained together. She can neither force her will upon me by ascending, nor get away, so all she can do is withdraw and withhold. I have no magic at the moment, I should probably mention.”

      “Ouch. Let us hope if we encounter bandits she changes her mind about that.”

      “Bandits are unlikely on this road.” Pen would have liked to dismantle a few bandits about now. It would have been relieving.

      “Would she speak to me?”

      Pen waited a cautious, watchful moment, but no Des was forthcoming. He shook his head. “It appears not.”

      “She’s very unhappy?”

      “Mn, more like a knot of helpless rage, really.”

      “That bad?”

      “Growing worse the closer we draw to Pef, I expect.”

      Nikys inhaled, but let out her breath unvoiced. After a little she said, “What are the chances the god will not take Atto?”

      “I can’t begin to guess. Nor may I try to jiggle the scales, however much I might prefer one outcome.”

      “Which is…?”

      “I think Otta and Atto together could grow into something extraordinary, and despite the heavy responsibility, I would love to see how that future would play out. But to try to make it so would, in effect, be stealing her from her parents, if they’ve survived. Robbing her of her other life.”

      Nikys’s lips screwed up in doubt. “Even without the chance that ship might sink some other day, I’m not sure you’re considering the full range of women’s potential lives. There’s nothing to say her merchant father wouldn’t just sell her as a concubine to the highest bidder, when she reaches young womanhood.”

      “…Does that seem likely to you?”

      She shrugged. “Given the choice between the cost of a dowry for a daughter, and the receipt of a bride-price for an ex-slave’s child?”

      “Your mother made a good life as a concubine. Your father was a decent man, I thought?”

      “He was, but she sold herself—the choice was hers. A man who can attract a woman on his own seldom needs to purchase one, which leaves the other sort. We could as well be rescuing her from that other life. How dire might hinge merely on how straitened Otta’s family finances are, come that time.”

      “And her merchant father’s character, about which we know almost nothing.”

      “We know he allowed her to be thrown over the side to try to save his burning ship.”

      “And all aboard it. It wasn’t a choice between Otta or the ship. It was the ship plus Otta and all the rest of her family. She’d have drowned in the sinking, too. That would be a hideous dilemma even for me to face.”

      “How would you choose?”

      “I’ve faced versions of it before, as a physician. As have Learned Masters Amberein and Helvia, Des’s physician-riders before me. One of the many, many reasons I no longer practice. Such emergencies seldom come with time to cogitate. But I would certainly choose to save one over none.” And have, he did not add. “If I had faced the same moment Otta’s father did, I can’t honestly say I wouldn’t have done the same thing, no matter how agonizing.”

      Nikys snorted. “The difference, dear Pen, is if you had thrown your daughter off a burning ship to save the lives of everyone aboard, you would have jumped with her.”

      “Well… yes. But I can swim.”

      Nikys’s laugh was pained.
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        * * *

      

      At their noon stop, the skies clouded over, and by shortly into their next stage blew up a strong spring storm. The coach slowed to a crawl, but Pen could hardly blame Des for that, however gratified she might be by the turn of events. The clouds eventually rolled away, leaving a muddy road shining with puddles. One such mirror proved to conceal an older mire, and the coach slammed to a sudden stop, the deep mud catching the wheels, Nikys catching Otta, and Pen catching Rina.

      They all piled out into the muck of the road to lighten the load as one postilion went to the team’s head, and the other joined with the groom and the outrider to try to hoist the vehicle as the horses were urged to strain in their harness. Rocking and sucking ensued, but then, just as the front wheels lifted free, an alarming crack-and-clank sounded. The men swore in Cedonian. Pen swore in Wealdean, then realized from Otta’s startled look that this was no longer a private outlet for his ire. He gritted his teeth and went for a closer look as the back wheels cleared their trap, but the front wheels tilted in opposite directions.

      “Broken axle, sir,” the groom said apologetically.

      Pen squatted to peer underneath at the damage. “I can see that.” He could also just make out a flash of fresh rust at the fracture. And a muffled sense of satisfaction from Des.

      The outrider was sent cantering off to the next waystation to fetch help. Having just suffered the result of one moment’s inattention, Pen watched him out of sight to be sure, say, that his saddle girth didn’t work loose, or his horse throw a shoe. Or his hair catch fire. He turned back to help Nikys and the girls into the coach to wait.

      “What exactly happened to the axle?” Nikys inquired as they settled.

      “Rusted through the middle. Very neatly.” Which won raised eyebrows from his wife, as she followed the implication.

      As did Otta, unfortunately. She gasped, “Did Atto do that?”

      “No.” Which was true—it was the other demon—but he went on to lie kindly, “Such accidents happen all on their own, often enough. It is why we troubled to drag along a Temple outrider. He will send another coach back to pick us up, and we will be on our way soon enough.” Or not soon enough. Pen calculated at least a half-day delay, which meant they would not arrive at Pef tomorrow.

      “It can’t be helped,” said Nikys, catching the gist of this through the shifting languages. “But it will all work out.”

      “Just so.”

      It was a long time till the outrider returned, leading not a coach but an open wagon pulled by a hefty, though clearly not speedy, pair of farm horses. Apologies were made for the lack of a better conveyance—a replacement coach was being sent for, learned sir—and people and luggage were boosted aboard for an open-air plod to the next posting house. The postilions unhitched their team to follow on. The groom joined the wagon’s driver on the box, with the outrider dutifully trailing behind. Their crippled coach was left to await its own rescue party, presumably including a blacksmith.

      As Pen had feared, their replacement coach didn’t arrive at this next Temple waystation until too late that evening to get in another stage. The courier station’s bunks and provender were considerably more rudimentary than an inn’s, though the girls seemed to enjoy the novelty. He resigned himself to an early morning departure—which still left them short of Dogrita as dinnertime approached.

      Pen was exhausted from a day’s travel spent in covert watch against any further demonic sabotage. Arriving at Pef in the middle of the night seemed unnecessarily rude to their prospective host. He directed a stop at the next decent inn they encountered.

      Their start the next day was unhindered, not by Des’s choice. They passed Dogrita, its impressive array of town walls rising above the river. Otta asked hesitant questions about the seminary—Pen was able to point out a few of its more elevated buildings through the golden morning haze. Rina chimed in with the enthusiasm of her one visit. The two girls managed a surprising amount of information and vocabulary exchange as they hacked through their impeding word-thicket. Clearly, Pen couldn’t rely much longer on the language barrier to guard any secrets he wanted to keep.

      Beyond, the broad valley that supported the farms that supported the capital narrowed as it rose toward the hills that would grow in turn to mountains. Or mountains by local standards, their scant snow already melting away in the spring warmth, not like the perpetually white, glacier-riven peaks of Penric’s boyhood Cantons. But the hillslopes grew steeper and greener, spreading pine competing with olive and oak, the road winding more as it climbed. Pef and its tillage fields lay in the next flat depression. Otta had fallen very quiet, staring out.

      Pen heard the thud of cantering hooves behind them only a moment before a shouted hail. Tightly silent Des gave him no advance report, but the way the coach pulled up told him what was overtaking them before he put his head out the window to see. The lean young fellow in the tabard of a Temple courier let his lean and lathered horse drop to a trot, then a halt beside the coach. Pen swung out to meet him, closing the door firmly.

      “Learned Penric, sir?”

      “You’ve found me.”

      “Oh, good.” He dismounted and turned to rummage in his saddlebag, pulling out a letter sealed with the familiar stamp of the Vilnoc Bastard’s Order. “We were instructed to deliver this without delay.”

      “Are there any verbal addenda?”

      The young man shook his head. “Nothing passed on to me. But I only ride the routes around Dogrita.”

      “All right, thank you…” Pen stepped away from the coach and thumbed open the paper, scattering white wax. Sioann’s familiar handwriting greeted him from the page.

      Dear Penric:

      I trust our god has guarded your journey, and this reaches you timely. Your friends Symo and Laxo brought a sailor friend of theirs to me, just in from Trigonie. He says he last saw the merchant cog The Golden Chance in that port four days back. Or five, by the time this reaches you. The ship had made some repairs, then sailed for Lodi. He unfortunately didn’t have speech with any of its crew, though a harbor pilot told him it had suffered a fire aboard. He heard no gossip about deaths, which, had there been any, would probably have been mentioned. Though one can’t be sure. I’m sorry there are no more details than this, but your other contacts may be able to learn more in due course. Which, thankfully, now appears possible.

      May your quest be blessed with a favorable outcome—whatever that proves to be.

      — Sioann.

      The courier asked, “Will there be any return message, learned sir?”

      “No. You may go on back at your own most convenient pace. Thank you for your faithful service.” Pen gave him a proper full tally-blessing, which he received with a properly grateful head-duck. By the time Nikys exited the coach to come apprehensively to Pen’s side, the courier had already mounted up and turned for home. At a loose-reined walk, Pen noted, which he thought the horse had earned.

      “What word?” asked Nikys. Pen handed her the note, which she rapidly scanned, then again more slowly. “Five gods be thanked. That’s a huge relief. It also cuts your quadrangle tangle in half.”

      “I’m not so sure...”

      Nikys read the letter a third time. “Mm. Yes, it’s troubling that there was no mention around the Trigonie harbor of any deaths at all. Otta’s death should surely have been reported. I’d think her people would have been asking everyone in sight to pass along news of any small bodies washing up on the coast of Orbas.”

      “Most bodies don’t wash ashore.”

      “Even so. I don’t know how large the crew of The Golden Chance may be, but it seems much stranger, for such a lurid event, that no one on the ship appears to have said anything about Otta.”

      “The silence of shared guilt? That would do it. For a time, at least.”

      “Maybe. Although if so, it’s not going to conceal anything. You’ve already written to half the ports on the coast, giving the particulars and begging for information. That cat has already escaped its bag.”

      The headache he had harbored for the past several days was getting worse, Pen decided.

      Rina stuck her head impatiently out the coach window. “Papa, what is it, come tell us!”

      Pen blew out his breath. Nikys threaded her arm though his, giving it an encouraging shake, and they reboarded the coach. There to convey, Pen suspected, one of the more ambiguous reports of his varied career.
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        * * *

      

      Learned and Madame Nikys climbed back into the coach and swung into their seats as it started up again. Tucking the mysterious message into his tunic, Learned smiled across at Otta.

      “Good news, Otta! The Golden Chance was seen lately in the harbor at Trigonie. It had to take some repairs, but there was no word of anyone aboard having died.”

      Otta gasped in joy and relief. And, to her consternation, burst into tears. This time, accepting Madame Nikys’s offered hug was not hard at all, and she burrowed in until her shaking stopped and her breathing settled. Rina was bouncing up and down, chattering too fast in Cedonian for Otta to follow, but grinning and pleased. Madame Nikys’s smile down at her was soft and kind.

      Finally Otta sat up, rubbing the water from her cheeks. It seemed you could have happy tears as well as sad. Although it felt a weirdly complicated sort of happy. As if she had been closed up for days inside a heavy, suffocating iron bucket that was suddenly taken away, that she hadn’t realized had trapped her until it was gone. I didn’t kill everybody. Atto didn’t kill anybody. Learned smiled as well, but it didn’t match the inside of his head. The Des-swirls were still bundled up tight, the busy secret talk between them absent. Maybe he was feeling complicated, too.

      Otta sniffed hard, and got out, “Are they coming back for me?” Maybe right now?

      “It did not seem that word of your rescue had come to them yet. I expect they believe you drowned that night. They sailed on to Lodi. But I have written to everyone I could think of along the peninsular and continental coast, telling your tale and asking for news. Sooner or later, someone will pass the story to your Dada’s ship. It may take some time, though.”

      That was… oddly all right.

      Rina, looking out the coach window, cried, “Oh, we’re here!”

      Which seemed to be true, because the coach soon rumbled to a halt. Learned and Madame Nikys got out, and each turned to help a girl down. Otta found her feet and stared around, wondering where that saint was, that everyone said was a good fellow, but who still sounded scary to her. Would he be dressed in fancy Temple garb? If a divine had special clothes, a saint’s ought to be... specialer.

      The coach had arrived in an ordinary sort of village square with modest houses all around. Most were built of stone, with a few walls of painted stucco, some roofs made of slate, some thatch. The houses backed up on a little river, the same one they’d been following for days but much shrunken now, burbling over stones. The riverbank had a lot of trees, which turned the noon sun to pretty dappled shadows.

      People were coming out, calling greetings. Learned and Madame seemed to know some of them already. Learned was apologizing for their late arrival, his words waved away by a gray-haired couple who welcomed them. Something about expecting you yesterday and Iroki told us not to worry.

      More talk, then Madame Nikys took Otta and Rina off to a privy in back of a larger house. Going inside after, they found themselves in a kitchen where there was a basin to wash up. The woman of the couple gave them all a snack of bread and cheese, olives and raisins, sliced cucumbers, a cold roasted chicken taken apart, and some watered red wine. The man came in and joined them at the table. He was dressed like any other village man, though.

      Otta nudged Learned, and whispered, “Is he the saint?”

      “No, these are Blessed Iroki’s parents. Iroki lives in his own house, further up the river. The path is not big enough for the coach, so we will have to walk for a bit.”

      Otta found herself boggled that a saint should have parents. But, like books, she supposed saints had to come from people at some point. Rina seemed to have met the saint-parents before, too, because Otta had no trouble figuring out all their My, how you’ve grown! talk even in Cedonian.

      And then, all too soon, Learned was guiding them out of the village and along the riverside. The trees grew thicker, till they were walking in a woodland. Otta had never been in a woods before, only around harbor towns. It smelled nice. Theirs was indeed a narrow path, and they had to go single file, stepping over rocks and roots and skirting a few puddles. Rina pointed out the names of some of the different trees, and shy flowers here and there. Otta scarcely attended. The coach ride had seemed to last forever, but this walk was going weirdly fast.

      Learned, who had been stepping ahead waving a stick to knock down the occasional cobweb before it draped across anybody’s face, dropped back next to Otta for a few paces, his mouth set. Stern? Sad? Not like himself, anyway.

      He unlocked his jaw to say, “The saint will speak for himself, and for the god. But… I observe, that should a choice fall to you—and I cannot say it will—if you keep Atto, and things go ill in the future, she might still be surrendered later. But if you give her up today, she will be gone for good. No taking her back. This is not a persuasion; it is merely a statement of fact.” He nodded sharply and walked ahead again. Leaving Otta more unsettled than before, and she was already nervous to the point of being queasy.

      The woods opened out into a sunlit clearing. To one side, again backing onto the river, stood a small house made of wood, with wide covered steps before the front door, and a stone chimney at one end. A windowless shed sat around to the side. The plank door opened and a man stepped out, waving in a friendly way.

      He was dressed like a poorer villager, in a shabby tunic with short sleeves, trousers cut off just below skinny knees, and worn straw sandals. He looked about the same age as Madame Nikys. Not quite as tall as Learned, he was just as lean, with short, tousled black hair and greenish eyes that curved as he smiled. His soul-stuff, inside him, was the calmest Otta had ever seen, like some deep, deep woodland pool. She wasn’t sure how he managed to look so charming and so alarming at the same time.

      She didn’t have to ask who he was. She gulped and stopped short.

      “Penric!” he called, waving them onto the steps. “There you are! And Nikys, and is that Miss Rina?” There followed an exchange in Cedonian, ordinary inquiries about their travels—Otta caught bits of the tale of the broken axle. He ushered them inside his house.

      It was as simple inside as out, untidy but not dirty, with braided rag rugs on the smooth plank floor. Fireplace and cooking gear on one end, a loft with a ladder on the other, and that was all she glimpsed before they went out again through a back door onto a much bigger porch with railings and an overhanging roof, looking out on the gleaming river just steps away. It had woven cane chairs, and a table and benches like the ones under the grape lattice back in Vilnoc, but smaller. These were hastily dragged into a circle for the guests to sit, and the man—the saint—asked short questions that drew longer answers from Learned and Madame Nikys, Otta’s story told yet again.

      The fellow sat up and eyed Penric, when this seemed to conclude. Or… not just Penric, because he cocked his head and said, “And what’s going on here? Never seen Miss Big Demon in such a snit.”

      Blessed Iroki’s Cedonian speech was much slower than Learned’s or even Madame Nikys’s, seeming not in a hurry, like the fellow himself. Easier to follow, not so many big strange words.

      Learned launched into a description, mainly, of Otta’s magic lessons, and for the first time Atto’s name came up. His voice went a little haggard as he circled back to touch more on the fire and the lost ship, sometimes hesitating and changing tacks. His face looked strained as he ran down with, “And so Des has become just as attached to Atto as we have to Otta. I really don’t… know what’s to do about that. It’s not our choice, it’s not.”

      “Wish it were, do you?” said Iroki, lifting his black eyebrows.

      Learned shrugged helplessly, not at all like his usual infectious confidence. “One of us certainly does.”

      Iroki’s bottomless well of a gaze drifted to Otta. “One here’s not talking much, I see. Can’t get a word in edgewise, I expect. I think we should just go for a little walk, now.” He levered to his feet. “Rest of you not invited, sorry.” He beckoned to Otta. “Come along, Miss Otta, and Miss Little Demon. I’ll show you how I fish.”

      Learned was bent over on his bench, like he was sick, but Madame Nikys, with a smile too worried, nodded to Otta and motioned her to follow the saint. Des was folded into a ball so tight inside her sorcerer, she was like an orange being squeezed until ready to burst. Rina jittered in her chair.

      Iroki led Otta around the side of his house to his shed, leaning in at the door to grab a slim, polished wooden pole. With an inviting jerk of his chin, he went off to another path that ran right alongside the murmuring waters, upstream. They walked for several minutes, the saint not troubling her with words.

      He finally stopped at a mossy bank, deep green and gold in the speckled sun. “Nice place here.” He sat down cross-legged, motioning Otta to sit near him. He vented a long exhalation, then swung the pole out over the water.

      Bewildered, Otta pointed. “No line.” No hook or bait, either.

      “Saves interruptions,” said Iroki. “Also, we’re not exactly fishing for fish.”

      He turned his face to the sun, closing his eyes as if he were bathing in the light and it pleasured him. They were quiet together for a long time. After all her endless travels, it was the first time she had been so still in… ever.

      The river kept making sweet trickling noises over the rocks. The sunlight danced and sparkled on it. It would go on dancing like that even if there were no one to watch. Which would be a shame. So Iroki watched as if for all those absent eyes, as the angle of the light slowly shifted.

      “I don’t want go back on ship,” she whispered at last.

      “That so.” Understanding bare of judgment. He turned his easy smile again upon her but his eyes… they were the same green, but they went in forever.

      His soul-stuff was turned brilliant white, like the heart of the sun, yet did not burn her sight. His voice grew richer, wider, all around them, while still somehow Iroki.

      “Atto’s not on top. Atto’s not spoiled. I have no call to take her. Do you want her?”

      Otta remembered her first moment of—Learned would call it assent—back on the ship. Give it to me. For a present. I’ll take care of it.

      “…Yes.”

      “That’s that, then.”

      Iroki inhaled and exhaled, deeply, stretching his arms up and out as if he’d just finished a long coach ride. His inner soul-pool, rippling like a big rock had been thrown in, smoothed out to its former calm, even deeper. His gaze, when he turned to her, was just a kindly man’s once more.

      In quite another voice, he remarked, “Penric’s a sweetheart, but he’s got more words than fish in the sea. And who wants to be buried under a big pile of fish?”

      Otta couldn’t help it. She threw herself back on the moss and laughed and laughed.
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        * * *

      

      After an hour, or possibly an eternity, Iroki and Otta reappeared at the end of the shaded path by the river. She held his hand, swinging it, looking up and chatting happily. He was smiling down with his usual patient amiability. So—was that the relieved joy of release from an alien burden, or…

      Pen had commanded no second sight for days. Des, pleeaase…

      A truculent tendril unfurled from her. Then suddenly his Sight was back, overwhelming in contrast with his late unwelcome blindness. He wasn’t sure which of them was more astonished to see Otta-Atto, paired as before. Unriven.

      Or… not quite as before. The tightly bound duo shared some greater luminosity, quietly fading like a fire dying down to embers. He knew that holy echo—once experienced, never forgotten… it more often occasioned overwrought weeping, though.

      Nikys, watching him closely, murmured, “What happened? Can you see?”

      He nodded. “She kept her demon.”

      “So we shall be keeping her, then.” It didn’t sound like a question.

      He lifted his eyes to check, with sights both first and second, if Nikys truly seemed all right with this. Her smile was pensive, but dimples could be glimpsed. Better than all right, said Des, and, as annoying as that inner voice could sometimes get, he was so glad to have it back. She went on, Marrying her was one of the best things we ever did, you know.

      You’ll get no argument from me.

      Nice change.

      The dry overtone suggested he was not quite forgiven. But enough for going on with. Although he perhaps should not try any very complicated magic for a while yet.

      “So does that mean I get a sister?” demanded Rina, thumping up the steps from being allowed to expend her impatience by playing in the river, and very wet.

      “You two may grow into that, in time,” said Nikys. “Don’t rush Otta, though. Let her come to you.”

      Rina’s lips pursed as she tried to work out what that parental vagueness meant in practice.

      For once, Pen could not advise. “We’ll all have to figure this out as we go.”

      The returnees came up onto the shady porch, Iroki bonelessly sinking into one of his cane chairs, Otta bouncing.

      “I kept Atto!” she announced in Roknari, then repeated it, even more proudly, in Cedonian.

      “I can see that,” said Pen. And then, unable to resist, added, “Congratulations. You are a sorceress.”

      “Am I?” More bouncing. “Or still only be-demoned? Oh! Yes, I am! I can turn my second sight off now! On and off. And on. And off…” Apparently trying out this new power like a child repeatedly testing that spigot, and delighting in the spurts.

      Pen glanced at Iroki. “When did this happen?”

      He shrugged. “Any child should get a naming-day gift.”

      Which child? “Wait. When you channeled… what you channel, was her Sight still locked open?” Leaving Otta, too, wide open to that Presence? Well, that explained the lingering elation. Five gods help them, she’d be bubbling with that for days.

      “Aye? They were both fine.”

      “Normally, demons are terrified of our god, and shield themselves.” Des certainly had done so, earlier in their partnership. “Atto did not fear Him?”

      “No reason to.”

      “For now,” Des put in—aloud once again! And, a trifle enviously, “Atto is too new to be corrupt. …I am too old not to be.”

      Pen wondered how he could go about asking that shining young face to share her profound experience. Or even if he had a right to.

      “What were you doing out there so long?” asked Rina, cheerfully sopping over to plant herself at Iroki’s feet. Otta joined her, glancing in speculation at the apparently-allowed wet skirts, and back to the river.

      “I need thinking time to tidy up for my Guest,” he explained. “He can’t walk into a house when it’s so full you can’t get the door open.”

      Which was the most succinct description of holy meditation Pen had yet encountered. Contrasting the words of the truest mystic he’d ever met with the ponderous, prolix descriptions in Temple theology tomes made him want to snicker.

      “So does the god have to come from very far away?” Rina continued to probe. Imagining it as some sort of holy coach trip, was she?

      “Nope. He’s always waiting just outside my door. Yours too, ’truth. Today was a little party”—he nodded to Otta—“but sometimes we just sit and visit.”

      “You really do talk to the god?” said Nikys, sounding awed.

      “Didn’t say talk.”

      “If Nikys was right about Otta’s fear blocking her control of her Sight,” said Pen, “I suppose anyone who’s had the experience Otta and Atto just did would never again find anything else as, as…” Not frightening, exactly. Overwhelming? Numinous?

      “Tryin’ to think of a big enough word, Pen?” said Iroki, amused.

      Ruefully, he nodded.

      “As much,” supplied Iroki. Perfectly. And grinned at his discomfiture.

      Otta grinned in echo and endorsement. “Pile of fish,” she added, and laughed at her own inexplicable hilarity.

      “Can we both go play in the river now, Mama?” asked Rina, leaning toward it as if to communicate her longing with her whole body.

      “For a little while,” Nikys allowed, maternal restraint visibly melting. “We can’t stay late.”

      Suddenly children again and not little theologians, the pair looked at each other, giggled, and dashed off, racing to the bank.

      Iroki’s place was not set up for company—deliberately, Pen guessed—but he did manage tea, in mismatched cups. They sat sipping for a time and watching the girls splash in the water and westering light.

      “It’s a warm day,” said Nikys, in a self-encouraging sort of tone. “They’ll dry out.”

      “You’re a good mother,” said Iroki agreeably.

      “Let us hope so.”

      A little silence followed, Iroki-style, unhurried.

      “If we are to reach Dogrita again before nightfall,” said Pen at last, with a trace of regret, “we’d best be going.”

      “Oh,” said Iroki. “My folks had been all set to put you up in Pef.”

      “Kind of them,” said Nikys, “but an imposition, surely?”

      “No, they’d been looking forward to it. Got a house ready and everything. It’d be a favor to me.” His smile quirked. “They spent years known as the parents of the laziest fellow in Pef, before my calling came on me. Kind of an embarrassment. Temple stipend’s helped, but folks remember. Duke’s own sorcerer’s a big thing to have happen here, you know.”

      “Does Pef know you’re a bigger?” said Pen.

      “Can’t say as they do. And I’d rather it stayed that way, if it’s all the same.”

      “Pef it is,” said Nikys firmly. “We’ll try to do your parents proud.”

      Iroki nodded in contentment.
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        * * *

      

      They didn’t escape the earnest hospitality of the villagers of Pef until nearly noon the next day, which was all right with Pen because he wanted to lodge overnight in Dogrita anyway. The next morning, Nikys and Rina split off to go inspect and select a rental house for their long visit coming up in a month. Pen kept Otta with himself, as resident translator, and in case her new control of her Sight wobbled and cast her into a panic in this much more populated place.

      He trusted she was not too bored as he consulted with his contacts at the big seminary, and its attached teaching hospice, about his prospective lectures and seminars. She was bewildered but fascinated by the interlocking complex of buildings, sticking close to him in an obvious fear of getting lost in the maze. Thankfully, her control held as harried herds of students hurried past in their many-colored tabards. She seemed surprised to learn that the seminary trained acolytes and divines for all of the holy Orders in Orbas, not just the Fifth. When they left in the late afternoon to reconnect with Nikys at their Temple housing, she stared back in curious speculation.

      The three-day coach ride back to Vilnoc was vastly more relaxing than the trip out. Pen amused himself, and he hoped both the girls, with language lessons, small magic lessons, and, a couple of times when the sunshine beckoned irresistibly, a ride on the roof with them, although he wasn’t sure but that they felt he was invading their private girl-space. He generated enough papa-jokes to be rabbit-punched twice.

      And be chided by Des many times more. He wasn’t foolish enough to wish for bandits, but had any been unlucky enough to appear, the two of them—together!—would have been ready.

      As they approached the city at last, his mind inevitably contracted to running over all the tasks that awaited him there—whatever new investigations or emergencies Sioann might have found in his absence, plus any surprises from Duke Jurgo, now back in residence near his navy for the summer. And, inevitably, correspondence.

      The highest priority there was follow-up letters to all his coastal acquaintances, changing his request from news of The Golden Chance to news delivered to it. He’d need to enclose a carefully worded letter in Roknari to be handed its captain, indicating that his daughter had been found alive, was safe in Vilnoc, would remain be-demoned, and wasn’t actually being offered back. He really wanted to write a franker letter in Wealdean to Otta’s mother, except Otta had told him she couldn’t read, which blocked that private channel. He was not at all confident that she would receive the full tale, nor ever be able to reply.

      And then all his fretting was diverted as they pulled up before the familiar red door once more, and the bustle of unloading and greetings commenced. Nothing in his present life heartened him as much as coming home to this. And never leaving again, by preference. Which wasn’t going to be the way of it, but a man could dream.

      A demon, too, reflected Des.
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        * * *

      

      Nikys reestablished her household routine in good time for them to observe Otta’s seventh birthday, a month before Mother’s Solstice. No one knew what day to pick for Atto’s. Nikys quietly nixed Des’s suggestion of the first day of union between demon and host, as the anniversary of the ship fire could not be a happy reminder. They settled on making it the same as Otta’s, but starting at one not seven. It at least gave the girl occasion to practice her new-taught numbers.

      The blessed domestic order lasted for only a few more weeks before the chaos of transporting the entire family to Dogrita for a month descended, storm-like. The process was made less practiced from last year by the addition of one new daughter, one extra demon, and her son’s conviction that he could make his fifth year come sooner by running at it faster. Nikys had to give up her lucrative weaving work for the duration, but… an unattended loom could wait. An unattended child would not.

      Surprisingly, everyone survived once more.

      Upon their return came the great bedchamber shuffle, which had occasioned much debate on the journey. Getting Wyn out of Idrene’s room was a priority, she’d made very clear. The choices were to sacrifice their last guest chamber, or one of the narrow middle rooms that had windows only on the atrium, normally devoted to servants or storage. The idea of no exterior window to fall out of had some appeal to Nikys. She was also in doubt how to distribute space if and when it became time to give each of the girls their own. Pen, remembering his sisters, did advise this split to happen sooner rather than later, but Nikys wondered if anyone would feel it a demotion to be shifted then to the smaller, dimmer room.

      “Let Wyn pick,” Penric finally advised, sensibly. Nikys was relieved when he chose a middle chamber. And pretended not to have heard Rina’s crafty whispered promotion of it to her little brother as, “It’ll be just like an ice wyrm cave!”

      By fall, Pen judged Otta well enough along in her Cedonian and magic control to begin attending the Lady-school with Rina, though he prudently went with them the first few days, to reassure the teacher and to confirm it was all going to stick. Only another year till Wyn joined them, Nikys reflected.

      The warmth of autumn lingered. Nikys was not looking forward to winter’s rainy chill, when unpredictable fierce storms at sea closed down most ports and shipping. Penric by contrast relished the urban quiet of that season, when the duke’s court went off to Dogrita, removing another drain on his scholar-time.

      A premature gale drove extra ships into Vilnoc harbor one week, residue of the last scurries for summer profits being squeezed in. The night’s wind-lashings had dropped to a mere miserable cold drizzle by midmorning, though it still rendered the atrium unusable for laundry. Nikys was skirting it under the gallery, aiming for the kitchen and lunch preparation, when a brisk knocking at the front door drew her aside.

      She opened it to find Pen’s two odd but amusing wharf-rat friends, tall tattooed Symo and short balding Laxo, flanking a female figure in a cloak with its hood drawn down around her face. It might have been just for the rain, but it gave her a furtive air.

      “Good morning, gentlemen! What can we do for you?”

      “Morning, Madame Pen!” replied Laxo. “We brought you this lady. We think she’s one Learned’s been asking after. She’s from that ship he wanted, anyway.” Looking proud of themselves, they shuffled the woman through the door as if shooing a cat.

      She pulled back her hood and gazed anxiously at Nikys. She had sandy, damp-frizzed hair drawn back in a single braid, blue eyes, and a smattering of freckles across pale cheeks reddened by the chill. Short nose. Somewhere in her twenties, Nikys guessed, but with a face marked by strain.

      “Otta here?” she asked hoarsely.

      Which answered half the questions Nikys had right off. “Yes, Otta is here,” Nikys nodded. “Safe.”

      The woman stared around a bit wildly. “Where?” Her accent was hard to identify, but it was already clear her Cedonian was going to be as limited as Nikys’s Roknari.

      “Lady-school, this morning.” Nikys mimed opening a book and looked up hopefully. “Do you know,” she slowed her speech, “Lady-school?”

      A frustrated return looked suggested, Maybe, but then what?

      “Let’s go to the kitchen.” Symo and Laxo always looked like they could use feeding, and it was the warmest room in the house. And a reassuringly female space. Nikys suspected Pen’s study might seem daunting at first to an illiterate woman. And to many other people, to be fair.

      She made a broad follow-me gesture, and led off around the atrium and through the back archway, turning right through another and down the step to the slate-paved floor. Liva had vegetables half-cut on the board, and the soup pot going. “Liva, run upstairs and tell Pen that Symo and Laxo have just brought us Otta’s mother. We’re going to need his translating skills.”

      Wide-eyed, Liva nodded and scurried out. Nikys used up a moment gesturing all her guests onto benches, and starting a kettle for hot tea. The old men sniffed the kitchen smells hopefully. “I hope you will all be able to stay for lunch,” she obliged.

      “Eh, maybe?” Symo glanced in some doubt at the strange woman, who was staring around as apprehensively as someone who’d found themselves in sorcerer’s tower from a nursery fable, and wasn’t sure if the story was going to turn nice or nasty.

      From all the letters Pen had sent out, three correspondents had reported back success in handing them on to the captain of The Golden Chance. They had never received any reply.

      Till now. Nikys pointed to herself, reminded of her first meeting with Otta in the well. “Nikys kin Jurald.”

      The woman copied her. “Louka Harosdottis.”

      Otta had told them the Louka; it had been a source of some mutual vexation that she had not actually known her mother’s surname. In this warmer room, the woman allowed her cloak to fall around her hips. She had a little jewelry: garnet earrings, a silver pendant, a bead bracelet that looked like Lodi glassmakers’ work. Warm shoes and stockings. Her dress was decent enough, good fabric topped by a well-sewn short jacket. She was also visibly pregnant.

      Nikys wondered if she should send Daxi to fetch Otta home from school early. And then she wondered if she should send Daxi to take her somewhere else for a while.

      She took the chance of Liva’s return to set her to feeding the two men in the kitchen, and shifted their guest to the greater privacy of the winter dining room. Because Nikys suspected this talk would need it. She distributed three hot mugs around the table and sat across from Louka, concealing her tension and wondering what was taking Pen so cursed long.

      He appeared in the doorway at last, still fastening his white sash and silver belt—he’d evidently diverted to don his second-best winter vestments: long-sleeved, high-necked tunic with white wool surcoat. Trying to look official? Or maybe just reliable?

      When he opened his mouth to greet the woman in Wealdean, Nikys suspected it wouldn’t have mattered if he’d been wearing animal skins, she looked so astonished and thrilled. At a chance to hear her own language?

      No… at a chance to be heard in her own language.

      Nikys motioned him to a seat next to her, shoved a mug in front of him, and waited to listen.
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        * * *

      

      To Pen’s eye Otta’s mother appeared to be in good health, despite the drain of her pregnancy. Though stressed, clearly. Pen drew a quick report from Des, who’d tensed at the sight of this visitor.

      No signs of recent bruising, no old broken bones. She’s carrying a boy-child, if that matters.

      We’ll hold that information in reserve.

      “How is it you speak Wealdean, so far from home?” was her first startled question, probably not the one she’d meant to begin with.

      He took a sip of tea, letting the beaker warm his hands. “I was born in the Cantons, near the border of Saone. You seem far from the Weald yourself. South coast, Otta thought?”

      She waved this impatiently away, seizing on “Otta. How did you find Otta, why is she here?”

      “Did you see my letter to the captain?”

      An upset nod. “Tai tried to hide it from me, but I sneaked it out at one of our ports and had a market woman read it to me. He was pretending he still thought Otta had drowned, which we did. Until that.”

      “Why did he hide it instead of sharing it?” It not them; she’d only spotted one of his notes, then. An unexpected validation for Pen’s redundancy.

      “He said he was afraid I would run away and leave him.”

      Well. That’s… curious, said Des.

      Later on that, too. “Then you know the gist of the tale already. I was called out in my Temple capacity to check a ship-lost girl who’d washed ashore in Zerbo, and was thought to have contracted a demon. Which proved so. A very young and weak one, unable to ascend—to dominate her—but a source of great confusion and shock nonetheless. Both hers, and its—the rat host had just drowned, and the elemental was freshly imprinted with the memory.”

      “Then it was true?” Her voice broke upward, and her fists clenched in her skirts. “First Mate had not run mad?”

      “How did you come to lose Otta? Her own story of that night is very fragmented.”

      Louka huffed out her breath, rocking in her remembered distress. “It started when she fainted on the deck, for no reason.” She seemed to gather her words around her like a cloak. “She’d never done that before. We couldn’t rouse her—she didn’t wake up for hours. When she did, she was screaming and crying, and wouldn’t stop. Then these little fires started to pop up all around her. We couldn’t get them out fast enough. Krosta—one of our sailors—suddenly cried out that she was possessed. He told fortunes, sometimes, which I’d always thought a hoax, but others believed him, and soon everyone was yelling about it. The fires grew worse.” A harsh inhalation, swallowed. “Then First Mate suddenly grabbed her up and pitched her right over the rail. He was already blistered, and crying. The only thing I could find to throw after her was a board, but I couldn’t see if she’d caught it.” She shuddered.

      “I wasn’t good for much after that. But the sailors were able to draw up enough water and shove enough burning deck-cargo overboard to get the fires out. Many of our men were burned. One lost a hand, later.”

      At Nikys’s sharp nudge, Pen paused to recap this in Cedonian; judging by her wide eyes, she could picture the shipboard emergency vividly. Louka had seemed to relive it as she recounted, voice going flat and distant, bending over to stare unseeing into her mug.

      Our men, Des pointed out. Not his men. More curious.

      More later. “Where was the captain, during this?” Otta’s father. Did it make a difference that Otta hadn’t been thrown overboard with his own hands? Or at his direct order?

      Practically, perhaps not, Des conceded.

      Louka straightened, regaining the sternness of her spine. “On the bow, trying to get some burning bales boosted over. He was angry at First Mate later, but not angry enough to dismiss him. The man had been loyal for years, ever since Tai first got his ship. He told Tai his suspicions about that accursed rat Ilpo had caught, and Krosta backed him up, so the other men were convinced. I think,” she added with a bitter slash of her hand, “everyone wanted it to be not their fault.”

      “Understandable,” Pen said neutrally.

      “But where is Otta?”

      “She goes in the mornings to the local Lady-school, along with my own daughter. They come home at lunch. You’ll see her soon.”

      Distracted, Louka said, “You have a daughter?” She glanced at Nikys.

      “Rina is about a year older than Otta. And we have a younger son, Wyn.”

      By her expression, this was upending some of her preconceptions about sorcerers. That was working two ways, right now. He suspected he’d better get a number of matters straight between them before the girls arrived.

      “How can you two have—you must have been a child when you married her!” Louka added after a self-conscious moment, “Though your wife is a very handsome woman.” And after another, “…Unless they’re her children from a prior marriage?”

      “We’re nearly the same age. We’ve been married almost nine years.” This year marked both that anniversary, and their mutual fortieth birthdays.

      “What’s she saying now?” Nikys nudged, alerted by their children’s names.

      “Tell you later. I need to get her to understand about Otta’s Atto before the girls get back.”

      “Mm, probably wise. Carry on…”

      Pen thought he was able to get the mechanics of their trip to Pef across fairly well—it seemed Louka’s Quadrene faith was a matter of compliance, not conviction, and she was not completely devoid of past rudimentary Quintarian instruction. Nikys needed no translation to follow this part.

      The inner spiritual journey Otta had undergone seemed harder for her mother to grasp. As it was for most people, true, who had not glimpsed a god so near. Those who had were subtly changed, ever after. Including himself, Pen conceded. Including even a child of six.

      Many children meet a god face to face, and more alone than Otta was with kindly Iroki, Des pointed out, with a spark of her ruthless brutality—all right, ruthless honesty. You’ve seen those funerals, too.

      Mn.

      “But why wouldn’t your god take that evil rat spirit out of Otta?” cried Louka, trying to digest all this. “I could take her back right now if He had!”

      Des flinched.

      “The saint did not invite me to witness. But from what I understood later, Otta herself chose to keep her gift, and said she did not want to go back to your ship.” At Louka’s appalled look, he cleared his throat and clarified, “She did say, the ship. Not you. Are the two actually the same?”

      Louka’s gaze dropped. “You have to understand... I was fifteen when the pirates came in the night and kidnapped me from my village. Me, and others, and everything else they could grab. It was a terrible time with terrible men.” Her lips compressed, and she did not elaborate. Pen did not probe. “I was sold on twice, and after a year finally ended on Rathnatta. That was where Tai saw me and bought me. He’d only become his own shipmaster recently—he’d inherited The Golden Chance from an uncle.”

      “Has he another wife, or wives? Or concubines?”

      She gave a pained laugh. “As if Tai were that rich! The ship is his only wealth. Though he’s worked hard to change that. With ill luck, at times.” She sighed. “I used to love that ship almost as much as he did. It was like rescue to me, freedom, all the traveling about.”

      “Rescue?” said Pen, startled. “You were sold in a market!”

      “It could have been very much worse than Tai.”

      She means she was almost sold to a brothel, Des clarified tartly. Stay awake, Pen.

      “It grew harder once the children started coming. And after the fire… it’s felt more like a prison. All the good memories are poisoned. Maybe Otta’s are the same.”

      “Could you leave the ship? Would you be pursued as an escaped slave? Because Nikys and I could help you with that.”

      Louka made a gesture of denial, raising her chin with a certain pride. “I haven’t been a slave since Hiset was born!” She added after a moment, “And hardly before that.”

      “How long have you been with the captain?”

      She frowned. “About eight years? He was twenty when he bought me.”

      So Otta was not the product of her mother’s earlier ordeal…

      Des speculated, Louka might have been kept intact by her kidnappers at first to fetch a higher price. Sold for her virginity, used, passed along… It could explain how she fetched up on the northern islands at a sum a purse-thin young ship captain could afford. Twenty, eh? He might even have been infatuated with her.

      Pen’s original mental picture of Otta’s father as a rich middle-aged slave-woman-abusing religious fanatic was fraying rather badly.

      Only the one slave woman, it seems. Frugal fellow.

      Pen wrenched his attention from Des’s diversion. “We need to know what you want to do about Otta. She and Atto must reside under my mentorship until her education as a Temple sorceress is complete. That can’t be changed. But you—and Hiset—could stay here near her. If he’s trapped on your ship”—a hostage?—“we could help you retrieve him.” Tricky, but Pen had brought off harder rescues.

      She made another unhappy cutting gesture. Her hands gripped her knees. “Before your letter, Tai told me he would buy us a house in his home village on Rathnatta. Because I couldn’t be happy on the ship anymore. As soon as we overwintered there, before the new baby came.” She straightened and touched her abdomen. “He’d been saving to buy a second ship, but he said that could be put off.”

      Had he been apologizing for the disaster? She seemed to understand that it wasn’t his fault. For not circling back to search for Otta with such a wounded ship? Maybe not that either. For not making any inquiries after? That was a fault, to be sure. Pen wondered if that house offer had been made before, or after, Pen’s first note had been delivered. It seemed unkind to suggest the question to Louka.

      At a harder than usual elbow from Nikys, he paused to catch her up to the new angles of Louka’s dilemma.

      “Well, they certainly couldn’t hope to hide a be-demoned child on Quadrene Rathnatta,” she remarked. “Otta might be arrested and executed. So is the house genuine remorse on the captain’s part, or a subtler and more secure prison for Louka?”

      “Hard to say. Although on the range of concubinage from near-slave to near-wife, I’m beginning to suspect she might be on the latter end.”

      Her brows flicked up. “I think that’s only for her to decide.”

      “She’s going to have to decide pretty soon.” It seemed a choice as hard as Otta’s, but with neither god nor saint to guide her. And, like so many excruciating choices, with not enough time. The girls would be back momentarily, bubbling with the morning’s tales and little achievements, hungry.

      If she left before Otta and Atto return, said Des suggestively, they wouldn’t need to be upset by her at all. You wouldn’t even have to tell them she’d been here.

      Des, she can’t take Atto away. You know that.

      But Louka could still demand that Atto be destroyed. Otta chose Atto when her old family was far away from her. But as you pointed out in Pef, she can choose again. What will she choose when her real mother is right in front of her?
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        * * *

      

      When they reached the front door, Otta and Rina broke away from Daxi’s daily escort to race each other to the kitchen. It smelled like Liva was making that oxtail soup again, and the aroma from the morning’s bread-making still lingered with it, fighting the atrium’s chill damp.

      Otta spun around the corner and down the step to find Learned’s two old ex-sailor friends getting a head start on the soup. They waved across the kitchen table to her and Rina.

      “We brought you something, Otta,” said Laxo, grinning with his remaining teeth. “Check in the dining room.”

      Rina said, “Ohhhh?”and bounced with interest. Liva made a go-on gesture to Otta, though her smile was a bit odd. She added, “Maybe wait a moment, Rina.” Which made her unwillingly hesitate, like a reined-in horse.

      Curious, Otta dodged back under the rear entryway, opening her second sight. Des did that for Learned a lot, when they were going in somewhere. Madame Nikys and Learned were there, yes, plus a visitor her second sight had never seen before.

      But her real eyes…. Otta plowed to a stop in astonishment. “Mama! You’re here!” And then forward again as Mama lurched up out of her chair to reach for Otta. Alive, she’d been told alive, Learned had got letters from port friends who’d seen her, but this…!

      Otta’s lunge was stopped short of a hug when her mama gripped her shoulders, as if torn between holding her off or not letting go. Otta glanced down.

      Oh. The new life growing inside her was more clear to Otta’s second sight than the belly-bulge to her first. Oh. She’s having another baby. And so she’s afraid of Atto.

      She understood this a lot better after Learned’s lectures about demons and tumors—although he’d first had to stop and explain what tumors were, which, ugh—and how a demon’s uncontrolled chaos leaks could make their sorcerer sick. Or make a pregnant sorceress miscarry, sometimes, if she were not very very clever. And Otta’d thought just setting things on fire by accident was bad.

      Otta already had better control than that, she was pretty sure, but trying to explain that to Mama… she’d better leave that to Learned. For now, maybe just smile up in thanks for those hands, even though they were pinching so hard they hurt.

      “You’re alive!” Mama’s shout fell to a whisper. “Oh, Otta, it’s really true!”

      Otta nodded vigorously. “Where’s the ship?” Surely she could only be in Vilnoc because the ship was? “Where’s Dada?”

      “The ship’s in harbor.” She hesitated. “We hadn’t meant to berth here, but the storm yesterday drove us in.”

      “He didn’t come with you to see me?”

      Mama’s mouth opened, paused, changed tacks. “Tai’s with the ship. There was some damage to repair.”

      “Oh.” She glanced down, trying for something else to say. “So… I’m going to get a baby brother?” Otta had thought the one of those had been quite enough, but oh well. Madame Nikys said it wasn’t something people could choose. “Dada will like that.”

      “You can tell?”

      “Easy. I can see, inside, because I’m a real sorceress now! In training,” she added conscientiously. “Madame Nikys calls me a sorcerette. Which is like a papa joke, only different. Oh, I’ve learned how to do so much here! I’m learning to read. And write. And add and subtract!” Possibly she shouldn’t mention the magics. They took a lot of explaining, which only Learned could really do right, and she didn’t want her mother to be buried in fish when she’d only just arrived.

      “That’s… good.” Reluctantly, the hands fell away from her shoulders, which only throbbed a little.

      Otta thought back over what her mother had said. And maybe what she hadn’t said. “The storm… so… you didn’t really stop to see me on purpose? I mean, you knew I was here, right? I know Learned wrote more letters.” Which her mama couldn’t read. “Did Dada let you see them?”

      “He didn’t want to, but after the argument we had over the first one… he doesn’t try to keep them from me anymore.”

      Otta moistened her lips. “…Does Dada hate me now? On account of burning the ship so bad?”

      “No. But he’s sad, and hurt, and doesn’t… really know what to do about that.”

      “Was he hurt in the fire? Was anybody else? But Learned said no one’d died…”

      “Several men were burned—him, too—but almost everyone’s healed up by now except Sem. Dada got him easier work ashore, at his parents’ house on Rathnatta.”

      The last time she’d been to Rathnatta, she’d met Dada’s mama and dada, but that was still when all old people had looked alike to her and she couldn’t really tell them apart. So her memory of them was uncertain.

      Learned and Madame had been whispering to each other, Learned catching her up on the talk. Rina finally broke rein and came dashing in from the kitchen, and then her mama and papa had to explain to her everything that was going on, and make her introduce herself politely to Otta’s mama. Who stared around at the sorcerer’s family in confused fascination. Learned didn’t try to introduce Des.

      “Maybe, Otta,” said Madame Nikys, “you and Rina can show Louka around the house? Show her where you sleep, and what you do?”

      Rina, certainly, was all for showing off her home and her things to this visitor. The house was as big as the ship, really, though not so complicated. Madame and Learned trailed along, because someone was bound to need something translated. Otta thought maybe Learned would keep them out of his study, but he permitted a look-in, though he didn’t try to explain anything. The weaving room with all its work in progress and strange machines seemed to impress Mama, who had been limited to a spindle and a little hanging loom on the ship. There they encountered Madame Gardiki, and introductions had to be done all over again.

      “I can come in here now,” Otta confided proudly. “Atto won’t break anything by accident anymore.”

      “Atto?” said her mother. “Is that the son?” She looked around as if for the missing boy.

      “No, that’s Wyn. He’s over playing with a neighbor boy right now. Atto”—she took a breath, and the plunge—“is what we named my demon.”

      Her mother swallowed. “So you really are possessed?” She leaned, but did not quite move, away.

      “Nope. I possess. Big difference. Atto’s not in charge, I am.” She tapped a nervous foot. “That’s why I have to go and be a Learned someday, too. The Dogrita seminary’s not so scary. I’ve seen it.” Though she was glad she wasn’t going there yet.

      Mama looked at Learned, and they had some long exchange in Wealdean, of which Otta caught maybe half. She wasn’t sure whether to be proud or a bit offended at her mother’s bewilderment bordering on disbelief that her daughter was destined to be a Temple scholar. Learned thinks I can do it. Why don’t you?

      When they came to their shared bedroom, and all their toys and dolls and clothes, mama got really quiet. Though at one point she murmured, “You’re taller.”

      Otta stood straighter, since taller was supposed to be a good thing for children to become. But mama had a funny look on her face when she said it, as if more sad than pleased. Though she did manage a sort-of smile. They all went down the atrium stairs again. The sun was coming out, starting to dry off the rain-sheen on the slate pavement.

      “Can you stay for lunch?” Madame Nikys nudged Learned, who repeated this in Wealdean for Mama. “Or… longer?”

      Mama didn’t answer for a minute. Then she took a deep breath. “No. I need to get back to the ship. Tai doesn’t actually know I came here. He thinks I went to the market. Which I did, but I met those two old men there, and they asked if I was the lady from The Golden Chance, and we,” she puffed an odd laugh, “ended up here.”

      “Are you sure?” said Learned quietly.

      She nodded, her hand touching her belly. She turned to Otta with a brighter smile. Otta didn’t think it quite matched her soul-stuff. “Dada is going to buy us all a house in the village near his parents on Rathnatta. The big island is so beautiful and warm in the winter. Compared to the south Weald in winter, certainly.” She made a little shudder to show her dim view of that clammy coast. “Because, with the new baby coming, I really don’t want to live on the ship anymore.”

      “Neither do I,” said Otta, and didn’t fake a smile. “Anymore.”

      “So we’ll both be land people now.”

      “Uh-huh…” On different lands.

      “You can write to each other, you know,” said Learned. “Exchange news.”

      “I can’t write.”

      “You could use a scribe,” said Otta. “Or learn how! I have to!”

      Her mother smiled crookedly. “Maybe it’s time I did.”

      Learned said in Wealdean, “Letters sent in care of the Vilnoc chapterhouse of the Bastard’s Order will always find me. And Otta.”

      Mama nodded. Otta wondered if she meant it.

      Then Laxo and Symo came out, all fed, and Learned asked them to escort Mama back to the harbor so she wouldn’t get lost in the town. And, he murmured to them in Cedonian, report once she was aboard again, and if all seemed well.

      At the end of the street she turned and waved to Otta, standing on the front steps, who waved back hard. The three walked on around the corner, lost to her sight.

      “I guess,” said Otta timidly to Madame Nikys, standing with her, “you’ll be my mama now instead?”

      “Say rather, I’ll be your mama also. You don’t have to give up one to get another. I had two mothers growing up, Idrene and Florina, though they lived in the same house with the same husband. Life gets complicated like that.”

      Two families, one here, one there? Not subtraction, but addition. That was a better arithmetic.

      “We survive.” Madame Nikys hugged her, unafraid of demons. Married to one, in a sense, Des had once tried to explain. “So will you.”

      “And Atto,” put in, yes, Des, in a satisfied way. Learned’s smile twisted.

      They turned to go back into a house that would never sink in any storm.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Codicil

      

      

      

      When all her day was done-for-now, house secured, children planted firmly in their beds, Nikys pulled open her own bedcovers to invite her husband in. Pen flopped down with a weary whoosh that betrayed how much tension he was finally letting go. Or was that Des? Symo had reported that The Golden Chance had sailed out on the evening tide, with Louka back aboard.

      “That visit today could have gone so much worse,” he mumbled into his pillow.

      “Yes, I was relieved that Louka proved such a level-headed woman. Though given all she’s survived in her life so far, maybe I shouldn’t have been surprised.”

      “Did she seem a cold mother to you, to let Otta go like that?”

      “Mothers are not all the same, you know. Any more than demons.” A hah of assent from Des, with six maternal examples layered in her. “There’s more than one way to be good at it. It may be enough for Louka just to know her daughter is well, and happy. Thriving, five gods willing. If she’d found Otta unhappy, it could have been a very different story.”

      “I thought Louka was perfect.” Des, of course.

      “Only when she left.” Nikys smiled wryly, rolling up on her elbow to watch the candlelight cast gold tendrils on Pen’s mussed hair. “What did she say to you that you didn’t translate? When you were talking about Rina and Wyn?”

      “Hm? Oh. That. Nothing unusual. She just wondered if I’d been your child-bride. Boy-husband. Whichever.”

      “She’s not the first person to notice.” Including Nikys herself. “Pen…” No. “Des. Have you been doing something to Pen?”

      His-her features went shifty. “…Maybe?”

      “Keeping him youthful?”

      “Trying.” Their face grimaced. “I’ve never done anything like this for one of my sorceresses before. I was never skilled enough. I don’t know if something this uphill will work, or for how long. It is, as Pen would say, an experiment.”

      “You haven’t been keeping proper notes,” said Pen dryly. An amused quirk of someone’s lips.

      He added ruefully to Nikys, “I’ve suspected for a while something like this was going on, but it seemed to do no harm. Does it embarrass you? The puzzled looks we’re starting to get? Because that may get worse as we age.”

      “As I age, you mean?”

      “Should I… make Des stop?”

      “Because of gossipers?” She sat up and indignantly punched him in the arm, which made a small smile flicker across his lips. “Why in the world would you think I would want some skinny old man in my bed thirty years from now, when I could have you?” She tugged a lock of light-gilded hair. “Balding.”

      He rolled onto his back, smirking “Oh, five gods forfend!” The amusement faded. “But it will only get stranger with time. And I don’t look forward to outliving you. Or… others.”

      His face shifted to Des’s most sardonic look. “I’ve outlived all my riders’ children, Pen. Many parents must, even without uncanny aid.”

      He grunted, unable to argue.

      Nikys’s lips pursed. “Des… is Atto a child you can’t outlive, then?”

      “Oh,” said Pen, sounding punched for real. “I’d never thought about that.”

      A wordless grumble from Des, not inviting further probing.

      Nikys rolled her shoulders, chasing out the tightness this subject was inducing. “I’ve buried one husband. I don’t wish to repeat the experience. So, Des, you can just carry right on doing… whatever it is you’re doing.”

      “Rough on me, though,” muttered Pen under his breath.

      “Not necessarily. You could be horribly killed on some mission for the duke, or the Order. Or the god. Or in a landslide like that Canton shaman fellow you told me about.” Or some other misadventure no amount of subtle magic could avert. She hated her imagination, some days. Nights. “Drowned at sea.”

      His shudder at that was not wholly faked. “We can hope, eh?”

      “You—!” She snorted and lay back.

      It wasn’t till after he’d snuffed out the candle that she murmured up into the dark, “Pen… do you suppose Otta could be a gift to us all from the white god? In exchange for what we lost, back in the spring. You’ve always said prayer was dangerous…”

      He gathered her up, holding her close in serious contemplation. “I would not like to think that He’s so cruel as to rob others just to bless us. Nor that our prayers are so powerful. Let’s trust it was parsimony. Averting waste. Making ends meet.”

      The god as a frugal householder, hastily improvising? If even magic couldn’t stem every disaster, perhaps neither could the Five. Which left only the cleanup.

      No Hands But Ours, read the motto of Pen’s Order.

      No change there, then. She extended and clenched her own, thinking of all the tasks lined up in her head for tomorrow, and all her tomorrows. She enclosed Pen’s embracing arms in hers, consoling him back.

      So, let us all be about it.

      

      
        
        ~ FIN ~
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            AUTHOR’S NOTE: A BUJOLD READING-ORDER GUIDE

          

        

      

    

    
      The Fantasy Novels

      

      My fantasy novels are not hard to order. Easiest of all is The Spirit Ring, which is a stand-alone, or aquel, as some wag once dubbed books that for some obscure reason failed to spawn a subsequent series. Next easiest are the four volumes of The Sharing Knife—in order, Beguilement, Legacy, Passage, and Horizon—which I broke down and actually numbered, as this was one continuous tale divided into non-wrist-breaking chunks. The novella “Knife Children” is something of a codicil-tale to the tetralogy.

      

      What were called the Chalion books after the setting of its first two volumes, but which now that the geographic scope has widened I’m dubbing the World of the Five Gods, were written to be stand-alones as part of a larger whole, and can in theory be read in any order. Some readers think the world-building is easier to assimilate when the books are read in publication order, and the second volume certainly contains spoilers for the first (but not the third.) In any case, the publication order is:

      

      
        
        The Curse of Chalion

        Paladin of Souls

        The Hallowed Hunt

      

      

      

      In terms of internal world chronology, The Hallowed Hunt would fall first, the Penric novellas perhaps a hundred and fifty years later, and The Curse of Chalion and Paladin of Souls would follow a century or so after that.

      

      The internal chronology of the Penric stories is presently

      

      
        
        “Penric’s Demon”

        “Penric and the Shaman”

        “Penric’s Fox”

        “Masquerade in Lodi”

        “Penric’s Mission”

        “Mira’s Last Dance”

        “The Prisoner of Limnos”

        “The Orphans of Raspay”

        “The Physicians of Vilnoc”

        The Assassins of Thasalon

        “Knot of Shadows”

        “Demon Daughter”

      

      

      

      Other Original E-books

      

      The short story collection Proto Zoa contains five very early tales—three (1980s) contemporary fantasy, two science fiction—all previously published but not in this handy format. The novelette “Dreamweaver’s Dilemma” may be of interest to Vorkosigan completists, as it is the first story in which that proto-universe began, mentioning Beta Colony but before Barrayar was even thought of.

      

      Sidelines: Talks and Essays is just what it says on the tin—a collection of three decades of my nonfiction writings, including convention speeches, essays, travelogues, introductions, and some less formal pieces. I hope it will prove an interesting companion piece to my fiction.

      

      The Gerould Family of New Hampshire in the Civil War: Two Diaries and a Memoir is a compilation of historical documents handed down from my mother’s side of the family. A meeting of time, technology, and skillset has finally allowed me to put them into a sharable form.

      

      The Vorkosigan Stories

      

      Many pixels have been expended debating the ‘best’ order in which to read what have come to be known as the Vorkosigan Books (or Saga), the Vorkosiverse, the Miles books, and other names. The debate mainly revolves around publication order versus internal-chronological order. I favor internal chronological, with a few adjustments.

      

      It was always my intention to write each book as a stand-alone, so that the reader could theoretically jump in anywhere. While still somewhat true, as the series developed it acquired a number of sub-arcs, closely related tales that were richer for each other. I will list the sub-arcs, and then the books, and then the duplication warnings. (My publishing history has been complex.) And then the publication order, for those who want it.

      

      Shards of Honor and Barrayar. The first two books in the series proper, they detail the adventures of Cordelia Naismith of Beta Colony and Aral Vorkosigan of Barrayar. Shards was my very first novel ever; Barrayar was actually my eighth, but continues the tale the next day after the end of Shards. For readers who want to be sure of beginning at the beginning, or who are very spoiler-sensitive, start with these two.

      

      The Warrior’s Apprentice and The Vor Game (with, perhaps, the novella “The Mountains of Mourning” tucked in between.) The Warrior’s Apprentice introduces the character who became the series’ linchpin, Miles Vorkosigan; the first book tells how he created a space mercenary fleet by accident; the second how he fixed his mistakes from the first round. Space opera and military-esque adventure (and a number of other things one can best discover for oneself), The Warrior’s Apprentice makes another good place to jump into the series for readers who prefer a young male protagonist.

      

      After that: Brothers in Arms should be read before Mirror Dance, and both, ideally, before Memory.

      

      Komarr makes another alternate entry point for the series, picking up Miles’s second career at its start. It should be read before A Civil Campaign.

      

      Borders of Infinity, a collection of three of the five currently extant novellas, makes a good Miles Vorkosigan early-adventure sampler platter, I always thought, for readers who don’t want to commit themselves to length. (But it may make more sense if read after The Warrior’s Apprentice.) Take care not to confuse the collection-as-a-whole with its title story, “The Borders of Infinity”.

      

      Falling Free takes place 200 years earlier in the timeline and does not share settings or characters with the main body of the series. Most readers recommend picking up this story later. It should likely be read before Diplomatic Immunity, however, which revisits the “quaddies”, a bioengineered race of free-fall dwellers, in Miles’s time.

      

      The novels in the internal-chronological list below appear in italics; the novellas (officially defined as a story between 17,500 words and 40,000 words) in quote marks.

      

      
        
        Falling Free

        Shards of Honor

        Barrayar

        The Warrior’s Apprentice

        “The Mountains of Mourning”

        “Weatherman”

        The Vor Game

        Cetaganda

        Ethan of Athos

        Borders of Infinity

        “Labyrinth”

        “The Borders of Infinity”

        Brothers in Arms

        Mirror Dance

        Memory

        Komarr

        A Civil Campaign

        “Winterfair Gifts”

        Diplomatic Immunity

        Captain Vorpatril’s Alliance

        “The Flowers of Vashnoi”

        CryoBurn

        Gentleman Jole and the Red Queen

      

      

      

      Caveats:

      

      The novella “Weatherman” is an out-take from the beginning of the novel The Vor Game. If you already have The Vor Game, you likely don’t need this.

      

      The original ‘novel’ Borders of Infinity was a fix-up collection containing the three novellas “The Mountains of Mourning”, “Labyrinth”, and “The Borders of Infinity”, together with a frame to tie the pieces together. Again, beware duplication. The frame story does not stand alone.

      

      Publication order:

      

      This is also the order in which the works were written, apart from a couple of the novellas, but is not identical to the internal-chronological. It goes:

      

      
        
        Shards of Honor (June 1986)

        The Warrior’s Apprentice (August 1986)

        Ethan of Athos (December 1986)

        Falling Free (April 1988)

        Brothers in Arms (January 1989)

        Borders of Infinity (October 1989)

        The Vor Game (September 1990)

        Barrayar (October 1991)

        Mirror Dance (March 1994)

        Cetaganda (January 1996)

        Memory (October 1996)

        Komarr (June 1998)

        A Civil Campaign (September 1999). 

        Diplomatic Immunity (May 2002)

        “Winterfair Gifts” (February 2004)

        CryoBurn (November 2010)

        Captain Vorpatril’s Alliance (November 2012)

        Gentleman Jole and the Red Queen (February 2016)

        “The Flowers of Vashnoi” (May 2018)

      

      

      

      . . . Thirty years fitted on a page. Huh.

      

      Happy reading!

      

      — Lois McMaster Bujold
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      Lois McMaster Bujold was born in 1949, the daughter of an engineering professor at Ohio State University, from whom she picked up her early interest in science fiction.  She now lives in Minneapolis, and has two grown children.  She began writing with the aim of professional publication in 1982.  She wrote three novels in three years; in October of 1985, all three sold to Baen Books, launching her career. Bujold went on to write many other books for Baen, mostly featuring her popular character Miles Naismith Vorkosigan, his family, friends, and enemies.  Her books have been translated into over twenty languages.  Her fantasy from Eos includes the award-winning Chalion series and the Sharing Knife series. In 2020, Bujold received the Damon Knight Grand Master Memorial Award from the Science Fiction Writers of America.
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redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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